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to occupy and who our partners in that will be. About reaching our artistic
goals while being able to earn a living. About what you want it to be about.

Introduction
Hello! Thank you for your interest in reading this, and in seeking to reflect
on how to create online communities. It’s good to have you with us.
In June 2020, we created FIELD as a place for artists to come together
and think about our collective future at a moment of exceptional peril. We
were joined by people who work in the arts but aren’t foremost artists, and
we spent time together across a fortnight - virtually, because of lockdown.
We published a book, FIELD notes, and shared a couple of videos from
the sessions.
We wanted to be flexible, responding to what participants wanted the
experience to be. The original callout said:
FIELD is an online residency designed to create space to talk, reflect,
listen and be listened to. It is part of our ongoing conversational practice.
You may feel, right now, that you don't have the answers.
You may feel, right now, that the global reset to cultural practices is the
opportunity you've been waiting for.
You may be desperate, delicate, frightened, disappointed, frustrated,
confused, uncertain. You may be confident, ambitious, bursting with ideas,
raring to go, enthusiastic.
You may be some or all of these things, from time to time, or something
else entirely.
We think it's time to talk about the future, to think about the place of
independent artists and companies in the landscape.

This, then, is a chance to take some time to think about the future. Your
future.
This document is intended to help anyone thinking of creating something
similar — a residency, showcase, conference or meeting in virtual space.
It’s not a how-to guide, because the how depends on what exactly you
want to make and achieve with it. We wouldn’t pretend to have firm
answers for even the exact thing we did, so it’s more of an overview of
things to think about and work out in order to make sure you, and
everyone taking part, have the best experience possible. We’ve assumed
it’s a limited size group, but if it’s a big public event, you’ll know when a
section is irrelevant to you.
It’s also by no means final. If you’ve got something we missed out and
think other people should know, or something you think we’re wrong
about, please let us know. This is a living document, and it thrives with
your contributions.
We’ve divided the document into sections, but there’s lots of bleed
between these — particularly the decisions you make about delivery
impact who can take part and how inclusive your event is. There’s a
checklist at the end too.

Who We Are
We are Alister and Kat, directors of Two Destination Language. We’re
artists, producers, curators, leaders, enablers. We also make pretty decent
jam (semi-competitively, with/against one another) and we foster dogs,
ideas, possibilities and hope.

That place has never been an easy one, and it's become harder in recent
years. These conversations are about the place in the landscape we want
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Two Destination Language create intercultural dialogues in theatrical
forms, installations, print and working with people in their communities.
Our directors — a Scot and a Bulgarian migrant to the UK — embody our
intercultural approach. We believe that art shifts how people see
themselves and the society we share, and that dialogue within our work
and about it afterwards achieves that.
We particularly think about difference — which can be about ethnicity,
disability, socioeconomic status and more — in the work we make, the
people we work with and the audiences we reach. We have worked in city
theatres, rural farms, empty shops and art galleries across the UK and
internationally from Azerbaijan to Ukraine (alphabetically) curating
festivals, supporting artists and presenting our own work.

It’s hard without shared physical space to cook and eat together, to make
objects, deploy creativity and create opportunities for accidental moments
which could shape unexpected outcomes.
An online residency was not our ideal when we set out. Having done it,
we’ve discovered the richness it can offer, and the community it can
create. It’s something which came more easily to us than to some, as we
spent lots of time in virtual meetings pre-covid, but it’s useful to note that
it’s the natural space for meetings with many people who are housebound,
or face obstacles to travel. Online meetings are not a compromise or
sticking plaster: they are something different, and need to be planned and
delivered with that in mind.
Once you know why you’re doing it, you can check with yourself whether
it’s likely you can achieve that in the virtual environment. There are clearly
lots of related questions about who attends, what timetable to follow,
planning and facilitating the event…so we’ll move on.

Concept and Planning
Before the how, a bit of reflection on why and what you want is a good
start.

