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Summary. 

Following completion of an online survey, artists who were interested and available were 

invited to attend consultations in four locations in Wales. In total 52 artists attended five 

consultations (Galeri in Caernarfon, Catrin Finch Centre in Wrexham, Aberystwyth Art Centre, 

and a further two consultations took place in the Wales Millennium Centre in Cardiff).The 

consultations asked artists to consider their participatory practice by asking them about the 

development of their career, and by inviting discussion on key topics. Discussion topics included 

how artists share learning, what makes experiences inspirational, whether artists reflect on 

their practice, and what participatory artists have learnt throughout their practice. The 

consultation sessions lasted for four hours.  

The findings here are not expected to reflect the opinions of all participatory artists in Wales, 

however, the findings do give insight into the concerns and experiences of a reasonable number 

of artists. 

Key findings. 

• Inspirational individuals have a profound effect on participatory artists.  

 

• Artists would welcome more opportunities to work with larger organisations, with 

challenging participants, and to continue their learning. They also express a desire to 

share learning across art forms. 

 

• Many artists feel isolated and although they recognise this is partly due to the nature of 

the job (particularly for freelance artists), they would welcome more opportunities to 

network and share learning. Artists in North Wales in particular feel very isolated and 

express frustration that “everything happens in Cardiff”. 

 

• Competition for jobs hinders the development of a culture where learning is shared. 

Artists fear that if they shared skills, and knowledge other artists might take valuable 

jobs away from them. Cuts in funding and funding opportunities have increased 

competition and fear. 

 

• Artists feel it is important to reflect on their participatory practice but time pressures 

mean there is not always the opportunity to think and reflect; freelance artists in 

particular feel that they do not have time to reflect. 

 

• The need to acquire Criminal Records Bureau checks for each individual project is an 

issue that artists feel hinders the development of their practice. Artists are frustrated by 

the expense, and the lack of co-ordination, within the CRB system. 

 

• Artists say that inspirational projects are important for both artist and participant. Of 

particular value to artists is the effect that a project can have on participants, and the 

energy that develops within a group. Artists say that passion and skill is needed to 

enable this to happen.  
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• Artists feel that the majority of their learning has been done ‘on-the-job’, where they 

have developed a “tool kit” to enable them to work with participants. Key skills include 

the development of interpersonal skills, project management skills, and a confidence in 

what they do. 

 

• Artists believe that quality projects require skilled artists and adequate resources. These 

skilled artists need to support participants, and work collaboratively with them, so 

ensuring that participants grow and develop within the project. 

 

• Participants need to feel ownership of a project and artists need to be able to step back 

in order for that to happen. 

 

• Artists feel that commissioners are ‘speaking a different language’ and would like more 

support from organisations or umbrella bodies in ‘interpreting’ the priorities of 

commissioners and funders. 

Consultation findings. 

Career development. 

Artists were asked to consider five key experiences that had shaped their participatory career. 

Artists were then asked what, if anything, they would change about those experiences.  

The evidence collected during this part of the consultation suggests that artists value a wide 

range of experiences during the development of their participatory practice. Artists suggest that 

they are continually learning and developing their practice.  

Artists feel that it is very important for artists, particularly at the beginning of their careers, to 

have a supportive organisation, or individual, to engage in their learning and development.  

• An artist’s family, their childhood memories, and their personal lives, have a huge 

impact on an artist’s development.  

Perhaps unsurprisingly artists say that their families and friends have a huge impact on 

their careers. Responses relating to family, friends, and personal history include: 

o “Childhood! Rural, pastoral bliss- but also isolation. A lot of time alone 

wandering through woods and fields. Made it difficult to know how to relate to 

other kids once I got to school. Always internalising, creating my own world.” 

o “Where I grew up- getting elephants up mount Kilimanjaro- steel, docks, 

aggression, space, making your own play” 

o “Weekly visits to large art department in Jarrolds, Norwich where I was able to 

purchase individual coloured crayons/pencils with pocket money” 

o “Meeting the lady with the red hat! She made me realise that following my dance 

training was the right choice- despite her telling me it wasn't!” I wouldn’t change 

anything “except perhaps meeting the lady again to share my choices”. 

o “Leaving teaching career… I should have left earlier”. 

o “Reading Virginia Woolf's A Room of One's Own… wish I'd read it sooner!” 
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o “Moving back to Wales, having family and setting up my own business… [It’s] not 

that I think I should not have necessarily [moved] but more planning prior to it- 

more planning, strategy, advice generally would have been welcome in career”. 

o “Sister” 

 

Due to the personal nature of these experiences, it was said that many events were 

outside the control of the individual. However, some artists expressed a wish that they 

had “been braver”, or, “had more confidence at a younger age”. 

 

• Inspirational individuals are significant in the development of a participative 

career.  

The inspirational individual may be met as a mentor, collaborator, or lecturer, but these 

individuals offer artists new ways of thinking and new opportunities for the artist. 

