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How to Read tHiS book . . . 
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This is a book about cultural participation. 

It’s about the successes we often hear talked about and the failures we don’t. It’s about the big 
system issues of  governance and strategy and the smaller, everyday failures that happen no 
matter how hard we work. It’s about making big promises that we know we can’t keep but 
which help us to secure funding. It’s about the problems we recognise and the ones we find 
harder to see; and the relativity of  success and failure for different people at different 
times. Sometimes it’s about negligence, but most often it’s about fear – fear of  losing 
funding and losing face in a sector that still struggles to assert its value.

Set in a ‘cultural desert’ near you, with a cast of  animal charaters, this is a 
simple story that many of  us know only too well, but which can be told in 
multiple ways. Juxtaposing the claims we make publicly with the things 
we may think privately, we invite you to consider which story you find 
yourself  telling most often? To whom, and why?

As this is a book with two stories, it also offers two potential endings 
– one in which the cultural sector continues to emphasise success 
at all costs and another, hopefully brighter one, in which we are 
all empowered to interrogate failures and their implications.

The stories we tell each other matter. We hope this book will stimulate 
and develop your conversations with colleagues and participants, and 
ultimately, help us all to build a more equitable cultural sector.

With love, Leila, David and Lucy – The Failspace Team
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We believe that everyone should have the right 
   to ParticiPate in the best of arts and culture . . . 
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We knoW that many 

 everyday creative practices    

   are not valued enough.
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We asked the community What kind of culture they wanted . . . 
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    We found that we mostly sPoke 

     With those already         
  interested in the arts we like . . . 
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We listened to everybody’s ideas. . . 
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We listened most to the ideas that fitted our agenda . . . 
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biG!
eXciTiNG!
NeW!
PRoject

We co-Produced a Plan for a . . . 
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What about us ?

not everyone Was at the table . . . 
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Oh no, 
 not again!

We Worked with the best world-class artists to deliver the project . . . 
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Thank goodness 
 you’re here!

   we failed to involve the artists 
           already living in 
                the community . . .
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We encouraged ambitious, collaborative Work . . . 

We want to work together to 
create a high-quality arts event 
that is suitable for everyone... 
a big spectacle to reach the 
largest audience possible! 
We’ll also build a team of local 
champions who can sustain the 
work when the project ends...
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There’s only 
4 weeks... 

We kneW We didn’t 

 have the time or resources 
  to do the project proPerly . . .
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Well, maybe I 
can cut a few 
costs...

our top priority 
 Was to increase Participation in the arts . . . 
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our top priority 
    was to our top institutions . . . 

Awesome, 
thanks.
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We Were committed to removing all barriers to particiPation . . . 

I’m coming!
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I have to work...

The venue isn’t 
accessible ...

I’m just not 
  interested...

The activities aren’t 
suitable for my kids...

We know there are still some we failed to remove . . . 
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How’s everything going?

Perfect! 
Thank you 
for asking!

community partnerships are crucial to a Project’s success!
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we know that community artists Were often under-supPorted . . .
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the oPening 
  was 

   spectacular!
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Isn’t it fun? But is it art?

Hi Mum!
I’m so 
proud!
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We believe that particiPation in the arts empowers individuals and communities . . .
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We saW lots of community activities 
        that Were not suPported 
       the Way our Project Was . . .
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We asked for honest feedback to inform our learning . . .

But I hated it....

Did you have fun?
Tell us how good 
you thought it 
was!
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we collected 

 good neWs stories 
   for our funders . . .

This is so cool!

But where’s 
everybody else?
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Did you have fun?
Tell us how good 
you thought it 
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everybody 
  had 
   a 
    brilliant 
      time!
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Say cheese! 
(This will 
look great in 
our post-
project 
report..)

we didn’t pay enough attention 

 to those who didn’t engage . . .
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the project left a strong legacy in the community . . . 
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We had no idea 

 hoW to make the benefits sustainable 
    without continued funding . . . 

That’s it... 
I’m through 
with art...

Yes I’d love 
work on your 
new participation 
project!
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We use evaluation to reflect on our practice . . .

This one looks 
interesting...
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I’ll put it here until 
we have time to look 
at it properly...

We never have enough time to deal With the issues raised . . .
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If I said the 
right things, can 
I come back 
next year?
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If we ticked the 
right boxes, will 
you fund our 
organisation next 
year?
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the project was such a success . . . 

Er...excuse me!

biGGeR!
betTeR!

eveN moRe 
exCitinG!. . . next year we’ll do it again!
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It wasn’t all 
that great...
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We talked honestly  about the project’s successes 
 and failures so next year we will do things differently  . . .
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‘Cultural Participation: Stories of  Success, Histories of  Failure’ – also known as ‘FailSpace’ – 
is an AHRC-funded research project that explores how cultural policy can better recognise, 
acknowledge and learn from failure. The project is led by Leila Jancovich (University of  Leeds), 
with David Stevenson (Queen Margaret University) and Lucy Wright (University of  Leeds / 
Axis). We think that it’s important to talk more – and more often – about failure and the potential 
learnings that can be drawn from it, in order to begin to transform the landscape of  arts and 
cultural policy. To find out more about our research, please visit: www.culturalparticipation.co.uk. 

‘Welcome to the Cultural Desert …’ was conceived and illustrated by Lucy Wright (www.artistic-
researcher.co.uk) and printed by ASAP Digital.

With thanks to Leila Jancovich and David Stevenson, the FailSpace steering group (Sylvan Baker, 
Eleanora Belfiore, Philip Deverell, Victoria Durrer, Tony Graves, Rob Hoon, Sophie Hope, Jo 
Hunter, Jo Maclean and David Micklem) and Anthony Schrag for their generous feedback and 
support during the production of  this book. Thanks also to all those who attended FailSpace 
workshops and/or shared their experiences via interview or our online survey. Special thanks to 
the regulars at Queens Mill, Castleford, and The Living Room, Hull.

First published 2020 | ISBN 978-1-5272-6863-0

EDINBURGH

Queen Margaret
University

AboUt tHe pRoject . . . 
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