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Thinking back to the origins of Critical Mass in 2020 – a 

time when for so many the world became smaller, lonelier 

and restricted – it’s both strange and fitting that the vision 

conceived would bring about the opposite: an ‘epic act of 

collaboration’ that would expand perceptions and horizons, forge 

new, lasting friendships, and celebrate the freedoms of physical 

movement and expression. That it would do this specifically to 

include those who face barriers to cultural participation under 

normal circumstances isn’t a sign of how ambitious the idea was, 

but how audacious it needed to be to happen.   

In real terms, we accepted Critical Mass would probably be the 

biggest single delivery challenge of the cultural programme 

for the Birmingham 2022 Commonwealth Games that was 

being developed at the same time. It would be the flagship 

participatory programme cutting across a 6-month arts-led 

festival, through to the most high-profile cultural moment of 

the Games - the Opening Ceremony. Standing on the shoulders 

of every inclusive, participatory, youth and community arts 

project we’d delivered or known, and the invaluable learnings 

shared by Spirit of 2012, we set out to re-design the way mass 

performance is approached so that anyone could be part of 

these iconic cultural opportunities presented by the Games. It 

felt possible to spark change that could shift the dial towards 

genuinely inclusive mega events for years to come. 

Of course, none of this was feasible for a new team and a one-

off festival alone. Early on we were presented with the Dance 

Development Leaders Group’s (DDLG) existing vision and 

network for dance participation across the West Midlands – it 

too had proclaimed itself audacious and ambitious, and it was 

the perfect vehicle for the opportunity ahead. From this, the 

Critical Mass Partnership was formed, giving the project access 

to the region’s existing skills, expertise and dance provision from 

Fabric (formerly DanceXchange), Arts Connect, Birmingham 

Royal Ballet, and the wider DDLG network of freelance dance 

artists and companies. Many from this extended network would 

go on to form the more practice and industry-driven Critical 

Mass Steering Group.

Despite a complex and interlinking project structure, this report 

highlights that Critical Mass has at core been about doing, 

learning and adapting – a generative process of discovery for 

the delivery team and partners, as well as for the participants 

and their support networks. From a commissioning vantage 

point, it has been a privilege to watch the impacts detailed in 

this report ebb and flow across every aspect of project and 

event production, from artistic and operational, to administrative 

and legal, through to safeguarding and communications. Every 

potential barrier – perceived or real – would play a part, and so 

everything had to be challenged to a greater or lesser extent. 

And here lies the conceit of the project: that whilst participants 

have genuinely been at the heart of Critical Mass, the structures, 

institutions, spaces, influencers, leaders and ideologies around 

them had the furthest to go in terms of change.  

Practically speaking, the impacts and learnings that follow give 

insight to what happens when the conditions for inclusive dance 

are applied to a cultural and sporting ‘mega event’. All of us 

involved hope that this work marks not the ending of a project, 

but the beginning of a legacy, and with it, comes an invitation for 

others to pick up where Critical Mass 2022 left off. For others, 

to try a different approach with the same bold principles, to 

challenge what they already do with the smallest adjustment, 

or just to be inspired by the possibilities that come from being 

audacious about inclusion.

FOREWORD
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Raidene Carter 
(Executive Producer, 
Birmingham 2022 
Festival) 

Tara Lopez 
(Senior Producer, 
Critical Mass)
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BACKGROUND

Critical Mass was a high-profile dance and movement project 

that engaged hundreds of participants aged 16-30 years old 

from the West Midlands who were representative of the 

diversity of the region. 

The project seeks to redefine meaningful inclusion for mega 

events, addressing the following outcomes:  

1. Participants' personal wellbeing (mental and physical) 

improves through sustained creative participation.   

 

2. Participants feel a sense of belonging and connectedness 

through mass creative participation in a mega event.   

3. A diverse pool of participants has their perceptions 

(including self-perceptions) of disability and impairment 

challenged. 1  

4. Integrated, inclusive dance practice in the West Midlands 

will be embedded and sustainable, and West Midlands 

dance organisations and practitioners acknowledged as 

sector leaders.

1  Originally, the term “impairment” was used within the funding
bid and the baseline survey, however the language evolved as the project
progressed and was adapted to “disabled, neurodiverse or having a long-term
health condition” to be more inclusive. This also aligned with other Birmingham
2022 Festival evaluation providers’ terminology.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
“DANCE OFFERS A 

CREATIVE INCLUSIVITY 
THAT OTHER ART 

FORMS MAY NOT ... 
THE ALL-CONSUMING 

INTUITIVE NATURE OF 
DANCE BOTH MENTALLY 

AND PHYSICALLY 
MEANS YOU ARE 100 

PERCENT PRESENT WITH 
YOURSELF AND OTHERS. 

WATCHING CRITICAL 
MASS TRANSFORM FROM 

SMALLER GROUPS INTO 
A MASS COLLECTIVE 

DEMONSTRATED THE 
IMPORTANCE OF COMING 
TOGETHER AND SHOWED 

THE WORLD HOW OUR 
BODIES BECOME OUR 

VOICE AND THROUGH IT WE 
CAN BE HEARD” 

– LEAD ARTIST

CRITICAL MASS SENSE PRESENTED BY BIDF 

(IMAGE CREDITS: GRAEME BRAIDWOOD PHOTOGRAPHY)

9  |  BIRMINGHAM 2022 FESTIVAL

CONTENTS



CRITICAL MASS IN NUMBERS

45%
OF PARTICIPANTS IDENTIFIED AS 

DISABLED, NEURODIVERSE OR 
HAVING A LONG TERM HEALTH 

CONDITION

100%
OF PARTICIPANTS 
WERE FROM THE 
WEST MIDLANDS

242
PARTICIPANTS AGED  

16-30 YEARS

66%
OF PARTICIPANTS SAID THEY WILL 
CONTINUE TO TAKE PART IN DANCE 

AS A RESULT OF CRITICAL MASS

22,048
IN-PERSON 

AUDIENCE MEMBERS

22
15 FREELANCE 

ARTISTS

SUPPORT 
WORKERS12

STAFF

10  |  BIRMINGHAM 2022 FESTIVAL

CONTENTS



91%
JOINED TO BE A PART OF THE 

COMMONWEALTH GAMES

16
WEEKLY SESSIONS ACROSS 15 
DIFFERENT LOCATIONS INCL. 

ONLINE

89%
FELT THAT THE BIGGEST DIFFERENCE 

MADE WAS MEETING NEW PEOPLE 
AND MAKING NEW FRIENDS

PARTICIPANTS REPORTED FEELING 
MORE HAPPY AND LESS ANXIOUS 

WHILE TAKING PART

92%
OF PARTICIPANTS RATED THEIR 

OVERALL EXPERIENCE AS EITHER 
‘GOOD’ OR ‘EXCELLENT’

HOW PARTICIPANTS DEFINED 
THEIR ETHNICITY

OTHER 
2%

WHITE 
BACKGROUNDS
70%

ASIAN OR ASIAN 
BRITISH
11%

BLACK OR 
BLACK BRITISH 
9%

MIXED 
HERITAGE 
8%

11  |  BIRMINGHAM 2022 FESTIVAL

CONTENTS



OUTCOME 1: PARTICIPANTS'  PERSONAL WELLBEING 
(MENTAL AND PHYSICAL) IMPROVES THROUGH 
SUSTAINED CREATIVE PARTICIPATION

Critical Mass improved participants’ physical health and 

wellbeing, however, intense moments within the project cycle 

resulted in feelings of fatigue and heightened stress levels. 

Although common in physical activity and performance related 

participation, planning for managing these moments is essential, 

developing schedules that reduce participants’ waiting times 

where possible and making additional provisions for managing 

spikes in emotions at performance events. For example, through 

equipping staff with mental health first aid training and liaison 

with first aid personnel. Factoring in time for reflection and 

making physical safe spaces can facilitate better monitoring and 

digesting of emotions. 

Although reading top line and average results illustrate the 

positive impact that Critical Mass has had on participants' 

personal wellbeing, taking a more nuanced approach through 

inclusive design can reveal greater depths of understanding 

into individual circumstances and life experiences. This is 

particularly useful when understanding the experiences of a 

voluntary cast, with additional priorities, and accounting for 

nuances in the experiences of marginalised groups.

SUMMARY OF 
KEY LEARNING

Learnings have been grouped in relation to the outcome areas 

outlined previously. However more extensive, general learnings 

can be found in the recommendations section.

CRITICAL MASS SENSE PRESENTED BY BIDF 
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Critical Mass facilitated a sense of belonging and connectedness 

for participants. This was evident in the bonds that were 

developed within weekly sessions and rehearsals, and in the 

togetherness experienced through the mass participation 

element of the project. The online group was a particular 

success in this area, in facilitating connections amongst group 

members. 

Social media played a significant role in maintaining friendships 

outside of the project for the wider cast. However, some 

participants in the online group reportedly found it difficult to 

sustain connections post-project as they had never established 

regular in-person meetings outside of Critical Mass. Therefore, 

digital social spaces were successful in democratising access to 

the project but had limitations in cementing long-term ties.

Participants’ connections to Birmingham and the West Midlands 

somewhat improved, however only 49% of participants felt 

that they had developed connections with the wider community. 

Although not an aim of the project, connecting with other 

groups as part of Birmingham 2022 Festival may have improved 

participants’ social connections to the wider community. 

BIRMINGHAM 2022 FESTIVAL  |  13

Dance and mass performance brought the participants together, 

particularly following more insular weekly group sessions, 

where strong ties were developed. Informing participants of 

wider artistic choices, when working on character segments, 

can remedy feelings of competition when choreography and 

design differs between group sections. Including the cast in 

wider creative decisions can empower their individual and 

collective sense of agency.

BIRMINGHAM 2022 FESTIVAL  |  13

OUTCOME  2: PARTICIPANTS FEEL A SENSE OF BELONGING AND CONNECTEDNESS THROUGH MASS CREATIVE 
PARTICIPATION IN A MEGA EVENT

CWG OPENING CEREMONY CRITICAL MASS REHEARSAL 

 (IMAGE CREDIT: GRAEME BRAIDWOOD PHOTOGRAPHY)
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Critical Mass was successful in engaging a diverse pool of 

participants who self-identify as disabled, neurodiverse or 

having a long-term health condition .2 On average, across the 

midpoint and endpoint surveys, 45% of participants self-

identified as disabled, neurodiverse or having a long-term health 

condition, exceeding the original project target of 35%. 

Of those who were captured during the baseline, 28% of 

participants said they had a high or very high level of experience 

working with people who have disabilities. At least 30% of those 

who had high/very high levels of experience identified as having 

a disability themselves. Therefore, the majority of participants 

were working with people that they do not usually have the 

opportunity to rub shoulders with.

Critical Mass was successful in changing perceptions (including 

self-perceptions of disability) with 60% of respondents 

reporting that the project had made the biggest difference to 

their understandings and perceptions of disability.

2  During the midpoint and endpoint surveys, participants were asked whether they identify as “Disabled, neurodiverse, or having a long term health condition” and were 
then able to provide more details if they wanted to.

An effective project structure was implemented to provide 

pastoral support to participants, and open and transparent 

discussion around access provision and adjustments took 

place. We observed a culture of mutual regard and care across 

participants and staff which was key to changing perceptions 

(and self-perceptions) and developing understandings of 

disability and inclusion.  

Participants’ individual and collective sense of action evolved 

with the project and a deep sense of pride in coming together 

en masse emerged. The project was successful in facilitating an 

inclusive and integrated mass performance. However, the wider 

industry needs to further adapt to service this achievement to 

its full potential. 

OUTCOME 3: A DIVERSE POOL OF PARTICIPANTS HAS THEIR PERCEPTIONS (INCLUDING SELF PERCEPTIONS) OF 
DISABILITY AND IMPAIRMENT CHALLENGED

CRITICAL MASS SENSE PRESENTED BY BIDF 

(IMAGE CREDIT: GRAEME BRAIDWOOD PHOTOGRAPHY)
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Critical Mass was developed from a strong vision and 

partnership basis and built on previous learning. The project's 

relationship with funder objectives was well aligned and staff 

were representative of the project. However, it was felt that 

more could have been done at project inception and design 

stages to involve people with disabilities and their parents/

carers in decision making.  

The core team was made up of skilled professionals who shared 

the same set of values, including the ability to adapt, reflect and 

implement learning on an iterative basis. This was key to driving 

the project forward. However, there were clear gaps identified 

within the core team. This included the provision of an Access 

Coordinator to take responsibility for practical management 

of access provisions. Instead, this tended to oscillate between 

FABRIC and the Inclusion Champion, whose role was designed to 

be more consultative.

When asked if they had developed new skills and knowledge 

in inclusive and integrated dance practice and plan to use 

these skills to facilitate more accessible opportunities in the 

future, staff gave an average score of 8. out of 10. Furthermore, 

when asked if inclusive dance practice in the West Midlands is 

stronger as a result of Critical Mass, staff scored this 8.4 out 

of 10. This is evident in the ongoing developmental plans being 

taken forward by the Steering Group and DDLG. 

Co-creation was a key enjoyment factor for participants and 

Dance Leaders. The project design and creative involvement 

of participants maximised inclusive practice and feelings of 

artistic challenge, which is potentially an area for future artistic 

investigation as part of the legacy plans.

OUTCOME 4: INTEGRATED INCLUSIVE DANCE PRACTICE IN THE WEST MIDLANDS WILL BE EMBEDDED AND 
SUSTAINABLE, AND WEST MIDLANDS DANCE ORGANISATIONS AND PRACTITIONERS ACKNOWLEDGED AS SECTOR 
LEADERS 

CRITICAL MASS SENSE PRESENTED BY BIDF 

(IMAGE CREDIT: GRAEME BRAIDWOOD PHOTOGRAPHY)
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CRITICAL MASS WINTER CELEBRATION 2021 

(IMAGE CREDIT:LENSI PHOTOGRAPHY)
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Critical Mass boldly integrated three areas of practice – 

volunteering at mega events, creative mass participation and 

inclusive dance. To set the scene for this innovation we examine 

the possibilities and challenges that this context provides.

The impact of volunteering on mega-events has been recognised 

as multi-faceted, bringing personal, social, economic, cultural 

and political benefits. Moreno et al (1999)  argue that in addition 

to economic and political benefits “it represents the uniting 

of individual energies into a common project, a new form of 

participation and the expression of a great public momentum.” 

However, as Darcey et al (2014)3  note, people with disabilities 

face significant barriers to participation at mega events due to a 

range of environmental, organisational and social factors. 

The London 2012 Olympic and Paralympic Games (LOPG) made 

significant progress in this area, proactively targeting and 

recruiting volunteers with disabilities. However, the proportion 

of volunteers with disabilities recruited by LOPG was 5% which 

is significantly lower than the 19% proportion of those who 

make up the general population.4 Furthermore, those recruited 

had low support needs or did not self-identify as having a 

disability but as needing access requirements. This suggests 

‘that people with high levels of support needs did not apply, 

were excluded, or were overlooked in the recruitment process’ 

(Darcey et al, 2014: 443). 

3   Darcey et al (2014) ’London 2012 Olympic and Paralympic Games: Including volunteers with disabilities - A podium performance?’
4   Darcey et al (2014) ’London 2012 Olympic and Paralympic Games: Including volunteers with disabilities - A podium performance?’. Study approved by LOPG. Figures from 2014 report.
5  https://www.artichoke.uk.com/project/processions/ and https://becausewearehere.co.uk/ were commissioned by 14-18 NOW, the UK’s arts programme for the First World War centenary, with support from the National Lottery through Arts Council 
England and the Heritage Lottery Fund and from the Department for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport.
6  Matos, L. (2008) ‘Writing in the Flesh: Body, Identity, Disability, and Difference’, In S.B. Shapiro (Ed.), Dance in a world of change: reflections on globalization and cultural difference (pp.71-91). Human Kinetics.

This highlights two challenges for Critical Mass: 

1. Removing environmental, organisational and social barriers 

to  participation for people with disabilities. 

2. Recruiting an ambitious target of 35% of participants self-

identifying as disabled, neurodiverse or having a long-term 

health condition.

As a model for achieving reach and engagement, creative mass 

participation activities integrated into festivals and events is an 

approach with clear positive outcomes for participants, artists 

and organisers. Projects such as ‘PROCCESSIONS’ and ‘we’re 

here because we’re here'5 illustrate the powerful ways in which 

volunteer participants can contribute scale and impact for an 

event in physical, economic, social and artistic terms. However, 

these projects often exist inside their own parameters with 

producers in control of the organisational, environmental and 

social conditions. 

Critical Mass, therefore went further to ask the question, how 

do you integrate an inclusive cast into the arena of a mega event 

through mass participation? 

The ambition of Critical Mass was to create the conditions for 

this to happen, working to a formula involving inclusive dance 

practice and continued creative participation leading into a 

suite of performance opportunities. Discourse surrounding 

inclusive dance is rich and diverse, however it is characterised 

by an environment that welcomes all to dance, whether that be 

a person with or without a disability. Furthermore, it challenges 

the concept of the “ideal body” in dance (Matos, 2008:80)6  

and celebrates the possibilities of thinking in new ways about 

movement. Backed by the force of the DDLG, including FABRIC 

and an army of dance specialists from Birmingham, inclusive 

dance would provide the conduit for bringing a diverse group 

of participants together; challenging the apparent exclusivity of 

mass participation at mega events and paving the way for new 

learning.

CONTEXT “I’M NOW PART OF BIRMINGHAM HISTORY. I NEVER THOUGHT 
I WOULD GET AN OPPORTUNITY LIKE THIS IN MY LIFE AND TO 

BE ABLE TO DO IT WITH NEWFOUND FRIENDS WAS BEYOND 
MY WILDEST DREAMS”

– PARTICIPANT

17  |  BIRMINGHAM 2022 FESTIVAL
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CRITICAL MASS WONDROUS STORIES REHEARSALS 

(IMAGE CREDIT:  ANTHONY SHINTAI)
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PROJECT OUTLINE 
Critical Mass was originally conceived through a unique 

collaboration between Birmingham 2022 Festival, FABRIC, Arts 

Connect and Dance Development Leaders Group (DDLG) and 

was supported by Spirit of 20212. 

ROLES

 n Arts Connect & DDLG - Advisory Support as members of the 

partnership group and co-chairs of the Steering Group

 n Birmingham 2022 Festival – Executive Producers

 n FABRIC - Lead delivery partner

 n Spirit of 2012 - Funding Partner

Based on their experiences of delivering Paralympics and 

Commonwealth Handover ceremonies, executive members 

of the Birmingham 2022 Festival team felt more was needed 

to make the 2022 Commonwealth Games Opening Ceremony 

genuinely inclusive in a way that hadn't been achieved in 

previous iterations. The  Festival's Executive Producer then 

conceived the idea of Critical Mass - a long-term sustained 

participation project that would touch on every part of the 

cultural programme: including performances at the festival 

opening, Queen’s Baton Relay, FESTIVAL SITES and the opening 

ceremony. Following initiation, Birmingham 2022 Festival 

continued their involvement in the project by transitioning to 

lead on wider project management, governance structures, and 

relationship management with the production teams during 

performance moments.

