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THE GREENHOUSE SESSIONS 2013 –  
A COMMUNITY OF PRACTICE CULTIVATING ARTS IN 
COMMUNITIES (SUMMARY PAPER) - 10 Aug 2014 
 
 

Executive Summary 
 
The Greenhouse Sessions (TGHS) is a community of practice (CoP) that was 
convened in 2013. The main objective was to provide a platform for practitioners 
doing work in the field of arts in communities to gather and engage in peer 
learning around the key question :  
 
“How can art-making and community building come together in a meaningful 
way?” 
 
The Sessions managed to capture a snapshot of the range and types of 
community-based arts projects and programmes that have been, and are currently 
taking place in Singapore. 
 
This paper summarizes the highlights from the year-long dialogue (April 15 2013 to 
24 Feb 2014) that these practitioners had about the state of the field.  
 
The key findings that emerged from the discussions were : 
 
 

1. Building the Capacity of Arts Practitioners 
 

• Using the Continuum of Impact model put forward by the organisation 
Animating Democracy, current arts in communities activities were found to 
coalesce around “Changing Attitudes”, “Increasing Knowledge” and 
“Building Capacity”. The capacity of arts practitioners to facilitate 
activities that “Improve Discourse”, “Mobilise Action” and “Influence 
Policies” need to be built up so that systemic conditions may improve and 
sustainable changes may be effected.  

 
• Given that the practice often involves multi-stakeholder collaboration, arts 

practitioners have expressed their need to know how to better articulate 
their process to various partners as well as to negotiate and manage 
expectations on all sides. 

 
• Given the nascent stage of the field, there is currently no code of conduct 

for arts practitioners working with communities, and in particular, 
vulnerable communities. There is a need to encourage and develop self-
reflexivity amongst practitioners so that they may put more 
consideration into the ethics of practice. 
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2. Engaging Communities for Sustainable Impact 

 
• Arts practitioners have collectively done work with a diverse range of 

communities but the sustainability of the work in the longer term was a 
common issue that often emerged as a topic for discussion. Important 
factors that emerged from the dialogue include the level of community 
motivation and commitment, as well as the depth and quality of their 
participation. 
 

• To sustain the work, community members must be regarded as equal 
stakeholders – i.e their needs are addressed, they have a sense of 
ownership over the process and responsibility for the outcome. There was 
general consensus that there needs to be constant consultation with 
community members to : 

– manage their expectations  
– monitor their changing needs  
– tap onto their native wisdom as assets for development 

 
• Change is best sustained only if community members themselves are 

agents of change in their own communities. It is necessary to give them : 
– space and the tools to express their voice, thoughts and opinions 
– skills in organising and administration so that they can mobilise their 

own resources to do the work 
 
 

3. Developing a Collaborative Ecosystem 
 

• The ecosystem of arts in communities is wide-ranging as the types of 
communities are diverse, and the arts, as tools of culture means that its 
influence and relevance permeates all areas of society 
 

• For collaborations among various stakeholders to be meaningful, leading to 
positive outcomes and benefits for communities, intermediaries have an 
important bridging role to play.  
 

• Evaluation is a significant aspect of the programme cycle which can yield 
great value if partners learn to collaborate well. Good evaluation should 
have the following characteristics :  

– adaptive enough to capture the needs of the communities as well as 
the dynamic nature of programmes 

– interests of other stakeholders and not just funders are captured 
through the evaluation 

– opportunities are provided not just to prove success but also to 
discover areas for learning and improvement 
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Recommendations by the CoP as well as authors of this report on how to 
strengthen the field : 
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BACKGROUND 
 
 
The Need  
 
The Greenhouse Sessions (TGHS) came about in response to the lack of existing 
opportunities for practitioners in the field of arts in communities to share and 
exchange practice, dialogue about issues and actively collaborate within, and 
across art forms. 
 
A community of practice (CoP) was thus convened to bring together those wanting 
to investigate how art-making and community building could come together in a 
meaningful way. 
 
A CoP is an approach to group learning where people who share a common 
concern for something they do teach each other to do it better through a process 
of regular engagement. The objectives of TGHS were to enable practitioners to : 
  

• Connect with other experienced practitioners working in the field of arts in 
communities; 

 
• Exchange information, stories and personal experiences in a way that 

builds understanding and insight; 
 

• Generate new knowledge and collaboration opportunities through this 
shared platform to kick-start meaningful action. 

