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Providing the Evidence: Evaluation and Quality  

 

  

Thomas Hirschhorn, 2008, The Spectre of Evaluation. 

At a time when evaluation of arts projects has almost become a separate profession, the role of 
artists and curators has sometimes been neglected:  ‘doing’ and ‘making’ being increasingly 
separated from the evaluation process in favour of statistics and monitoring.  The technocracy of 
target-driven outputs often produces linear, fixed ‘objects’ of knowledge, or data to be provided, 
ignoring creative processes, practices and experiences.  Through wanting to prove value in a way 
that make sense to those providing the money we have moved to employing statistical systems of 
collection, ordering and recording impacts and outcomes.  Often ignoring the possibility of an 
examination into the nature of the creative work and its impact on participants.   

Sociologist William Bruce Cameron once observed (in a quote often attributed to Einstein), ‘Not 
everything that can be counted, counts.  Not everything that counts can be counted.173’ The Three 
Johns and Shelagh would seem to concur with him in terms of evaluating the arts, suggesting, 
‘...evidence collected solely through science does not work’174.  Yet this has not mitigated against 
an on-going sense that if we could only collect the right kind of data in the right kind of way our 
problems would be solved.  In her (2002) article for spiked-online175 Selwood, for example, is 
insistent, ‘collecting statistics to prove the value of the arts has largely been useless’ while 
suggesting more objective collection and analysis is the solution. In terms of policy decisions this 
may well be true.  In terms of individual project evaluation, reliance on data would seem to be a 
poor choice.  Audience numbers, impressive graphics and visitor profiles, while satisfactory as 
marketing tools, can be as inadequate and unreliable as any other tools of measurement.    

Artists are generally confident in making critical judgements of their own work; knowing they have 
the language to speak about it.  The challenge, as Matarasso so clearly identifies in his recent 
essay, ‘Creative Progression: reflections on quality in participatory arts’, being how these 
judgements are made, ‘when an artist’s practice involves work with other people, for purposes and 
within judgement frameworks determined by yet others, notably those who pay for it’176.  The 
thirteen companies whose work was reviewed in the Art Council’s review of ‘Adult Participatory 

                                                
 

173 Cameron, W,B. (1963) Informal Sociology: A Casual Introduction to Sociological Thinking Random House 
174 http://www.john3shelagh.com/towards-plan-b.html 
175 http://www.spiked-online.com/newsite/article/6851#.U_uFVJSwJ1w 
176 https://www.academia.edu/5138812/Creative_Progression_-_Reflections_on_quality_in_participatory_arts 
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Arts: thinking it through’, identify similar difficulties: ‘The ambiguity of the artistic process and its 
language of metaphor and symbol does not always sit easily alongside the pragmatics of output and 
outcome, targets and milestones.’    

In trying to capture the complex journey that might be taken by artist and participants where 
performance or presentation is a central part of the experience, they offer a possible model: 

 

In speaking of how we identify ‘quality’, Matarasso proposes looking at the five separate stages of 
the process, ‘conception, contracting, working, creation and completion’, concluding one of the 
ways in which this evaluation process might happen is by using the ‘creative activity itself’ to 
‘promote inquiry and gather data’.   

Finding ways in which both artist and participants can engage creatively with the evaluation process 
seems to be central to any participatory arts process.  Not only can it help to capture what can 
sometimes be an ‘ephemeral’ experience but, as Moriarty suggests177 (2002) it can also help to 
make the, ‘reflective practice of creative work explicit and conscious’ for those who have not been 
part of that experience. 

Although frequently dismissed as ‘anecdotal evidence’, participants’ creative journeys and 
responses, like their stories, are a central part of capturing and communicating the effects of arts 
activities on those who take part in them.  The solution would therefore seem to begin to produce 
appropriate, varied and robust evaluations that draw on creative and artistic responses as part of a 
range of methodologies: recognising the subjective, affective and personal character of cultural 
experience alongside more traditional, numeric, quantitative data sets, as well as finding different 
prisms through which to interpret them. 

Speaking about the use of ‘performance’ in ethnological research, Alexander178 lists a number of 
ways in which it can contribute to our understanding of the world:  as a method of inquiry, a way 
of knowing, a means of reporting, of critical response, publication and interpretation.  The inter-
disciplinary nature of the performing arts would seem to lend itself particularly to finding more 
creative ways to capturing impact: approaches that engage more directly with the artistic 
experience.  These might include: 

                                                
 

177 Moriarty, G (2002). Sharing practice: a guide to self-evaluation in the context of social exclusion. London: Arts Council 
of England. 
178 Alexander, B. K. (2004) Performance ethnography and inciting of culture, from Denzin NK & Lincoln, Y, Eds.,the Sage 
Handbook of Qualitative Research, third edition. 
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• Photographing, streaming or videoing the piece from at least two points of view; one of place 
and performers, the other of the public. These videos and/or photographs might also provide 
an offstage narrative, including discussions with the audience pre/during/after the event. 

