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What is Participation? 

 

 

 

The poster above was created by students as a creative response, and critique, to a call by De 
Gaulle for greater civic ‘participation’ in May 1968 that they considered was entirely compromised 
by the political system.   In the arts, as in civic society movements (see Big Society debate in the 
UK), definitions of what different political and social groupings understand by ‘participation’ 
continue to be complex and problematic.   

Definitions 
The Taking Part survey commissioned by DCMS, Arts Council England, Sport England and 
English Heritage, lists attendance at a cultural event, using a public library and visiting a museum 
as modes of ‘participation’. In the sense that each of these activities involves an active decision to 
engage with culture, this is true.  In assisting us to define participation in terms of ‘participatory’ 
practice it is not especially helpful; audience development activities quickly blur with work that 
makes a significant contribution to engaging, sharing and making work with marginalised 
communities.  Even Arts Council England’s new Creative People and Places funding stream 
currently offers little more in the way of specific guidelines than that, ‘those from areas of least 
engagement’ should ‘experience’ and be ‘inspired by the arts’. 

Ladder of Participation? 
In discussing participation in terms of ‘participatory arts practice’ then, Arnstein’s ‘A Ladder of 
Citizen Participation’ (1969) provides a useful starting point.  Analysing what participation means 
in terms of active engagement in civic society, Arnstein identifies eight stages: 

• ‘manipulation’, ‘therapy’, (clustered under non-participation),  

• ‘informing’, ‘consultation’, ‘placation’ (clustered under tokenism), and 

• ‘partnership’, ‘delegated power’, ‘citizen control’ (clustered under citizen power).   
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The central rungs of Arnstein’s ladder seem particularly important, highlighting the dangers of 
projects, which are little more than tokenistic and a substitute for real participation. As Meissen 
similarly notes in The Nightmare of Participation, it is very easy for what happens in the name of 
participation to be little more than, ‘a method of placation rather than a real process of 
transformation’ (2011, 34).   

Although Arnstein and Meissen are writing about engagement in civic society rather than the arts, 
and may, as Bishop suggests be missing some of the ‘complexity’ and possibility to embrace 
paradox of the arts1, the markers set out between meaningful participation and what amounts to 
little more than ticking the right boxes have clear resonance.   Funding imperatives and 
government policies can often mean artists result to delivering to agendas that may well be 
criticised for attempting to placate rather than empower participants.  Artangel’s Heygate 
Pyramid2 and Catherine Yass’ plans to drop a piano from 27 storey block of flats3 being just two 
recent examples of artists/arts organisations being so caught up with the regeneration plans of local 
authorities and developers that they totally misread the sensibilities and feelings of 
disempowerment of the very communities they were supposedly working with. 

In his Education for Socially Engaged Art (2011), Pablo Helguera, offers an arts-based model; 
defining a ‘ladder’ of participation that moves from ‘nominal’ to ‘collaborative’: 

• Nominal Participation (participants interact with art passively as spectators) 

• Directed Participation (participants undertake simple activities to contribute to the artwork)  
                                                
 

1 Bishop, C. Participation and Spectacle.  Where are we now? http://dieklaumichshow.org/pdfs/Bishop.pdf. 
2 http://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2013/dec/12/heygate-pyramid-london-estate-evicted-condemn-artwork 
3 http://www.standard.co.uk/news/london/piano-drop-stunt-artist-catherine-yass-turner-prize-balfron-tower-poplar-
9596914.html?origin=internalSearch 
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• Creative Participation (participants make some real contribution to the work) 

• Collaborative Participation (participants share responsibility for the structure and content of the 
work).   

The use of ‘nominal’, like Arnstein’s ‘tokenism’ indicating a distinct qualitative judgement 
between work where ‘participants’ do little more than interact as spectators, or make simple, artist 
led contributions, and what Helguera identifies as truly creative or collaborative participation.  

