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The Independents
BAC’s Cultural Leadership Programme

BAC’s mission is to invent the future of theatre. In order to achieve this mission, we support the development of new work by a wide variety of emerging and established artists and in turn our theatre programme is enriched by their inventiveness and ingenuity. It is no easy challenge to dare, take risks and ask questions in the cultural sector; often we are compelled to return to what is familiar in the hope of finding stability or safety. When this happens, it is often the independent artist or producer, unconstrained by the restrictions of a large organisational structure, who has the courage to take up the mantle of leading the way, and it is the energy and vision of these independents that continues to surprise and inspire BAC. The Sultan’s Elephant delivered by Helen Marriage and Artichoke; Margate Exodus led by Michael Morris through Artangel; Faust, The Masque of the Red Death, Tunnel 228 envisioned by Felix Barrett and Maxine Doyle with the Punchdrunk team - these are just a few such examples. BAC strives to embrace and celebrate the vision and expertise of such independent artists and offer them the support they need to continue producing high calibre work and fulfil their role as cultural leaders. 
The majority of existing cultural leadership programmes focus on the individual’s role within a large organisation, managing large teams and carving out a unique approach to the arts for a particular company. But what is the role of an independent professional as a cultural leader? Working in isolation or between numerous companies, how do they use their influence and expertise to motivate and lead across the broader cultural sector? BAC identified a need to debate this issue and address the lack of provision currently provided for senior and mid-career independent practitioners. Using a bespoke learning model, BAC has brought together a number of emerging, established and experienced cultural leaders to determine the best possible training provision that can, and should, be offered to independent professionals to prepare them for leadership, and the purpose of this report is to summarise and disseminate the key learnings from that pilot.
Programme Aims & Objectives
· To establish a new network of independent cultural leaders who would be better equipped to sustain a strong independent sector and encourage them to share learning, skills and ideas, seeding new projects and relationships
· To provide beneficiaries with inspirational models of independent practice which identify essential leadership qualities, whilst adopting an action research model which assesses and questions the effectiveness of such leadership models
· To legitimise and promote the role of the established freelancer, making a critical contribution to the development of a growing pool of independent cultural leaders in the UK 

Preparation of Programme

[image: image4.png]£, CREATIVE
$ % | &CULTURAL

(\/I/G LN \\Q SKI LLS MusEuMschaaANR'l:ElsLAncmvss



In order to ensure that the programme would provide the most useful resources and activities for independent professionals, BAC consulted a group of highly experienced professionals including Tassos Stevens (Artistic Director of Coney), Lucy Neil (co-founder of LIFT), Emma Rice (Artistic Director of Kneehigh) and Tim Crouch (Writer at News from Nowhere). This Steering Group, together with an internal collective made up of David Jubb (Artistic Director), Laura Collier (Senior Producer) and Harun Morrison (Producer), advised BAC Producers during the planning stages of the pilot and supported the recruitment and applicant selection process.
Participants were recruited through advertisements in Arts Jobs, Arts Culture Media Jobs, UK Music Jobs and Artsphere and promoted through the BAC and Cultural Leadership Programme websites. Further efforts were made to spread the word nationally, with notifications sent through Arts Admin and Live Art Development Agency as well as via regional organisations including Theatre Bristol and members of the New Theatre Architects. Aimed at mid-career artists with 10 or more year’s professional experience, BAC received 60 applications for the 20 places available, and 40 of these were taken forward to interview. Applicants were asked to submit a CV and a short statement about why they wanted to develop their leadership skills, plus a 2 minute pitch if they were shortlisted. The interview session was kept informal and social, allowing applicants to meet one another, network and see a show at BAC. Candidates were then selected on their suitability for the programme, scheduled to one of two cohorts depending on their availability and assigned an appropriate member of BAC’s staff to act as a Peer Guide during the programme. 
Programme Components 
From the acorn idea right through to delivery and evaluation, it was always maintained that the Independents Programme would be a bespoke experience for each participant, tailored to meet their own individual needs and interests. As such, it was important to ensure that whilst providing structure, the programme was planned in such a way that it could always remain flexible and responsive to the body of people it was serving. 