PROJECT OVERVIEW

FABRIC was the lead delivery partner focused on the 

participation elements of the project. FABRIC is a new strategic 

dance development organisation based in Birmingham and 

Nottingham. FABRIC is created from the formal merger of 

DanceXchange and Dance4, bringing together over 60 years 

of combined experience. FABRIC’s vision is to inspire people 

through dance, transforming lives, communities and places. 

As an active partner in DDLG, and the executive producer and 

project commissioner for #DanceConnect and Beyond Borders, 

this paved the way for FABRIC to take the role as Lead Delivery 

Partner on Critical Mass. Their key responsibilities included: 

 n Recruitment, training, contracting and management of the 

creative and delivery teams (50+ individuals), including the 

Lead Artist, dance leaders, support workers and Inclusion 

Champion.

 n Leading on the recruitment of a diverse cohort of young 

people, including those with disabilities and complex 

additional needs, taking overall responsibility for 

their pastoral care to ensure a positive and beneficial 

experience. 

 n Ensuring communications were inclusive, representative of, 

and relevant to the diverse range of participants involved 

- and working collaboratively with wider Festival teams to 

share the story of Critical Mass.

 n Produce the Critical Mass commission SENSE, as the 

opening event at Birmingham International Dance Festival 

2022.

CRITICAL MASS CELEBRATION

(IMAGE CREDIT: GRAEME BRAIDWOOD PHOTOGRAPHY)
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Arts Connect works with a variety of partners including 

education, arts, culture and local government in the West 

Midlands to ensure that all children and young people can 

benefit from engagement in high quality arts and cultural 

activities. As an Arts Council England Bridge organisation for 

Children and Young People, it develops skills and amongst 

participation and engagement professionals, supports the 

formal education and learning sector sector, and leads change 

by working in partnership with the arts and culture sector. 

Arts Connect established and coordinated DDLG and provided 

strategic leadership for the network and support for the 

network’s Steering Group.

For Critical Mass, Arts Connect and DDLG provided overarching 

advisory support. They provided project development support, 

helping recruit participants through connecting with schools 

and communities. They will also play a key role in ensuring the 

legacy of the programme.

Dance Development Leaders Group (DDLG) are a professional 

network of 70 member organisations and independent 

practitioners from the West Midlands dance sector, committed 

to developing dance participation. A network founded and co-

ordinated by Arts Connect, formed in 2018, they explore potential 

for collaboration, shared ambition and mutual support. In 2020 

they delivered their first pilot project ‘Dance Connect’, exploring 

dance collaboration on digital platforms. They delivered a follow-

up project ‘Beyond Borders’, to develop the ambition of the 2020 

pilot phase in early 2021 which supported their involvement as 

strategic partner for Critical Mass.

Spirit of 2012 Trust funded the project. What’s more, their 

learnings and experience of working on the London 2012 

Olympics set a mandate for Critical Mass to build on. The Trust 

believe that enabling people to participate in a wide-range of 

inclusive activities and engaging together in their communities 

will:

 n Improve the health and wellbeing of individuals, 

communities and society as a whole

 n Improve perceptions and attitudes towards disability and 

impairment

 n Lead to greater social cohesion and understanding 

“BEING PART OF THE 
COMMUNITY AND 
PARTICIPATING IN A 
BIG EVENT - SUCH AN 
OPPORTUNITY ISN’T EASY 
TO COME BY. I REALLY LIKE 
HOW DANCE HAS BROUGHT 
PEOPLE FROM DIFFERENT 
WALKS OF LIFE TOGETHER” 
– PARTICIPANT

CWG OPENING CEREMONY CRITICAL MASS 
(IMAGE CREDIT: DAVID RAMOS-GETTY IMAGES)
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 CWG OPENING CEREMONY CRITICAL MASS REHEARSAL 

 (IMAGE CREDIT: GRAEME BRAIDWOOD PHOTOGRAPHY)
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CRITICAL MASS AND D-SIGN TIMELINE 

6TH
DANCE LEADERS DAY 
WITH MOTIONHOUSE
FOR WONDROUS 
STORIES

WONDROUS STORIES 
FULL ALL DAY 
REHEARSAL

15-16TH

29- 30TH
WONDROUS STORIES 
FULL ALL DAY 
REHEARSAL

16 WEEKLY SESSIONS 

WEEKLY

16TH

1ST & 9TH
OPENING CEREMONY 
WELCOME SESSIONS

WONDROUS STORIES 
DRESS RUN

WONDROUS STORIES 
TECH AND ON-SITE 
REHEARSALS

11-14TH

17- 20TH
WONDROUS STORIES 
PERFORMANCES 
5-10PM 

WONDROUS STORIES 
FULL ALL DAY 
REHEARSAL

5-6TH

16 WEEKLY SESSIONS 

WEEKLY

9TH
WONDROUS STORIES 
FULL ALL DAY 
REHEARSAL

19-20TH
WONDROUS STORIES 
FULL ALL DAY 
REHEARSAL

26- 27TH
WONDROUS STORIES 
FULL ALL DAY 
REHEARSAL

16 WEEKLY SESSIONS 

WEEKLY

24TH
CRITICAL MASS 
TEAM SESSION & TAA 
SESSION

   

DELIVERY TEAM 
INDUCTION & 
TRAINING

DANCE SUMMER 
CAMPS

13-18th JULY

SUMMER HOLIDAYS

CRITICAL MASS SOCIAL

PARTICIPANT 
RECRUITMENT 
CLOSES

4TH DEC

10TH DEC

16 WEEKLY 
SESSIONS  BEGIN

 W/C 20TH SEPT  

2ND SEPT
DELIVERY TEAM CREATIVE 
SESSION & ACCESS 
TRAINING

CRITICAL MASS & 
MOTIONHOUSE 1ST 
INTENSIVES  

30-31ST OCT

21-22ND
SENSE CREATIVE 
PLANNING AND 
CO-CREATION 
TRAINING

23-24TH
OPENING CEREMONY 
CREATIVE INTENSIVE

16 WEEKLY SESSIONS

20TH
CRITICAL MASS 
TEAM SESSION

WEEKLY

2021 JANUARY FEBRUARY MARCH APRIL
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CELEBRATION EVENT

10TH

SENSE INTENSIVE 
REHEARSAL

4TH

11-12TH
SENSE INTENSIVE REHEARSAL

13-16TH
SENSE PRODUCTION PREP AND 
DRESS RUN

17TH
SENSE PERFORMANCE AT 
BIRMINGHAM INTERNATIONAL 
DANCE FESTIVAL

OPENING CEREMONY 
REHEARSAL

3RD

10TH
OPENING CEREMONY 
REHEARSAL & COSTUME 
FITTING

24TH
OPENING CEREMONY REHEARSAL 
& COSTUME FITTING

9TH
OPENING CEREMONY 
ALEXANDER STADIUM 
SITE VISIT

23RD

10TH
OPENING CEREMONY REHEARSAL 
AT ALEXANDER STADIUM

18TH 

24TH & 26TH

15-16TH

28TH
OPENING CEREMONY PERFORMANCE

OPENING CEREMONY REHEARSAL
AT ALEXANDER STADIUM

CRITICAL MASS PERFORMANCE AT 
SHREWSBURY QUEEN'S BATON RELAY

OPENING CEREMONY REHEARSALS

OPENING CEREMONY TRANSITION & 
DRESS REHEARSALS

1ST
OPENING CEREMONY REHEARSAL 
& COSTUME FITTING

20TH 
CRITICAL MASS PERFORMANCE AT 
LICHFIELD QUEEN'S BATON RELAY

22ND 
CRITICAL MASS PERFORMANCE AT 
WORCESTER QUEEN'S BATON RELAY

7TH
SMITHFIELD FESTIVAL 
SITE PERFORMANCE

END OF WEEKLY 
DANCE SESSIONS

28TH

15TH
D-SIGN DANCE 
PROJECT TEAM 
TRAINING

16-26TH
D-SIGN DANCE PROJECT 
INTENSIVE REHEARSALS 

27TH
D-SIGN DANCE 
PROJECT 'VIBRATIONS' 
PERFORMANCE 
AT BIRMINGHAM 
WEEKENDER

18TH
OPENING CEREMONY 
LONGBRIDGE SITE VISIT

24TH
SENSE REHEARSALS

27TH
OPENING CEREMONY 
LONGBRIDGE 
SOFT LAUNCH

 28TH
SENSE REHEARSALS

16 WEEKLY SESSIONS

WEEKLY

MAY JUNE JULY AUGUST SEPTEMBER
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CWG OPENING CEREMONY CRITICAL MASS 

(IMAGE CREDIT: DAVID RAMOS-GETTY IMAGES)
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Birmingham 2022 Festival commissioned nine evaluative 

reports. These are as follows:

n Birmingham 2022 Festival Evaluation -Indigo-Ltd Consortium

n Untold Stories: Case Studies – Indigo-Ltd Consortium

n Skills Development: Case Studies - Indigo-Ltd Consortium

n Inclusive Practise: Case Studies - Indigo-Ltd Consortium

n International Collaboration – The Audience Agency 

n Critical Mass – The Audience Agency

n LGBTQ+ Space– Dr Roz Stewart-Hall

n Creative City Grants Programme - M·E·L Research

n Route 34: North Birmingham Alliance – Earthen Lamp

Suppliers for eight of these reports have collected qualitative 

data against bespoke evaluation methodologies, specific to the 

projects (or collection of projects) they are working with. This 

has totalled qualitative engagement with 52 projects across 

the programme. The consortium of our overarching report, 

Birmingham 2022 Festival Evaluation Report, have focused 

on collecting quantitative data. This has totalled quantitative 

engagement with 203 projects across the region. Qualitative-

focused suppliers have then used quantitative data in their 

respective reports.

METHODOLOGY

We have chosen to publish our evaluation as nine reports to 

adequately represent a large, broad, and diverse set of projects 

that make up Birmingham 2022 Festival. Whilst these reports 

come together to present the unified, collective narrative 

(outlined in Birmingham 2022 Festival Evaluation Report) they 

individually display tangible and nuanced learnings and impacts. 

We hope that in the combined reading of the macro and the 

micro the Cultural Sector and its wider stakeholders will seek to 

take forward these learnings from our practise and impact.

Fabio Thomas 
Monitoring and Evaluation Manager

Birmingham 2022 Festival
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The Audience Agency (TAA) was onboarded in January 2022, to 

review and analyse existing baseline data, and co-develop and 

deliver an Evaluation and Monitoring Plan. As a primary funder, 

the evaluation framework includes mechanisms for monitoring 

change against Spirit of 2012’s mandatory questions7 including 

ONS subjective wellbeing questions  as a core part of the 

process. A new evaluation methodology was built in response 

to the core project outcomes, considering accessibility 

needs of participants. TAA’s framework builds on the excellent 

foundations laid by evaluator, Kirsty Hillyer from We are Frilly, 

who revised an early evaluation framework developed by 

Courtney Consulting. To support our evaluation methodology, a 

selection of evaluation tools were devised.

PARTICIPANT SURVEY

With We are Frilly, TAA designed a survey for participants of 

Critical Mass and evolved the existing methods for collecting 

participant survey data with a digital versions and training for 

staff and volunteers. Participant numbers were used to preserve 

personal anonymity of participants whilst allowing TAA to 

analyse change at an individual and programme level.

7  These are uniform Office of National Statistics measures for gathering 
information from individuals about personal well-being. They are 
used across projects funded by the Spirit of 2012: https://www.ons.
gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/wellbeing/methodologies/
personalwellbeingsurveyuserguide

METHODOLOGY

REFLECTIVE GROUP 
DEFINITIONS:

RG1: PRODUCERS
Consisting of members of the project management and 

coordination team. 

RG2: DANCE LEADERS
Each group has a dance leader who plans and delivers workshops 

and performances. 

RG3: SUPPORT WORKERS
Each group has a support worker who looks after the wellbeing of 

participants and supports them to reach their potential. 

RG4: PARTICIPANTS
The participants focus group contained young people aged 16-30 

years old from the West Midlands, who took part in Critical Mass. 

RG5: LEAD ARTIST & INCLUSION CHAMPION
In this group, the two interrogated each other’s practice, 

identified conflicts and synergies.

OUR EVALUATION 
TOOLS:

n Participant surveys – delivering quantitative data 

against outcome indicators

n Stakeholder reflection groups – ‘Most Significant 

Change’ qualitative data

n Padlet process evaluation

n ‘Artist Takes’ – creative documentation

SUPPLEMENTARY
TOOLS:

n Staff, Volunteer and Audience surveys supplied 

by Indigo-Ltd Consortium
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We established a series of reflection groups who will take 

part in ‘Most Significant Change’, an evaluation technique that 

encourages participants to examine changes to their lives as

a result of the project and then examine collective changes 

through storytelling. In addition to responding to key questions 

in relation to the project outcomes, the reflection groups 

contributed stories of change to a Padlet board then decided 

on which participant’s story best illustrated change. Exploring 

the value of the project in this way, occasionally caused the 

mechanisms of change to shift and thus, generated new 

understandings into the objectives and outcomes of the project, 

connected practices, assumptions and future scope etc.

PADLET PROCESS EVALUATION

Running alongside and in tandem to the evaluation of the 

three core participant outcomes was a Process Evaluation, 

which examined project delivery against ‘learning themes’ to 

critically reflect on practices of the project team in relation to      

Outcome 4:

 n Integrated inclusive dance practice in the West Midlands 

will be embedded and sustainable, and West Midlands 

dance organisations and practitioners acknowledged as 

sector leaders.  

TAA introduced a series of digital scrap books using Padlet to 

collect evolving insights and reflective group discussions with 

Producers, Dance Leaders, Support Workers and the Lead Artist 

and Inclusion Champion, to explore ‘Most Significant Change’ 

stories within and across the groups. Qualitative stories from 

these groups will also be mapped against indicators to explore 

the following learning themes or questions, developed in 

response to the wider framework and the aims and objectives 

of the project. These themes offered a starting point to examine 

some of the key questions underpinning the project:

 n Can an inclusive dance and movement programme change 

the way we approach participation in mega events? 

 n What it is about dance and mass movement, as opposed to 

other art forms, that is unique in creating the dynamics for 

achieving the intended outcomes?

 n How does bringing together disabled and non-disabled 

young people change perceptions of disability?

 n Are the underlying theories and ideas about the conditions 

required for inclusive practice and the bringing together of 

disabled and non-disabled people accurate, or do they need 

to be revised to provide greater impact in the future?

 n Is inclusive dance practice in the West Midlands stronger 

as a result of Critical Mass?

CWG OPENING CEREMONY CRITICAL MASS 

(IMAGE CREDIT: DAVID RAMOS-GETTY IMAGES)
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INCLUSIVE DESIGN

In the key findings, and other areas of the report, we often 

refer to the ‘top line’ results or focus on where the majority 

of respondents have answered in a certain way. This helps to 

communicate Critical Mass’s impact clearly and effectively but 

there are limitations to this approach. In the spirit of Critical 

Mass, we’ve integrated the principles of ‘Inclusive Design’ into 

our evaluation report. When reading data, it is important to bear 

in mind the principles of inclusive design as set out by Jutta 

Treviranus, Director of the Inclusive Design Research Centre.8 

The problem with focusing on averages or clusters of responses 

is that you lose a lot of other perspectives. This is illustrated by 

a “bell curve” model designed by the Inclusive Design Research 

Centre that demonstrates how narrow this insight is when 

examining a breadth of participant experience:

8  Treviranus, J. (2019) Inclusive Design: The Bell Curve, the Starburst and the Virtuous Tornado:  
https://medium.com/@jutta.trevira/inclusive-design-the-bell-curve-the-starburst-and-the-virtuous-tornado-6094f797b1bf

As opposed to the bell curve, inclusive design takes a pluralistic 

approach. The different types of people, opinions, wants, needs 

and desires involved in Critical Mass is difficult to neatly 

reconcile. Our recognition and support of this diversity is 

therefore pluralistic. ‘Inclusive design’ necessitates that we 

shouldn’t just focus on normative behaviours at the expense 

of those who appear on the periphery but rather take a holistic 

view. To counterbalance the marginalisation that occurs with top 

line results, we will present a series of journey mapping case 

studies in Outcome 1 of this report that demonstrate some of the 

different experiences people have had participating in Critical 

Mass. This should contribute to a more balanced and holistic 

view of the project.

ARTIST TAKES

TAA facilitated ‘Artists Takes’, a method where three artists acted 

as a ‘fly on the wall’ within weekly dance group settings. Three 

dance groups were selected by FABRIC and the dance leads of 

each group were given a menu of opportunities for local artists. 

Interestingly, all three dance leads selected an illustrator each 

to attend their sessions and produce a visual artwork that 

captured their group. The artists documented and reflected 

on the physical and social interactivity facilitated through the 

project and any artistic and spatial/geographical significances 

present within individual groups settings. This method was 

particularly relevant in capturing the perspectives of young 

people who are neurodiverse, to reflect on their experiences of 

the project in a more accessible, visually compelling way. 

“I JOINED FOR PERSONAL 
DEVELOPMENT ORIGINALLY, 
BUT I’VE REALISED THAT IT’S 
SO MUCH MORE THAN THAT.
 I HAVE MY OWN LITTLE 
DANCE FAMILY NOW.” 
– PARTICIPANT

SOME PEOPLESOME PEOPLE

AVERAGE PERSON

MOST PEOPLE
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CRITICAL MASS SENSE PRESENTED BY BIDF 

(IMAGE CREDIT: GRAEME BRAIDWOOD PHOTOGRAPHY)
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KEY FINDINGS

Over the course of the programme, we monitored participant 

wellbeing. We did this through baseline, midpoint and endpoint 

data capture in the participant survey, using ONS subjective 

wellbeing questions, and in reflection group sessions with 

participants and staff.

 n 7% positive increase in participants’ self-assessment of 

how happy they felt yesterday

 n 13% drop in participants’ self-assessment of how anxious 

they felt yesterday

 n 1% positive increase in participants’ self-assessment of 

finding things worthwhile

 n 3% positive increase in participants’ self-assessment of 

how they feel about life at the moment

 n Participants developed deep social connections and 

a sense of belonging through Critical Mass with other 

participants and staff. This is a consistent key theme 

across the qualitative data and has also been observed 

consistently by staff.

 n 66% strongly agreed (40%) or agreed (26%) that they will 

continue to take part in dance as a result of Critical Mass

 n 67.5% agreed (38%) or strongly agreed (29.5%) when 

asked if ‘taking part in Critical Mass had a positive impact 

on my physical health and mental wellbeing’

 n Critical Mass improved participants’ physical health and 

wellbeing, however, intense moments within the project 

cycle resulted in feelings of fatigue and heightened 

stress levels. Although common in physical activity and 

performance related participation, planning for managing 

these moments is essential, developing schedules that 

reduce participants’ waiting times where possible and 

making additional provisions for managing spikes in 

emotions at performance events. For example, through 

equipping staff with mental health first aid training and 

liaison with first aid personnel. Factoring in time for 

reflection and making physical safe spaces can facilitate 

better monitoring and digesting of emotions.

 n Although top line and average results illustrate the 

positive impact that Critical Mass has had on participants' 

personal wellbeing, taking a more nuanced approach 

through inclusive design can reveal greater depths of 

understanding into individual circumstances and life 

experiences. This is particularly useful when understanding 

the experiences of a voluntary cast, with additional 

priorities, and accounting for nuances in the experiences of 

marginalised groups.