Why do it?
When we created FIELD, we wanted to create a space for community at a
time when artists were missing it, to facilitate thinking about the future in a
moment of crisis, to make space for peer support, to make clear that
creative people who aren’t on salaries had not been forgotten. We wanted
to do something which would mark the strange moment in which creative
freelancers were so clearly at the bottom of our sector’s priorities. We
wanted to platform voices which could together make themselves heard
above the din.

Who is it for?
It might seem really obvious, but who is involved? What are their roles?
There are people who actively contribute, people who might be there to
listen, who might follow a summary afterwards; people who come to
everything and people who are interested only in a little.
Alongside the question of who it’s for, there’s a question of inclusion.
Perhaps it’s really a question of exclusion: who are you satisfied with not
including? There may be good practical reasons for where you place your
limits (such as finance restricting numbers, which we’ll get to in a
moment), but every restriction makes the question of who is included even
more pressing..
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This is a difficult question to wrestle with, because nobody wants to
exclude people as a starting point. But if the group you’re focused on will
have better conversations without another group of people there, that’s
something which needs to be worked through. You may need to limit
people with a particular role (say, funders) to a particular part of what
you’re planning, or to a particular number of participants. Know what your
parameters are.
It’s worth saying something about diversity here. For us, diversity is about
difference. Nobody, by themselves, is diverse: it takes numbers. That
means the bigger your event, the more diverse it’s possible for it to be.
Thinking about including people from different artforms, places, heritage,
experience levels, genders, sexualities, socioeconomic backgrounds,
experiences of care and disability — all this may be easy in an event with
hundreds of people, but there isn’t much space for hundreds of people to
all get their say. Knowing who it’s for helps you make decisions which
reflect your priorities.

Money
If you want your participants to be on an equal footing, fully engaged with
what you’re doing, they can’t be keenly aware that one group of people are
attending under a whole different set of circumstances to them.
Most meetings we go to, online and offline, assume that it’s our problem
as freelance creatives to earn enough some other way. They ignore the
supplicant relationship we have to funders, programmers, producers. They
ignore the costs incurred for us to attend events. There’s an assumption
that this is someone else’s problem, a state of affairs they’re sorry about
but powerless to prevent.

The funders, venues and festivals who together support the work of
freelance creatives have a responsibility to make those careers
sustainable, as much as they have to the people they employ directly. If
they aren’t trying to do that, they should get out. The arts have enough
people who don’t live the values they proclaim.
So: pay people to be part of your thing. Acknowledge that some are
already salaried and don’t need that, but make the default a willingness to
pay for the time of people who are important to what you do. If you’re
delivering an independent project on a shoestring, perhaps you’ve only
some sections of string to offer; if you’re part of a large organisation, pay a
freelance director like your own directors are paid.
That creates a responsibility on freelancers, too, not to double bill their
time — if a project is already covering it, then let that money go to
somebody who needs it more.
And it means your thing might not be possible. But in a world where some
careers are being judged unviable, if you choose to perpetuate an
environment where people you value are not being paid for their work, you
are making their career unviable, not helping sustain it.
That means your time too, in planning and delivering everything you want
to do, needs to be properly supported. It’s only fair.
There will need to be money for access too: things like wellbeing needs,
captioning or BSL. For participants and for you. And money for your time
organising those (which you should do as soon as you know a need for
them).

Do not accept that it has to be that way.

Ploughing Your Field

Outcomes and outputs

The Offer

This is a good moment to remind yourself of why you’re doing your thing,
and what you want to achieve. Know what tangible outputs you’ll have —
videos, articles, the time spent together. And know what that’s contributing
to wider goals like wellbeing, evolving practice, skills development, next
year’s programming…
Being clear about this early on is useful, because if you’re going to ask
everyone to do a piece of writing (we did, on FIELD), it’s good that they
know that up front. And you’ll need to have budgeted for how that’s printed
or shared — both the money, and your time.