Examples include: 

o “Scott Clarke. Release technique tutor- offered a new way of movement… Maybe 

[I should have] stuck with the course in London- follow release technique, more 

training with Scott Clarke.” 

o “University tutors. Esra Caldwell- inspiring. Rita Marcalo- made me think in 

different way… [I would like] the opportunity to work more with both people.” 

o “At sixteen working  with a performer who told me I should go to drama school 

because I discovered, for the first time, I could do something well, having left 

school with nothing” 

o “Working with Theatr Iolo in Cardiff and Arts Education company at the time, 

under the guidance of Kevin and Glenys” 

o “Meeting and working alongside an absolutely fabulous artist who taught me 

and grew me and became a friend… [I] should have worked and seen how other 

people worked to observe other ways of working” 

 

Artists find it rewarding to work with other inspirational artists as they develop their 

participatory career. Artists might not realise the importance of the individual during 

the actual experience because they are “not paying enough attention” at the time. Artists 

would welcome more opportunities to work with inspirational individuals.  

 

• Formal training and university courses remain prominent for artists.  

PGCEs remain popular and valuable; although they are not specifically aimed at 

developing an artist’s participative practice, PGCES are felt to be useful in the 

development of understanding group dynamics and how people learn. Subject related 

degrees, such as Fine Art or Music, also remain significant as individuals develop their 

skills. The majority of artists would not change anything about these formal courses.  

Examples include: 

o “Formal teaching training helped me to understand children of all ages and how 

to work with them in different places/ spaces/ events etc. and understanding 

their needs” 

o “No formal teaching training. Self-taught and have trained PGCSE students. After 

11 years now thinking to formalise my teaching to open more job opportunities” 

o “Being offered training for DST- moving in to film/ digital media as a result, 

gaining a degree” 
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o “School, University, Drama School, Teacher training. Projects. Courses. Tutors. 

Ideology.” 

o “Achieving a place at Music college- Cardiff” 

o “Training as an art and drama  teacher BUT realising I wasn't cut out for working 

in formal education” 

The evidence suggests that undertaking formal education and training is valuable as it 

not only enables the artist to develop their personal practice, but also opens up new 

ways of thinking as well as more job opportunities. 

• Continuous Professional Development is highly valued.  

Whilst CPD is thought to be useful, many artists feel that there is not enough relevant 

training on offer in Wales. Artists want more opportunities to undertake CPD, and many 

also want these opportunities to be practically based. Artists also say that they want 

more connections between art forms. Due to the ad hoc nature of CPD the depth and 

quality of experiences varies greatly, however, almost all artists report that they want 

more CPD opportunities in order to continue learning. Examples include:  

o “Training for one week only with Curis Jounstow, and his experience of creating 

theatre in prisons. [I would want]… more of an opportunity to work with him in 

a prison” 

o  “Taking part in the Helfa Gelf arts tour- sharing my work to the public, speaking 

about my work, meeting other artists… It would be great, helpful, inspirational 

to have an artists’ network for my local area” 

o “Training in improvisation and acting techniques with a director at the RWCMD 

and then going on to teach acting students and using the same exercises etc with 

teenagers.” 

o “Finding time to take courses while working as tutor is always a problem, 

working with other artists who stretch you and work in different ways is always 

relevant to CPD" 

o “Arts training wales- an organisation that connected me with the people who 

could help (I wouldn't have closed in down)” 

Artists in all areas of Wales report that CPD opportunities have had a significant impact 

on their career. Artists in North Wales are more likely to suggest that future CPD 

opportunities could be used as a way of building connections across art forms and 

developing a network. This reinforces the evidence that they feel isolated. 

• Observation, although mentioned as important, is reported less frequently.  

The evidence suggests that observation has a less profound impact on the development 

of participative careers. Artists in South Wales are more likely to report observation as 

significant, and are more likely to report observing large scale projects and large arts 

organisations. Artists say that observation is important for developing different 

approaches in participatory settings, although time constraints are a limiting factor. 

Artists would like more opportunities to undertake observation outside of their own 

skills set and art form, in order to widen their skills. Examples of responses include: 

o “Simply looking and listening to as much good work as possible and discussing it 

afterwards… [I would like the] ability to work with artists outside UK” 
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o “Young musicians, actors, designers of NYOW and NYTW (previously worked in 

dance sector)” 

o “Media 4- learning on the job to teach film making workshops. Observation at 

one session, teach one session. Very formal teaching. Product is important. 

[Should have] Attended more writing workshops” 

o “In order to be the best observe the rest. Never lost energy on the contest. 

Learning is to pay attention, at all costs” 

 

• The opportunity to work with larger organisations, and inspirational individuals, 

is highly valued by artists. 

The experience of working with others on inspirational projects is reported most 

frequently by artists. This frequency is seen all across Wales which suggests that these 

experiences are particularly meaningful for participatory artists. The opportunity to 

work with others is reported most frequently by artists in South Wales. Examples of 

responses include: 

o “Opportunity to work with other art forms when a school bought me in as a 

visual artist to complement the residency with London Cont. Dance theatre- 

LCDT, then hired me to work with the dancers and musicians in schools… led to 

9 years of regular exciting projects all over the UK” 

o “National Theatre Wales. - opened up a whole new way of thinking. Inspiration. 