OUTCOME 1: PARTICIPANTS’ PERSONAL WELLBEING 
(MENTAL AND PHYSICAL) IMPROVES THROUGH SUSTAINED 
CREATIVE PARTICIPATION

CRITICAL MASS WONDROUS STORIES 

(IMAGE CREDIT -MATTHEW LEWIS GETTY IMAGES)
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OVERALL EXPERIENCE

Over the course of the project, participants’ overall experiences improved. By the endpoint, a whopping 92% of participants rated 

their overall experience as either ‘Good’ or ‘Excellent’.  Furthermore, between the midpoint and the endpoint survey, there was a 12% 

increase in respondents rating their experience of the project using the best score available.

HOW WOULD YOU RATE YOUR  OVERALL EXPERIENCE OF 
CRITICAL MASS?

TERRIBLE
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MID POINT END POINT

NOT VERY 
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IT'S BEEN 

OKAY

GOOD EXCELLENT

 CWG OPENING CEREMONY CRITICAL MASS REHEARSAL 

 (IMAGE CREDIT: GRAEME BRAIDWOOD PHOTOGRAPHY)

“NO MATTER 
WHAT MOOD I 

TURN UP TO THE 
SESSION IN, I 

ALWAYS LEAVE 
WITH A SMILE 
ON MY FACE - 

WITHOUT FAIL      ”
– PARTICIPANT
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PHYSICAL HEALTH AND WELLBEING

Critical Mass improved participants’ physical health and 

wellbeing. In the endpoint survey, the majority (60%) of 

participants reported that Critical Mass made the biggest 

difference to them by ‘Improving my physical / mental health and 

wellbeing’. Additionally, 67.5% agreed (38%) or strongly agreed 

(29.5%) when asked if ‘taking part in Critical Mass had a positive 

impact on my physical health and mental wellbeing’. We know 

that the majority of participants’ personal lives were enhanced 

through taking part as evidenced by 89% who reported meeting 

new people and making new friends.

“THROUGHOUT THE YEAR 
I’VE FELT MY STRENGTH 
INCREASING AND I FEEL 
MUCH FITTER WITH STAMINA 
IMPROVED. I FEEL MORE 
ABLE TO GET OUT AND ENJOY 
THINGS, FEELING CONFIDENT 
AND TALKING TO PEOPLE. I’VE 
JUST GENERALLY HAD A GOOD 
TIME ON THE PROJECT.”
– PARTICIPANT 

However, some participants felt that they had not been 

challenged enough physically through the choreography, which, 

due to the mass participation element of the project utilised 

more simplistic choreography. 

“PHYSICALLY, EVEN 
THOUGH THERE 
WEREN’T MANY 
INTENSE DANCES, 
I LEARNT A LOT OF 
DIFFERENT DANCE 
STYLES WHICH I HAD 
NEVER DONE BEFORE.” 
– PARTICIPANT 

 CWG OPENING CEREMONY CRITICAL MASS REHEARSAL 

 (IMAGE CREDIT: GRAEME BRAIDWOOD PHOTOGRAPHY)
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CONTINUED PARTICIPATION IN DANCE

When asked in the endpoint survey if they will continue to 

take part in dance as a result of Critical Mass, over two-

thirds of participants responded in the affirmative with 

‘Strongly agree’ (40%) and ‘Agree’ (26%) the most popular 

responses. 

For some, Critical Mass was a reaffirming experience that 

expanded their creative horizons. However, for others, 

there was more trepidation about continuing to participate 

with dance as they were unsure whether other offers 

would fulfil the inclusive nature of Critical Mass.

While the majority of participants would like to continue to 

take part in dance in the future, it is important to recognise 

that further opportunities will, in some cases, need to 

meet the standards participants have come to expect from 

Critical Mass.

“ I WOULD ONLY CONTINUE 
WITH DANCE IF THERE WERE 

GROUPS BASED ON INCLUSION. I 
WOULD NOT FEEL COMFORTABLE 

ATTENDING A DANCE GROUP 
IF THEY DO NOT FOCUS ON 

INCLUSION. UNFORTUNATELY, I 
FEEL INCLUSION IS SOMETIMES 

JUST A TAGLINE AND GROUPS DO 
NOT HAVE THAT UNDERSTANDING. 

CRITICAL MASS CLEARLY HAD THAT 
UNDERSTANDING WHICH IS WHY I 

CONTINUED WITH IT.”
– PARTICIPANT 

“I WILL DEFINITELY BE CONTINUING DOING CREATIVE 
THINGS. I DID CREATIVE THINGS LIKE DANCE BEFORE 

I SIGNED UP FOR CRITICAL MASS WHICH WILL ALSO 
CONTINUE AFTER CRITICAL MASS. TO NOT CONTINUE 

WOULD JUST FEEL WEIRD TO ME SO I WILL 100% BE 
CONTINUING!” 

– PARTICIPANT

CRITICAL MASS CELEBRATION EVENT 

(IMAGE CREDIT: GRAEME BRAIDWOOD PHOTOGRAPHY)
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COMPLEX EMOTIONS AND AFTERCARE

We observed evidence of spikes in stress levels amongst staff 

and participants at different stages of the project cycle. When 

it came to participants, ultimately these were volunteers taking 

part in a professional dance production. As such, they were 

exposed to the psychological and physical strain that is typical 

of the sector. Producers noted heightened emotions amongst 

the cast leading up to, and just after, major performances. This 

contributed to fluctuating emotional states, an increase in 

safeguarding incidents as well as general feelings of anti-climax.

  
“I PERSONALLY 
UNDERESTIMATED HOW 
MUCH OF AN IMPACT THIS 
WOULD HAVE. AS A TEAM, 
DANCE ARTISTS AND SUPPORT 
WORKERS, WE’VE ALL 
REFLECTED ON THE COME 
DOWN. IN THE SAME WAY IT 
RAMPS UP AND THEY GO FROM 
ANXIOUS TO REALLY EXCITED, 
THERE’S THE OTHER SIDE OF 
THE CURVE THAT I THINK WE 
TOO OFTEN FORGET ABOUT.” 
– PRODUCER

WELLBEING CHANGE ANALYSIS

Critical Mass did not exist in a vacuum for participants, who 

were managing their participation alongside other competing 

commitments. 

Every participant had unique motivations, lived experiences, 

personal and professional relationships, journeys to and from 

their Critical Mass workshops that would have influenced the 

information they supplied in the surveys. Therefore, a wellbeing 

change analysis illustrates the nuances of participants’ 

individual experiences.

Over the baseline, midpoint and endpoint, there were four key 

subjective measures of well-being used by ONS. These were:

n How happy did you feel yesterday? 

n How anxious did you feel yesterday? 

n How much do you feel like the things you’re doing, such as   

  school, work, Critical Mass etc. are worthwhile things? 

n How are you feeling about life at the moment? 

“IT HAS BEEN A BIT 
DIFFICULT BALANCING 
A FULL-TIME JOB WITH 

REHEARSALS AND 
MANAGING OTHER 

COMMITMENTS.”  
– PARTICIPANT 

ARTIST TAKES ILLUSTRATION  BY JAMILIA THOMAS
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Participants were asked to give a response across a 10-point 

Likert scale, with 0 being “not at all” and 10 being “very much so”. 

Our researchers calculated the average responses of all 

participants and plotted them on a scale. Overall, the chart to 

the left suggests that, over the duration of the Critical Mass 

programme, participant wellbeing was impacted positively. 

Perhaps the best indicator of this is the 13% decrease in self-

reported anxiety. Happiness was a little harder to read as the 

average score dropped by 7% at the midpoint before shooting 

up by 14% in the endpoint – the biggest survey-to-survey 

increase over any metric. Feelings about life and how much 

things are worthwhile fluctuated much less, with only a 1-3% 

swing either way and remaining relatively high and steady 

throughout suggesting very little impact or reinforcement of 

existing positivity. 

The baseline was captured during the onboarding session 

where participants were likely to feel nervous and excited about 

joining the programme. The midpoint was captured in between 

two key performance deadlines where workshops were at their 

most intense and anticipation for the Games was beginning to 

ramp up. The endpoint was captured during the final workshops, 

as participants said their goodbyes. With this in mind, it is 

arguably more effective to view these datasets as a sequence 

of cross-sectional studies rather than its intended output as a 

longitudinal study. In this way, they could be seen as a series of 

snapshots or impact reports taken at specific moments in time 

that were influenced by a variety of environmental factors. This 

has contributed to our process of inclusive design as illustrated 

in the methodology.

JOURNEY MAPPING CASE STUDIES

Using the unique participant numbers used in the data 

collection, we were able to track changes across some of the 

respondents to our surveys while maintaining their personal 

anonymity. We have chosen to present five case studies on 

individual participants to visualise and describe the journeys 

that these people went through. The results should not be 

treated as synonymous with all results but rather an insight into 

the actions, behaviours and motivations of individual participants 

who took part in Critical Mass. 

A NOTE ON HOW WE SELECTED PARTICIPANTS FOR THE 
JOURNEY MAP

There were 21 participants that completed the baseline, 

midpoint and endpoint surveys. Of the 21, we put together a 

spreadsheet that displayed each participant’s demographic data 

and qualitative responses. We then shortlisted participants who 

were representative of the overall diversity of Critical Mass – 

paying particular attention to disability, ethnicity, geography, 

age and gender. In selecting the final 5 participants, we also 

considered the depth and quality of their qualitative responses 

as to what insights could be gleaned. Finally, we cross-checked 

participant responses to the wellbeing metrics to see how 

widely dispersed they were. We were pleased with the overall 

breadth of responses. The most recent demographic data is 

used to profile each participant case study.
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THINGS ARE  
WORTHWHILE

FEELING 
ABOUT LIFE

ANXIETY

HAPPINESS

KEY

n 25 years old, female, lives in south-west Birmingham. 

n Asian or Asian British: Other and were born overseas. 

n They decided not to select any other identifying 

information although in the baseline they described 

themselves as Filipino and non-disabled. 

n They originally joined Critical Mass for the social and 

community aspects and the opportunity to be part of a 

dance company. They had no level of experience working 

with disabled people before.

PROFILE:

CASE STUDY  1:  PARTICIPANT A

Participant A’s happiness levels rose over the course of the 

project. At the beginning, they were thankful for the opportunity 

to take part in Critical Mass and by the end they said their 

weekly session was something they look forward to. 

Participant A’s anxiety was lowest at the baseline. They 

described their trepidation in initially joining but that they 

became reassured by staff. Their anxiety levels dropped off 

during the midpoint but then picked up again by the endpoint. 

During the midpoint, they described their excitement to dance 

and looking forward to being part of the opening ceremony 

and volunteering at the Games. By the endpoint, they had just 

finished their final performance and were looking forward to 

starting a new job and were thinking about how they would 

keep in touch with friends. This was the only occasion that they 

said they “often/always” feel lonely having previously selected 

“some of the time” and “occasionally” in succussion. Asked who 

they spoke to yesterday, they only ever described in-person 

interaction with friends at Critical Mass or family.  

Participant A’s response to how much they feel like things are 

worthwhile remained high throughout. They said that the biggest 

difference Critical Mass made to them was making new friends, 

learning new creative skills, gaining confidence and improving 

their physical health and wellbeing.

Participant A’s feelings about life improved over the project, 

plateauing at a high level from the midpoint to the endpoint, 

despite saying that they “felt a little blue” on the day of the 

endpoint.

ARTIST TAKES ILLUSTRATION  BY JAMILA THOMAS

 "I like how the staff didn't 

force me to do anything I 

didn't want to as I was a 

beginner in dance and did 

not feel confident in my 

abilities"

"Excited to 

dance"

Being here in my 

weekly session 

is.... "something I 

look forward to"
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KEY PROFILE:
 n 23 years old, female and lives in 

Wolverhampton. 

 n Black or Black British: Caribbean and she 

does not identify as disabled. 

 n Participant B originally joined Critical 

Mass for the opportunity to learn from 

industry professionals, her health 

and wellbeing, social and community 

aspects, performance opportunities and 

the opportunity to be part of a dance 

company. 

 n She describes herself as having a 

moderately high dance ability and a 

low level of experience working 

with disabled people 

before.

Participant B’s happiness levels remained high throughout, 

peaking at the midpoint. Interestingly, this is also where her 

feelings about life dipped slightly. There is no way of ascertaining 

why this is but her responses to “what did you do yesterday” 

suggest she was less active around the midpoint, saying that 

she “just relaxed in the sun.” Whereas, at the baseline, she had 

been “talking to some of my work mates. Making funny jokes was 

fun.” At the end point she “went shopping in Birmingham and took 

pictures of the bull at centenary square.”

Participant B’s anxiety levels reduced considerably from 

baseline to midpoint and remained steady by the endpoint. 

Although improving her physical or mental health and wellbeing 

was one of her original motivations for joining, she did not select 

this as one of the biggest improvements Critical Mass had made. 

Participant B’s response to how much they feel like things are 

worthwhile did not change, remaining high throughout. 

As previously stated, Participant B’s feelings about life had an 

antithetical correlation to their happiness which cannot be 

fully explained. That being said, she did score herself highly 

throughout and, on every occasion, when asked to complete 

the sentence “Being here in 

my weekly session is ...” she 

responded, “exciting”.

CASE STUDY  2:  PARTICIPANT B

ARTIST TAKES ILLUSTRATION  BY JAMILA THOMAS

"Feels very 

inclusive that 

everyone with 

different abilities 

can get involved."

Things I'm looking forward 

to..." Performing at the BIDF 

this June and performing in 

the opening ceremony of the 

games"

I feel...."alright"
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THINGS ARE  
WORTHWHILE

FEELING 
ABOUT LIFE

ANXIETY

HAPPINESS

KEY

PROFILE:
 n 28 year old, female and lives in Solihull. 

 n White (British) and identifies as LGBTQ 

and disabled - specifying hearing 

impairment or D/deaf. 

 n Participant C originally joined Critical 

Mass for the opportunity to learn from 

industry professionals, her health 

and wellbeing, social and community 

aspects, performance opportunities 

and the opportunity to be part of a 

dance company. 

 n She describes herself as having a 

moderately high dance ability and 

a very high level of experience 

working with disabled 

people before.

"Just be aware that I am able 

to see my interpreter at all times and 

that when people talk they're aware of 

where my interpreter is so they don't 

keep walking in-front of them (this 

means I either miss information or the 

interpreter has to repeat again)."

"I feel....

"inspired"

CASE STUDY  3:  PARTICIPANT C

ARTIST TAKES ILLUSTRATION  BY JAMILA THOMAS

"Being here in my 

weekly sessions 

is..."                special, 

a dream come 

true, life changing, 

amazing"

Participant C’s happiness score dropped by half in the midpoint. 

Here, she told us that she was generally feeling very bored 

saying that yesterday she “went to work           ”. Apathy towards 

her job is the only reason we could determine for this dip in 

happiness saying elsewhere that Critical Mass weekly sessions 

were the “the highlight of my week.”

Participant C’s anxiety levels remained steady at ‘0’ during the 

baseline and midpoint but peaked to ‘3’ at the endpoint. During 

the endpoint, Participant C alluded to the added pressure she 

might have felt performing, saying she did it to “prove to myself 

that I am good at something. Allowing me to demonstrate what 

deaf people can do with dance.” 

Participant C’s response to how much they feel like things are 

worthwhile remained high throughout. In and amongst her 

glowing feedback in the endpoint survey, she explained that 

she was looking forward to “seeing what the future holds. More 

opportunities to dance and perform.”

Participant C’s feelings about life remaining steady at ‘7’ during 

the baseline and midpoint but peaked to ‘10’ at the endpoint 

suggesting that whatever pressures she felt were worth it in life 

satisfaction gained.
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THINGS ARE  
WORTHWHILE

FEELING 
ABOUT LIFE

ANXIETY

HAPPINESS

KEY

PROFILE:
 n 18 years old, male and lives in Coventry. 

 n White (British) and identifies as disabled. 

 n Participant D originally joined Critical 

Mass for the opportunity to be part of the 

Commonwealth Games, have fun, meet new 

people, make new dance connections and 

learn new skills.

Is there anything we can 

do to improve your Critical 

Mass Experience?

"Keep Critical Mass weekly 

sessions going"

Participant D's happiness score averaged a ‘5’ at both the 

baseline and midpoint before improving to a ‘7’ at the endpoint. 

The baseline provided little further comment except for what he 

did yesterday: “Spoke a little bit to friends at school, but to no 

one at home.” By the midpoint, he was most looking forward to 

“building in confidence.” By the endpoint, he noted that Critical 

Mass sessions are “Amazing because I have the chance to meet 

up with my team and have a laugh with them as I don't go out 

any other time.” Nonetheless, he did still explain that yesterday “I 

sit in my room when I come home from school and just listen to 

my music,” suggesting that life outside of Critical Mass had not 

changed much.

Participant D’s anxiety levels gradually decreased over the 

duration of the programme. He let us know that he appreciated 

the helpfulness of staff in the endpoint when asked if there was 

anything else he’d like to tell us.

Participant D’s response to how much they feel like things are 

worthwhile remained high throughout, peaking at the endpoint. 

At the midpoint, he described being in his weekly sessions as 

“excited, chilled, happy”.

Participant D’s feelings about life peaked to an ‘8’ at the midpoint 

before plateauing. 

CASE STUDY  4:  PARTICIPANT  D

ARTIST TAKES ILLUSTRATION  BY JAMILA THOMAS

I feel....

"             "
I feel.... 