Sustaining community
As with any co-creation project we embark on, there’s also the aftermath
to consider. It takes time and effort to sustain the community your thing
creates, and it can feel awful to recognise you’re unable to provide those
when needed. If there are plenty of parallel events and opportunities, that’s
not so important, but in a time of scarcity, or with a group feeling
undervalued, it’s really important to know what you can offer a month or a
year afterwards.
It might be that you plan other events, that you have a regular point to
check in, that you expect there to be a fantastic creative project together
— and perhaps your project is about enabling others in such a way that
they don’t need the same support again — but for us this is always the
most difficult thing to define. Creating a community is an unending and
open commitment.
It’s not all one-way, though — get it right and your community can help
sustain you too.

Planning
There’s a dilemma here. The more you can tell people about what you’re
going to do, the better. But the more flexible you are, the better you can
respond to the needs (including access needs) of the community you’re
working with.
If there is stuff you know about how the project will be delivered, try to
make it available. Be as transparent as you can - this really helps people
decide if they want to be part of your thing. Don’t change the offer half way
through your open call- if you say you are after online content, don’t then
announce your postal projects. Or if you have first said you after sound
visual installations outdoors, don’t then change it to window displays.

Platforms
There are loads of options here, and it’s worth playing around with them to
see what suits your project. Familiarity can be useful, but people often go
on residencies to be in a new place and shift their thinking, so it doesn’t
need to be a default choice.
You can look at ClickMeeting, Google Meet, GoToMeeting, Microsoft
Teams, whereby, Zoho Meeting, Zoom…
There are also event platforms like Attendify, within which meeting
sessions are embedded alongside calendars and chats.
You might want to think about ease of use, embedding access support,
how to control access, whether people need a new app or account to take
part, differences between attendees and participants, breakout sessions
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and aesthetics. There isn’t a definitive best choice. There are politics
around the companies which run different services, as well as functional
elements. Ask yourself again: who are you excluding?

Think about access needs in your process. Where there are barriers you
can remove, do so for everyone: it might be that video suits those without
access to a computer as much as those who aren’t keyboard users.

Recruitment

Make space for access needs in responses, too. An online space can help
overcome barriers for some people, but it creates barriers too, and if you
don’t ask, you won’t know. In particular, you might want to be clear about
the platform you plan to use: just because it’s popular doesn’t mean it
works for everyone.

There’s a lot of talk about the importance of open calls. They are a great
way of finding out about people you don’t already know, of making sure
that you are transparent about how you’re choosing people to take part,
and of giving people a chance to articulate their reasons for being
included.
If you already know who you want to take part, don’t waste everyone
else’s time with an open call. The energy which goes into grasping that
glimmer of hope is pounded by rejection into a dense diamond of
disappointment.
Make sure that it’s clear who might be eligible — we’ve seen people apply
in clear defiance of that, which isn’t helpful, but we’ve also realised terms
which make sense to us could have been clearer for others.
Make your process simple. Less effort for people who want to take part
means less effort in reading what they send you.
Make your offer clear. If there is information a participant would need to
know, it can probably be in your offer. We weren’t clear about timings, for
a deadline in particular, when we did a callout because we were still
shaping it. That meant we could respond to access needs, but it also
meant people weren’t quite sure what they had signed up for, and it
caused problems we didn’t find out about until long afterwards.

Think about how you monitor who applies. We like open questions which
invite people to self-identify in ways they feel comfortable. We don’t use
tick-boxes. It can be harder to report on (although word clouds help), but it
avoids offensively reductive boxes, and treats people as individuals. It can
also reveal aspects of identity which feel like privileges or barriers to
people, which you may have been unaware of.

Expectations
The last thing the arts needs is more admin, especially at the moment, but
it’s good to be really clear when you offer people a place about what
you’re expecting to give them, and what you’re expecting from them.
The outline of that was hopefully clear in your offer, but adding detail and
reiterating helps make sure everyone’s on the same page. It might be an
email exchange or a contract, but make sure everyone has agreed to what
you’ve suggested — we could have done better at making some of our
plans a suggestion rather than firm scaffolding, so that people could say if
they foresaw a difficulty before it had happened.
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Get To Work
Lots of the preceding is no different in virtual space. Delivering your thing
really isn’t the same.