Energy, anything is possible, listening, sharing… [but] Work stress. Falling 

standards, larger groups, lack of resources” 

o  “Making digital stories with Katrina Kirkwood with a group of Nepalese men 

and women near Cwmbran- and in particular the sharing of these stories with 

‘local valleys woman’” 

o “Meeting different people on different projects from different backgrounds. 

Bounce ideas and creating new ones… Wouldn't change this, but would like 

more, and others should have the same chance.” 

o “Surf Tailz- WNO MAX. Moving in to a mixed arts project for the first time. 

Learning as I went. Experiencing is as important as the product” 

o “Working as an Artist in Residence in schools and communities engagement… 

Interacted more with other artists at the residency” 

 

• Challenging experiences with participants are frequently reported as a key 

experience.  

Whilst artists believe challenging experiences have helped them to develop their 

practice, many artists say that they would welcome more training. Artists report that 

training to equip them to work with specific groups, rather than learning the necessary 

skills on the job, may have been valuable. Artists also express a desire to have more 

opportunities to work in challenging situations, and they feel that other participatory 

artists should have the opportunity to undertake similar experiences. Some examples 

include: 

o “Working with people. Sort of found my groove working with people in 

vulnerable situations- refugees, community situations, and currently with 

elderly- using own experience to seek to involve people in creative activity, find 

ways of allowing expression” 
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o “Working with masks with troubled and pissed off teenagers- seeing how it 

started to interest and excite them with a desire to develop skills and make a 

piece of theatre” 

o “Having to deliver an Art Class to 56 children who don't speak English- Forcing 

myself out of my comfort zone…. Perhaps I would have benefitted from some 

teaching experience? Maybe.” 

o “Meeting different people on different projects from different backgrounds. 

Bounce ideas and creating new ones… Wouldn't change this, but would like 

more, and others should have the same chance.” 

o “Being given the chance to work with children and different groups from an 

early age with support” 

o “Just after leaving college at the tender age of 22- touring old people's homes 

and psychiatric hospitals performing to and interacting with old people ravaged 

by dementia- seeing and experimenting what theatre and music could do- how 

theatre could calm people” 

o “A single day of training on how to lead a workshop- then in at the deep end- and 

it was. Social workers losing jobs, youngsters being marched out, being besieged 

by youths with machetes. [Would make the change of] longer training process, 

feedback, mentoring- should have happened. But- it was much more fun the 

other way” 

 

Discussion Session. 

Artists were invited to split in to small groups, if necessary, to discuss key questions which 

related to their participative practice. Sessions were facilitated to ensure that groups remained 

focused. 

 

How do we share learning? 

Artists involved in the consultation process say a variety of methods can be used, and have been 

used, to share learning:  

• Informal chatting- can do it more formally online (good to chat outside of own media/ 

art form/ practice). 

• Self-publish and push online- create opportunities for others to learn 

• Collaboration: asking questions 

• Observation 

• Need trust 

• Formal groups are helpful in some instances. 

• Need more opportunities- there aren’t enough 

• Publications important to learn from- exemplary practice. 

• Investment in training. 

• Organisations 

• Teaching  

• Role playing 

• Individuals 
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Artists often say that they  feel they have a “personal responsibility to share learning” with 

others: “if you do participative work you need to share learning: it goes alongside it”, however, 

artists report that knowledge sharing is largely done within similar groups (“theatre groups 

share with to other theatre groups- but what are other people doing?”). The level and depth of 

sharing varies considerably depending on art form. Artists involved in the performance arts, 

particularly theatre, seem more satisfied with how learning is shared, than artists involved in 

other art forms. Visual art practitioners in particular feel that there is nowhere that learning can 

be shared because the “visual arts organisations have gone from Wales”.  

Artists from Wrexham and Caernarfon (North Wales) feel that they are “reinventing the wheel 

as individuals, because we’re not sharing”; artists feel that the remote location leads to isolation 

which hinders sharing. An artist in Caernarfon exclaimed that “I’ve never been asked about how 

I do what I do”, whilst an artist in Wrexham also exclaimed that “I don’t think we do share 

learning”. Although artists in South Wales feel less isolated, artists attending the Cardiff 

consultation also feel that the sector has faced erosion. Key organisations, and online networks, 

have lost funding which has led to a loss of knowledge:  “Those organisations had all sorts of 

information, whether you believed it or not, … [National Community Arts] had all sorts of 

information, whether or not you took in on board, it was a mine of information”.  

Artists attending the consultations would welcome more opportunities to share learning, 

particularly across different art forms. The majority of artists attending the consultation 

sessions found that the meeting itself was a useful sharing and networking exercise. Artists 

want to develop opportunities to aid early career artists, particularly in a practical way: artists 

largely agree that to develop skills individuals have to ‘do’ the job rather than just undertake 

‘academic learning’. Artists in Aberystwyth are particularly keen to create opportunities for 

others to learn and suggest that voluntary assistants would enable early career artists to 

develop their skills in a safe environment.  Participatory artists also want to continue their own 

learning, and to tell others about how and what participative artists do. Issues of trust were 

frequently mentioned as a hindrance in sharing learning. Artists feel that there are no safe 

online ‘spaces’ to share learning; “Lots of ‘spaces’ are competitive and have other agendas. 