"             "
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THINGS ARE  
WORTHWHILE

FEELING 
ABOUT LIFE

ANXIETY

HAPPINESS

KEY

PROFILE:
 n 25 year old, female and lives in 

Birmingham City Centre. 

 n White (Other) stating that she’s 

Lithuanian and mainly speaks another 

language other than English. She 

does not identify as disabled. 

 n Participant E originally joined 

Critical Mass to be part of the 

Commonwealth Games, have fun, 

meet new people, make new friends, 

and learn new skills. 

 n She describes herself as having a 

high level of experience working with 

disabled people before.

Things I'm looking forward 

to are..."Performing at the 

opening ceremony, working 

at the games, seeing my 

family, travelling"

Who did 

you see 

or talk to 

yesterday?

"My work 

colleagues, 

family"

"I would like to say 

a MASSIVE THANK 

YOU to the team, you 

did an amazing job! 

Thanks you so much!"

CASE STUDY  5:  PARTICIPANT E

ARTIST TAKES ILLUSTRATION  BY JAMILA THOMAS

Participant E’s happiness levels leapt up from ‘3’ in the baseline 

to ‘7’ in the midpoint, remaining there in the endpoint. Despite 

this low score in the baseline, she said that she felt “good, 

just a bit tired                ” as she had been to work yesterday. 

By contrast, at the endpoint she said that they felt “great and 

rested”.

Participant E’s anxiety levels were as low as possible until the 

endpoint where they shot up to ‘8’. However, she explained that 

it was her final day at work the day before and she was now 

looking forward to a new project in Jordan.

Participant E’s response to how much they feel like things are 

worthwhile did not change, remaining high throughout. 

Participant E’s feelings about life did not change, remaining high 

throughout.
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KEY FINDINGS

 n 15% increase in participants ‘never’ feeling lonely and a 

3% decrease in participants ‘often/always’ or ‘occasionally’ 

feeling lonely.

 n   89% felt that the biggest difference made by the project 

was meeting new people and making new friends.

 n ‘Making new friends’ was repeatedly reported as being the 

highlight of the project for participants. Participants meet 

and/or communicate with each other outside of sessions 

and rehearsals, suggesting it has positively informed their 

social lives outside of the project. Social media played a 

role in this, with groups communicating via WhatsApp and 

Facebook.

 n 65% agreed (38%) or strongly agreed (27%) that taking 

part in Critical Mass made them feel proud of my local area. 

 n 61% agreed (42.5%) or strongly agreed (18.5%) that 

Critical Mass / Birmingham 2022 Festival had improved 

their perception of Birmingham and the West Midlands.

 n  65.5% agreed (44.5%) or strongly agreed (21%) that 

Critical Mass / Birmingham 2022 Festival  had improved 

their perception of Birmingham and the West Midlands.

 n 100% of participants live in the West Midlands.

 n Critical Mass facilitated a sense of belonging and 

connectedness for participants. This was evident in the 

bonds that were developed within weekly sessions and 

rehearsals, and through the togetherness experienced 

through the mass participation element of the project. 

The online group was a particular success in this area, in 

facilitating connections amongst group members.

 n Social media played a significant role in maintaining 

friendships outside of the project. However, some 

participants in the online group reportedly found it difficult 

to sustain these connections post-project as they had 

never established meeting up in person outside of the 

parameters of Critical Mass. Therefore, digital social spaces 

were successful in democratising access to the project but 

had limitations in cementing long-term ties.

 n Participants’ connections to Birmingham and the West 

Midlands somewhat improved, however only 49% of 

participants felt that they had developed connections with 

the wider community. Although not an aim of the project, 

connecting with other groups as part of Birmingham 2022 

Festival may have improved participants’ social connections 

to the wider community. 

OUTCOME 2: PARTICIPANTS FEEL A SENSE OF BELONGING 
AND CONNECTEDNESS THROUGH MASS CREATIVE 
PARTICIPATION IN A MEGA EVENT

 CWG OPENING CEREMONY CRITICAL MASS REHEARSAL

 (IMAGE CREDIT: GRAEME BRAIDWOOD PHOTOGRAPHY)
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 n Dance and mass performance brought the cast together, 

particularly following more insular weekly group sessions, 

where strong ties were developed. Informing participants 

of wider artistic choices, when working on character 

segments, can remedy feelings of competition when 

choreography and design differs between group sections. 

Including the cast in wider creative decisions can empower 

their individual and collective sense of agency.

MEETING NEW PEOPLE

89% of participants reported that Critical Mass made the 

biggest difference to them meeting new people and making new 

friends, demonstrating the positive impact the project made to 

participants, particularly in relation to this outcome area. 

 Across the board, frequencies of feeling lonely reduced. Most 

significantly, there was an incremental increase of participants 

reporting ‘never’ feeling lonely across the baseline, midpoint and 

endpoint. At the baseline 9% reported never feeling lonely. This 

led to an eventual 15% increase in participants reporting that 

they never feel lonely by the end point survey. This is supported 

by qualitative findings from across the evaluation, including 

reflection group sessions, Padlet boards and the Artist Takes 

method (see methodology), which suggest that Critical Mass 

went beyond a creative / performance opportunity for most 

participants and became something of social significance to 

their everyday lives. 

CRITICAL MASS HAS MADE THE BIGGEST DIFFERENCE TO ME...
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FROM INCLUSIVE DANCE TO MASS DANCE: 
‘FAMILIARISATION’ TO ‘FAMILY’

The structure of the 14-month project was designed to prepare 

participants, many who were new to dance, towards mass 

performance in a supported setting. This comprised of a 

‘familiarisation’ period delivered from August to December 2021 

before participants moved into rehearsals for their first mass 

performance of Wondrous Stories by Motionhouse as part of 

Birmingham 2022’s Festival Opening Show on 17-20 March 2022. 

Bonds were initially developed within the context of weekly 

sessions, delivered in 15 settings across Birmingham and the 

West Midlands as part of the familiarisation period. 

Within these sessions Dance Leaders and Support Workers 

skilfully used inclusive dance practice to build the confidence of 

participants and support the development of relationships within 

a creative and inclusive setting; facilitating what we describe 

in the next chapter as a ‘culture of care’. Groups created team 

names, chants and warmups and many participants reported 

forming new friendships within more localised settings as a 

result, that were maintained outside of the project.

"BEING PART OF THE COMMUNITY AND PARTICIPATING 
IN A BIG EVENT. SUCH AN OPPORTUNITY ISN’T EASY 
TO COME BY. I REALLY LIKE HOW DANCE HAS BOUGHT 
PEOPLE FROM DIFFERENT WALKS OF LIFE TOGETHER."
– PARTICIPANT

CWG OPENING CEREMONY CRITICAL MASS 
(IMAGE CREDIT DAVID RAMOS -GETTY IMAGES)
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“BEING PART OF A DANCE 
GROUP OF PEOPLE 
FROM ALL DIFFERENT 
BACKGROUNDS BUT 
WITH THE SAME LOVE OF 
DANCE. OPPORTUNITY 
TO MAKE FRIENDS FROM 
THE LOCAL AREA WITH 
COMMON INTERESTS 
WHICH IS SOMETHING 
I HAVE STRUGGLED 
WITH SINCE MOVING 
TO BIRMINGHAM FOR 
WORK.” 
– PARTICIPANT

“PARTICIPATING IN 
CRITICAL MASS HAS 
ENABLED ME TO DISCOVER 
NEW FRIENDSHIPS 
... ESPECIALLY IN MY 
DANCE GROUP ... WE EVEN 
STARTED DOING THINGS 
OUTSIDE. ALSO, IT MEANS 
NOW I HAVE PEOPLE WHO 
HAVE SHARED THE SAME 
EXPERIENCES IN CRITICAL 
MASS AND BE ABLE TO 
TALK ABOUT IT WITH THE 
NEW FRIENDS.” – PARTICIPANT

“I HAVE MET A BEAUTIFUL 
GROUP OF PEOPLE 
THROUGH CRITICAL 
MASS. AND IN THIS, I 
HAVE MADE SOME GREAT 
FRIENDS. THIS HAS 
REALLY HELPED ME WITH 
MEETING NEW PEOPLE” 
– PARTICIPANT

“I THINK THE MOST BEAUTIFUL 
PART IS THAT PEOPLE FEEL THIS 
IS THE JOURNEY … TO HAVE THE 
COMMITMENT TO COME TO A 
WEEKLY SESSION DESPITE THE 
FACT THAT YOU’RE NOT IN A 
PERFORMANCE, OR TO CHEER ON 
OTHERS … THAT IS SOMETHING 
THAT I HAVE NOT SEEN … 
THEY ARE LOOKING AT IT AS 
TEAMWORK.” 
– DANCE LEADER

“THEY WANT TO BE IN THE 
SESSION BECAUSE THEY 
FEEL LIKE COMING TO THE 
SESSION ITSELF MEANS 
SOMETHING TO THEM.” 
– DANCE LEADER

“I HAVE NOW GOT 
FRIENDS WHO ARE A 
SIMILAR AGE TO ME AND 
I AM HOPING TO GO AND 
DO SOME LEISURE THINGS 
WITH THEM.” 
– PARTICIPANT
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Many participants attended sessions even though they were 

not performing in certain events. This supports the notion that 

Critical Mass became of significance to many participants in 

their everyday lives, beyond the creative performance aspect of 

the project. Dance Leaders describe this aspect of the project 

as ‘unique’, with some participants feeling affiliated to the wider 

project and returning to support others.

Participants largely described enjoying the thrill of performing 

alongside peers from their weekly sessions as part of Wondrous 

Stories. However, a criticism of the project was that participants 

felt disconnected from the narrative. When asked about this, 

project leads felt they had struggled to get information from 

creative partners in time so that they could relay this to the 

participants. Given the piece was inspired by ‘stories of the city, 

“IT WAS ALWAYS IN THE DESIGN THAT ONCE WE HAD GONE INTO THAT MASS SETTING, FOR 
WONDROUS STORIES, WE WOULD NOT GO BACK TO THE SAME NUMBER OF INDIVIDUAL GROUPINGS. 

PART OF THAT WAS TO GET PEOPLE USED TO BEING IN SLIGHTLY BIGGER GROUPS ... ATTENDING 
SOMETHING EVERY WEEK TO JUST PARTICIPATE WHICH FOR SOME, THAT WAS A COMPLETELY NEW 

EXPERIENCE ... THEN WE NEEDED TO START GETTING THEM USED TO A MASS CONTEXT ... PEOPLE 
WOULD SAY, ‘OH, THIS IS GREAT. I LOVE MY WEEKLY, I DON’T WANT TO DO ANYTHING ELSE’ ... BUT 

THAT’S NOT THE PROJECT. THE WHOLE POINT IS MASS ... YOU MIGHT BE STOOD NEXT TO SOMEONE 
WHO YOU’VE NOT MET BEFORE.”  – PRODUCER

past, present and future’, there was a lack of communication 

with the participants around broader artistic decisions and the 

ways in which individual pieces of choreography connected 

to the overarching narrative. The Lead Artist observed some 

competition between groups who, up until this point, had 

worked solely in their group settings. This was in relation to 

their individual pieces of character choreography and costumes 

being different and sometimes more challenging and appealing 

compared to other groups. Communication around broader 

artistic choices is therefore essential in unifying a mass cast. 

This was remedied during the next stage of the project. 

For the latter stages of the project, participants were required 

to join new groups away from their weekly group sessions. 

Although not originally anticipated, the swell of demand to take 

part in additional performances encouraged greater mixing 

of participants ahead of further mass performances which 

perhaps led to a more cohesive mass cast for the final stages 

of the project. As we explore in Outcome 3, participants and 

staff frequently referred to the project as a ‘family’, suggesting 

that a supportive and empathetic approach was fostered 

across groups settings within the latter stages of the project. 

In social terms, this momentum was particularly evident as the 

project built towards the crescendo of the Birmingham 2022 

Commonwealth Games Opening Ceremony. The experience of 

inclusive, mass performance was particularly unifying for the 

cast and led participants to feeling a sense of pride in their 

personal and collective achievements.  
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“I FELT SO PROUD OF 
EVERYONE I STILL CAN’T 
BELIEVE WE DID THAT.” 
– PARTICIPANT

“HUMBLING TO SEE EVERYONE 
EXCITED TOGETHER AND FOR 

THE FRIENDSHIPS WE’VE 
MADE TO BLOSSOM DURING 

LONGER REHEARSALS/
WAITING BACKSTAGE.” 

– PARTICIPANT

“PROUD OF WHAT WE HAD 
ACCOMPLISHED.”  
- PARTICIPANT

“MEETING STRANGERS 
AT THE START WHO THEN 
BECAME FAMILY AFTER.” 
– DANCE LEADER

CRITICAL MASS REHEARSAL (IMAGE CREDIT: 

ANTHONY LLOYD PHOTOGRAPHY)
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PEER TO PEER SUPPORT

Participants provided essential peer-to-peer support in 

dealing with the physical, emotional and practical demands of 

the project. Participants relied on other group members for 

encouragement, morale and to meet the logistical requirements 

of the project, for example, travel to and from rehearsals, either 

through giving lifts or travelling together on public transport.

“WE WENT INTO BIRMINGHAM 
FOR OUR COSTUME FITTING. 
THIS WAS AT A TIME WHEN 
WORCESTER WAS QUITE 
FLOODED. SO THERE WERE 
PROBLEMS WITH TRAINS 
AND TRAVEL. BECAUSE WE 
ALL WENT THROUGH IT 
TOGETHER, I THINK THAT IT 
JUST BROUGHT US ALL A BIT 
CLOSER.” 
– PARTICIPANT 

“I WOULD SAY THAT IT’S THE 
TEAMWORK THAT’S HELPED ME 
TO GET ON WITH MY DANCING. 
IT WAS A CHALLENGE TO KEEP 
GOING OVER THINGS AGAIN AND 
AGAIN.” 
– PARTICIPANT 

“... HOW MUCH EVERYBODY SUPPORTS EACH OTHER AND 
IS THERE FOR EACH OTHER FOR LOGISTICAL, YOU KNOW ... 

LIKE, DRIVING THEM TO A MASS REHEARSAL OR JUST AS 
ENCOURAGEMENT. I THINK IT GIVES A SENSE OF COMMUNITY 
THAT GOES BEYOND AND IS ALMOST EVEN MORE IMPORTANT 

THAN THE CREATIVE JOURNEY.” 
- DANCE LEADER

“THEY HAVE RELIED ON EACH 
OTHER AND SUPPORTED EACH 

OTHER THROUGHOUT THE 
PROCESS, THEY HAVE MADE 

TRAVEL PLANS, GONE FOR 
COFFEES AND HELPED EACH 

OTHER OUT.” 
– DANCE LEADER
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ONLINE GROUP
The way in which social connections manifested within the 

online group is particularly noteworthy. The hybrid model of 

delivery was successful in being inclusive of individuals unable 

to attend sessions in person, and for fostering a similar level of 

social interactivity and belonging. The Dance Leader and Support 

Worker note the challenge of initially facilitating the sessions, 

with some young people reporting feeling nervous about turning 

their cameras on, due to feeling vulnerable about their personal 

surroundings. Gradually participants grew in confidence and, 

as the Support Worker notes, “everyone would put the cameras 

on then until the end.” The group was skilfully facilitated, with 

the Support Worker oscillating between the main room and 

breakout rooms to support participants on an individual and 

collective basis, whilst the Dance Leader cultivated a safe, warm 

and creative environment.   

Voted on by other Dance Leaders as representing a significant 

story of change within Critical Mass, the Dance Leader shares 

their experience of the group celebrating ‘Galentine’s Day’. The 

connectivity of group members transcended screens and a 

shared environment was cultivated. 

ARTIST TAKES ILLUSTRATION OF THE ONLINE GROUP  BY LOUISE BYNG

“Naturally seeing members of the group in a grid layout on my computer screen through Zoom was something I wanted to capture in the composition as it was a big part of the shared experience for them, but without 

wanting this bringing a heaviness or dominance as it didn’t seem to be a restriction or burden to the group’s connections. The colours in the resulting piece make direct reference to the different colours of light in each of the 

group’s rehearsal environments; a magnolia kitchen; a pink living room; from light loft spaces to low light environments, some of the group also with their cameras off. Building up the grid with these tones started to look a little 

like a cross section of a block of flats with different spaces side by side in their everyday environments. Capturing the figures in white was to highlight them from the everyday backdrops, and aimed to capture the idea of the soul 

and spirit of the dancers moving beyond the tangible world and their physical movement, and into a state of freedom and flow, which could connect them together despite them not being in a shared physical space.”  

 - LOUISE BYNG, ARTIST IN RESIDENCE

ARTIST TAKES:
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“I DIDN’T REALISE HOW POWERFUL THIS WOULD BECOME ... 
‘DON’T YOU HAVE PLANS ON MONDAY ... IT’S THE 14TH OF FEB!’
 I SAID, ‘I’M SURE MY HUSBAND HASN’T THOUGHT OF ANYTHING ... I’LL BE 
HERE, TEACHING YOU ... AND SO, WE’LL MAKE IT SPECIAL.’ 

YOU KNOW, WE’RE ALL GIRLS IN THE GROUP. I SAID, ‘SO WHAT DO YOU WANT TO 
DO?’ 

THEY SAID, ‘LET’S DO GAL-ENTINE’S DAY.’

 I SAID, ‘HOW WOULD YOU WANT TO CELEBRATE IT?’ AND THEY SAID THEY 
WOULD BRING SOME PROPS IN ... AND WE’LL ALL WEAR RED … 

IT WAS SO BEAUTIFUL TO ... HAVE AN INSIGHT INTO SOMEBODY ELSE’S LIFE IN 
THIS WAY, ON THIS DAY. I THINK IT REALLY BROUGHT US ALL TOGETHER. AND 
AS THE PERFORMANCES ARE COMING UP, PEOPLE ARE GETTING A LITTLE BIT 
STRESSED. I THINK THESE KINDS OF THINGS REALLY HELP ... EVERYBODY FEEL 
THEY’RE PART OF SOMETHING REALLY BIG AND SOMETHING REALLY NICE 
... DESPITE THE FACT THAT THEY’RE NOT GOING TO BE PERFORMING NEXT 
MONTH. THEY WANT TO BE IN THE SESSION BECAUSE THEY FEEL LIKE COMING 
TO THE SESSION ITSELF MEANS SOMETHING TO THEM.”  - 
– DANCE LEAD
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MAINTAINING SOCIAL CONNECTIONS

Many young people formed an attachment to staff and their peer 

groups through the project. The loss of this from their lives has 

the potential to undo progress around personal wellbeing as 

explored in Outcome 1. Legacy plans to establish effective exit 

routes are currently being implemented, therefore it is beyond 

the scope of this evaluation to comment on their effectiveness. 

Social media played an integral role in maintaining friendships 

within and beyond the project. However, perhaps unexpectedly, 

members of the online group felt that maintaining connections 

post-project had been difficult due the nature of their 

interactivity being remote; in-person meet ups had not been 

pre-established and participants were geographically further 

away from one another. 