Roles and responsibilities

these things. There’s no reason why the role can’t be shared, and you
might like to think about getting somebody to help with it: lots of the
successful virtual meetings we’ve attended have more than one person
hosting/chairing/facilitating — and sometimes the roles are more defined
than others.

Facilitation

If everyone is clear on their role within a meeting, it makes everything go
smoothly. Be clear about any rules in advance, but we found the important
thing was to distinguish between those who were there to listen, ask
questions and respond to what they’d heard — like an audience — and the
people who were the key participants in any conversation.
There might be other roles, too, depending on what you’re doing (like
people who are facilitating breakout sessions). Explaining these roles,
setting frames for what everyone is there to do, makes their participation
much easier. This isn’t about controlling the space, but about helping
everyone feel comfortable. That includes making sure they’re aware of the
need to be respectful, to listen actively and not treat sessions as radio.
You are a host. You need to decide what kind of host you are. Think of the
families on Gogglebox, and the very different experience you’d have
popping round for a cup of tea in those different homes.
We spent time mapping out the role we imagined in advance: the varied
aspects under each heading: being host of the space, leading the
conversation, caring for each person’s wellbeing, preparing everyone,
taking part ourselves. It was a useful reminder of why we were there, and
made sure we didn’t get carried away with one part of our function while
neglecting another.
That there were two of us helped here, both in taking different aspects of
the role at different times, and in having two people’s attention across

All of us are now very aware of differences in meeting with people online.
Even as online meeting users for many years, we were surprised by how
different hosting and facilitating sessions felt in the online environment.
Subtle cues, like a shift in body language which might lead to a change of
speaker in physical space, are impossible. Every time someone speaks,
they are taking space in a way that doesn’t happen in-person. That’s true
for everyone, but it’s especially true for you as host.
So you need to know what kind of host you want to be in advance, and
make your meeting format fit. The biggest tool we had was an introduction
to each session. It was several things: a liminal moment of moving into the
encounter, an introduction, a place to set parameters for the conversation.
For us, those parameters were about:
● who would speak, and when
● timings and breaks
● the subject of the conversation
● How to use our platform
● Who was attending
● The importance of dialogue, and the conversation as a space for
developing ideas, not presenting them
● The importance of silence, and feeling comfortable in it
What else did we learn about hosting effectively?
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●

●

●

●

●

For conversation to work well, 4-5 participants is a good number,
allowing space to sit back for a while, or for a couple of people to
debate an idea, without any individual feeling pressure to keep
things going
Feeling when to intervene, and steer the conversation, and when
to leave things alone was difficult. Really difficult, because we
knew we couldn’t make the small and gentle shifts possible in
physical space. Sometimes, that meant allowing a person to take
up more space than they meant to, or the conversation to slide
off-topic for longer than we would otherwise. We found the other
people taking part in the conversation could steer it back to where
they wanted it.
It took time to feel when to allow silence for thinking to percolate,
and when to speak ourselves. The online space allows silence
without pressure on anyone. We gave ourselves permission to join
in at any time as participants, not moderators (and told everyone
so in our introduction). That made it easier for us to feed in new
points of view, and was a flexibility that feels harder to achieve
in-person!
Don’t worry about the moments when people try to talk while still
muted, or think they’re muted but aren’t. If as host you make them
unimportant, nobody feels an embarrassment. That said, if
someone’s unaware they’re on camera/mic, using your controls to
turn them off is helping them — just mention in your introduction
that you will.
When the conversation led people to emotionally vulnerable
places, they were brave in embracing that. This relies on feeling a
community around them: with touch impossible, the support
carried forward from previous sessions builds to create this. That
can mean important topics need to wait until the group is ready to
address them, and it can mean a conversation shifts unexpectedly
to deal with a difficult issue that arises through the conversation.
You need to feel what course to set, how close to the wind is safe
for your community.