There isn’t a forum”. Artists in Aberystwyth have a strong desire to be open, but also say that 

“people are guarded because of job opportunities” and competition. 

Overall, the evidence suggests that artists want to share their learning, and in fact, many feel 

they should share their learning. There are several barriers to the development of a sharing 

culture such as trust and opportunity. Artists would welcome more opportunities to share 

learning online, at conferences, and during artist led sessions.  

 

What makes certain experiences inspirational? 

Initially the artists involved in the consultation process were dismissive of this question, 

because inspiration is “individual”, however, when they were then asked to consider explaining 

their own inspirational experiences there were enthusiastic discussions.  

Some answers included:  
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• Opening doors within self and others: seeing the process. 

•  Taking people out of comfort zone (“to do something they didn’t think they could”). 

• Making a difference to a person/situation 

• People owning the process is inspirational but it does require a framework.  

• Passion, excitement, joy. Energy. Connection 

• Freedom to explore 

• That moment when you forget time 

• ‘On a roll’ 

• Magic. New, different, haven’t thought of before 

• Perceptual shift 

• Fresh 

• In-breath. Surprise 

• Shared. It stops being about the individual. 

• Bravery/ trust/ courage 

• Facilitating- allowing it to happen 

• Is complex 

• Idea theft… 

• Emotional impact on artist/ facilitator/ participants/ audience 

• Unexpected outcome 

• Barriers dissolve 

• Everyone firing on all cylinders 

 

The artists at the consultation sessions agree that it is “really hard to define [quality]. I can 

think of so many examples, but trying to think of the qualities for it… There are lots of tensions- 

elements of simple and complex, light and dark- but when it happens it sends a tingle down 

your spine and changes the atmosphere”. 

Using physical changes as a way to describe inspirational experiences is a recurring method. 

Artists frequently use examples of projects they have been a part of where participants seemed 

inspired. One artist mentioned that it’s “when you see a teenager slumped in a chair, and then 

they sit up and get involved”; another artist felt that “for me it’s also when the participant 

becomes more vulnerable and the barriers come down. They sort of melt- they become softer”.  

Artists feel that projects should have an emotional and physical impact upon participants, 

and many artists agree that it is “very inspirational when you emotionally affect others”. The 

impact on the participants is seen in a change in their behaviour or attitude and many artists 

monitor these changes in participant behaviour as a method of assessing engagement. 

Artists report that participants should be inspired, and question what this might mean for 

participants. The notion that participants should feel ownership of a project is a recurring 

theme, and artists feel it is particularly important. Many artists also feel that seeing participants 

“take control of the process and do it themselves” is inspiring for them as artists. Artists say that 

they “need to engage [participants] first” but ultimately an inspiring participatory project is 

“when people take control of processes and do it themselves”. The ability to facilitate, rather 

than teach, is important when undertaking participatory arts because participatory arts should 

be “inspiring and enabling” rather than about telling participants what to do, or “closing down 

possibilities”. By engaging with participants, and developing their skills, artists feel that they 
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should be able to take a “step back”. Artists say that this approach still requires a framework 

and a flexible plan; although this approach is a key strategy, artists say that it is difficult to share 

this strategy with early- career artists. 

During discussions at all consultations there was a consensus that it was important for artists 

to be inspired, as well as participants, during their participatory practice. Artists in both 

Wrexham and Caernarfon (North Wales) believe that they would feel more inspired by 

“belonging to something” and having more “connection with other creative people”. Artists in 

North Wales in particular feel that they need somewhere to meet, and an organisation to belong 

to, “especially up here”. Artists frequently express a feeling of being on the periphery of the 

sector, and want to feel more connected to a wider network of artists. Although artists in South 

Wales express less need for further networks, artists still feel that professional isolation can 

hinder the development of inspirational practice: “You need find it [inspirational practice] all 

the time. It is hard to give it all, all the time, when you’re working alone and isolated”. Artists in 

South Wales are more concerned with seeing work from other artists that inspires them, rather 

than connecting to an organisation. 

Artists feel that one of the most valuable resources for creating an inspirational experience for 

participants is having sufficient time planned in to the project. Whilst artists disagree about 

whether inspirational projects “can be structured, formed and timetabled”, or whether “it can’t 

be planned”, all agree that sufficient time enables them to provide the space to explore and 

create a more meaningful process and a better end product.   

Artists feel that participatory arts experiences should be inspirational for both participant and 

artist. Inspirational projects are developed by enabling participants to feel ownership of a 

project, and by allowing time for emotional change. The lack of time is felt, by some artists, to 

have a huge impact on the quality of participatory arts projects; artists would like to see 

commissioners and funders budget for more time within projects to ensure that both the 

process and the product are inspirational for all involved. As well as ensuring that their own 

participative projects are inspirational, artists also want to see more inspirational work from 

other artists, and to develop more connections within Wales. 