  
 
The Demographic  
 
While arts practitioners were the primary audience, other stakeholders within the 
larger ecosystem (eg. those from the social services, education, health, community 
and cultural sectors etc.) with relevant experience collaborating with other 
community members to express identity, concerns and aspirations through the 
arts were also welcome. 
 
The average attendance at each of the Sessions was about 35 participants. Each 
Session also managed to draw new participants each time, such that in total, more 
than a hundred participants are currently part of this CoP.  
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The Format 
 
This consisted of six dialogue sessions convening once every two months, each 
having a different theme. 
 
Facilitators from ArtsWok focused on creating a learning environment where 
participants could feel safe sharing their experiences and concerns. This included 
emerging shared values collectively during the first session, termed the CoP’s ‘Full 
Value Commitment’, which all participants were to respect and adhere to for all 
sessions.  
 
The emphasis was on group learning, so while literature and other resources were 
made available to participants, the collective wisdom of the community of practice 
was the real treasure.  
 
The structure of each session varied according to the needs of each theme. 
Facilitators from ArtsWok would present relevant theories and ideas at the 
beginning of each session to frame the discussion. Thereafter, there was a mix of 
small and big group discussions as well as case studies and presentations by 
invited guests.  
 
Sessions were documented and notes and resources (such as presentations and 
articles) were shared with the participants after each session.  
  
 
The Content  
 
TGHS #1 : Mapping the Landscape 
 
In this first session, we began to map the diverse people, activities and resources 
that currently exist in the field. The participants were also invited to surface 
challenges faced in their practice in communities. Through questioning existing 
assumptions and imagining possibilities, the CoP was encouraged to start 
appreciating the potential for collaborative action.  
 
TGHS #2 : Impact of Arts In Communities – Navigating the Terrain 
 
For people who care about arts in communities, the discussion around intention 
and accountability is important because it goes back to the basic question: How 
are we making a difference? In this session, we reflected on the ways practitioners 
in the field of arts in communities understood and articulated the impact of the 
work they do as well as shared strategies for managing expectations of different 
stakeholders. A case study on stakeholder management involving a project that 
dealt with migration and integration issues in Singapore through playback theatre 
was used to anchor the discussion.  
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TGHS #3 : Assessing Impact – A Roadmap for Measuring Change 
 
We continued our discussion about accountability and impact assessment - Why, 
when and how do we evaluate our work? What are some of the assumptions we 
need to question? We introduced some tools that could be relevant and useful for 
practitioners working in the field of arts in communities and together addressed 
some ways to overcome challenges as we attempted to chart a roadmap for 
measuring change.  
 
TGHS #4 : The Ethics of Practice 
 
Participatory arts practices often involve working with communities, which may 
lead to ethical challenges: Is the artist’s role to make art or to fix problems? Where 
do our loyalties lie when the interests of the funder does not align with those of 
the community? Are we conscious of whether a community is co-opted, 
represented or exploited in the process of art-making?  Who is the author of a 
collaborative artwork? How do we practice power?  
 
The role of ethics is a crucial piece when engaging communities. In this session, we 
reflected on the values that inform our practice, identified key ethical dilemmas 
and discovered ways to transform challenges into opportunities for learning. 
 
TGHS #5 : Community Engagement and the Path to Sustainability 
 
What does community engagement look like in the context of community arts? We 
took a closer look at different models - the benefits as well as the limitations. What 
does the artist need to be equipped with to ensure engagement is meaningful? 
More importantly, how does the artist ensure sustainability not only in terms of 
funding, but also in areas such as vision, leadership and motivation to ensure that 
the impact of the work continues? 
 
The community of practice listened to presentations from three arts groups – 
Drama Box, The Finger Players, and The Necessary Stage. They shared their work 
involving communities and the models of engagement employed. Their sharing 
encompassed the discussion questions posed to the community of practice, as well 
as reflections on the sustainability of their programmes.  
 
TGHS #6 : Arts & Social Change – Creating a Culture of Possibilities 
 
Arts practices have the unique capacity to enable the expression of community 
values, goals and identity. Through such cultural action, we make sense of our 
existence and environment; we learn from our past, imagine our future and evolve 
creative solutions to address the increasingly complex challenges of our present. 
 
In this session, we explored the role of arts and artists in bringing about systemic 
change and how we can create the conditions for creative collaborations between 
the arts, communities and the social sector. Our guest speaker was Ms Chua Ai 
Liang, Director of Arts and Community at the National Arts Council.  