●

●

It’s hard for many of us to follow video and chat simultaneously,
while others find it really helpful to comment as they go —
supporting an idea, adding a link, asking a question. As hosts, we
would read the chat into the conversation from time to time, so
that anyone who wasn’t reading was still included.
Just like in a physical space, hosting isn’t about being in charge.
It’s about making everyone feel welcome, and wanted. There
might be things about context someone needs to know before a
session, and there might be something which needs discussion
afterwards.

Safety and bravery
In the arts we often talk about brave spaces, safe spaces, best practice.
All of these assume that what is brave for one is brave for everyone else,
or that what is safe for some is also safe for others. We prefer to think of
these as in flux, in progress: advocating for better practice, safer and
braver spaces.
This takes time to develop. If you walk into a physical room and someone
declares it’s a safe space, it may put you at ease or it may do just the
opposite. You can acknowledge the desire to have a caring space but as a
host it’s on you to make sure that indeed the space and community will get
to a braver and safer space. That means trust, so if you put the right
paving slabs down, and send clear positive signals, those participating can
feel those foundations, become more trusting and therefore can get to a
place where they feel cared for, nurturing together a braver and safer
space to share and reflect.
It may be necessary for you, the participants and the topic you choose that
there are rules, and careful consideration around how to ensure all
participants feel the space is safe for them to share their experiences and
speak.
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Open-access events often do need this, but we’re not sure that for a
regular group of a manageable size it’s really helpful to start from rules. In
a braver space, people are encouraged to voice their opinions and
experiences, to share diverse points of view. In knowing that those will be
listened to, heard, and respected, there is hopefully more opportunity to
think and speak new ideas, but these can infringe on absolute safety.
Think about how open or private your event should be, and how safe or
brave too.

We decided to hold a daily Conversation, where we’d get to grips with a
topic we had chosen from the things people had said they wanted to
discuss when they asked to take part. This was where the work would
happen. Each Conversation had set participants who had expressed an
interest in the topic, who would talk through their ideas together without
needing to prepare anything particular. Any of the others on our residency
could join to listen, and half-way through we’d open out the conversation to
everyone.

We didn’t take minutes. We didn’t want people to feel that what they said
was committing them to a position or idea they had only developed in the
moment of speaking. Forming those thoughts, created through
conversation, was at the centre of our project, and we wanted a space in
which unworkable or undesirable ideas could have their moment as much
as brilliant ones. FIELD’s supportive participant group, augmented by a
small audience of interested people from the wider performance
community, enabled different points of view and possibilities to be heard.
Conflicts did arise, nevertheless, and needed attention outside group
sessions.

The core of our group were freelance artists, and we also had a few
salaried people joining each session. They only participated in the
conversation at the invitation of the original speakers: this meant that in a
time of precarity those in the more vulnerable positions were given some
privilege. It helped give a value to what people wanted to say, without
refusing to let another group of people take part. What differences in your
group influence how you organise the conversations?

We didn’t set rules about privacy, because in our experience, any
agreement to keep schtum evaporates after a few months or years. We
did record the Conversation sessions, mainly for participants to revisit if
they wanted, and we committed to making sure that anyone included in a
recording could veto their inclusion in any publicly shared version.

Form
We wanted to keep what we asked of people quite light, while allowing
them space and time to talk together, alongside time that we weren’t
scheduling.

The Conversation wasn’t the only part of the residency, though. We knew
that in a physical residency, there’s always lots of important moments
which happen while making tea or in the corridors. We wanted a parallel to
that, so we made a separate meeting session, called the Kitchen. That
was a space for residency participants (freelance artists) only, a space to
chat about yesterday’s Conversation, about a new idea, about the weather
and pets and dating. It’s where we felt alive, as a community. It still
happens, months later.
And beyond those online sessions, we had phone calls and emails, little
opportunities to say thanks or ask a question, or check in with someone.
These were important because there isn’t the physical space to
accidentally bump into each other and sense how things are going.
Keeping lines of communication open for everyone really matters. It’s quite
time-consuming, especially if there has been a difficult conversation, so
think about that when planning your own time.
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That meant that for two weeks, every weekday had The Kitchen at 11am,
lasting until at least midday. There was a break before The Conversation
at 2pm, lasting two hours with a 20 minute break in the middle. In terms of
screen time, this was more than enough for many of the group. With
additional planning and chats with individuals, it meant pretty full days for
us too. So a weekend off in the middle of our fortnight together was a
necessary break which meant we had time to miss each other and come
back with enthusiasm.