Participation as audience development? 
Getting in on the Act: How Arts Groups are Creating Opportunities for Active Participation, 
commissioned by the Irvine Foundation (2011)4, uses a similar range of actions but defines 
participation entirely on the level of ‘audience’ involvement rather than making a case for 
meaningful engagement. Outlining a ‘progression’ from, ‘Spectating’ to ‘Enhanced Engagement’, 
‘Crowd Sourcing’, to ‘Co-Creation’ the final stage offered is, ‘Audience-as-Artist’ (Brown et.al, 
2011:4).  In the latter, it is suggested there is no conventional ‘audience’ at all because every 
person involved is ‘creating, doing or making’ art.   

 

Expanding the model at a later date, Brown and Novak-Leonard further suggest five forms this 
participation5 might take: 

• Inventive: where participation engages the mind, body and spirit in an act of artistic creation 
that is unique and idiosyncratic, regardless of skill level. 

• Interpretive: where participation is a creative act of self-expression that brings alive and adds 
value to pre-existing works of art, either individually or collaboratively. 

                                                
 

4 S. Brown. A., L. Novak-Leonard, J. L. (2011) Getting in on the act: How Groups are Creating Opportunities for Active 
Participation, James Irvine Foundation, WolfBrown: Focus 
http://irvine.org/images/stories/pdf/grantmaking/Getting-in-on-the-act-2011OCT19.pdf Accessed Nov 2013 
5 http://artsfwd.org/5-levels-of-arts-engagement/ 
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• Curatorial: where participation is the creative act of purposefully selecting, organizing and 
collecting art to the satisfaction of one’s own artistic sensibility. 

• Observational: where participation encompasses arts experiences that you select or consent 
to, motivated by some expectation of value. 

• Ambient: where participation involves experiencing art, consciously or unconsciously, that you 
did not select. 

This loose equation of participation with audience development and the new (commercial and 
other) opportunities it offers for arts organisations, has little to say about participation as a social 
act.  While identifying four possible goals, ‘community need or societal’, ‘as a complement to 
artistic vision’, ‘in service of an artistic product’, or as a ‘fundamental goal’ in itself, the authors are 
clear, ‘The order in which they are listed should not be construed as indicating anything about 
their relative value.’  The choice of examples, however, including a ‘community drawing contest’ 
at the audience as artist end of the spectrum, might suggest an understanding of ‘participation’ that 
has little to do with what Helguera and Arnstein are speaking about.  Proposing The National 
Theatre of Wales’ ‘The Passion’ as simply, ‘participation in service of an artistic product’ seems 
equally obtuse. 

Interpretive or Inventive 
Brown and Novak-Leonard’s later distinction between ‘interpretive’ and ‘inventive’ participation 
offers some kind of perspective for those engaged with participatory performing arts.  
Participatory work has often focused on creating an original performance with participants 
(inventive) such as Streetwise Opera’s work with composers to create pieces that directly reflect 
the lives and concerns of the homeless groups they work with.  But there is an equally valid 
argument for offering participants who lack opportunities to engage with more mainstream arts, 
the experience of remaking and performing an existing part of the canon (interpretive) such as 
Birmingham Opera’s choice to work on classic pieces, ‘ re-write[ing] the rules of engagement 
between audiences and performer’ for its community chorus.     

The role of an outside artist in creating a piece specifically for a particular participatory group can 
also be central in taking the work and the experience for participants onto another level. For 
example, The Sacred Sounds Choir’s move from sharing songs from their own faith backgrounds 
to having an original piece of work commissioned for them by John Taverner as part of the 
Manchester Festival.  Here the on-going practice of the participants was enhanced by what might 
be labelled ‘inventive’ but was also a direct response to participants’ desire to engage in the skills 
development needed to tackle a ‘technically and musically challenging’ piece.  Not only was this 
felt to strengthen, ‘bonds between participants’ and provide ‘motivation to commit to and 
maintain participation’, it also offered ‘a different focus for participants which took them out of 
the difficulties of their ‘normal’ life to provide ... a greater sense of achievement’.6  

A different model 
Developing a spectrum of participatory practice for the Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation, Tiller 
(2013), proposes the continuum starts at the point at which participants are actively engaged: the 
rest being little more than audience development:  

                                                
 

6 Fort, S. Sacred Sounds Evaluation Report. Manchester International Festival 
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Beyond the audience: A spectrum of participatory performing arts 
practice 

 Active 
Engagement  

Collaborative 
Making 

Co-Creation Participants’ 
initiative 

 Participants are 
involved with or 
contribute to the 
making of the work 
through stories, 
ideas or 
performances.  