	   7	  

FINDINGS 
 
The following themes emerged as focal areas of concern for the CoP: 
 
 
1. Building the Capacity of Arts Practitioners  
 
Most participants appreciated having the TGHS as a platform to exchange ideas 
with other practitioners and to reflect on their personal practice. They recognise 
the value of having a safe and neutral space to engage other stakeholders in the 
field of arts in communities, with facilitated dialogue as a means to communicate 
across difference.  
 
The Sessions revealed that practitioners had different motivations and intentions 
for their work in communities. There was often a primary drive that could fall under 
the following clusters that form an ecology of arts-based community development 
(Cleveland, 2011):  
 

• nurture and heal 
• educate and inform 
• build and improve 
• inspire and mobilise 

 

 
 

The Arts-Based Community Development Ecosystem (William Cleveland) 
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Most participants chose “educate and inform” as their primary motivation, which is 
consistent with how most of the practitioners at a subsequent session understood 
the outcomes of their work, choosing along a Continuum of Impact, as “Changing 
Attitudes”, “Increasing Knowledge” and “Building Capacity” (Animating 
Democracy, 2012).  
 

 
 

The Continuum of Impact (Animating Democracy) 
 
This points to the general development of arts in communities work in Singapore 
where the focus has been on creating awareness of issues or enhancing personal 
development. It is only in recent years that the spotlight has been thrown on the 
therapeutic arts in communities, and even more recently, working with the arts to 
engage communities to contribute towards public discourse (eg. on issues of 
governance, migration and integration, healthcare etc.). Mapped against the 
Continuum of Impact, the current work of arts in communities on “Improving 
Discourse”, “Mobilising Action” and “Influencing Policies” is minimal and lacking.   
 
By capturing the intentions of practitioners and the understood outcomes of their 
work, demonstrating where arts in communities work is thriving but also lacking 
revealed possible tensions with stakeholders. Artists expressed disappointment 
about constantly having to make accommodations in their intentions or process in 
order to meet funding criteria and expectations; work ends up being broad with 
many items on agenda, which then compromises outcomes. This is due to a variety 
of reasons, which include :  
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• inability to sufficiently articulate arts-based processes and the resultant 

outcomes; 
• lack of negotiation skills; 
• ineffective communication due to different field-specific vocabularies used 

by stakeholders; 
• some stakeholders not seeing arts practitioners as equal collaborators, 

which compromises their legitimacy and ability to contribute to the 
shaping of a programme.    

 
Another crucial aspect of the work that needs to be built up is the ethics of 
practice. Artists working in communities are in a position of influence, helping 
people interrogate their assumptions. It is essential, therefore for them to be self-
reflexive - revisiting their own values, assumptions and ways of being so that their 
intentions and actions are driven by self-understanding, freedom and integrity.   
 
The CoP supports this reflexive process by providing resources such as frameworks 
to guide, and input from others to overcome blind spots and biases. This is 
especially salient as there is currently no code of conduct for arts practitioners 
working with communities, and in particular, vulnerable communities, given the 
fairly nascent stage as a field in Singapore.  
 
 
2. Engaging Communities for Sustainable Impact 
 
The CoP recognised that an important stakeholder in their work is the communities 
they work with. At the beginning of TGHS, it was important to collectively 
understand what we meant by “community” which was defined as “groups of 
people with common interests defined by place, tradition, intention or spirit” 
(derived by Alternate ROOTS, USA).  
 
Arts practitioners have collectively done work with a diverse range of communities 
but the sustainability of the work in the longer term was a common issue that 
often emerged as a topic for discussion. The CoP looked at different models of 
engagement – programmes “for”, “with” or “by” communities and found that there 
were still a significant number of programmes done “for” communities, where the 
latter are passive recipients. Increasingly, there has been an expansion into 
collaborating “with” communities as well, although programmes initiated “by” 
communities are still rare (Badham, 2013). To get to that stage, the question of 
sustainability needs to be addressed.  
 
Beyond the oft-cited call for resource availability (eg. funding and space), other 
factors the CoP thought influenced sustainability include community motivation 
and commitment, as well as the depth and quality of their participation. 
 