“I’M COPING WITH IT A 
LITTLE BIT BUT I JUST MISS 
EVERYONE AND ALL THE 
DANCE LEADERS. [HAVE 
YOU KEPT IN TOUCH WITH 
ANYBODY SINCE?”] NOT 
MUCH.” 
– PARTICIPANT 

“I THINK OBVIOUSLY IT’S 
AN ONLINE GROUP. AND 
SO IT WAS DIFFICULT 
TO CONTINUE MEETING 
PEOPLE OUTSIDE OF 
SESSIONS, BECAUSE 
MOST PEOPLE ARE 
LIKE THE PEOPLE WHO 
ARE JOINING ONLINE, 
WE WEREN’T IN THE 
SIMILAR AREA. AND 
IT’S A BIT DIFFERENT 
FOR ME, BECAUSE WE 
WERE ONLINE, BUT I 
KNOW, SOME OF THE 
GROUPS THEY DID GO 
OUT FOR A MEAL. BUT 
IT WAS DIFFERENT FOR 
US, BECAUSE WE WERE 
ONLINE.” 
– PARTICIPANT 

CRITICAL MASS SENSE PRESENTED BY BIDF 

IMAGE CREDIT ( KATE GREEN PHOTOGRAPHY)
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CONNECTIONS TO BIRMINGHAM AND  
THE WIDER WEST MIDLANDS

Critical Mass improved participants’ connections to Birmingham 

and the West Midlands to some extent. However, this was not 

as prominently articulated through the survey or reflection 

group sessions. Here, an overwhelming number of participants 

nominated stories of change related to relationships developed 

within the project itself. As explored previously, 89% of 

participants felt that Critical Mass had the biggest impact on 

them meeting new people and making new friends. 64% of 

participants felt that Critical Mass made them feel proud of 

their local area, however a large proportion of participants 

attributed their sense of pride to their individual and collective 

achievements as part of Critical Mass, as opposed to a civic 

sense of pride. 

Where we saw unexpected positive progress in relation to this 

area, was the opportunity the project provided to physically 

connect participants to Birmingham City Centre. Encouraging 

participants to travel independently and/or with peers to project 

locations had a positive impact on their connections to the City 

Centre, as a place. 

“THIS PROJECT HAS GIVEN 
ME A CHANCE TO TRAVEL TO 
THE CITY CENTRE AND WALK 
AROUND. I DIDN’T GO TO THE 
CITY MUCH BEFORE THE 
PROJECT BUT NOW I FEEL MORE 
CONFIDENT COMING TO VISIT. 
I’M GLAD IT GAVE ME A CHANCE 
TO TRAVEL.” 
– PARTICIPANT 

“GOING TO BIRMINGHAM 
WAS QUITE SCARY AT FIRST. 
THROUGH GOING THERE, IT 

HELPED ME GET EXCITED 
ABOUT TRAVELING TO NEW 

PLACES TO DO NEW THINGS 
... I FEEL MORE CONNECTED.”  

– PARTICIPANT 

 CWG OPENING CEREMONY CRITICAL MASS REHEARSAL 

 (IMAGE CREDIT: DAVID RAMOS)

“BIRMINGHAM IS A BIG 
CITY. BUT NOW I FEEL IT’S A 
COMMUNITY. I DON’T GO DOWN 
TO BIRMINGHAM MUCH BUT 
AFTER THIS I MIGHT GO MORE 
OFTEN. THERE FEELS LIKE 
THERE’S MORE TO DO.” 
– PARTICIPANT
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In outcome 3, we have worked with a critical friend, Andrew 

Miller MBE to provide insights and contextualise our findings. 

Andrew Miller is recognised as one of the UK’s most influential 

disability advocates with extensive experience of the arts, film 

and broadcast sectors. A full profile for Andrew can be found in 

the acknowledgements section.

KEY FINDINGS

 n 45% of participants self-identified as disabled, 

neurodiverse or having a long-term health condition.

 n The ethnic diversity of participants remained largely the 

same over the duration of the project:

 n  11% Asian or Asian British 

 n  9% Black or Black British

 n  8% Mixed Heritage

 n  70% White Backgrounds

 n  2% A range of other backgrounds 

 n 11% of participants self-identified as LGBTQI+.

 n 38.6% from Birmingham, 29.9% from Beyond the West 

Midlands Combined Authority, 17.6% from the Black 

Country and 13.6% from other West Midlands Combined 

Authority areas (outside of Birmingham and the Black 

Country)

 n There were stories of participants using their own intuition 

to support a collective and inclusive atmosphere. In 

one group, we were told how participants took it upon 

themselves to learn how to sign ‘Happy Birthday’ for one of 

their group members who communicated primarily through 

BSL.   

 n Critical Mass was successful in engaging a diverse pool of 

participants who self-identify as disabled, neurodiverse or 

having a long-term health condition. On average, across the 

midpoint and endpoint surveys, 45% of participants self-

identified as disabled, neurodiverse or having a long-term 

health condition, exceeding the original project target of 

35%. 

 n Of those who were captured during the baseline, 28% said 

they had a high or very high level of experience working 

with people who have disabilities. At least 30% of those 

who at high/very high levels of experience identified as 

having a disability themselves. Therefore, the majority of 

participants were working with people that they do not 

usually have the opportunity to rub shoulders with.

 n Critical Mass was successful in changing perceptions 

(including self-perceptions of disability) with 60% of 

respondents reported that the project had made the 

biggest difference to their “understanding and perceptions 

of disability”.

ABLEISM
Ableism describes behaviour which favours 

non-disabled people that unintentionally excludes 

or actively discriminates against disabled people. 

It applies to a wide range of situations and 

settings from limited physical access to a limited 

understanding of the support deaf, disabled, 

neurodiverse and learning disabled people need 

to succeed. Society’s widespread ableism has 

traditionally required disabled people to be 

super-adaptive, resourceful, and willing to make 

significant personal adjustments just to fit in. 

But the arts and cultural sector has realised that 

achieving equality for disabled people is no longer 

simply about removing the physical barriers. It is 

increasingly understood that genuine inclusion 

requires proactive engagement with anti-ableist 

practice.  Driven by disabled artists and activists, 

supported by the

enlightened strategies of national arts councils, 

ableism is increasingly called out whilst mainstream 

creative opportunities are finally being shared with 

disabled creatives and working environments are 

finally being designed to meet everyone’s needs.

 — Andrew Miller: Critical Friend

OUTCOME 3: A DIVERSE POOL OF PARTICIPANTS HAS 
THEIR PERCEPTIONS (INCLUDING SELF-PERCEPTIONS) OF 
DISABILITY AND IMPAIRMENT CHALLENGED 

CWG OPENING CEREMONY CRITICAL MASS REHEARSAL 

 (IMAGE CREDIT: GRAEME BRAIDWOOD PHOTOGRAPHY)
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 n An effective project structure was implemented to provide 

pastoral support to participants and open and transparent 

discussion around access provision and adjustments took 

place. We observed a culture of mutual regard and care 

across participants and staff which was key to developing 

perceptions (and self-perceptions) and understandings of 

inclusion and disability.  

 n  Participants’ individual and collective sense of action 

evolved with the project and a deep sense of pride in 

coming together en masse emerged. The project was 

successful in facilitating an inclusive and integrated 

mass performance. However, the wider industry needs to 

further adapt to realise the potential of, and service this 

achievement to its full potential. 
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ACCESS PROVISIONS

Participants with disabilities who were present within the 

reflection group sessions, noted how adjustments had been 

made to support their participation, either through one-to-one 

support and more flexible arrangements or adjustments. 

Staff acknowledge how their approach to coordinating access 

provisions was, to a degree, iterative as plans had to be 

developed in conjunction with supporting a range of needs as 

participants were onboarded. Key lessons were learned at 

the recruitment phase of the project, surrounding collecting 

participants’ specific access requirements in advance to assist 

planning and budgeting. In trying to make the project as inclusive 

as possible, fewer key questions were added to sign-up forms in 

order not to deter participants at the recruitment stage. This led 

to more forms needing to be administered later on in the project.

Although schedules had not been finalised, the team note that 

having more information outlining the commitments of the 

project, in advance of the summer recruitment camps and 

sessions, would have been beneficial. Although iterative, this 

may have prevented some participants, particularly those 

without a dance background, from withdrawing from the project.

The producers group ‘voted’ on this key piece of learning as 

one of their stories of ‘significant change’, acknowledging the 

complexities of trying to encourage and reassure participants 

from a range of backgrounds at an early stage, whilst giving 

them enough information to feel informed and be able to make 

realistic decisions about the level of commitment.
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“CRITICAL MASS HAD 
ALREADY THOUGHT ABOUT 
ADJUSTMENTS BEFORE WE 
HAD TO ASK THEM FOR IT. 
WHEREAS IN SOCIETY NOW, 
YOU HAVE TO EXPLAIN BEFORE 
YOU GET THE ADJUSTMENT.” 
– PARTICIPANT

CRITICAL MASS SENSE PRESENTED BY BIDF 

(IMAGE CREDIT: GRAEME BRAIDWOOD PHOTOGRAPHY) 
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COVID-19

The project was a risk for many participants, particularly 

those with disabilities and long-term health conditions. Many 

participants noted feeling ‘safe’ as a result of the due diligence 

and care performed over Covid-19, which made some feel 

comfortable to attend in-person activities. 

CAPTURING DEMOGRAPHIC DATA

Overall, 45% of participants self-identified as disabled, 

neurodiverse or having a long-term health condition. That 

being said, there were instances where participants spoiled 

their ballot or decided not to identify themselves as disabled, 

neurodiverse or having a long-term health condition, but then 

went on to describe their disability in their own terms in an open 

text box. In the endpoint, of those who selected “Prefer not to 

say” or “None of these”, five chose to use the description box 

to tell us about a disability, neurodiversity or health condition 

they have, and a further one used this box to tell us that “This 

is personal”. This amounts to a further 4% of the population. 

It was expressed, particularly via Support Workers during the 

collection phase of the baseline survey, that some participants 

felt that being asked for their demographic data was intrusive. In 

addition, participants expressed their discomfort in answering 

a survey question relating to changes in perception around 

disability. 

“I WAS WORRIED ABOUT 
GOING INTO DOING DANCE 
BECAUSE OF COVID, BUT 
THEN YOU HAD TO DO 
LATERAL FLOWS AND STUFF, 
SO I FELT MORE CONFIDENT 
GOING” 
– PARTICIPANT

VISIBILITY
The narrative of visibility - of being present and 

included - is fundamental to inclusion. Indeed, for 

decades since anti-discriminatory legislation was first 

introduced, disabled people have been integrating 

proudly into the society from which they had long been 

excluded. But all that stopped abruptly in March 2020. 

Due to the medical uncertainties that surrounded the 

emergence of Covid-19, disabled people became some 

of the first to retreat home, many later ordered to 

shield by the government, and we were often the last 

to emerge from the pandemic due to on-going medical 

susceptibility. And with good reason, disabled people 

accounted for two thirds of all Coronavirus deaths in 

the UK. The British approach to “freedom” from Covid 

restrictions consistently placed the heavy burden of 

life limitations on disabled and “Clinically Extremely 

Vulnerable” (CEV) people. We were the ones who had 

to limit our lives by staying home to accommodate 

those libertarians who would not accept any 

limitations on theirs, putting us at most risk. 

The pandemic is still ongoing for many with 

compromised immunity, but for others returning to 

everyday life the threat of Covid will remain a bitter 

reminder that despite the many advances of the 

social model, medicalisation is never far away.

— Andrew Miller: Critical Friend

CRITICAL MASS SENSE PRESENTED BY BIDF  

(IMAGE CREDIT: GRAEME BRAIDWOOD PHOTOGRAPHY)
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PERCEPTIONS OF SELF AND PERCEPTIONS OF DISABILITY

60% of respondents said that Critical Mass made the biggest 

difference to their understandings and perceptions of disability. 

Interestingly, of the 60%, approximately half identified as 

having a disability themselves. This could also be linked to some 

participants telling us that their self-perceptions had changed 

due to them taking part in an inclusive dance project. 

“PERSONALLY, I’VE NEVER 
HAD THE EXPERIENCE TO 
WORK WITH PEOPLE OF 
DIFFERENT DISABILITIES 
… IT’S EDUCATED ME 
TO WANT BE ABLE TO 
CHANGE MY WAYS TO 
WORK WITH PEOPLE, 
AND ALSO EDUCATE 
MYSELF OF DIFFERENT 
DISABILITIES THAT ARE 
OUT THERE.” 
– PARTICIPANT

SOCIAL MODEL 
OF DISABILITY
Disabled people have been defined by their 

medical conditions for centuries. Historically this 

‘medical model’ placed responsibility on disabled 

individuals to solve all the problems of access 

created by their impairment whilst society made 

few, if any, concessions to make life easier. For 

many disabled people today, this medicalised 

approach is associated with profoundly negative 

experiences of social exclusion. Conversely 

the social model - developed in the 1970s by 

disabled people - states that it is society’s 

structures and environments that disable us, 

not our impairments, and it places the emphasis 

of improvement and inclusion as a collective 

responsibility. So, it is perhaps not surprising 

that some disabled people altogether resist 

self-identifying in the language of medical 

impairment. The social model has revolutionised 

perceptions of disability in the cultural world 

- where it has long been embedded in disability-

led arts practice - and it has opened up huge 

possibilities for disabled artists (see the work of 

commissioning agency Unlimited), audiences and 

participants, as illustrated by Critical Mass. 

— Andrew Miller: Critical Friend

“BECAUSE EVERYBODY 
WITHIN CRITICAL MASS 
HAS GOT DIFFERENT 
ABILITIES, I THINK 
WE’RE MORE ALL IN THE 
SAME BOAT IF YOU LIKE. 
NOBODY’S JUDGING 
BECAUSE WE’RE ALL IN IT 
TOGETHER.” 
– PARTICIPANT

“I DON’T SEE MYSELF HAS 
HAVING A DISABILITY, I 
SEE MYSELF AS HAVING 
THE ABILITY TO DANCE.” 
– PARTICIPANT
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We have seen evidence that Critical Mass has built the 

confidence of participants by exposing people to different lived 

experiences than they are used to coming into contact with. 

This act of rubbing shoulders with one another has important 

implications for individuals, who then begin to think and act 

differently.

A participant’s parent further elaborated on this, explaining that 

their son rarely had the opportunity to meet a range of new 

people. They had actively accessed groups outside of Critical 

Mass, however these were primarily focused on engaging 

with other young people who identify as neurodiverse. Whilst 

these groups undoubtedly have value, and we wish to draw no 

comparison in the way in which different types of provision is 

focused, the participant’s parent stressed how Critical Mass had 

provided a rare opportunity for their son to develop his identity, 

outside of a space where he primarily connected with people 

because of his disability.

AUDIENCE AND MEDIA PERCEPTIONS

Discussions around how Critical Mass was perceived externally 

centred on two polar perspectives. On the one hand, participants 

were delighted by the exposure they received, and the interest 

taken in the project overall. On the other hand, there was also 

a feeling that Critical Mass often had second billing promotion 

and there was a lack of balanced portrayal. Reflecting on how 

Critical Mass performances were captured during the Opening 

Ceremony, one of the producers remarked that this was in fact 

part of their plans.
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“I LIKED IT BECAUSE I WAS 
[PARTICIPANT NAME] 
THE DANCER AND NOT 
[PARTICIPANT NAME] 
THE BOY WITH AUTISM. 
I FELT INCLUDED. A LOT 
OF PEOPLE WHO KNOW 
ME ONLY KNOW ME WITH 
AUTISM. IT WAS NICE TO 
GO SOMEWHERE WHERE I 
WAS ONE OF THE REST OF 
THE GROUP.” 
– PARTICIPANT

“WE WANTED TO BLEND 
IN AND BE PART OF 
THE WHOLE BECAUSE 
THERE WAS SOMETHING 
ABOUT IT NOT BEING A 
TOKENISTIC THING, BUT 
SHOWING THAT WE WERE 
PART OF THE MASS.” 
– PRODUCER

INCLUSIVE FUTURE
 

As the cultural sector becomes a friendlier 

environment for disabled people to participate 

as artists, employees and audiences, the need for 

tokenism diminishes. But this has been a process 

that has taken decades and continues to evolve.

— Andrew Miller: Critical Friend

However, accepting that we currently live in an ableist society, 

then we cannot afford to lose any ground on visibility of disability 

in culture, media and sport. Over the course of the project, we 

documented instances where planned press contributions 

from participants were condensed. One example came during 

the Critical Mass performance at the Commonwealth Games 

Opening Ceremony.
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“WE HAD A WHOLE LIST OF BULLET POINTS 
ABOUT CRITICAL MASS FACTS, THINGS 
THAT A PRESENTER WILL WANT TO RATTLE 
OFF... THAT WAS HOW THEY (PARTICIPANTS)
REHEARSED IT. AND SO, EVERYONE WAS REALLY, 
REALLY HAPPY. AND THEN ON THE ACTUAL 
DAY, WE NEVER GOT AN ANSWER. SOMETHING 
CHANGED IN TERMS OF MEDIA, WHETHER IT’S 
TIME, WHETHER THERE WAS AN INCIDENT, I 
DON’T KNOW WHAT HAPPENED. IT’S JUST THE 
WORLD OF MEDIA, I GUESS. SO, IT DID NOT 
PLAY OUT THE WAY THAT IT DID IN THE DRESS 
REHEARSAL.” 
– PRODUCER

CRITICAL MASS WONDROUS STORIES 

(IMAGE CREDIT:  BILL BISHOP PHOTOGRAPHY)
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The overall audience engagement figures for this event far-

surpassed all other Critical Mass performances, with a 5.2 

million television viewers peak .9 Critical Mass played out to a 

global audience and was directly referred to by commentators. 

However, there was still a sense that this could have gone 

further. In the 442 seconds that the Critical Mass ensemble 

were on stage, 89 seconds screen time was reserved for their 

performers – including 49 seconds of footage. In comparison, 

professional dancers received 198 seconds of total screen 

time.  Further analysis, according to screen time for people with 

disabilities and non-disabled people, would add further to this 

point.10

This was a disappointment for the performers, but we also 

question whether this was symptomatic of wider missed 

opportunities for greater press exposure of the project and 

its participants.  According to the UN11 , the media is a vital 

instrument to “change societal misconceptions and present 

persons with disabilities as individuals that are a part of human 

diversity.” Questioning media practices is beyond the scope 

of this project but we believe this fits into a more general 

discussion of whether the external environment Critical Mass 

sits in is hospitable of inclusive practices.