Artist/s remain in 
the leading creative 
role but 
participants have a 
direct involvement 
in the creation of 
the final piece, 
working together 
with artist/s. 

Ownership is 
delegated to the 
participants as they 
take growing 
control of the 
artistic creation 
throughout the 
creative process. 

Participants instigate 
and realise their own 
creative idea. They 
are the 
directors/curators of 
the piece.  Where 
professional artist/s 
are involved it is the 
participants’ decision 
to do so. 

WHO is 
involved? 

Professional artists 
and non-
professional 
participants. Other 
partners from 
social contexts. 

Professional artists 
and non-
professional 
participants. Other 
partners from 
social contexts. 

Professional artists 
and non-
professional 
participants. Other 
partners from 
social contexts. 

Participants.  
Professional artists 
when requested. 
Other partners from 
social contexts. 

HOW does the 
work take place? 

‘Inventive’ 
(devised) or 
‘interpretive’ 
(already existing) – 
i.e. working on 
participants’ stories 
and concerns or on 
an existing piece. 
May be single-
authored piece 
with participants 
helping realise 
artist’s response to 
their issues. 

‘Inventive’ 
(devised) 
‘interpretive’ 
(already existing) – 
i.e. working on 
participants’ stories 
and concerns or on 
an existing piece. 

Shared authorship. 
With artist/s often 
taking final 
directive/artistic 
decisions. 

More likely to be 
‘inventive’ 
(devised) piece of 
work. 

Shared authorship 
– with equal value 
being given to 
participants’ input. 
Shared decision-
making. 

Most likely to be 
‘inventive’ (devised) 
piece of work 
created by the group. 
Often process driven 
as participants 
grapple creatively 
with issues.  
Authorship lies 
totally with the 
participants. 

WHAT happens? Workshops that 
may focus on 
collecting material. 
Performance. 
Artist/s share skills 
dependent, often, 
on whether 
participants are 
engaged in the final 
performance. 

Skills workshops. 
Performance. 

Artist/s share skills 
towards 
participants making 
the performance. 

Skills workshops. 
Performance. 

Artist/s share skills. 
Participants share 
skills/expertise. 

Skills sharing. 
Performance. 

WHY? Social Building 
Community, 
Economic/Societal 
Impact, Social 
Justice, Political 
Activism, 
Celebration, 
Creative 

Building 
Community, 
Economic/Societal 
Impact, Social 
Justice, Political 
Activism, 
Celebration, 
Creative 

Building 
Community, 
Economic/Societal 
Impact, Social 
Justice, Political 
Activism, 
Celebration, 
Creative 

Building 
Community, 
Economic/Societal 
Impact, Social 
Justice, Political 
Activism, 
Celebration, Creative 
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Although this version of the spectrum differentiates between ‘social’ intentions for participatory 
work and ‘artistic’ outcomes, Tiller is clear one inevitably emerges from the other in work that is 
truly participatory.  And that there is little point in making participatory work that is not engaged 
with social outcomes.  Not in the sense of using arts and participation to provide amelioration or 

Placemaking, 

Improved Health 
and Wellbeing, 
Own or others’ 
attitudes or 
behaviour 
changed, 
Transformation, 
Skills 
Development. 

Placemaking, 

Improved Health 
and Wellbeing, 
Own or others’ 
attitudes or 
behaviour 
changed, 
Transformation, 
Skills 
Development. 

Placemaking, 

Improved Health 
and Wellbeing, 
Own or others’ 
attitudes or 
behaviour 
changed, 
Transformation, 
Skills 
Development. 