The discussions found that more often than not, projects and programmes are 
conceived by partners such as the artist, host organisation, funder etc. and directed 
at a community, with little or no input from them. This is not uncommon, even 
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when doing programmes “with” communities. The question of whose needs are 
being served through these programmes surfaced. Do the needs of communities 
take precedence? The inability to perceive the community as equal stakeholders 
potentially contributes towards challenges in sustaining the work as participants 
are insufficiently invested and motivated, and have little sense of ownership and 
responsibility towards the programme, which may also not be entirely relevant to 
them. This may then affect programme outcomes, affecting the mobilization of 
resources (eg. funding) in the future. To alleviate this situation, there was general 
consensus that there needs to be constant consultation with community members 
to manage their expectations, monitor their changing needs and tap onto their 
native wisdom as assets for development.  
 
The CoP recognised that ultimately, change is best sustained only if community 
members themselves are agents of change in their own communities, becoming 
allies and advocates, not just for the arts but also for the various social issues that 
concern them. To tilt the balance in their direction, it is important to give them the 
space and the tools to express their voice, their thoughts and opinions. It is also 
important for arts practitioners to conduct sufficient research pertaining to the 
communities and issues worked with to emerge relevant and impactful 
programmes, as well as to avoid being condescending when relating with 
community members; instead remaining open and questioning one’s assumptions 
and biases.   For communities to achieve greater independence, skills in organising 
and administration should be imparted so that they can mobilise their own 
resources to do the work.  
 
 
3. Developing a Collaborative Ecosystem  
 
The ecosystem of arts in communities is wide-ranging as the types of communities 
are diverse, and the arts, as tools of culture means that its influence and relevance 
permeates all areas of society – from social issues, to heritage, education, 
environment, livelihoods, religion, identity, urban planning and so on. As such, the 
potential for collaborations in this ecosystem is tremendous, and in reality, a 
necessity and part of the DNA of this field.  
 
The CoP realised that having a collaborative ecosystem is important for a society to 
thrive, as we need the capacity to understand and respond to an increasingly 
complex world that changes constantly. How can we involve the arts to create 
inclusive spaces for diverse voices and to be part of public discourse, bridge 
differences and contribute towards society? 
 
In order for collaborations to be meaningful, leading to positive outcomes and 
benefits for communities, bridging the various stakeholders in the ecosystem is 
important given that we come from different fields of expertise, have different 
traditions and ways of practice, adopt different vocabularies etc. Practitioners in 
the CoP often expressed that bridging difference with other stakeholders can be 
challenging, as it requires particular skill-sets as well as time. They hoped more 
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intermediaries could enter the ecosystem to facilitate dynamic collaborative 
processes, contributing to higher quality and innovative work. 
 
During the course of TGHS, the CoP stayed away from having to arrive at 
definitions and labels such as community arts, socially-engaged art etc. so as to 
keep an openness to the work as much as possible, as well as to adopt a critical 
stance. It was also to create an inclusive space, and not be unnecessarily mired in 
definitions. This was managed successfully except that we did not address ways in 
which the work can be articulated to other stakeholders in the ecosystem, who 
often require terms/definitions in the interests of communication. It was suggested 
that perhaps this absence of bridging vocabulary has in part contributed to the 
lack of understanding and legitimacy of the field, further hampering effective 
collaborations.  
 
The CoP recognised that evaluation is a significant aspect of the programme cycle 
that can yield great value if partners learn to collaborate well. Based on discussions, 
evaluations currently seem skewed towards meeting specific indicators 
predetermined by funders. These are normally concerned with output (eg. 
exhibitions and performances) rather than outcomes. Some participants observed 
that from experience, not all funders are clear about their objectives or how to do 
evaluation well. In addition, evaluation processes are often not adaptive enough to 
capture the dynamic nature of programmes, and needs on the ground. This 
requires a close working relationship between all stakeholders, and a commitment 
to remain in constant communication and dialogue; of which not all stakeholders 
understand, and are willing to do. 
 
There was general consensus among the CoP that there is tension between 
evaluating to show success and evaluating to discover areas for learning and 
improvement. In other words, do we evaluate to prove or improve? It is important 
that the interests of the community and not just funders are captured through the 
evaluation, and opportunities are provided for arts practitioners to also improve 
their practice. For example, participants surfaced the need for space and support to 
experiment with practice, without compromising ethical concerns, and permission 
to fail and then try better subsequently. This ensures that programmes remain 
relevant and beneficial when new and untested situations present themselves, and 
also allows for innovations and development as a field. Encouraging this attitude 
means there needs to be parity in partnership, as well as established trust between 
all stakeholders involved, which is then reflected in the evaluation process.  
 