· Provocation & Introduction

At the start of the programme, all participants were provided with an introduction pack which included a provocation about leadership written by BAC 
Joint Artistic Director David Jubb. This document was provided to kick start the thinking behind what it really means to be a leader in the cultural sector, 
and what defines an artist as independent.
· Anchor Days
Providing the backbone structure of the programme, these Anchor Days were a regular instalment of group activities which allowed members of the cohort to get to know one another, develop relationships and debate ideas. Days included leadership training workshops delivered by specialist facilitators from the arts industry, excursions to regional cultural organisations including meetings with senior staff, and presentations from leading artists followed by discussions over dinner or after a show. Meeting all three programme aims, the Anchor Days provided the participants with an opportunity 
to build a network of contacts, both with cohort colleagues and established artists, whilst also introducing them to a number of leadership models practiced by independents and organisations. Specialist Arts Leaders included Lucy Neil (Co-founder, LIFT), Joana Seguro (independent music producer), Helen Marriage (Director of Artichoke) and Michael Smythe (Director, Nomad).
· Peer Guide Meetings

By partnering each participant with an appropriate Peer Guide, BAC was able to provide a safe environment where they could reflect and assess their 
own practice as independent leaders, identify where skills gaps lay and address what action was needed to take the next steps down their chosen 
career path. It was important to maintain these relationships on a peer, rather than mentor, level; BAC staff were there to provide a supportive sound 
board for ideas, enabling participant’s to untangle their own thinking and make decisions for themselves. It was vital that pairs were not only assigned 
by experience level, but also by artistic interests, to ensure that relationships could be as fruitful and mutually beneficial as possible. The Peer Guide also acted as a navigator to the programme, the building and its organisational resources. 
· Inspiration Meetings
Although not mentors themselves, Peer Guides did encourage their partner participants to identify an outstanding cultural leader, who they would ideally like to interview and source advice from. Under the banner of the Independents Programme, Peer Guides were then able to arrange a one-off meeting with these individuals, aptly named Inspiration Meetings, and this directly related to the participant’s preparation of a six month plan, which was supported by their Peer Guide.  

· BAC Behind the Scenes
As well as introducing participants to various leadership and organisational models during their Anchor Days, there was also an open and active engagement with BAC’s own day-to-day working practice. Independents were encouraged to observe internal meetings and advice surgeries were arranged with heads of departments to address any knowledge or skills gaps in arts management. This offer 
remained fluid enough to allow participants to take or leave whatever experience they felt they needed, and provided them with a rare opportunity to observe BAC’s unique programming methods whilst considering their own leadership and managerial practice.
· Reflective Blog
A bespoke online blog was made available from the first day of the programme, providing participants with a space to document their thoughts, questions 
and conclusions with other members of the programme. As well as acting as a legacy for the programme recording the incremental changes in thinking organically developed over the course of the programme, it has also provided a practical resource for posting photos, sharing reading materials and arranging theatre visits.
· Other Resources

Access to desk space, administrative facilities and meeting rooms was made available during the course of the programme to support any participants’ 
work commitments and subsidised tickets were provided at a specially reduced rate of only £1 for all participants during the course of their 
engagement.
“I’ve had great and useful conversations with the Heads of Development, Heads of Participation, with the excellent Richard Dufty – I have meetings set up with very exciting and inspirational artists who I hope will stoke the fire that burns in me to keep going and make exciting and inspirational work.”