 

 What lessons have you learned? 

Artists in all consultations feel that they learn a great deal during their participative careers.  

Lessons learnt range from developing a ‘tool-kit’ for working with participants, to developing 

confidence. Examples of artist responses are listed below: 

• Keep learning 

• Do it wrong first! 

• Share and develop group mentality 

• Communication 

• Lecture less! 

• Participate in what you’re doing 

• Be a leader and keep things on track 

• People skills  
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• Don’t let bad experiences bring you down- “Bad experiences are an opportunity like 

good ones” 

• Acceptance: temper expectations, but always strive for more 

• Be confident in own skills/ value your skills and experience  

• Plan- but be flexible. 

• “Get out of the way!” 

• Take risks 

Artists from across Wales say it is very important to “keep learning” as they progress in their 

career. Learning experiences focus on the learning that takes place whilst engaged on a project, 

or when observing other projects, rather than undertaking formal learning. Artists also feel that 

“you learn more when it goes wrong”, because you can assess why things do or don’t work. To 

enable artists to learn from their mistakes they feel there needs to be a safe ‘space’ in which 

participatory artists can learn and develop their craft, and make mistakes. Most artists feel that 

their learning has been done “on the job” or “as you go” and many feel that support from 

individuals or organisations is particularly helpful. Suggestions such as creating more 

mentoring opportunities to enable early career artists to develop a ‘tool kit’ are particularly 

popular. 

Late career artists feel the ‘tool kit’ that they have developed has become “embedded” and is 

difficult to measure and share. All artists say that they have developed a wide range of 

personal skills and knowledge during their participative careers. Artists feel that sensitivity, 

acceptance, and trust are particularly important personal skills to have when working with 

participants. Leadership skills are needed to keep a project on track, although “the degree of 

leadership varies hugely depending on the group”. Artists also feel that whilst the participatory 

arts are not about teaching it is useful to have some teaching knowledge; this enables artists to 

understand how groups learn and to develop skills in managing group dynamics.  

Artists in Cardiff also responded that artists need to balance the ability to “take risks- BUT 

sometimes you have to play it safe. It’s both”. Artists feel that whilst risk taking is important, 

the participatory project still has to be safe, valuable, and “fit for purpose”:  “the language of 

application is to ‘take risks’, but you need to know that the plug fits the socket!”. 

Many artists feel that it is important to learn how to “be confident with your ideas and skills” 

and to value those skills and expertise. Artists in Cardiff focused on the confidence of the 

individual artist which develops with years of experience. Artists in Caernarfon, however, feel 

less confident that commissioners value their skills: “They like your work but don’t want to pay 

you”. Artists in Aberystwyth feel that “vocalising” their practice at conferences, or events, is an 

important method of developing confidence within the sector and of “getting respect” for 

participatory artists.  

All artists responded that they have developed new skills whilst working as a participatory 

artist. The majority of these skills are learnt whilst ‘on the job’ or through supportive learning 

relationships. Participatory art practitioners develop a ‘tool kit’ of personal skills, workshop 

based skills, and project management skills throughout their careers, although, they find it 

difficult to communicate the complex skills that are needed. 
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Do you reflect on your practice and how?  

 

Artists in all consultations felt that reflection was a key part of learning and development. 

Artists use both internal reflection, and seek feedback from peers, friends, and employers. 

Examples of artist responses are listed below: 

• Solicit feedback 

• Rely on sub-conscious, rather than reflect consciously 

• Creative process is part of reflection 

• During a project: monitoring as needed (regularly/constantly) 

• After a project 

• Keeping a blog throughout the process 

• Evaluation forms: depending on project- distance travelled- before and after. 

• Product 

• Feedback 

• Peer discussion 

• Networking 

• Personal reflection 

• Reviews 

• Observation/ comparisons/ good examples 

• On-going 

• Do you go back to what you’ve recorded/written? Not really 

 

Artists believe it is hugely important to review and reflect upon their participatory practice 

because “even if you do it wrong, you reflect to make it better”. Although the ability to reflect 

upon practice is viewed as very important by artists this may be an ideal, rather than a reality, 

for some artists. Artists frequently say that time constraints hinder meaningful reflection of 

their practice:  “I had a chance to reflect when I was travelling, but as a freelancer it’s 

reactionary- you need the money”. Other artists agree that they “don’t have time to think” and 

would welcome more opportunity to have “space away from the coal face” to consider their 

practice. 

For some artists it is the “totally personal reflection” that is the most important way of 

learning from a project because this allows artists to consider ‘who they are’ as an artist, as well 

as to consolidate what they have learnt. For other artists it is important to discuss an experience 

with another artist because this can provide useful feedback, and new ways of looking at things. 

Whilst peer learning is felt to be useful in many ways, artists feel that feedback is rarely given 

from colleagues within a project “because it’s not the done thing”. Many artists would welcome 

the opportunity to give and receive feedback from colleagues and employers as a way to aid 

learning and increase communication within the sector. Not only are artists interested in 

personal reflection to aid development, but artists are also interested in formal evaluation and 

monitoring. In the absence of feedback from others, evaluation documentation is often found to 

be helpful when reviewing the success of a project. 