Finally, as arts practitioners collaborating with other stakeholders in the ecosystem, 
recognising that government is also a stakeholder provides opportunities for our 
work to make a greater impact, and to influence policy. However, this collaborative 
model has to be further explored and developed, in order to ultimately bring about 
impactful change that is relevant and meaningful to communities.  
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
This section outlines recommendations for the arts in communities field, based on 
findings from TGHS, and as discussed in the previous section of this report. These 
recommendations are a combination of what the CoP has emerged, as well as 
further recommendations from the conveners of TGHS and authors of this report. 
 
FINDING : BUILD THE CAPACITY OF ARTS PRACTITIONERS (PEOPLE) 
 
Recommendation #1 : Raise Awareness of Artist as Civic Leader 
 
Community-based arts provides arts practitioners real opportunities to work with 
communities to effect change and social good. This means of civic engagement is 
important for a society and democracy like Singapore to thrive, especially in the 
21st century and moving forward, demonstrated clearly after our last national 
elections and the dialogue and discourse that has since taken place. A significant 
number of Singaporeans want to be engaged in the process of nation-building and 
are interested in new leadership approaches, where collaboration is key.  
 
The government increasingly recognises that citizen engagement is “the new 
normal”; in last year’s National Day Rally speech, Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong 
mentioned: 
 

So we must shift the balance, the community and the Government will have 
to do more to support individuals. The community can and must take more 
initiative, organizing and mobilizing ourselves, solving problems, getting 
things done.  (Chan and Chang, 2013) 
 

As a continuation of this consciousness, this year’s parliamentary address by the 
President of Singapore, Tony Tan painted a future of Singapore that included more 
citizen engagement (Chan, 2014). This was reiterated by Deputy Prime Minister, 
Teo Chee Hean to the public service soon after when he encouraged them “to 
create space and find new ways for Singaporeans to take part in developing and 
implementing policies” (Ong, 2014). 
 
As the public sector seeks new ways of engagement, some artists doing 
community-based arts programmes who are familiar with models of civic 
engagement will have much to contribute towards Singapore’s ongoing 
development. Civic engagement can be understood as “the commitment to 
participate in and contribute to the improvement of one’s neighbourhood, 
community, and nation” (Animating Democracy, 2013). Through arts-based 
processes, and forms such as participatory arts:  
 

… arts practitioners are directly engaging communities in creative process 
and social action, … animating public process and dialogue through art, … 
influencing what gets attention in the public sphere and who participates, 
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as well as perspective and opinion, … (and) empowering people by 
validating people’s stories and perspectives and by bringing people 
together to discover shared goals and strength (ibid, 2013). 
 

The artist working in community is placed in the position to be a civic leader, one 
who facilitates and inspires, who applies “the power of the artistic imagination in 
purposeful ways to contribute to social change” (ibid, 2013), enabling communities 
to tap into their creativity to imagine solutions to their challenges, and to create 
possibilities for themselves.  
 
According to Jon Hawkes (2001), the arts are the tools of culture, and is culture in 
action. Culture is “the inherent values and the means and the results of social 
expression” and “enfolds every aspect of human intercourse”. Artists as civic 
leaders can therefore be powerful agents of change driving social transformation.  
 
In The Fourth Pillar of Sustainability, Hawkes advocates that culture is the fourth 
pillar (the other three being economic, social and environmental) that 
governments cannot afford to ignore, and is integral to the governance process for 
sustainable development and flourishing of a society: 
 

If culture describes how we make sense, and the results of that sense, then 
art describes that aspect of cultural action in which creativity and 
imagination are the key drivers, where we discover meaning and 
community in ways that are intuitive, non-lateral and unpredictable. With 
the arts, we can imagine the future, unpack the past, confront the present. 
We can predict change, focus our visions and face our fears.  

 
      (Hawkes, 2003) 

 
Artists are central to cultural action, and the authors of this report would like to see 
more artists who work in communities understand this role and contribute more 
actively in this area. Their leadership is key and indispensable, and it is hoped that 
the government and other stakeholders will recognise the value of artists and 
cultural action in communities, as well as the resultant benefits on a national level. 
This will hopefully contribute towards the further legitimacy of artists in the field 
and enable the channeling of necessary resources and support for the work to take 
place, and be sustained.  
 