9  ‘Birmingham 2022 delivers record 57.1m BBC streams’: https://www.
sportspromedia.com/news/birmingham-2022-bbc-sport-broadcast-streaming-
commonwealth-games/

10  Note from the Critical Mass Executive Producer: “In this instance screen 
visibility of Critical Mass dancers is being compared with the screen visibility 
of professional dancers. Whilst the point is an important one to make, it’s also 
worth bearing in mind is that professional companies will also feature people 
with disabilities that weren’t part of Critical Mass.

11  UN (2016) Disability and the Media: https://www.un.org/development/desa/
disabilities/resources/disability-and-the-media.html

AN AESTHETICS OF CARE

The infrastructure and team that was put into place for Critical 

Mass is a particular strength of the project, with highly skilled 

staff and freelancers collaborating to ensure a diverse range 

of participants could access the project. The diagram below 

illustrates the structure of the delivery team, with a central 

hub existing from FABRIC, and a central producer's role, 

connecting with an Inclusion Champion and Lead Artist. These 

two roles, responsible for the artistic vision and accessibility 

and inclusiveness of the programme, liaised with staff at FABRIC 

and a team of Dance Leaders, responsible for delivering weekly 

sessions, and Support Workers, responsible for the pastoral 

care of participants. Consultants with expertise in equality, 

diversity and inclusion and dance, were drawn on throughout the 

process. 

MEDIA 
REPRESENTATION 

Despite accounting for 20+% of our 

national population disabled people have 

remained largely under-represented 

and invisible. There is still a tendency in 

society when confronted with disability, 

to look away, to avert a direct gaze. And 

that aversion can also be found in mass 

media. Cameras rarely focus on disabled 

participants at major events or arrivals 

on red carpets, preferring to relay the 

normative to audiences at home. As one 

of the first generation of disabled kids tv 

presenters in the 1980’s I helped ensure 

disabled people were visible on television 

and acted as a role model for others to 

follow. Progress in the years since has 

been, at best, inconsistent. Moments of 

equality have come and gone whilst few 

disabled stars have emerged. But in the 

last 5 years significant progress has 

occurred with the advent of groups such 

as the British Film Institute Disability 

Screen Advisory Group who since 2018 

have led industry conversations on ableism 

and “cripping up”, whilst advocating for 

authentic representation of disabled 

characters… In short, it's becoming 

harder to look away. 

— Andrew Miller:

     Critical Friend

“WHAT HAS EVOLVED IS 
INCREDIBLE. AND WHEN YOU 
SEE IT IS NOT ON A RING AT THE 
COMMONWEALTH GAMES, YOU 
SEE IT IN THE DRESSING ROOM, 
THAT'S WHERE YOU SEE IT. 
BECAUSE ACTUALLY, THAT'S WHERE 
THERE'S NO DISTINCTION BETWEEN 
INDIVIDUALS”  
– INCLUSION CHAMPION
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“I THINK THE MOST BEAUTIFUL PART IS THAT 
PEOPLE FEEL THIS IS THE JOURNEY … TO HAVE 
THE COMMITMENT TO COME TO A WEEKLY 
SESSION DESPITE THE FACT THAT YOU’RE 
NOT IN A PERFORMANCE, OR TO CHEER ON 
OTHERS … THAT IS SOMETHING THAT I HAVE 
NOT SEEN … THEY ARE LOOKING AT IT AS 
TEAMWORK.”JUDGE.” 
–DANCE LEADER

CRITICAL MASS B2022 SMITHFIELD FESTIVAL SITE

(IMAGE CREDIT: KATE GREEN PHOTOGRAPHY)
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We propose that the project structure, the values and the skill of 

staff fostered a culture of care. We draw on the work of Applied 

Theatre Scholar, James Thompson, to provide a theoretical 

framework for our findings as we observed an aesthetic 

emerging around the project through the ways in which it 

integrated art and care. In Care Aesthetics,12  Thompson explores 

the relationship between art and care. 

12  Thompson, J (2022) Care Aesthetics. London: Taylor & Francis Ltd

He argues that through the process of working with people and 

materials, care takes place and equally, that high-quality care 

found in formal health settings or informally in our day to day 

lives, has a certain aesthetic quality. Thompson asserts that 

“greater attention should be paid to the caring possibilities of the 

arts so that we might realise richer, more life enhancing human 

experiences” (2022: 22). In articulating ‘care’ here, we are not 

suggesting that artistic work with people with disabilities is ‘care 

provision’, rather we are suggesting that a reciprocal caring 

culture emerged through the project, with and between staff 

and participants (with and without disabilities) which became 

fundamental to the art itself and the sense of cohesion nurtured 

on and off stage.

Frequently, Critical Mass participants and staff fondly refer to 

the project as a ‘family’ and describe feelings of belonging and 

a shared commonality. A culture of respect and mutual regard 

was generated by both staff and participants, and this was 

cumulative; we witnessed a growing sense of cohesion evolving 

from weekly sessions to mass rehearsals. This also extended to 
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the online group, where our artist-in-residence at the session as 

part of Artist Takes described observing “mutual care, support, 

co-operation and acceptance.” Through this, a strong company 

ethos, with a distinct artistic and social language emerged from 

the project. This aesthetic was integral to developing changes 

in perceptions and self-perceptions of disability as participants 

and staff shared a clear common purpose and set of values. 

The relationship between the Inclusion Champion and Lead 

Artist illustrates this. Rather than working as separate entities 

in tension, their practices integrated and worked in concert to 

develop ‘careful art’ (Thompson, 2022). Their relationship was 

essential to creating, as far as was in their power, the conditions 

for inclusive mass participatory dance where art and care 

shared a symbiotic relationship on and off stage.

This culture of care was modelled with and by the Dance 

Leaders and Support Workers and became embedded 

across the cast. Many Support Workers danced onstage with 

participants on a one-to-one basis, experiencing an intimate, 

embodied relationship which illuminates the aesthetic qualities 

of their pastoral care.

SOCIAL JUSTICE

Social justice is defined as ‘the objective of creating a fair and 

equal society in which each individual matters, their rights are 

recognised and protected, and decisions are made in ways that 

are fair and honest.’ 13

13   Oxford Reference. Available at: https://www.oxfordreference.com/
view/10.1093/oi/authority.20110803100515279

Emerging particularly in the latter half of the project, was a 

growing sense of participants having the confidence to make 

demands around their needs and ambitions for the project. In 

line with this, it was notable in the later reflection sessions 

with participants, that their confidence in articulating issues 

and challenges arising from the project had grown. There are 

examples of how the project is having a longer-term impact 

on participants’ confidence in realising equitable status within 

wider society.

“I couldn't make the original rehearsal as my mom 

wouldn't be able to enter as a support. We didn't 

realise this until the last minute. Without any form 

of support it would be really hard for me to take 

part, but I really wanted to after so much hard 

work ...I used my new confidence to get what I 

needed out of the project. It was amazing to be 

part of the Opening Ceremony and breaking down 

barriers. I hope people with disabilities will be 

included in big events and hopefully it will help 

people understand and not be too quick to judge.” 

- Participant14

14  Note from the Critical Mass Senior Producer: “For the purposes of context, it 
is worth noting here that participants will not always have been aware of who 
'main organisers', or 'Opening Ceremony' staff were in distinction to other teams 
across the project and externally. We recognise that in this instance whilst a 
participant may have felt 'left out' that was not a decision made by any one party 
alone and speaks more to the challenges around communication between teams, 
than to any one party's stance on inclusion.”

“I THINK MINE AND [THE LEAD 
ARTIST’S] RELATIONSHIP 
WAS VERY PRACTICAL, AND 
CONVERSATIONAL, AND 
PERSONAL - TOGETHER WE WERE 
SEEKING TO UNDERSTAND. AND 
IT SHIFTED BETWEEN ALL THOSE 
PLACES.” 
– INCLUSION CHAMPION

“MY INCLUSIVE PRACTICE 
AWARENESS COMPLETELY 
REVOLUTIONISED THROUGH 
WORKING NOT JUST ON 
CRITICAL MASS, BUT WITH 
[THE INCLUSION CHAMPION] 
… SO THAT IS NOW PART OF 
ME, AND MY LIFE, WHICH WAS 
NOT NECESSARILY THERE 
BEFORE … I LEARNED NEW 
MODELS AND WAYS TO BUILD 
STRUCTURES TO SUPPORT 
THE INDIVIDUAL AND THE 
GROUP COME TOGETHER AS A 
COMPANY.” 
– LEAD ARTIST
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 “BEING PART OF SOMETHING 
REALLY BIG AND SHOWING THE 

WORLD THAT ANYONE CAN 
PERFORM, NO MATTER WHAT.”

–PARTICIPANT

“BEING PART OF A MASS INTEGRATED CAST WHO HAVE 
HOPEFULLY CHANGED PEOPLE’S PERCEPTIONS OF WHAT 
DANCE CAN BE! SEEING EVERYONE DANCING TOGETHER 
ON A PROFESSIONAL PLATFORM WITH PROFESSIONALS, 
MADE ME FEEL AS EQUALLY IMPORTANT AND VALUED.” 

– PARTICIPANT

Participants’ individual and collective sense of action evolved 

with the project. This is evident in the participants’ selection of 

their ‘Most Significant Change’ story.  

“During the Opening Ceremony, for some reason 

the main organisers left us out of things like 

the finale - I didn’t feel this was inclusive. Some 

of us weren’t happy and raised our voices and 

shared our concerns with the Opening Ceremony 

organisers. The leaders in Critical Mass backed 

our case which was really nice. In conclusion, 

some of us were invited to take part.”

-  Participant 

We observed participants’ sense of pride in coming together en 

masse. In addition to the personal and creative experience that 

this provided, particularly through the Opening Ceremony, many 

participants drew on the socio-political importance of their 

collective contribution to the performance, as their highlight of 

the project. 

“PERFORMING 
TOGETHER IN AN 
INCLUSIVE GROUP 
WITH SUPPORTIVE 
PEOPLE. SHOWING 
THAT DANCE IS FOR 
EVERYONE.” 
– PARTICIPANT
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What’s more, we observed instances of participants learning 

life skills and broadening their horizons. A participant with 

disabilities voiced that being part of Critical Mass has improved 

their confidence to a point that they feel more able to travel and 

visit places that they previously felt intimidated by:

Feeling more confident to enter the city centre is a huge 

achievement on a personal level. Further, a possible ancillary 

benefit of increased diversity in our public spaces will be to 

make Birmingham’s social spheres richer as a result - increasing 

the likelihood of the general public being exposed to the lives 

of others. Further research is required to see whether this 

hypothesis holds true but in the immediate sense, it appears 

that within Critical Mass  there are important lessons in how to 

foster an environment that encourages people to overcome a 

range of mental barriers.

CRITICAL MASS DEMONSTRATED INCLUSIVE PRACTICE. 
BUT WAS THE PROJECT INCLUDED IN THE WIDER 
ENVIRONMENT?

The structure of the project meant that it was exposed to 

an external environment. On the one hand, this maximised 

local resources as organisations shared knowledge, skills 

and opportunities with and from Critical Mass. On the other 

hand, this meant there were times when the inclusive and 

collaborative culture of Critical Mass was compromised by 

conflicting priorities of outside partners. Staff members across 

the reflection groups noted the friction between the aims 

and objectives of Critical Mass and the practical and artistic 

demands of working with external professional production 

companies. Balancing the needs of a voluntary cast with the 

expectations, systems and processes necessary to produce a 

mega event was difficult to marry and remains a key question for 

those building on the legacy of Critical Mass.

The views and responses of audiences are interesting to note as 

inclusion can be visible but inclusive approaches are harder to 

see and comment on at the point of performance. For example, 

the audience response to Wondrous Stories was very positive: 

overall, 80% of audience members rated the event as ‘Excellent’ 

with some comments mentioning how it was good to see people 

with different disabilities taking part. 

SEAT AT THE TABLE 

Fundamentally inclusion relates to the quality 

of the human experience. It’s definitely not a 

natural consequence of having a diverse team 

or organisation; we need to design for it. To do 

this effectively, we need to work with the people 

we’re designing it for to fully understand what 

they need to feel valued and included in our 

work, policies, processes, physical and online 

environments. For way too long deaf, disabled, 

neurodiverse and learning-disabled people have 

not had a seat at this table — which is why so 

much of society alienates and disables us. Aiming 

for diversity means we need to acknowledge our 

differences, whilst inclusion asks that everyone 

can feel equally valued and are free to bring their 

authentic selves to the mission. Only then can 

social justice and equality be truly achieved. 

— Andrew Miller, Critical Friend

“BIRMINGHAM IS A REALLY 
BIG CITY. I DON’T GO DOWN 
THERE MUCH, BUT AFTER 
THIS, I MIGHT HAVE MORE 
DAYS OUT THERE BECAUSE IT’S 
MORE THAN A CITY, IT’S LIKE A 
COMMUNITY.”  
– PARTICIPANT
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“JUST BECAUSE SOMEONE SAYS, 
‘WE ARE REALLY PRO-INCLUSION, 
AND WE LOVE WHAT THIS PROJECT 
IS ALL ABOUT’ … WHAT THEY DON’T 
SEE OR UNDERSTAND IS WHAT THAT 
LOOKS LIKE IN REALLY PRACTICAL 
TERMS. SO, AT THE MOMENT I’M HAVING 
A CONVERSATION WITH THEM ABOUT 
SCHEDULING, OR ABOUT WHY WE CAN’T 
TELL THEM THAT NUMBER RIGHT NOW, 
WE NEED A LITTLE BIT MORE TIME ON THAT, 
OR THE FACT THAT THE PROCESS IS QUITE 
ITERATIVE AND BASED ON PARTICIPANT NEEDS. 
THAT’S WHERE YOU START TO SEE THIS CLASH OF 
LIKE, ‘YEAH, WE WANT TO BE INCLUSIVE, BUT WE 
ARE WORKING TO THIS TIMELINE AND WE’VE GOT A 
DEADLINE TO MEET’.” 
- PRODUCER

However, there was a view from some of the project team that a 

co-creation approach to working with Critical Mass participants 

would have brought about new/more possibilities for their 

development, even if this didn’t change audience perception 

very much. Of the performance opportunities lined up for Critical 

Mass, it was pre-determined that a co-creation approach would 

only be possible in 1 or 2, and not with Wondrous Stories and 

the Opening Ceremony owing to their overall creative brief 

being established before Critical Mass had worked out its own 

choreographic creative direction.

CRITICAL MASS SENSE PRESENTED BY BIDF 

(IMAGE CREDIT: GRAEME BRAIDWOOD PHOTOGRAPHY) 
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KEY FINDINGS

 n When asked if Inclusive dance practice is stronger in the 

West Midlands as a result of Critical Mass, on average staff 

scored this 8.4 out of 10 and freelancers scored this 8.0 out 

of 10

 n When asked if they’d developed new skills in inclusive 

dance practice and will use these skills to facilitate more 

accessible opportunities in the future as a result of 

Critical Mass, on average staff scored this 8.3 out of 10 and 

freelancers scored this 8.2 out of 10

 n When asked if they believed the projects partnership 

structure was well defined and channels of communication 

into the strategic, operational and artistic aspects were 

clear, on average staff scored this 6.2 out of 10 and 

freelancers scored this 5.5 out of 10

 n When asked if they felt it connected them with other people 

in their field, on average freelancers scored this 8.7 out of 

10

 n When asked if they felt it provided opportunities for 

collaboration, on average freelancers scored this 8.3 out 

of 10

 n 100% of freelancers rated their experience overall as 

either ‘good’ (57%) or ‘excellent’ (43%)

 n Critical Mass was developed from a strong vision and 

partnership basis and built on previous learning. The 

project's relationship with funder objectives was well 

aligned and staff were representative of the project. 

However, it was felt that more could have been done at 

project inception and design stages to involve people with 

disabilities and their parents/carers in decision making.  

 n The core team was made up of skilled professionals who 

shared the same set of values, including the ability to adapt, 

reflect and implement learning on an iterative basis. This 

was key to driving the project forward. 

 n However, there were clear gaps identified within the core 

team. This included the provision of an Access Coordinator, 

as responsibility for practical management of access 

provisions tended to oscillate between FABRIC and the 

Inclusion Champion, whose role was designed to be more 

consultative.

 n Co-creation was a key enjoyment factor for participants and 

Dance Leaders. The project design and creative involvement 

of participants maximised inclusive practice and feelings 

of artistic challenge, which is potentially an area for future 

artistic investigation as part of the legacy plans.

OUTCOME 4: INTEGRATED INCLUSIVE DANCE PRACTICE IN THE WEST MIDLANDS WILL 
BE EMBEDDED AND SUSTAINABLE, AND WEST MIDLANDS DANCE ORGANISATIONS AND 
PRACTITIONERS ACKNOWLEDGED AS SECTOR LEADERS
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“WHO'S IN THE ROOM? … IS THE PARENT/CARER IN THE ROOM? HAVE THEY BEEN 
CONSULTED? ARE THEY CO-CREATORS? YES, THEY ARE. PARENTS AND CARERS 
ARE CO-CREATORS.”  
– INCLUSION CHAMPION

PROJECT INCEPTION AND DEVELOPMENT

Critical Mass evolved from a strong partnership structure and 

ambition, which built on local knowledge and learnings from 

pilot project, Beyond Borders, delivered in 2021. The initial ideas 

for Critical Mass were developed by the Dance Development 

Leaders Group (DDLG), a unique strategic group made up of over 

70 dance practitioners and organisations in the West Midlands. 

Harnessing regional skills and knowledge greatly benefited the 

project and there is significant potential to build on the impetus 

created through Critical Mass through the partners commitment 

to legacy. 

 

29% of staff members identified as disabled, neurodiverse or 

having a long-term health condition. This is over-representative 

compared to Birmingham’s 2011 census data that shows 9.15% 

of the local population identify as disabled.    

Despite this, it was observed by some staff members that more 

could have been done to directly involve participants with 

disabilities and their parents/carers in the initial development of 

the project.

PROJECT PARTNERSHIP STRUCTURE

When asked if they believed the project's partnership structure 

was well defined and channels of communication into the 

strategic, operational and artistic aspects were clear, on 

average staff scored this 6.2 out of 10. Freelancers rated this 

lower on average: 5.5 out of 10, suggesting comms could have 

been better cascaded. 

Staff felt communication was at times slow further up at 

executive level, particularly getting approval from Birmingham 

2022 Festival team for sign off on assets and changes of 

process.

The project's partnership structure was located within the West 

Midlands and responsible for different aspects of the project 

(strategic, methodological, operational) and its legacy. This 

brought a wealth of local knowledge and relationships to the 

project. In addition, 94% of staff were drawn from Birmingham 

and the West Midlands and were representative of the DDLG 

network and/or independent and company-based practitioners 

from across the region.  
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There were no responses for the categories of:

n attending with children under 14,

n born overseas, 

n mainly speak a language other than English, 

n LGBTQIA+
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GAPS IN THE CORE PROJECT TEAM

Key learning around the structuring of the core team was 

developed during the mid-stages of the project. Having 

additional full-time members of staff attached to specific 

project cycle would have provided more consistency and 

focus, and alleviated pressure from the stretched producing 

team.