• Creative approaches to more formal analysis techniques, such as interviews and surveys 
captured, if possible, on camera, on paper or online, and later ‘performed’ according to the 
nature of the discipline: sung, danced or played as a piano piece for example.  In such a 
process even ‘data’, such as the number of participants or audience members needs to be 
collected and calculated with the choreography or music sheet in mind. The quality of the 
display illuminating the quality of the artwork; especially where one emerges naturally from the 
other. 

• Embodied narratives offer another possibility, often using movement or dance to capture what 
participants might not be able to adequately describe in words.  

Drawing on the writing of critics, reviewers, bloggers and social media commentators, including 
audience members, to indicate the impact of the performance.  Although the success of this 
method will need to take into account the status and scale of the venue, arts organisation or artist.  
NT performances, for example, being expected to gain a page in the Guardian’s Saturday Review, 
Riverside Studios to be found in Time Out while independent productions in new spaces are 
likely to need to rely on ‘likes’ on Facebook or tweets.  Although responses to the recent LIFT 
festival might suggest social media’s inadequacy in the media in transmitting the richness of a 
particular experience: 

Julian Richards@julianofclapton � Jun 29 @vlatkahorvat @Tim_Etchells @battersea_arts 
@LIFTfestival #AfterAWar The most important thing is sadly untweetable. 

Although there are increasing examples of software that enable us to visualise data as part of the 
ubiquitous ‘evaluation toolkit’ this is not what we are proposing. Audience statistics can be broken 
down by class, gender, age etc. to create pleasingly aesthetic images.  But they continue to rely on 
numbers alone and, in doing so, often provide little more than a partial visibility of data sets; 
frequently appearing as ‘glorified pie charts’.  What technology has not yet acquired is the 
possibility to capture the richness of the performance itself or its evaluation through the art.  

Canadian Artist, Justin Langlois, in ‘Methodologies of Failure: Evaluation practices for socially 
engaged art’,179 offers his own wonderfully creative series of questions artists might like to ask 
themselves when evaluating participatory work.  Some refer very directly to the particular context 
of the visual arts but we think people will find there’s more than enough resonance. 

Methodologies of fai lure: evaluation practices for social ly engaged art  

1. Did your artwork involve other people? 

2. Are you uncomfortable with calling your artwork an artwork? 

3. Would you rather discuss this as a project? 

4. Did you refer to the other people involved as a community? 

5. Have you tried to explain at length the ways in which you are defining the terms 'involved' and 
'other people' and 'community'? 

6. Are you painfully aware that there are unavoidable power imbalances at play in this project? 

                                                
 

179 http://www.psusocialpractice.org/paradoxes-loopholes/2013/1/13/methodologies-of-failure-evaluation-practice-for-socially-
en.html 
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7. Did you document the results or process of this project using a digital SLR, a camera phone, or 
Instagram? 

8. Are there obvious formal possibilities for exhibiting this documentation? 

9. Did you wonder if it would it be inappropriate to sell this documentation? 

10. Are there power struggles immediately evident when viewing the documentation? 

11. Have you considered trying to present this work as a book, documentary, or play? 

12. How much pressure did you feel to defend the work as tackling political change? 

13. Did you assume that your project needed to continue indefinitely towards achieving some 
political end in order for it to be successful? 

14. Were you asked about success, measurable outcomes, attendance levels, or evidence of 
change? 

15. Did you expect there to be answers to those questions? 

16. Did your research for this project lead you to briefly attend a series of parallel community 
meetings at which you felt the need to excuse a comment or thought as coming from the 
perspective of an artist? 

17. Did your project dissolve after a public presentation / workshop / town hall meeting / 
charette / or screening? 

18. Did you feel an unresolved guilt around its dissolution? 

19. Can your work be critiqued by a painter? 

20. Did you feel belittled when approached by a visual artist, theoretician, or architect? 

21. Have there been discussions of 'radical' theory offered from a great distance to the work? 

22. If your project was a math equation, did the sum always end up as a critique of capitalism? 

23. Is your project illegible enough to likely never be printed in Art Forum or your local 
newspaper? 

24. Can you imagine yourself being awarded a large-scale prize some years after the launch of 
your project that you didn't necessarily locate as an art project in the first place? 

25. Could your work easily be mistaken for a project found in surveys of Fluxus, Conceptual 
Art, or Dada? 

26. Did this project align itself to a set of political goals that have already been articulated? 

27. Is there form evident in the project that would allow it to most easily fit into an identified 
granting opportunity? 

28. Could your project be mistaken for a restaurant, social service, after-school program, or a 
guerrilla marketing campaign? 

29. Could your role in the project being defined as that of a facilitator, organiser, or teacher? 

30. Were you asked to explain the reason you think your project is art? 