Related to this is the CoP’s discussion of the role of government in enabling, and 
developing the field of community-based arts. Perhaps bodies such as the National 
Arts Council (NAC) should put in place certain structures and infrastructure but 
should then allow arts practitioners to programme, process and practice, with 
evaluation being a collaborative process. This is currently in place to a certain 
degree but more autonomy and trust can be accorded to practitioners. Although it 
involves some risk, this can be mitigated when effective collaboration models are 
in place, where there is communication and open dialogue, and the commitment 
to understand diversity and the intention to contribute to nation-building is 
present.  
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In the short-term, the CoP articulated the need for more stakeholders to be part of 
the ecosystem, and NAC could look into increasing advocacy efforts for the field. As 
well, there is a need to put in place a regular platform and mechanism where arts 
practitioners can provide ongoing feedback to policy makers, beyond the once-a-
year Let’s Talk session hosted by NAC. In addition, arts practitioners should be 
invited to the table and consulted earlier on in the planning process as equal 
stakeholders, and not when the broad strokes are already in place.  Furthermore, 
the consultative process should extend beyond matters pertaining to the arts, 
adopting a cultural perspective which may be practically applied to the planning  
in other domains such as education, social issues, urban planning and so on.  
 
Recommendation #2 : Establish Platforms for Learning, Networking, Research 
and Experimenting 
 
Through TGHS, it was clear that participants need more opportunities and 
platforms for structured learning, and the exchanging of significant practice. There 
is a need to understand other non-arts fields that arts practitioners are 
collaborating with. Being able to perform needs assessments would help ensure 
the relevance of projects and programmes, as well as contribute towards the 
deepening of partnerships with respective stakeholders. The accumulated 
knowledge and exchange of practice with other practitioners enables a refining of 
ethical approaches, as well as ideas on how to handle ethical challenges that may 
arise.  
 
As such, apart from convening communities of practice, the authors of this report 
recommend a school or institute of learning for community-based arts be set-up to 
ensure structured, and continual learning. Otherwise, this could be a programme 
offered within an existing institution. Other platforms such as seminars, 
conferences, workshops etc. should also be offered, and convened by various 
practitioners in the field, reflecting its richness and diversity.  
 
Other recommendations include forming an Association to advocate for the field, 
mobilise resources and stakeholders, emerge a code of conduct for practitioners, 
ensuring high ethical standards and contributing towards the legitimacy of the 
field. The idea of having a directory of practitioners, where potential partners and 
communities can go to engage artists for projects was put forward by the CoP. This 
match-making function can also be overseen by such an Association.  
 
Another area the CoP recommends more attention be paid is enabling more 
research to be done in the community-based arts field. By aggregating the work 
that is being done and capturing the impact of this nascent field as a collective 
whole helps build a case for more support and legitimacy. With good 
documentation comes more effective advocacy. Having research that is published 
also connects the field in Singapore to an international arena, broadening the 
scope of the dialogue and potential for practice. There is a need to identify 
interested researchers, and team them up with practitioners working in 
communities as the latter often lack the resources to conduct, and write their own 
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research. Platforms such as a dedicated open source website can host the research 
as well as case studies of community-based arts projects/programmes that could 
be referred to as a resource, and guide.  
 
Finally, participants of TGHS talked about cultivating a culture of experimentation 
that allows and accepts failure as part of the process towards discovering better 
practice. With ethical considerations in mind, practitioners must be supported to 
grow and develop in their work in communities without having to bear the burden 
of producing results all the time. This will then encourage them to work with new, 
and different communities, responding to ever-changing needs and demographics 
on the ground. It is also only in this context that innovative projects in 
communities can be piloted and incubated, that then demonstrate the possibilities 
of practice, and contribute towards new solutions to community challenges. These 
then add to the bank of local case studies to inform the field, here and overseas.  
 
FINDING : ENGAGE COMMUNITIES FOR SUSTAINABLE IMPACT 
(PROGRAMMES) 
 
Recommendation #3 : Move Towards Longer-Term, Sustainable Programmes 
 
The CoP observed that programmes where communities have a significant role in 
the shaping, implementation and evaluation of the programme contribute 
towards their sustainability.  
 
Working “with”, and programmes initiated “by” communities involves a higher 
level of commitment to cultivate relationships and build trust. The qualitative 
improvement in outcomes of such programmes contribute to their longevity and 
sustained impact as stakeholders (including the community) see the benefits and 
are motivated to continue.  
 