“IT WOULD HAVE BEEN 
INTERESTING TO HAVE A KIND 
OF SLIGHTLY DIFFERENT 
STRUCTURE THAT SAW 
SPECIFIC PEOPLE FOCUSED 
... AROUND EACH OF THE 
MOMENTS, BUT STILL HAD 
SOME CONSISTENCY 
THROUGH.” – PRODUCER

“WE QUICKLY REALISED THAT NOT ACTUALLY HAVING PEOPLE 
FULL TIME AND DEDICATED TO THE PROJECT MEANT THERE 

WERE GAPS SPECIFICALLY AS THINGS INCREASE IN INTENSITY, 
OR WE REALISED HOW COMPLEX SOME OF THE SCENARIOS ARE 

IN TERMS OF RESPONDING TO NEED … WE DID HAVE TO START TO 
PULL FROM OTHER AREAS TO KIND OF BACKFILL SOME OF THOSE 

ROLES, OR TO BRING IN EXTRA SUPPORT AT DIFFERENT TIMES, 
WHICH I GUESS MAY NOT HAVE BEEN NEEDED, IF WE WOULD HAVE 

HAD A MORE CONSISTENT CORE TEAM.” 
– PRODUCER

It was also felt that having a dedicated Access Chamoion 

would have been beneficial as often responsibilities around the 

practical management of access provisions oscillated between 

the participant personnel role at FABRIC and the Inclusion 

Champion, whose role was designed to be more consultative.  
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SUPPORT WORKERS

Although embedding pastoral support into participatory projects 

is common practice within the arts and cultural sector, the 

integration of trained Support Workers into mass participation 

settings is arguably less understood and represents an area 

of success. The Support Workers acknowledge that their 

role, although scoped from project inception and through an 

induction, was something that evolved. The Support Workers 

at times reported feeling uneasy about the clarity in their role, 

particularly when working within a new group setting where 

they lacked understanding of the group’s needs on an individual 

and collective basis.

However, the Support Workers’ ability to listen, be flexible 

and receptive in these situations became key to the role. They 

crafted an approach to supporting participants that drew on a 

particular set of skills and qualities, that we argue provides key 

learning for future projects. Essential to this, as described by the 

quotes, is the ability to listen, and make participants feel safe. 

Their ability to tune in and respond to the needs and dynamics of 

a space was integral to the role.

“I HAVE FOUND MYSELF 
FEELING QUITE ANXIOUS GOING 
INTO SOME REHEARSALS 
AND AT TIMES QUESTIONED 
WHETHER MY SUPPORT IS 
VALID.” 
– SUPPORT WORKER

“MY JOURNEY SHIFTED A LITTLE 
AFTER THE END OF THESE FIRST 
PERFORMANCES AS I MOVED 
TO DIFFERENT GROUPS.  THIS 
FELT LIKE STARTING AGAIN AND 
INVOLVED GETTING TO KNOW A 
DIFFERENT GROUP WHO WERE 
VERY DIFFERENT TO THE GROUP I 
HAD PREVIOUSLY BEEN WORKING 
CLOSELY WITH.” 
– SUPPORT WORKER

“JUST BEING THERE IS MUCH 
MORE THAN YOU THINK. 
THAT ENERGY YOU CARRY 
FOR A PERSON … YOU ARE 
THERE FOR SOMEONE, 
EVEN WITHOUT YOU 
SAYING I’M THERE FOR 
YOU ENERGETICALLY, 
THEY CAN FEEL THAT 
THEY’RE SAFE AROUND 
YOU.” 
– SUPPORT WORKER

“IT WAS SO COMPLEX. THE 
VARIABLES WERE JUST 

ENORMOUS IN THOSE 
[MASS] MOMENTS ... THOSE 

DECISIONS ABOUT WHERE AM 
I SERVING THIS BEST? … 

YOU KNOW, YOU’RE 
SCANNING … WHERE CAN I 

SEE ANXIETY? WHERE CAN I 
SEE A PROBLEM? 

THERE WERE ALL THESE 
PRACTICAL ISSUES THAT 
NEEDED RESOLVING ALL 

THE TIME … WHAT CAN I DO 
THAT’S REALLY GOING TO 
HELP OR DOES SOMEONE 

JUST NEED ME TO SIT AND 
GO AND JUST WAIT FOR 

THEM TO SHARE … 

WE WERE FLUID.”
– SUPPORT WORKER
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This sense of tuning in to the needs of a space was not 

restricted to the in-person sessions but was evident in the 

setting of the online group, with the Support Worker noting how 

they found it difficult figuring out ‘how to be a Support Worker 

online’. Similarly, to those working in in-person groups, the 

Support Worker describes ‘scanning’ the ‘room’ and then using 

the chat function and breakout rooms as tools for unlocking 

conversations and relationships. 

“IT WAS USING THE 
BREAKOUT ROOMS WITH 
THE PEOPLE THAT WERE 
KEEPING THEIR CAMERAS 
OFF AND USING THE 
CHATBOX … KEEP TRYING 
AND TRY AGAIN.”
 – SUPPORT WORKER

“I WAS WORKING WITH A BEAUTIFUL PARTICIPANT ...
 DANCING ONE-TO-ONE WITH HER AND SHE WAS TERRIFIED. 
SHE WAS ABSOLUTELY TERRIFIED, NERVOUS ABOUT GOING ON, 
AND SHE WOULD QUITE OFTEN NOT GO ON FOR A RUN AND BE 
PHYSICALLY SICK. 

AND SO IT WAS THIS REAL CHALLENGE OF REASSURING HER THAT 
YOU'RE GETTING HER THERE ... 

WHILST, YOU KNOW, I WAS TERRIFIED AS WELL ABOUT BEING 
THERE. AND THERE WAS THIS WONDERFUL MOMENT ON THE 
ACTUAL DAY WHERE WE’RE STANDING, OUR HEADS TOWARDS EACH 
OTHER IN THAT MOMENT, AND THE MUSIC GOES QUIET …

 SHE WAS JUST LOOKING AT ME, AND I COULD SEE, SHE TRUSTED 
ME. AND THERE WAS THAT REASSURANCE ...
 
AND WE DID THE DANCE. 

AND SHE DID IT BEAUTIFULLY AND DID IT ALL THE WAY.” 
– SUPPORT WORKER
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"BRINGING 
COLLABORATIVE 

APPROACHES TO FUTURE DANCE 
CLASSES, WHERE THE DANCERS/

STUDENTS HAVE CHOICES OR 
OPINIONS.”– DANCE LEADER 

“UNDERSTANDING 
HOW TO ADAPT DANCES 

TO SUIT DIFFERENT DANCE 
ABILITIES INCLUDING, THOSE 

WITH DISABILITIES (MORE 
INCLUSIVITY)".  - DANCE LEADER 

A STRONG CULTURE OF ADAPTABILITY,   
REFLECTIVITY AND REFLEXIVITY

A shared ambition for change amongst the Critical Mass team 

was evident, with clear understandings of both the specific 

challenges of the project and wider, systemic barriers to access 

and inclusion in the cultural sector and beyond. This suggests 

that project aims and approaches were well communicated 

and established, along with a solution-driven ethos; evident in 

the transparency and depth of the reflections elicited across 

the evaluation and the ways in which learning was actioned 

throughout the process.  

Staff members felt that trust amongst team members was a 

key tenet to working on Critical Mass, particularly given the 

ambitious and challenging nature of the project.  Some staff 

members felt that making further space to come together 

as a team would have been beneficial to strengthen support 

networks, particularly for those who were working remotely. It 

was also felt that enabling further opportunities for reflective 

dialogue would have helped to digest some of the challenges 

and questions arising from the process, whilst supporting 

practitioners to grapple with newfound understandings and 

crystallise their learning. The Support Workers ‘voted’ on a 

similar story around having space to reflect on the process, 

as being of significance to their collective experiences. This 

suggests that further embedded peer-to-peer support and 

opportunities to discuss practice as it evolved would be 

beneficial learning to future projects. 

DEVELOPING SKILLS, KNOWLEDGE, AND 
ORGANISATIONAL PRACTICES LINKED TO BETTER 
FACILITATING INCLUSIVE DANCE PRACTICES

When asked is inclusive dance practice in the West Midlands 

is stronger as a result of Critical Mass, staff scored this 8.4 out 

of 10. These included developing creativity and understandings 

of a range of needs to modify or translate dance routines, 

learning Makaton, skills around co-creation or collaborative 

working, inclusivity in mass participation, administrating 

access requirements and leadership skills in inclusive or mass 

participation settings. 

Organisational developments to strategy around equality, 

diversity and inclusion include setting up working groups, 

embedding access provision and making adaptations, and 

developing future partnership work and provision.

“WHAT IS THIS ALL ABOUT?  
WHY ARE WE HERE? WHO ARE 
THE PEOPLE I AM WORKING 
WITH? WHAT IS THEIR 
DANCE AND PERFORMANCE 
EXPERIENCE? WHAT IS IT 
LIKE FOR THEM IN THIS 
ENVIRONMENT?” – SUPPORT WORKER

“I GAINED A STRONGER SENSE 
OF PURPOSE. MY LEADERSHIP, 
CREATIVE AND OBSERVATION 

SKILLS ALL IMPROVED. I HAVE 
BECOME MORE CONFIDENT IN 
USING MY VOICE IN ARTISTIC 

SETTINGS TO IMPROVE OTHERS’ 
EXPERIENCES".

– LEAD ARTIST
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“IT’S MORE OF A PERSONAL DEVELOPMENT ... FROM BEING A 
PARTICIPANT IN WONDROUS STORIES, AND THEN BEING ASKED TO 
BE DANCE LEADER POST-WONDROUS STORIES, AND TAKING OVER A 
GROUP ...I WENT FROM LIKE A NOBODY TO A SOMEBODY, BECAUSE THE 
PROJECT GAVE ME THE CONFIDENCE, IT GAVE ME THE SKILLS, IT GAVE 
ME ALL THE DIFFERENT KINDS OF TOOLS I NEED TO BE SOMEBODY 
CREATIVELY AND ARTISTICALLY.”  
– DANCE LEADER

“THERE 
HAVE BEEN 

CHANGES...  FONT SIZE, BSL 
LEARNING, THERE’S BEEN 
TRAINING, THERE’S BEEN 
LOTS OF THINGS MOVING 

FORWARD THAT WE’VE TAKEN 
FROM CRITICAL MASS AND 

EMBEDDED THEM INTO 
FABRIC." 
– PRODUCER 

“I KIND OF WENT IN WITH THE MENTALITY THAT EVEN THOUGH 
THERE WERE PEOPLE THERE WITH DISABILITIES, THAT I FOR SOME 
REASON THAT WITH MY OWN DISABILITY AND CONDITIONS AND 
INSECURITIES THAT I WAS GOING TO BE JUDGED … I JUST FELT 
SO WELCOMED. WE ALL CAME TOGETHER ... EVEN THOUGH I WAS 
SUPPORTING THEM … I FELT SUPPORTED BY THEM AS WELL. THERE 
WAS ONE PARTICIPANT IN PARTICULAR … EVEN THOUGH SHE WASN'T 
IN MY GROUP, I JUST REALLY CONNECTED WITH HER … SHE WOULD 
JUST COME UP TO ME AND SAY, YOUR SKIN IS BEAUTIFUL … SUCH A 
LITTLE THING … BUT YOU KNOW, I FELT INCLUDED.” 
– SUPPORT WORKER

PERSONAL DEVELOPMENT

In parallel with the ‘journey’ described by participants, staff members have similarly evolved their skills, practices, and ways of 

thinking on a personal and professional level through Critical Mass. Increased confidence, awareness of issues surrounding equality 

and diversity and feelings of acceptance and growth were key themes to emerge across the evaluation with staff.

“I WILL USE THE SKILLS 
LEARNT MOVING 
FORWARDS IN ALL 
ASPECTS OF MY WORK 
... CONSIDERING ALWAYS 
HOW TO MAKE ACTIVITY 
MORE ACCESSIBLE.”
– DANCE LEADER
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“I FELT DISCONNECTED, BECAUSE AFTER THE PANDEMIC, I FELT LIKE FAR AWAY FROM PEOPLE ... SO ONCE 
I STEPPED INTO THE BIG GROUP SESSIONS, SLOWLY, I FELT LIKE PEOPLE WERE COMING TO ME SHARING 

THEIR FEELINGS. AND IT WAS KIND OF HEALING FOR ME AS WELL.”   
-SUPPORT WORKER 

ARTIST TAKES ILLUSTRATION BY ZAINA MAYAT
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INCLUSIVE DANCE PRACTICE IS STRONGER IN THE WEST 
MIDLANDS BECAUSE OF CRITICAL MASS

When asked if Inclusive dance practice is stronger in the West 

Midlands as a result of Critical Mass, on average staff scored 

this 8.4 out of 10. This is evident in the legacy discussions; 

decision-making and outgoing developmental plans being 

taken forward by the Critical Mass Partners. At the time 

of preparing this report, the partnership is reworking its 

structure and purpose to one which will exist without input 

from the Birmingham 2022 Festival team, but supported with 

unspent project funds reallocated to contribute to a new DDLG 

programme, a dedicated project legacy steering group and a 

‘softer landing’ project for some participants, dance artists 

and support workers to transition out of Critical Mass more 

gently.   At the same time, the Festival team is commissioning the 

creation of project ‘Playbook’ as an active tool to begin to share 

learnings with the wider industry and to support others who 

want to explore genuine inclusion within mega or mass cultural 

event contexts. 

CO-CREATION

SENSE was a project that was developed by Lead Artist Zoie 

Golding, in collaboration with Dance Artist Maiya Leeke and 

FABRIC, and was referred to most frequently by participants 

and Dance Leaders when describing their favourite elements 

of Critical Mass. The Lead Artist approached the project 

in a particularly inclusive way, drawing on feedback from 

participants who had struggled with the demands of previous 

rehearsal schedules to provide a rehearsal framework that 

allowed them to take part in as little or as much of the creative 

process as they were able to. 

“IT HAS BEEN FUN AND 
AMAZING TO WITNESS 

PARTICIPANTS’ 
ENGAGEMENT AND 

CO-CREATION. I THINK 
THEY REALLY VALUED 

THE EXPERIENCE AS THEY 
WERE ABLE TO DRAW 

FROM THEIR PERSONAL 
KNOWLEDGE AND TOOL 

KIT. THEY WERE GIVEN A 
VOICE AND THEY USED 

IT LOUDLY. THEY SAVOUR 
THEIR MOMENT TO SHINE 

AND HAVE A LAUGH.”
– DANCE LEADER 

The artistic framework was based on co-creation which fostered 

inclusivity in terms of artistic and physical expression. As is 

described by the Dance Leaders below, the project provided 

a turning point for participants. In addition to the company 

feeling more ‘blended’ and less siloed in their weekly groups, as 

explored in Outcome 2, participants had the opportunity to take 

ownership of elements of the creative process and narrative. 

process as they were able to.

“WORKING TOGETHER 
CREATIVELY AND IN A 

SOCIAL SPACE WAS GREAT. 
DANCE FACILITATED 
DIFFERENT PEOPLE 

WITH DIFFERENT DANCE 
ABILITIES COMING 

TOGETHER AND I ENJOYED 
THE DEVELOPMENT 

STAGE.” 
– PARTICIPANT 
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“IT FELT MORE PERSONAL BECAUSE IT WAS EVERYBODY’S 
MOVES COMING TOGETHER TO CREATE A PERFORMANCE.”   

– PARTICIPANT 

CRITICAL MASS SENSE PRESENTED BY BIDF (IMAGE CREDIT: GRAEME BRAIDWOOD PHOTOGRAPHY) 
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BIRMINGHAM WEEKENDER- BIRMINGHAM HIPPODROME 

(IMAGE CREDIT: GRAEME BRAIDWOOD PHOTOGRAPHY) 
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INTRODUCTION

 In the summer of 2022, Walsall’s Black Country Dance Hub 

(BCDH) delivered a brand-new dance project called D-Sign 

that worked with D/deaf or hard of hearing young people aged 

between 16 and 30 years old. Inspired by Critical Mass, the 

D-Sign project worked towards developing a group dance 

performance at Birmingham Weekender in the Bullring shopping 

centre on Saturday 27th August. The dance itself was created in 

conjunction with artists from Deaf Men Dancing, a collaboration 

of professional D/deaf dancers led by Choreographer and 

Artistic Director from Deaf Men Dancing. Taster sessions and 

rehearsals took place at Walsall Arena.

SUMMARY OF THEMES AND KEY FINDINGS

 n Connecting with other D/deaf people 

 n Tailored support 

 n Inclusive practice = Innovative practice

 n Collaboration 

 n Increased skills and confidence

 n Issues with recruitment 

 n Social connections: enhanced networks 

 n Changed perceptions of disability and inspiration 

 n Legacy and wanting to continue

 n Learning from others 

INITIATION

The D-Sign project emerged in response to learning from 

Critical Mass. Namely, according to the minutes from the 

partner meeting, that “while 49% of the access budget was 

dedicated to D/deaf participation, only 2% of participants 

identified as D/deaf.” Likewise, according to baseline data, Black 

Country participants were underrepresented in comparison 

to other geographic regions. This sparked conversations with 

local arts organisations about ways in which to address this 

underrepresentation. Further discussions with Critical Mass’ 

sole funder, Spirit of 2012, revealed a reallocation of new funding 

to enhance the work of Critical Mass. This is how the D-Sign 

project was first conceived.

The project was brokered with Black Country Dance Hub to 

lead on project management. Negotiations with Deaf Men 

Dancing and Black Country Dance Hub had begun in earnest 

from May 2022, with Deaf Men Dancing looking to deliver on 

the creative vision and process for the performance itself. This 

central partnership proved pivotal in delivering D-Sign with 

a tight turnaround of two months over July and August 2022. 

The Audience Agency were brought on at the end of July to 

evaluate the programme, agreeing an evaluation framework and 

methodology to capture key outcomes (See Appendix). 

D-Sign’s original objectives were:

 n  Engage 30 young D/deaf people (aged 16-30), with the age 

limits possible to be reduced; the project will be delivered 

and planned with the express involvement of Deaf Men 

Dancing.  

 n Delivered over 2 months, July and August.

 n The co-creative process will result in a performance at   

Birmingham Weekender, part of Birmingham 2022 Festival.