Joseph Alford – Independents participant, Cohort 1
Case Studies

Each individual’s journey on the programme was different, and much depended on their own commitment to the programme. In many cases the full value of the programme will not be visible for several months or even years – BAC will track participants further as we go on to build lasting relationships with them through our artists network. However, to give a sample of just some of their experiences, some case studies have been provided from both participants and BAC staff:

James Smith - Cohort 1

James has worked as an independent Producer and Project Manager on a wide variety of artistic initiatives, ranging from music events, contemporary art exhibitions and theatre productions. However, when he joined the Independents he was working on the early stages of a new entrepreneurial venture - an online magazine called This Is Tomorrow showcasing international contemporary art. James found his meetings with his Peer Guide incredibly useful, as he was able to talk through ideas about his new project whilst it was still at a fresh stage of development and found the alternative perspective and provocative questions helpful in shaping his thinking at the time. He was also put in touch with the director of an influential art gallery based in Edinburgh who he would have been unlikely to contact if not on the Independents Programme. James particularly enjoyed spending time with other independent artists on the Anchor Days and found it incredibly beneficial to meet a group of people with similar values and put aside time share ideas with them. 

Gwen Van Spijk - Cohort 2

Gwen has worked as a producer, consultant and arts manager of dance projects for the last 20 years and is currently Executive Director of Lone Twin. With a particular interest in interdisciplinary work, Gwen was pleased to meet many other independent practitioners from a range of disciplines and found presentations from cultural leaders insightful. It was refreshing for her to be part of a diverse group of independent artists with a range of expertise, and she found it useful to remove herself from the day-to-day tasks of project delivery to have time to think and discuss challenges. Meetings with her Peer Guide were productive and provocative, and overall Gwen described her experience on the Independents as one of a series of catalysts which helped her make a substantial shift in her professional practice for the next 2-3 years.
On the whole we know that the artists engaged felt more confident about their practice, they had gained new skills and experiences and felt better able to pitch new work and lobby for support. Most of the artists commented that the new networks they had forged, and artistic leaders they had met, were probably the most useful benefits of the project. The artists wanted more time and exposure to those contacts and networks which we hope we can facilitate further through our artist networking events. Artists mostly found the peer guide relationships provided a key through line for the multiple experiences and events on offer and were particualrly impressed with the calibre of connections, training opportunities and events that BAC made available through the programme. Feeback from BAC staff included;

Harun Morrison – Programme Producer

Harun planned and delivered the Independents pilot programme. As an experienced Producer both at BAC and independently, he was able to consider a range of activities which would be beneficial for freelance professionals, however, he was surprised by just how much the cohorts relished the Anchor Days and valued the time they had with other participants. Harun reflected that the group activities were a core provision and recommended that attendance should be made compulsory to ensure the group dynamic isn’t disadvantaged by absent members. Although not a participant on the programme, he found the whole process incredibly useful for his own professional development, and used the group discussions for his own self-assessment as a cultural leader; Harun is now Joint Artistic Director of the Fierce Festival.

Ali Tomkinson – Peer Guide

Ali acted as a Peer Guide for two participants, both with very different backgrounds. As Participate Director of BAC, Ali already had some experience of mentoring artists and acting as a Peer Guide, but she found the process very helpful for reflecting on her own practice and enjoyed having time to invest in other people without the pressure of delivering specific results. Ali considered both of her partner practitioners to be exceptional artists and felt privileged to be able to develop a relationship with them. 
"BAC's programme is rooted in our unique home in Battersea's Old Town Hall. Fuelled by connections and debate over cups of tea and bottles of wine in our buzzing café or tiny attic spaces, ideas bubble and grow to realise extraordinary new works of theatre. In planning the Independents programme, we felt it was important to welcome participants into this wonderful world, to foster a real sense of belonging and to help catalyse their own personal development process. The Peer Guides were an essential part of this process."