Therefore there is a need to create opportunities for artists and other stakeholders 
to learn about strategies for working with, and mobilising communities, with an 
emphasis on engaging them meaningfully as equal stakeholders.  
 
Some ideas include embedding artists-in-communities, setting up training 
programmes to mentor arts practitioners, as well as incubating and piloting 
innovate projects to showcase possibilities of practice. Initiatives that increase 
community capacity and self-reliance, such as equipping the community with the 
ability to organise and fundraise etc. should also be considered. 
 
These approaches contribute towards the practice of arts-based community 
development, understood as “arts-centered activity that contributes to the 
sustained advancement of human dignity, health and/or productivity within a 
community” (Cleveland, 2011).  This moves community-based arts projects beyond 
the short-term, and inherent in the approach is understanding the community as 
equal stakeholders. Sustainability is organically built in the approach, with longer-
term impact in mind. 
 



	   16	  

Recommendation #4 : Re-evaluate Evaluation 
 
The CoP seemed mostly ambivalent about evaluating their projects and 
programmes. They recognise its necessity but feel challenged by how it is often 
executed in reality as it is mostly directed by stakeholders who fund the work, 
where evaluation is about accountability and fulfilling funders’ interests.  
 
Instead, the CoP expressed that evaluation should be discussed by all stakeholders 
at the beginning of any community-based arts project or programme, and should 
allow for various stakeholders’ needs and interests to be represented e.g. apart 
from often instrumental outcomes that funders are interested in such as numbers 
reached, participant well-being and so on, to also allow for evaluating process, 
artistic practice, ethical approaches etc. Being able to collaborate on evaluation 
also ensures the process is meaningful, the data collected is relevant and will be 
useful on multiple levels, which can contribute towards the sustainability of 
programmes. This calls for a shift in the understanding of evaluation that extends 
beyond proving, to improving outcomes; where understanding and meaning 
making is at the heart of evaluation. 
 
As well, the process of evaluation needs to take into account the dynamic nature of 
working with communities, and stakeholders need to be open and committed to 
adapting their measurements and approach to complement realities on the 
ground. This requires commitment from all stakeholders to the process, and to 
remain in communication. Doing so ensures the continued relevance and 
usefulness of evaluation, and it can serve as a check to ensure community 
members are not harmed instead. In addition, stakeholders should also be open to 
capturing and acknowledging unexpected outcomes, appreciating that these 
could be useful data in understanding the programme and participants’ journey. 
 
The CoP is also interested in exploring alternative approaches to evaluation that 
takes into consideration arts-based processes. This sees evaluation and art-making 
coming together as a creative practice, and the different modalities availed 
through the arts may emerge responses that have a very different quality of 
emotion and perspective from an otherwise straight interview or survey. This could 
involve drawing, photography, writing, performance etc. as a form of evaluation. 
Utilising this approach would require the support of all stakeholders, in a spirit of 
experimentation, to work towards improving evaluation techniques, processes and 
gathering rich data.  
 
Finally, the authors of this report recommend that all stakeholders in the 
community-based arts ecosystem frequently revisit, and dialogue on the topic of 
evaluation. As evaluation is about placing value on something, and involves the 
interests of various stakeholders, the politics of value come into play and questions 
of what, and whose interests are valued, who does the valuing, how the value of 
something is applied and to what end become salient. This reflexivity and 
openness helps to ensure that evaluation in the community-based arts field is 
ethical, and ultimately serves the communities being engaged, enabling them to 
thrive and flourish.  
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FINDING : DEVELOP A COLLABORATIVE ECOSYSTEM (PARTNERSHIPS) 
 
Recommendation #5 : Develop a More Precise Vocabulary for the Field 
 
There are currently different terminologies used in the field of arts in communities. 
Common ones include “community arts”, “socially-engaged arts”, “community-
based arts”, “participatory arts”, “community cultural development” and “arts-
based community development”. Although there is an overlap of meanings in the 
various terms, there are subtle differences that include the focus of the work, 
approaches adopted, and history or preconceived notions of what the work means 
– positive as well as negative.  
 
The diversity of terminology is to be celebrated as it demonstrates the richness of 
the field, and as it evolves, new terminology will also emerge. However, the 
findings demonstrate that given the nascent stage of the field here in Singapore, 
and in the absence of a clear and coherent articulation of the work, some 
uneasiness amongst certain stakeholders can result, which gets in the way of 
capturing their awareness and interest. It also contributes to the challenge of 
advocating for the field when members within have not sufficiently articulated 
their own vocabulary and interests.  
 