Artists feel that seeing the work of inspirational artists, is hugely important when 

understanding how to review their own work.  Seeing other people enables artists to make 

comparisons with their own practice, and to learn from good examples.  One artist felt that 
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observing was useful but further support was more helpful:  “[a practitioner] was good at 

working with the children, but at the end he was also very good at analysing and saying why he 

did things. For me it had a huge impact on my practice”. The ability of one artist to communicate 

their own practice can help the reflection of another. 

Artists would welcome more time to reflect on their own practice, as well as developing a 

culture of feedback from colleagues and employers. Artists feel it is useful to undertake personal 

reflection, but also to make use of other tools such as formal project evaluation, and seeing 

other people’s work. Artists feel that it is not possible to “measure or assess” the learning that 

has developed through reflection, but believe that the process is invaluable. 

 

Other Issues. 

During the discussion sessions, other issues were raised which remain important for the 

consideration of participative practice. 

• Training is not consistent. 

Artists feel that suitable training and CPD is difficult to access. Where training is offered, 

it is “hit and miss”. Most artists who attended the consultation sessions had little, or no, 

formal training that was directly related to their participative career. Many artists feel 

that they are “thrown in the deep end” and have developed their participative skills on 

the job. Artists express concern that they sometimes have to undertake the role of a 

social worker when they are in a project; this is a role for which many artists have no 

training, or preparation. 

 

• Funding remains an issue. 

Artists are concerned that funding has been reduced severely. The current funding 

situation means that artists are not able to create long term, or multi art form, projects. 

Artists would like to “stay somewhere and see some longevity”. Artists are particularly 

frustrated by short-term projects that are expected to deliver ‘longer term’ outcomes 

such as seeing change in the community. 

 

• Artists would like there to be a consideration of after care for both artists and 

participants. 

During the lifetime of a participatory project artists and participants often forge a strong 

relationship: “At that moment that project is everything. At the end of the project there 

is a big come down”.   

o This can be damaging to artists and participants. 

o There is concern about what happens when the artist has to move on. This can be 

demoralising for those left behind. Can something be built in to projects? 

o Used to be organisations that would support it. 

 “We’re responsible for taking them to the top of a mountain, sometimes you have to 

take them down again”. 

 

• Artists are frustrated by the Criminal Records Bureau checks. 
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The issue of gaining CRB certificates is one that was raised at all consultation sessions.  

Artists do want a system that will help protect participants, although they remain 

frustrated at need to apply for a separate CRB check for individual projects/employers. 

Artists feel that the additional checks are needless- because they do not add to the 

protection of participants- as well as costly.  Freelance artists are particularly 

disadvantaged as they cannot gain a CRB certificate unless they are already employed on 

a project. Artists are interested in developing a single ‘passport’ for artists that would 

work in a similar way to a CRB check. 

 

Creative sessions.  

Artists were invited to use the session to create something in response to a key question. The 

aim of this session was that the materials could aid thinking; it was not intended that artists 

should create a piece of art, nor was it an art workshop. Artists did not have to create an item if 

they did not want to. 

What are your key beliefs? Galeri, Caernarfon.  

Artists in Caernarfon did not want to go through the creative session, but opted to undertake a 

short dance workshop which was led the facilitator. The facilitator asked artists to create shapes 

and movements that reflected their beliefs.  Artists were then asked to explain their shapes and 

movement. 

Artists in Caernarfon reported four key beliefs that are important when creating good 

participative projects: 

• Artists must be skilled. 

Artists feel they have to be strong, whilst also striving to create a safe environment for 

participants. Artists also recognise the need to be flexible and the need to “always have 

something up your sleeve”. 

 

• Artists must support participants. 

A supportive atmosphere for participants has to be created in order that participants are 

safe to explore during a session.  Participants have to be able “trust” the artist in order to 

feel that they can rely on someone with expertise. The experience also has to be “fun”. 

 

• Artists need to be collaborative. 

Artists need to “communicate” with those involved in the project, as well trust their 

colleagues. A “sense of humour”, an ability to “accept offers” of help, and an ability to 

“build rapport” are also thought to be important when developing collaborations. 

 

• Artists must supply good materials. 

Artists feel very strongly that good quality materials should be provided to all 

participants, regardless of skill level. “If you want a quality process and a quality product 

you need quality materials”. 

 

 

Consider your journey or process. Catrin Finch Centre, Wrexham. 
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• Journeys are not straight forward. 

Artists feel that their personal journeys have not been straight forward but are full of 

false starts and meanderings. Artists feel that this life experience has enabled them to 

deliver better participatory projects. 

 

• Artists have an impact on participants. 

Artists feel it is necessary to ‘unlock’ the creativity of participants during their 

participative process; this has to be done with skill and care to ensure the wellbeing of 

the participant. Other artists feel that a participative art process is about the effect that 

they have on others, and how the impact of the participatory project can lead to the 

participant exploring new options and possibilities. 

