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1. SEEING TO QUALITY 

− Twenty minutes to talk about ideas that have been debated for 2500 years 
− Twenty minutes to outline some of profoundly complex questions 

Two things to say before I start: 

− This is work in progress: my ideas (but not my values) about it change all the time 
− So what I’m offering is a way of thinking about practice, not a solution or a plan 

2. I’M GOING TO TALK ABOUT 

1. The nature of quality 

2. Five stages of production 
3. The quality of reflection 

What I’m talking about is based on some work that I did with Helix Arts in Newcastle, 

to help them think about the quality of their work. I used a 3 year programme of work 
with people experiencing homelessness called ‘Creative Progressions’ as a case study. 

It’s written up as a paper in a UNESCO Journal and you can download the full text 
here: http://parliamentofdreams.files.wordpress.com/2013/11/2013-creative-

progression.pdf  

The pictures are there to make what I’m saying a bit more concrete and to give you 

something to look at. They represent work I’ve seen whose quality has impressed me 
in one way or another. I won’t have time to talk about them, but if anything interests 

you do ask me about it during the day.  
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3. WHAT IS QUALITY? 

Value is subjective 
John Carey wrote an excellent book about 10 years ago called ‘What Good are the 

Arts?’. In it he says something quite straightforward but which, I think, many people 
who love the arts find hard to believe: 

‘Value […] is not intrinsic in objects, but attributed to them by whoever is doing the valuing’.  

In other words, the value of something is always and only subjective. It is personal. It 
cannot be proved. It depends on each person’s experience, character and values. 

Anyone who tells you otherwise is deluded or self-interested.  

Quality is a property of things 
The second thing to say about quality is that – in the arts – the word is often used as 

a polite way of saying ‘good’ or ‘excellent’ without sounding elitist.  

So we talk about ‘high-quality arts’ without saying what that is: it’s a wink to those in 
the know that easily excludes those who aren’t. It allows some people’s judgements 

to matter more than other people’s: some animals are more equal than others.  

And nowhere does that matter more than in work designed to empower people in 
the arts, which is what I believe participatory arts does – when it’s any good.  

Quality is better understood as a characteristic or property of something, which is 
why we talk of something being high-quality or low-quality. But it’s the characteristic 

that matters.  

For instance, hardness and sharpness are qualities of metal. Steel is hard and can be 
made sharp. Lead is soft and cannot be sharpened. A lead knife is useless; but lead is 

very good for roofing.   

So, if we want to talk about quality in participatory arts, we need to unpick what it is 
good for before we try to assess how well it does it.  

4. WHAT IS QUALITY IN PARTICIPATORY ARTS? 

So there are two separate kinds of questions we need to ask ourselves, as practition-

ers, artists, funders or others involved in participatory arts: 

− First, what is it good at doing, including the outcomes it shares with other forms of 

work and those that it may be specially or even uniquely effective in achieving; 
− Secondly, how well does an individual activity, project or programme achieve that. 

But who is going to ask those questions? 

In a process of coproduction, such as participatory arts, the only coherent answer 

must be everyone who is involved. Otherwise the engagement is a pretence because 
people’s judgement about what they are doing and have done is not recognised.  
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If those questions are asked only at the end, then it really isn’t possible for people to 

be involved in the critical first questions, about the project’s properties – what it’s 
being done for and why.  

So I want to suggest that by thinking about quality throughout the project cycle – and 

by doing that consciously and with everyone involved – you make better assessments 
of the quality and value of your work. But more than that, but undertaking that shared 

thinking process collectively and honestly, you will inevitably improve the quality and 
value of that work.  

In other words, thinking about quality need not be – should not be – the intrusive 

requirement of a funder for an evaluation report. It can be – it should be – intrinsic to 
good participatory arts practice.  

5. QUALITY IN CONCEPTION 

I’ve divided the project process into five stages, though of course they overlap – es-

pecially 3 and 4 – so it’s better to see this as a way of thinking some things through, 
not a tidy plan for a project. Largely this is self evident, so all I need do now is sug-

gest just some of the questions that strike me as being important at each stage:   

The first stage is the idea behind the project: 

− Where does it come from? Whose values does it reflect? 

− What governs the choice of art form, duration, beneficiaries, artists, location? 
− What results are expected from it? Who by? 

− What reasons are there for thinking that the method proposed will produce them? 
− What would change if the project were done differently? 

6. QUALITY IN CONTRACTING 

In my experience contracting receives less attention than it might in participatory arts 

projects. Here, I’m using the term to describe the relationships, understandings and 
agreements between all those involved. Questions that arise might include: 

− Do the funder and the grantee have the same objectives? 

− Are they understood and shared by those who are intended to benefit? 
− What responsibilities do the different parties have towards each other? 

− What commitments and promises are being made – or implied? 
− Who will decide when and how far they are fulfilled? 

7. QUALITY IN COPRODUCTION 

The delivery of the project is at the heart of the work and is often its most obvious, 

enjoyable and inspiring aspect, which may be why it is often treated as if it were the 
whole project. Here the questions might touch on: 
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− How is the work planned and directed?  

− Who makes choices about which aspects? 
− What defines authorship and where does it lie? 

− In what conditions might failure be acceptable? 

8. QUALITY IN CREATION 

Creation is really an aspect of coproduction, but I’ve looked at separately because 
questions of artistic quality matter so much to artists, if not necessarily to funders or 

to participants who may have different aspirations and other benchmarks of success. 
Among the questions that arise for me are: 

− What difference will artistic success make and to whom? 

− What criteria might be adopted to describe artistic success? 
− To what extent can the project succeed without achieving it? 

− What kind of presentation or publication of the work would be meaningful? 

9. QUALITY IN COMPLETION 

Completion is also an underestimated part of the project cycle, partly because every-
one may be exhausted by having achieved the work to date. As a result people are 

often left with a sense of waiting for something to happen. Even a triumphant success 
can fade to disappointment if people are not enabled to move forward. So the ques-

tions might include: 

− Does the same partnership plan to do another project? 
− If not how will everyone reflect on the work and resolve any outstanding issues? 

− What can be done to help everyone move on and build on what they’ve gained? 
− How will the learning that emerges be shared and built into future work? 

10. SEEING TO QUALITY 

− Conception, Contracting, Coproduction, Creation and Completion 

11. A CIRCULAR PROCESS 

But it’s better understood as a cycle, where the last stage becomes the first of the 

next iteration. And of course, it’s a cycle where, at each stage, you have to be con-
scious of the other stages and how the decisions you now make will influence them 

12. A PROPOSITION 

Excellence in participatory arts is produced by the reflection, action and discussion 

that enables and is enabled by it 

  