The authors of this report would like to recommend that the term, “community-
based arts” be considered as a neutral term to be used unless stakeholders are 
clear their work aligns with other terminology adopted. A community-based arts 
project is where “an artist works with a community to facilitate a creative process 
that enables participants to express their needs, aspirations, inspirations, identity 
or sense of place” (Arts Victoria, 2014). Further, this will hopefully counter the often 
negative perception of the currently, more often used term, “community arts” as 
work that is less professional and of a lower quality. In addition, in instances where 
performance or exhibiting or presenting work is done with community 
involvement, it should be described by the tradition present in the art form e.g. a 
drama performance, an art exhibition, a music recital etc. without the label of it 
being “community arts”. Similarly, a recommendation from the CoP was to avoid 
calling artists who work with communities, “community artists” but instead to 
acknowledge their art discipline and describe the community they are working 
with e.g. a musician working with seniors. This accords greater respect for their 
status as legitimate practicing artists working in communities. 
 
These steps will hopefully lead to a reframing of community-based arts as 
involving professional expertise, is of a substantial standard and quality, and sits 
comfortably within the wider field and tradition of the arts; contributing towards 
more legitimacy for the work, amongst arts practitioners as well as non-arts fields. 
It will also hopefully lend towards a consistency of terms used, enabling more 
stakeholders and the wider public to access the work, and participate and 
contribute towards its development.   
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Recommendation #6 : Support the Work of Intermediaries 
 
The role of intermediaries in the community-based arts field emerged regularly 
over the course of TGHS. The CoP saw the importance of such a role in helping to 
bridge the various stakeholders which then facilitated more meaningful 
collaborations and programme outcomes.  
 
The work of intermediaries would contribute to the emergence of mutual 
vocabularies amongst stakeholders in the field, the building of relationship and 
trust that enables sustainable and innovative work, helping artists with 
administrative tasks that frees them to focus on practice, and also contributing 
towards advocacy of the field and increasing its legitimacy.  
 
Intermediaries may emerge from any part of the ecosystem but they should have a 
firm understanding of the field of practice, together with project and stakeholder 
management, facilitation, communication and negotiation skills, experience with 
programme cycles and community development work, as well as handling ethical 
challenges.  
 
The authors of this report recommend the training of more intermediaries for the 
field, as well as training arts practitioners to be able to perform this role, thereby 
increasing their own competencies and deepening their practice. Being able to 
perform this role as part of their artistic practice also heightens their ability to be 
effective civic leaders, facilitating change in communities that create social value.  
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CONCLUSION 

 
In telling our stories, we identify what is important to us. By listening to the stories 
of others, we find out what is important to them; and by listening and telling 
together, we have the possibility of creating a clearer sense of what our 
community and what our collective priorities are… we can take those stories and 
help craft our way to the future. (John O Neal, Artist) 
 
Imagine a Singapore where people are tapped into their creativity and draw 
actively upon their imagination, to understand the new and changing, to approach 
challenges, create solutions, relate to one another and emerge new possibilities.  
 
Imagine a Singapore with �communities where diversity is celebrated, identities and 
cultures are not threatened but instead enriched, and members are comfortable 
relating across their differences, contributing towards the co-creation of a vibrant 
and thriving society. 
 
We all have a stake in this place and all of us, as members of this community, have 
a part to play in making our own culture, in creating a shared narrative. The arts 
have a unique power to release our inherent capacity to imagine the world as 
otherwise. Arts practitioners and others in the ecosystem of community-based arts 
should aspire to realise their potential as actors in the realm of social change, as 
facilitators for rehearsing possibilities, as a conduit through which new meanings, 
and ways of being and relating emerge.  
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APPENDIX 

Full list of participants for The Greenhouse Sessions 2013-2014.  

This document is the result of ideas that have emerged through the conversations 
and exchanges among the participants. ArtsWok wishes to acknowledge the 
contribution of knowledge, experience and insight by the generous members of 
this community of practice.  

Facilitators : Ko Siew Huey and Ngiam Su-Lin (ArtsWok) 

 



	   22	  

 

 



	   23	  

 



	   24	  

 



	   25	  

 



	   26	  

 