Ali Tomkinson – BAC Participate Director and Independents programme Peer Guide

Benefits to the Host Organisation
As well as supporting staff training and development through the Peer Guide strand of activity, the Independents programme has enriched BAC’s practice across the board, influencing our work at delivery, management and strategy level. The success of the bespoke nature of the programme has encouraged the producing team to re-look at the shape of BAC’s Supported Artists programme and Artist-Teacher Training scheme to emulate this model and provide a more tailored experience for each participant. Pitch-style interviews used during the recruitment of the Independents has already been replicated for BAC’s Junior Producer vacancies, and discussions are underway to deliver a series of leadership talks focused on women in senior roles, which are likely to include content and feedback from some of the participants on the pilot programme. 
Ultimately BAC is keen to provide the Independents as an ongoing rolling programme, acting as a tier of the organisation’s Ladder of Development for artists and producers. Reflection from staff on the pilot has already raised new, ambitious ideas for how it can be used to provide leadership training in other sectors, especially education, spurring new considerations for the development of community leaders and cross-sector artistic collaborations. 
The programme brings a range of energised voices and attitudes into the building, with fresh opinions heard at internal meetings and important discussions about cultural leadership constantly being revitalised. Two participants are already in discussion with the producing team about programming opportunities at BAC and one group member has joined the organisation’s permanent staff. In the long term, BAC has been put in touch with a range of outstanding independent artists, many of whom work in disciplines beyond BAC’s usual realm of influence and involvement. 
Recommendations for Future Delivery
The heart and soul of the Independents programme is its ability to focus on the individual’s journey, and provide the tools needed for their own unique professional development. In order to ensure that freelance practitioners can truly benefit from BAC’s programme, and other new training opportunities based on this model, it is essential to maintain a flexible and responsive approach to delivery. Peer Guide meetings were a crucial part of this adaptable approach for BAC, but essentially a secure environment to reflect on their own practice is all that is needed, and alternatively this could be delivered through action learning groups. 

Participants surprised and delighted BAC staff with their enthusiasm for the Anchor Days, and the importance of networking and group activities must not be underestimated for future provision. Participants on the pilot programme had an average attendance of 70% for the group activities, and taking into consideration their busy schedules and our arrangements to travel across the country and stay overnight on occasion, leads us to consider this as very high. Travel expenses were offered to participants on low-incomes and this support is highly recommended as a function in future which, although may not be used extensively, provides ever essential access for participants from all backgrounds.
If recruiting multiple cohorts, it is recommended that every effort is made to provide connections between groups, and in the case of replica training models, it is ideal to have regional and national delivery partners. This ensures that participants can be drawn from across the UK, and enables the host organisation to provide more varied array of excursions and activities.

Crucially, an exit strategy must be considered. Encouraging participants to draw up a six-month plan enabled them to decide their next steps in terms of career development and identify what action needed to be taken after their engagement with BAC was over. For future Independents programmes, BAC is considering a longer delivery period, from 6 months-1 year, however, this may also be bespoke if delivered on a rolling basis. 

Leadership Training Model – the following factors will be key to a future programme; 
· Access to a wide pool of established cultural leaders and facilitators

· Further development of connections with regional and national arts partners
· A high profile within artistic communities to ensure recruitment of most exceptional independent candidates for future cultural leadership
· Finance to cover project and delivery costs; sustained funding to enable greater continuity, reflection and implementation of learning 
· An experienced and enthusiastic team of permanent or freelance staff managing the project
· Time commitment of at least 1 year for planning, delivery and evaluation

· Resources including meeting rooms, administrative facilities and networking site/blog
· A bespoke programme for each Independent which is embedded across resources at the host organisation 

· A connection to all of the teams across the host organisation that support and inform the participants learning 

“The Independents is an excellent opportunity to consolidate the skills of an independent producer/ practitioner - to gain confidence, vision and essential skills such as networking and self-publicity. I came away from the programme with ideas, focus, new skills and a sense that my role as an Independent was an important one, especially in a difficult economic climate.”

Kieron Maguire, Independents participant, Cohort 1[image: image1.jpg]
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