Care and access
Introducing everyone at the first opportunity (which was our first Kitchen)
helps things feel like a residency undertaken together. It’s a chance for
people to share what everyone needs to know about them. Actually that’s
two questions in one: what everyone needs to know for each person to get
the most out of the experience for themselves, and what everyone needs
to know for the rest of the group to get the most out of the experience.
This is an opportunity for people to talk about terminology around heritage,
gender, whatever they would like everyone to know: it can be unimportant
stuff too, like how they take their tea. (That said, how you take your tea
may be very important, revealing much about heritage, class and values.)
These introductions can include access needs anyone wants to make
everyone aware of, although it may be you as host who should mention
that there are, for example, sometimes people following on captions, so
that individuals don’t feel picked out. Or it may be that person would prefer
it isn’t mentioned. Make sure you know in advance.
Once that’s happened, it’s also part of your role as host to nudge anyone
who gets language wrong. You can use your phone to drop someone a
message, and it looks like they’re realised their mistake themselves. Just

do what you can do avoid embarrassing either party — or, of course, if it’s
deliberately disrespectful, just evict them from the meeting.
Access, for us, should feel like an extension of hosting. If you want people
to feel welcome and comfortable, you remove barriers to that. Which
means there has to be conversation about your plans and potential
barriers. That conversation should happen in advance and throughout the
event, because people don’t always know that something is going to be a
barrier. It also means there may be changes: what works one day might
not be appropriate the next due to fluctuating energy levels or other
factors.
On video, there are many people who for a variety of reasons can’t always
watch the screen. It can be useful to say who is speaking, and for people
to describe themselves for anyone not watching. It’s also important to
make sure everyone knows it’s OK to turn off their camera if it helps them.
That last bit is tricky, because it can give people permission to divert their
attention. We found people tended to know whether anyone had turned
their video off to speak with somebody else, or whether they needed the
privacy or reduced demand to perform that offered.
It’s worth saying, too, that video meetings enable participation by people
who wouldn’t physically be able to get to a specific location. It broadens
access, and hopefully can be a component carried forward into many
future in-person events.
This is all down to conversation with everyone, making sure each person
knows they can reach out to you. We certainly weren’t perfect at it: there
were things we missed that could have worked better, and we’re glad
people felt able to tell us about that, so we could make changes.
It also helps to know there’s a plan to remove a barrier if it arises, so you
can check with people. Our group included people who could not focus
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unbroken attention on a screen, so we were ready to ensure everyone
could introduce themselves visually and mention their name each time
they spoke. We never needed it, but we kept checking in case.

Gifting
It’s hard not to be able to make people a cup of tea when they need it, and
we knew we wanted to do something before everyone met so that we
began with a little kindness. So we sent a little personal gift. Some
homemade jam.
Afterwards, an attendee ran their own residency and sent everyone tea
and biscuits beforehand. It might feel silly (especially when postage is
more than the content is worth), but you’re trying to overcome the
disconnection we’re all experiencing with reduced social contact, so the
gesture is really valuable.
It’s not a must, but a good host is generous within their means.

What would we do differently to facilitate self-care? We’d make sure of a
break afterwards. A trip away, a change of scene. A residency, in real life,
is a really intense experience, and there’s usually a journey at each end,
which bookends it. In the virtual space, we needed to find a way to do that.
And we’d get a pile of books in. The time online, looking at a screen,
means you don’t want to look at another screen afterwards. The attraction
of a film or TV show is greatly diminished, so another mode of
consumption feels useful.

Adapting: listening
How you’ve decided to run your event isn’t necessarily how you’re going to
run your event. There’s no need to feel committed to a decision which isn’t
feeling right — to you or to other people.