Placemaking, 

Improved Health 
and Wellbeing, Own 
or others’ attitudes 
or behaviour 
changed, 
Transformation, 
Skills Development. 

WHY? Artistic Participants assist 
artist/s in realising 
a creative response 
to participants’ 
issues or questions 
they have posed. 
Honours 
participants’ input.  
Often a greater 
focus on 
professional artist/s 
sense of creative 
outcomes. 

More inclusive 
artistic practice 
may still be 
nominally driven 
by artist/s but 
where participants’ 
input is central and 
equally valued. Still 
a focus on 
professional 
artist/s’ input into 
creative outcomes.  

More inclusive 
artistic practice 
driven by 
participants. Equal 
focus on sharing of 
skills and artistic 
development.  
Shared artistic 
vision. 

Participants as artists 
engaged in creative 
process. 
Participation is both 
the process and the 
product. Participant 
led artistic vision. 
May employ 
professional artist/s 
to help them realise 
final product. 

WHERE?  Traditional/less 
traditional or site-
specific spaces 

Traditional/less 
traditional or site-
specific spaces 

Often less 
traditional or site-
specific spaces 

Often less traditional 
or site-specific spaces 

WHEN? Much more than a 
unique encounter. 

Over a period of 
time. 

Over a good 
period of time. 

Over a substantial 
period of time – 
allowing for the artist 
to embed themselves 
with in the 
community. 

EXAMPLES Theatre/performan
ce drawing on 
stories/lives of a 
particular group 
but performed by 
professionals. 
Opera where 
participants 
become a trained 
chorus. 
Community choirs 
performing music 
selected for them. 

Choirs drawing on 
participants’ own 
musical cultures. 
Theatre 
/opera/dance 
working with 
themes identified 
by participants who 
may also perform. 
Drawing on culture 
of participants. 
Professionals and 
non-professionals 
working together as 
equals.   

Theatre/opera/dan
ce in which the 
issues/concerns of 
participants are 
what drives the 
work.  
Professionals and 
non-professionals 
working together 
but non-
professionals will 
have increasing 
input as their skills 
developed over 
time. 

Dance, bands, 
orchestras, choirs, 
theatre -
performances driven 
by the needs/desires 
of a particular 
community to 
celebrate their own 
culture, express their 
political or social 
concerns and 
present their ideas 
for change in a 
creative format.  



 

 

PARTICIPATORY PERFORMING ARTS: A Literature Review 

1

10 

2

solutions to society’s problems, but in seeking to facilitate what Lowe (2012) identifies as ‘a 
creative enquiry’7 where the participants are placed at the heart of the project.  ‘Informed consent’ 
as Lowe suggests, being the crucial marker between projects where participants give permission to 
the artist to interpret their experience (most verbatim theatre and much community theatre 
remain in this category) and those where artist and participants work together to create a piece of 
co-authored work.  

The responsibility of the participatory artist, Helguera suggests, is to resist being ‘subservient’ to 
the status quo or providing solutions to social ills, but rather to problematise and enhance the 
‘tensions around those subjects, in order to provoke reflection’ in order to bring about meaningful 
transformation and change.8  It is in the spirit of provoking creative and collaborative reflection 
that the spectrum above is offered.  Being able to be clear, and open, in identifying where one 
places one’s practice (at least on any individual project) seems essential in terms of both creating 
the work and evaluating its impact.  Acknowledging the intentions behind a piece of participatory 
work and sharing that with participants, as well as funders and partners, providing a good marker 
for deciding whether what one is proposing goes beyond what Helguera and Arnstein would call 
tokenism. 

  

                                                
 

7 Lowe, T. A. (2012) Quality Framework for Helix Arts’ Participatory Arts Practice 
http://www.helixarts.com/pdfs/Helix%20Arts%20Quality%20Framework%20full.pdf Accessed Nov 2013 
8 Helguera, P. (2011) Education for Socially Engaged Art, A Materials and Techniques Handbook. New York: Jorge Pinto 
Books  