 

 

 

• Connections. 

Artists need to develop connections and partnerships with a variety of groups. Not only 

do artists need to ensure that they develop connections within their own field to ensure 

the development of their practice but they also need to make connections with their 

participants to ensure a successful project. Artists also need to try and make 

connections with funders, commissioners and other organisations.  

 

What skills do you need to work with commissioners? What support do you need? Wales 

Millennium Centre, Cardiff. 

• De-mystify language. 

Artists feel that commissioners and artists are not speaking the same language, and 

would like more support to develop an understanding of that language. Artists 

understand the need for the different approach, because the primary concerns of 

commissioners and artists are different. Artists feel that it would be beneficial to have 

support from artists who understand the commissioners. 

 

• Challenge the commissioner. 

Image showing an 

artist’s creation. 

The central circle 

represents the 

artist. The 

concentric circles, 

like ripples, 

represent those 

who have been 

affected by the 

participatory work.  

 

The line leading out 

shows the new 

experiences that 

participants go on 

to explore. 

 



17 

 

“I want to be able to challenge the commissioners and be able to ask questions”. Artists 

would like to be able to ask questions about how and why commissioners fund artists in 

order to make them more accountable. By understanding the way that commissioners 

choose artists, and ask questions about those decisions, artists feel that they would be 

able to improve their own funding applications. 

 

• Change focus and attitude. 

Artists would like funders and commissioners to change their focus from outcome to 

process. Whilst artists recognise that outcomes are important, they feel frustrated by 

undertaking short term projects with the expectations of delivering long term change. 

Artists would also like to see more time for exploration to be included in the planning 

and budgeting stage of a project, to ensure that the process is not cut short for 

participants. Artists would welcome the support of art organisations in facilitating this 

change. 

 

• Change when funding bids come out. 

Funding bids, and opportunities, often come out too late. Artists feel that they often miss 

out on opportunities because they have committed to work elsewhere. Some artists feel 

that the short notice shows that commissioners do not understand how freelance artists 

work. 

 

“Why can’t commissioners just be artists?”  

 

 

How do you ensure quality? Wales Millennium Centre, Cardiff. 

• Participatory practice requires a framework. 

Artists feel that there needs to be space within a project to allow 

for a satisfying project. This space needs to allow the 

participants to explore creatively. A framework needs to be 

developed to ensure that the project is safe and fun. 

 

• Artists need a complex set of  skills and attributes. 

Artists believe that ensuring a quality participative experience 

starts with ensuring that a skilled artist is leading the project. 

This set of skills includes developing interpersonal skills, having 

a sense of humour, an ability to lead, and a belief in the value of 

the work. 

 

• Participant ownership. 

Artists agree that a quality participatory experience leads 

to empowerment and transformation of the participant. 

This is done by building up skills of the participants, and 

‘opening their eyes’ to new experiences. 

 

 

How do you work with participants? Aberystwyth Arts Centre, Aberystwyth.  

 

• Inclusion. 

Artists feel that projects should be inclusive regardless of skill, ability, health, or wealth. 

Artists also feel that they have to be humble about their skills, and are keen to 

remember that not all participants are engaged throughout all projects. Whilst artists 

strive to include all, they need to be aware of those that are not included. 
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• Creating the right environment. 

Artists want to ensure that the right environment is created. This ensures creating a safe 

environment that enables participants to explore and ‘play’ creatively. Artists also 

believe that participatory arts projects enable artists to ‘open windows’ for participants 

that enables them to create new things. When working with participants it is also 

important to be positive and to enable them to grow and develop, within the framework 

of the project.  

 

• Context. 

Artists here believe that it is very important to be aware of the context of the project, 

and the background of the projects participants. It is also important to be aware of the 

context of the funders, to ensure that there is an understanding of the aims and 

objectives of all those involved. 

 

• Respecting the participant. 

Whilst participatory activities are generally done as a group, artists say that it is 

important to adjust their approach when working with different groups and individuals. 

Every participant is different, and that has to be respected. 

 

Conclusions. 

Although there are considerable differences in the approaches that individual artists take when 

working with participants it is clear that there are definite similarities, across art forms when, 

assessing the skills and knowledge that artists believe are required to undertake good 

participatory work. 

Artists believe that a complex set of skills are needed in order to deliver participatory projects. 

Whilst artists believe that they should be a professional in their own art form, and active in that 

field, they also believe that other skills are more important. Interpersonal skills are seen to be 

the most important skills to develop when working with participants. The ability to 

communicate with others, trust people, and be flexible, are seen to be key skills. Artists need to 

believe in the value of the work, and respect their participants. Whilst artists feel that all of 

these skills can be developed and improved, many feel that they can’t be taught formally. 