Receiving
OK, so what about you? What do you want to get out of this? How are you
going to look after yourself?
We’re using the word host, because this really is like having a friend
round. You’ll cook, clean, make the bed, turn up the heating, choose the
music, introduce strangers, pour drinks and do the washing up. It’s nice to
share what you have with friends.
But it can be exhausting, too. We didn’t make any allowance for the
demands on us, both energy and time.

It helped us, of course, that there are two of us, sharing the labour. It
helped that we could walk a dog late each afternoon, in comfortable
silence. Most of all, it helped that people told us how much they
appreciated it.

All those conversations you’re having, to check in with everyone, are going
to be useless if you can’t act on them.
In a moment where inequalities are exacerbated by policy and funding
decisions, it isn’t surprising that some in our group of freelance artists
weren’t at all comfortable with the presence of salaried people. We had
conversations with a few individuals, and then a chat in the Kitchen, before
changing the way those people could participate in conversation (we’d
started with them jumping in like everyone else). We could explain why
they’d been included, and find together a way for that to feel comfortable.
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And from the other side, we had salaried people feeling their privileges in
relatively secure jobs were being uncomfortably focused on. They needed
to be heard on that, so they could set it aside and listen properly in the
Conversation.
Just listen, build on what works, and don’t be afraid to change what
doesn’t.

The Kitchen was available all the time, but people only really used it when
we had promised to be there, for an hour each morning, and it went on a
bit longer most days!
Each Conversation was two hours long, and had a 20 minute break in the
middle. That was deliberately long enough for people to do more than
make a cup of tea: some people may need a quick nap, or a walk. It
allowed time for people to come back refreshed a little, rather than
rushing, without losing the threads of conversation.

Aesthetics
Just because it’s online doesn’t mean it’s not an event.
The Kitchen took place in our kitchen. Other people were wherever they
wanted to be, wearing whatever they liked, but we wanted a visible sign of
the informal space. We could sit or stand, make coffee, cuddle the dog,
and still be in a conversation. It was a space for laughter, sharing and
openness. It was a space for equality.
The Conversations took place at our dining table, with us sitting side by
side. The less informal space had boundaries, and not everyone was there
to speak. The visuals helped reflect that, while retaining laughter, sharing
and openness.
This really matters because other people were in bed, in their own kitchen,
on the sofa or the floor. A mixture of access needs, care responsibilities
and living conditions meant that it was never going to be possible that
everyone sat at a desk or on a chair. We wouldn’t have asked them to
anyway. Because we were hosts, we could invite people into our rooms,
however they could come.
As host, what you wear also sets the tone. You know this.

Timing

For us, an on-screen conversation that needs concentration shouldn’t go
on longer than around 40 minutes.
Scheduling was based on what felt comfortable to us and access needs
we knew about.
We didn’t have anyone doing a prepared talk on a subject. That wasn’t
what our residency was about. Given the above, though, if anything can be
recorded in advance and shared, then it means people can watch when it
suits them: a live conversation about it doesn’t then demand uninterrupted
attention that isn’t realistic for everyone.

Closing
We closed every online session with a simple acknowledgement thanking
everyone for their contributions, and looking forward to our next time
together. Anything more — especially a summary — would have been
excessive, privileging certain contributions. How you choose to handle
these moments does shape the atmosphere between sessions; think
carefully about the tone you want to set, and don’t be afraid to adapt your
style and try to shift that tone.
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A physical residency often involves particular moments of sharing - a meal
together, a final public session to share ideas - and is usually only part of a
relationship with a host. If you’ve been successful in creating community, it
needs attention after the residency too.
Our last Conversation together was the only one which everyone was
scheduled to attend. We decided to give it more deliberate form than the
other sessions, and used brief contributions to enable multiple
opportunities for everyone to contribute. This made the session a ritual to
mark the end of our time together as well as a space to generate ideas.
It was also not the end, as we knew there would be a concrete output to
which our participants would all contribute. Nevertheless, it had the
exhausted, excited, enthusiasm which marks the end of many physical
residencies we’ve taken part in, and felt like such a lovely way to have
finished that we didn’t try to have online drinks or a prolonged social
goodbye.

Continuity
There are simple things like contact details to share, and it might be too
early to know how the group might move to something new together. If it’s
appropriate, though, signalling the desire for that is a start.
So is keeping those communication channels open: let people know they
can still give you a ring or drop you a line. Write them a thank you note.
The end isn’t a goodbye forever, unless you make it that.
Hopefully, there are possibilities which emerge. Collaborations between
participants, perhaps involving you and perhaps not. New ways for you to
do something similar again, or new groups to do it with. Be open to ideas
during your project, and don’t beat yourself up about not having had them
earlier.

Exit strategy
You do need to consider what to do if managing that community might
become something you don’t have capacity for. In our socially engaged
practice, participants from long ago have called us up to talk through
emotionally significant moments in their lives. If you aren’t up for those
responsibilities, for genuine relationships that don’t get bounded by a neat
‘work’ box, you’ll want to make that clear up front.
The other thing about the end is that some people may just drop away,
when you expected to stay close. It may be you who finds somebody’s
friendship was only professional.

Outputs
When we started our residency, we imagined editing recordings from most
of the conversations into short videos. As soon as we’d finished the first
session, we suspected that felt too invasive, and so we had to make a
choice between keeping a space where people could be brave and
vulnerable, or generating more outputs. The value for participants was in
intangible outcomes, not public sharing, and so there’s very little video we
publicly shared. We think that was the right decision, and it responded to
the needs of the group at the time of the residency, rather than ideas we
had in advance.
We made a book, which we’d planned from the start (with budget), and put
some of our final session online. That meant we could share content with
the wider community, and the book in particular was an object which
marked a peculiar moment in all our lives. (You can buy FIELD notes from
Live Art Development Agency’s Unbound online book store.)
Having these was a way of continuing to be a community together, as well.
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Checklist

❏ Agree any rules with participants
❏ Allocate time in your schedule to caring for your participants
outside of the event itself
❏ Am I sending participants anything to help them enter this event in
the best frame of mind? (by email, by post…)

Planning
❏ Why do I want to run an event?
❏ Who is it for?
❏ What do they need from it?
❏ How can I/we support that?
❏ Is there budget for that?
❏ Is it going to work in the online space?
❏ How many people participating will work best?
❏ Should other people be present?
❏ What will participants need to do?
❏ Are there set outputs or outcomes?
❏ Does my callout/invitation clearly communicate all this?

During
❏
❏
❏
❏
❏
❏
❏
❏

Preparing
❏ What access needs are there?
❏ What timetable will we follow?
❏ Have I got enough breaks and time away from the screen in that?
❏ What differences in your group influence how you organise the
conversations?
❏ What platform will we use?
❏ Is my agreement with participants clear?
❏ Have I got a sensitive way to communicate with those who wanted
to take part but for whom there isn’t space?
Hosting
❏ What kind of host do I want to be?
❏ Do I need help to facilitate the event?
❏ Is there time for participants to meet each other?
❏ Write a script for introducing sessions, making sure it’s clear who
will speak when
❏ Write a sentence or two for closing sessions

Stick to timings
Use my opening/closing scripts
Do my scripts work? Do I need to change them?
What will I wear to each session?
Where will I sit, and what will the camera take in?
Have I checked in with everyone that this is working for them?
What can I change for this event to make the rest of it work best?
Is there something I should note for running one of these events
again?
❏ Is there anyone I haven’t checked in with for a while?
❏ Is everyone on board with the outputs I’m expecting?

Endings
❏ What’s the form of the final session?
❏ Who should be at the final session?
❏ How will the community stay in touch?
❏ Is there another chapter in the relationships we have together,
another event, another project?
❏ Get feedback from everyone. Encourage their ideas on making
you a better host for next time.
❏ Get some rest. Don’t burn out.
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