Artists seem to respond that their key learning experiences were not undertaken in a formal 

learning environment, but whilst working with other people or on projects. Artists seem to feel 

that the practical nature of the job requires artists to develop their skills by ‘doing’ the job. For 

this reason, apprenticeships and mentoring opportunities are popular, and many artists would 

like to see organisations offer more opportunities of this kind. Artists would also welcome more 

opportunities to continue their learning; mid and later career artists in particular feel that there 

is not enough suitable training. Artists would welcome the development of an online network, 

and the establishment of conferences, as a way to share learning and practice. Whilst many 

artists agree that an online network would be useful, artists do have concerns as to how to 

ensure it is a ‘safe’, rather than competitive space. 

Larger art organisations can also support artists in other ways. Artists would like organisations 

to be involved in the development of an online network. Artists would also like organisations to 

facilitate a change in attitude with commissioners and funders. Artists feel that it is very 

important that projects are provided with adequate resources, both in terms of quality 
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materials and time. Artists say that having an outcome, or end product, is important but they 

would like commissioners to place more emphasis on providing time for participants to explore 

creatively.  

Artists find it difficult to communicate what a ‘quality’ project is, however artists across art 

forms say that participants should feel ownership of the project. There is a consensus that 

artists need to support and empower participants by giving them the freedom to explore; that 

freedom does, however, need to be established within a framework that allows artists and 

participants to work collaboratively.  
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Appendix 1: Methodology. 
 

A selection of participatory artists who had completed the online survey were invited to attend 

consultation sessions across Wales. In total 52 artists attended five consultation sessions in four  

locations across Wales (Galeri in Caernarfon, Catrin Finch Centre in Wrexham, Aberystwyth Art 

Centre, and a further 2 consultations took place in the Wales Millennium Centre in Cardiff. The 

consultation planned for Llandrindod Wells was cancelled due to lack of demand). 

All consultations were offered bilingually, although no artist inputted into the session through 

the medium of Welsh. Due the lack of Welsh language artist present at the consultation an 

additional, Welsh language, consultation will take place in 2012. 

A quota was set prior to artist selection in order to enable a wide range of views were captured 

during the consultation sessions. The quota was made up of the following: 

15 artists in each consultation day and will be made up of the following:  

7 male, 7 female artists 

2 artists will be from ethnic minorities (based on most recent published census figures1) 

3 will be early- career artists (up to 3 years’ experience in participatory arts) 

6 artists will be mid-career (between 3-15 years’ experience in participatory arts) 

6 artists will be late career artists (over 15 years’ experience in participatory arts) 

All consultations to be run bilingually 

 

Due to the response rate, and location preferences of artists, these quotas could not always be 

met in individual locations, however, the quotas were largely met over all. During the 

consultation, artists involved in Fine Art were over represented, although a large percentage of 

Fine Art artists completed the online survey. 

       

      
                                                           

1
 www.statistic.gov.uk/census2001/profiles/commentaries/ethnicity.asp accessed 19/8/11. 
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Appendix2: Artist consultation day timetable. 

 

Artworks Cymru: Regional Consultation Session Content. 

 

Introduction  

 

• Introduction to the Artworks Cymru Partnership: How it 

was set up, what it aims to achieve and how it fits into the 

PHF’s UK programme. 

 

• Health & Safety: Fire procedures, location of fire exits and 

toilets.  

 

• Research ethics: Check filming consent. Group consensus – 

what happens if a sensitive issue arises – preferred 

responses. Point out that participants can leave at any point 

during the consultation. Explain the intended use of the 

research and participant anonymity. 

 

• Bilingualism: Welsh/English communication preference 

and how both languages will be incorporated 

 

• Ease in: Centring exercise. 

 

 

Workshop 1: Training - 

Whole Group  

 

Key consideration:  

1. Consider 5 experiences that you believe to have shaped 

your career 

 

2. If you could change anything about those experiences, 

what would you change and how? 

 

Process:  

1. Individual thinking time.   

 

2. Pairs – share thinking. 

 

3. Write key information on post its  - 5 experiences [orange 

post its]  - Changes [yellow post its]. Place on the wall 

chart  - under headings:  
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        Formal  -  CPD  -  Observation  -  Working with  -  Making.  

 

Then consider the information on the wall chart   

4. Group Discussion related to the information shared : 

 

• How do you share learning about participative practice? 

 

• What makes certain experiences inspirational? 

 

• What lessons have you learned? 

 

• Do you reflect on your practice and how? – Reflective / 

Reflexive 

 

 

Workshop 2: 3 or 4 

Groups 

 

Creative exploration: Using your chosen tools of expression [e.g. 

paper & pens or magazine images / words and glue to create a 

picture/map; plasticine to model; create a drama scene /song / 

dance / music piece to perform], consider the following points: 

 

• Your beliefs 

 

• Your journey / process 

 

• Ensuring quality 

 

• Context 

 

• Working with participants i.e. collaborative / facilitative / 

directive 

 

• Commissioning – skills / relationships / support 
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Summary & Close  • Feedback: Presentation & feedback from the groups  

 

• Ease out: Centring exercise  

 

• What happens next? 

 

Social networking information about Facebook and Twitter and 

how to submit additional feedback to Eleanor 

 

• Artist feedback: Evaluation form  

 

• Diolch yn Fawr / Thank you! 

 

 