BIRMINGHAM WEEKENDER- BIRMINGHAM HIPPODROME 

(IMAGE CREDIT: GRAEME BRAIDWOOD PHOTOGRAPHY)
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RECRUITMENT

Significant problems were experienced in the recruitment of 

participants for this project, which the project leads had to 

adapt to. We recorded multiple reasons for this from project 

leads:

 n Black Country Dance Hub is immensely experienced in 

delivering projects in community settings but had not 

worked specifically with D/deaf communities before. This 

meant they were having to engage new audiences in new 

ways that were relatively untested.

 n Recruitment was poorly timed around school holidays 

with no chance of embedding this opportunity into the 

curriculum.

 n It was felt that there was inadequate lead-in time. Black 

Country Dance Hub have strong connections with local 

schools and youth services but to utilise this effectively, 

they suggested that 12 months, rather than 2 months would 

be necessary to achieve buy-in from this age demographic.

 n Sign off on the project was too slow – although the partner 

meetings were useful, project leads found that sign off and 

initiation arrived too late to deliver on the target numbers 

they had in mind.

Of the target of 30, D-Sign was able to secure two participants 

from the D/deaf community, neither of which were from the 

Black Country region, but instead from Birmingham – having 

learnt about the project through their participation in Critical 

Mass. 

ADAPTION

Despite the disappointment in not recruiting as many 

programme participants as they would’ve liked, D-Sign was able 

to be proactive in response to these challenges and reposition 

the project. It was agreed among key stakeholders that the 

emphasis of the work would switch to depth of engagement 

with participants. The project remains specifically focussed 

on participants who are D/deaf (in contrast to the ‘inclusive 

practice’ approach of the Critical Mass project as a whole).

On the 19th August TAA agreed with Birmingham 2022 Festival 

and the D-Sign project leads to update their evaluation plan to 

reflect this new direction. Instead of survey data collection, TAA 

readjusted its focus and resources to conducting one-to-one 

interviews with participants, to better understand the depth of 

individual participant experience. Additionally, greater emphasis 

was placed on discussions with project leads and digital learning 

journals to gather insights about the project.

 

EVALUATION METHODOLOGY

As there were no performance moments which overlapped with 

other elements of Critical Mass and the timeline/structure is 

different, it was felt that collecting data from D-Sign according 

to the methods and frameworks of Critical Mass would do 

a disservice to the specific aims and needs of the project. 

Furthermore, this could potentially skew each project’s findings.

As a result, we generated a refined framework and data 

collection plan for the project which sits in relation to, but is not 

part of the existing Critical Mass framework. Findings and data 

collected as part of D-Sign have been incorporated into the final 

Critical Mass evaluation report, as a section within the wider 

evaluation work. As many of the themes, as well as the overall 

intention, shares impact, it makes sense to collate the learnings 

into one output.

BIRMINGHAM WEEKENDER- BIRMINGHAM HIPPODROME 
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EVALUATION TOOLS

A new framework was developed and evaluation tools were as 

follows:

 n Digital learning journals: Learning journals have been 

designed to capture learning from artists, project leads 

and participants as the project unfolds, particular aspects 

of the project they are enjoying and any questions or ideas 

that the work is prompting or inspiring. The journals were 

hosted by TAA on the collaborative web platform, Padlet, 

and made anonymous so respondents can be honest and 

feel confident in documenting both positive and negative 

aspects of the project.

 n Participant interviews: Baseline and endpoint interviews 

were conducted with the two participants. Although 

quantitative data collection wasn’t appropriate given the 

small population size, some of this qualitative research 

has been quantitated – as will be discussed further in the 

analysis.

 n Project lead summative reflection sessions: At the end of 

the project, we met with project leads from Black Country 

Dance Hub and Deaf Men Dancing to discuss all aspects of 

the project from their strategic vantage point.

DIGITAL LEARNING JOURNALS

TAA led an online evaluation training workshop for artist 

facilitators and producers involved in the D-Sign project. The 

group were introduced to the evaluation framework and toolkit 

and a learning journal to support continuous capture and 

reflection through the project. The learning journal was hosted 

by TAA on a private channel using the platform ‘Padlet’. When 

users searched the URL of the learning journal, they would 

arrive at a timeline of activity that they can then make additions 

to. On Padlet, respondents can utilise multimedia to tell their 

story and feedback on the process. 

The journal was utilised well – with positive feedback on the tool 

given by project leads: “with how we were using the learning 

journals… I know there's no right or wrong way, it was for future 

learning. So I really enjoyed doing that.” The tool helped to track 

the project’s journey and there was a mixture of observational 

quotes, video of workshops and vox pops from people in the 

room:

“I feel so proud!” a quote accompanying a video showing one of 

the dance leads celebrating with a participant on completing a 

complex piece of break dance choreography (observed by an 

assistant participant producer).

Overall, the digital learning journals proved a useful reflection 

tool for participants and evaluators. We were able to get a sense 

of what it was like to be in the room when workshops were 

happening and be led by those experiencing the activities in the 

moment. This influenced the topic guide of our interviews to a 

certain extent as we learnt what mattered to participants and 

producers based on the content, they chose to share with us 

through their journal.

DIGITAL LEARNING JOURNAL 
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PARTICIPANT INTERVIEWS

For participants, we captured their experience of D-Sign through 

a baseline and endpoint interview. The baseline interview was 

captured during their first workshop and the endpoint was 

captured following the completion of the final performance. For 

some of the questions, we asked the participants to give us a 

score out of 10 at the baseline and endpoint. 

We didn’t repeat their baseline responses so as not to 

prejudice their response to the endpoint. The results show a 

near universal positive upswing in their self-assessment of 

confidence, communication, dance ability and performance skills 

and experience:

PROJECT LEAD INTERVIEWS

We completed our data collection with project lead interviews. 

This included a final summative group discussion with members 

of Black Country Dance Hub, including:

 n Project manager

 n Producer

 n Assistant participation director

 n Support worker

 n A separate one-to-one interview with the Director from 

Deaf Men Dancing was also conducted.

THEMES AND KEY FINDINGS

CONNECTING WITH OTHER D/DEAF PEOPLE

Vox pops from the learning journals were used to capture 

thoughts in the moment. On one occasion, a participant talks 

about how important it is to be doing this project in the company 

of people with similar lived experiences to themselves. Later 

in the interviews, both participants revealed how they’d 

experienced discrimination in other areas of their life so it was 

valuable being in a room with likeminded people who understood 

what they were facing. 

PARTICIPANT BASELINE ENDPOINT POINTS DIFFERENCE (-/+)

Q.1: In the context of a dance setting, how confident do you feel?

Participant 1 5.5 8.0 +2.5

Participant 2 6.5 8.0 +1.5

Q.2: How would you describe your communication skills?

Participant 1 7.0 8.0 +1.0

Participant 2 8.5 9.0 +1.5

Q.3: How would you rate your dance ability?

Participant 1 7.0 7.0 0.0

Participant 2 6.5 9.0 +2.5

Q.1: How would you rate your performance skills and experience?

Participant 1 6.5 6.5 0.0

Participant 2 7.5 8.0 +0.5
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TAILORED SUPPORT

The relative intimacy of D-Sign meant it was different to Critical 

Mass as it could tailor support and target specific access needs. 

As one of the participants explained, they occasionally felt like 

they had to sacrifice their own professional development in 

order to work at the same pace as people with more complex 

needs than their own. This was not the case with D-Sign where 

they were better able to push themselves. Participants also 

mentioned how much they’ve enjoyed mixing with people who 

have different levels of hearing loss and learning how to adapt 

dance infrastructure to be more inclusive of others. 

INCLUSIVE PRACTICE = INNOVATIVE PRACTICE

In being inclusive of D/deaf performers, there were instances 

of true innovation and learning being passed along. Examples of 

this include how audio speakers were lowered on to the floor to 

allow people to feel the vibrations better. This was remarked on 

by Black Country Dance Hub’s project manager who reflected on 

a significant moment when they entered a room and “could see 

the effect and feel the effect ourselves because you can feel the 

reverberation through your feet”, continuing later: “not having 

worked with D/deaf people before, this was a whole different 

ballgame”. There was agreement that the innovative use of sound 

equipment from Deaf Men Dancing facilitated the quality of the 

work.

A further example occurred when producers experimented 

with different sound frequencies, pitches and bass levels to 

match what each participant had sensitivity to. Workshops were 

occasionally stopped altogether so they could see a show of 

hands that everyone could pick up musical cues. This in turn 

shaped the piece, and denotes a symbiotic relationship between 

access requirements and artistic processes. Overall, this shows 

the benefits of working with experts who were confident and 

knowledgeable in their field. By sharing best practice, it cut the 

learning curve of partners considerably and forged a symbiotic 

relationship between inclusion and innovation.

COLLABORATION

The final production was named ‘Vibrations’ and was strongly 

linked with the motif of the butterfly, a symbol of the deaf 

community and the vibration of its wings. The piece asks 

“what do you feel when you hear music?” and links with the 

aforementioned methodology of utilising sound wave vibrations. 

Deaf Men Dancing encouraged participants to come up with 

words that connect to the theme of vibrations. The BSL hand 

shapes for these words was then incorporated into ensemble 

dance moves. The collaborative nature of the work was noted in 

the learning journal by Black Country Dance Hub’s producer and 

then remarked on later: 

For the director of Deaf Men Dancing, collaboration is a vital 

ingredient for developing work that’s inclusive of D/deaf people. 

Their advice for others is to be collaborative and share ideas.

“THERE WAS JUST THIS MOMENT WHERE EVERYONE JUST 
FORMED AS ONE AND JUST SEEM TO GET ON LIKE THEY'D 
BEEN WORKING TOGETHER FOR SO LONG”. 
– PRODUCER

“BE REALLY COLLABORATIVE 
AND LISTEN TO OTHER 
PEOPLE. ESPECIALLY YOUNG 
PEOPLE. WHAT THEY WANT 
AND WHAT THEY LIKE - 
WHAT STYLE OF DANCE 
THEY LIKE. ENCOURAGE 
THEM TO HAVE THEIR INPUT 
INTO IT.” 
– DIRECTOR
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INCREASED SKILLS AND CONFIDENCE

Over the course of the baseline and endpoint interviews, the 

two biggest changes appear to be Participant 1’s confidence 

in a dance setting and Participant 2’s rating of their own dance 

ability. Beginning with Participant 1, when pressed as to why 

they rated themself between a 5 or a 6 during the baseline, they 

explained that although they’d had some experience performing 

drama in these sorts of settings, they’d never been part of a 

dance group working with other deaf people. They were also 

at that moment getting the impression from their first day that 

D-Sign would be far more intense and busier than Critical Mass 

and there would be a lot more to do. In comparison, Participant 

2 had been involved with D-Sign at an earlier stage so was 

feeling slightly more confident and had prewarned Participant 

1 on social media that this was a step up from what they had 

experienced before. For Participant 2, they explained that they 

were very cautious entering the project, having only limited 

15  Inequalities report, February 2020: https://www.healthwatchwalsall.co.uk/report/2020-02-04/inequalities-report-february-2020

experience in dance settings prior to joining Critical Mass 

and D-Sign. By the end, Participant 2 said they had surprised 

themself in how well they were able to pick up and follow 

routines, design their own choreography and input into the 

creative process.

ISSUES WITH RECRUITMENT

Recruitment was arguably the most substantial unresolved 

problem experienced over the project cycle. In the final 

summative reflection session with project leads, it was noted 

that a longer lead in time was required to deliver this sort of 

project more effectively. In particular, the near total absence of 

any R&D work was cited as a prominent limitation of the project 

overall. As a D-Sign Producer says: “I think there needs to be 

maybe like your first month or so it's just literally finding out 

what is actually out there. How many people are deaf and hard of 

hearing?” Indeed, in our own desk research we found similar 

concerns from other sectors. A 2020 Healthwatch report15  of 

inequalities for the Deaf and hard of hearing communities in 

Walsall found that “the exact numbers of Deaf/hard of hearing 

services users for Walsall could not be established”. 

The Healthwatch report found that people who are D/deaf or 

hard of hearing are not easily and not readily identifiable, and 

drew similar conclusions to D-Sign project leads that time must 

be taken to build relationships. 

 

SOCIAL CONNECTIONS - ENHANCED NETWORKS 
AND CO-OPERATION

The problems facing recruitment of programmes like this were 

further highlighted by one of the participants recollecting 

how sceptical they were when they first saw the opportunity 

advertised on Facebook: “When I saw the advert I thought: ‘that 

can't be real.’ So, I literally ignored it at first. I was like: 

“IF FUNDERS WANT TO WORK WITH A SPECIFIC DEMOGRAPHIC, I THINK 
IT'S REALLY IMPORTANT TO KNOW WHO ACTUALLY EXISTS THERE AND 
HOW MANY PEOPLE, WHAT ACTIVITIES ARE THEY INTERESTED IN, IF 
DANCE IS SOMETHING THAT THEY'VE EVER THOUGHT ABOUT, SO IT'S 
HAVING THOSE CONVERSATIONS WITH THOSE GROUPS, AND REALLY 
KIND OF GETTING TO KNOW THEM AS A COMMUNITY”.   
– PRODUCER

“I DEFINITELY BELIEVE IN 
MYSELF A LOT MORE WITH 
MY DANCE ABILITY NOW.”
– PARTICIPANT
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‘That's spam, that is’”. Only after reading information on the 

website did they have confidence that the opportunity was 

in fact real and free to participate in. On the other hand, 

both participants felt similarly that seeing Def Motion, a deaf 

dance company, perform at Birmingham International Dance 

Festival motivated them to take part in D-Sign. What’s more, 

unbeknownst to them, one of the dancers they met from Def 

Motion took part in D-Sign. This made them feel more at ease 

when they arrived for their first workshop as they recognised 

somebody that they knew.  

CHANGING PERCEPTIONS

Both participants were asked whether D-Sign had changed 

their perceptions of disability. Both answered in the affirmative 

but it was more the case that their pre-existing views had 

been strengthened through this experience. Namely, they felt 

empowered to do more and to challenge discrimination where 

they saw it. They also chose to talk about how this will support 

them in their professional roles as teachers as they will have 

more empathy with others when they’re struggling to learn 

something new and consider what barriers they might be 

experiencing – especially invisible disabilities. One participant 

was keen to hear how non-disabled people’s perceptions have 

been changed and to encourage more open dialogue around this 

topic more generally.

LEGACY AND WANTING TO CONTINUE

For Black Country Dance Hub their priority in the future is to 

make sure that they don’t lose the ground they’ve covered 

over the last year. They want to continue their research and 

consultation with the local D/deaf community with the view 

of delivering more work in 2023. Equally, there was wide 

agreement how much they enjoyed working with Deaf Men 

Dancing and that there was still a lot more to explore with them. 

Deaf Men Dancing were left in no doubt that they would like to 

return to Birmingham, to perform and collaborate with young 

D/deaf or hard of hearing people. For the participants, both 

are keen to continue dance but were again very keen to talk 

about how this experience could support their work as school 

teachers. One felt that bringing Dance Leaders into school 

settings could do wonders for building confidence of young 

people with disabilities. Rather than performing, they’d like to 

see Dance Leaders communicating with young people about 

how they got into dance, the barriers they faced and how they’ve 

encouraged the sector to change.

LEARNING FROM 0THERS

In our reflection sessions, Black Country Dance Hub 

demonstrated humbleness and openness in their prior 

inexperience of having not worked with D/deaf people before. 

What’s more, they were clearly receptive and wanting to change. 

For example, their producer spent time researching papers and 

approaches of teaching dance to D/deaf people. 

They found four key principles that they embedded into their 

approach, these were: 

 n Sequential presentation leads to sequential learning; 

 n Repetition is powerful; 

 n Judicious active instruction is beneficial;

 n  And a friendly environment is essential. 

The project team actively demonstrated their willingness to 

learn from others – especially through their relationship with 

Deaf Men Dancing, who have expertise in this field. What's 

more, Deaf Men Dancing took curiosity in others - recognising 

that deafness is a spectrum and it is therefore important that 

all cast members input into the creation of projects. A support 

worker from the project told us how much they enjoyed learning 

different sign language from participants and then how to 

incorporate these signs into the choreography. This facilitated 

a bottom-up approach to learning where each individual’s own 

lived experiences are respected and valued. With more time 

working together, it would've been worthwhile to see how BCDH 

and Deaf Men Dancing's twin attributes of collaboration and 

local knowledge could've been leveraged in the region.

BIRMINGHAM WEEKENDER- BIRMINGHAM HIPPODROME 
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RECOMMENDATIONS

 n Funders and policy makers need to build in adequate lead 

in time for R&D and relationship building. This is especially 

the case when working with people who are D/deaf in areas 

where evidence shows people are least likely to take part 

in publicly funded arts and culture (Walsall appears in the 

bottom 33% of places according to the Active Lives Survey 

on involvement in the arts – according to Arts Council 

England’s Creative People and Places16  initiative).

 n A more joined up approach is required to building 

relationships with communities. In the Black Country, there 

are organisations already working with D/deaf people who 

could be partnered with to leverage their networks and 

create a more rounded offer. Deaffest17  in Wolverhampton 

is the UK’s leading Deaf-led Film & Arts Festival supported 

by Zebra Access 18, a deaf-led charity. Likewise, Sandwell 

Deaf Community Association19  and Walsall Deaf People’s 

Centre20  both run events for young people and teens and 

the National Deaf Children’s Society 21 website allows you to 

search for local support groups.

16  Creative People and Places: https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/creative-people-and-places-0
17  Deaffest: https://deaffest.co.uk/about/about-deaffest/
18  Zebra Access: https://www.zebra-access.com/
19  Sandwell Deaf Community Association: https://www.sdca.co.uk/
20  Walsall Deaf People’s Centre youth group: https://www.facebook.com/funkykids20/
21  National Deaf Children’s Society: https://www.ndcs.org.uk/about-us/where-we-work/england/

 n Black Country Dance Hub are clearly committed to continue 

working strategically to build more opportunities for D/deaf 

people in the Midlands to enjoy dance. In supporting them to 

conduct a new project with adequate R&D, there’s potential 

to connect deaf-led organisations in the Black Country to 

the dance community.

 n Festival organisers need to be more receptive to the needs 

of D/deaf performers. The space that was provided for the 

D-Sign performance was in a busy shopping mall where 

project leads noted that the heavy background noise and 

echoing chatter caused challenges for D/deaf performers 

needing to focus on audio cues. In future, consultation 

and consideration of different access needs should better 

inform festival planning.

BIRMINGHAM WEEKENDER- BIRMINGHAM HIPPODROME 
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CWG OPENING CEREMONY CRITICAL MASS REHEARSAL 
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PARTICIPANT SURVEY IN FULL

Participants were asked to respond to questions over the 

course of the project, which is why there are several sources for 

this information. Where appropriate, we’ve calculated averages 

based on the midpoint and endpoint as these datasets were 

delivered within this scope of work, and are likely to give us 

the most reliable results. The midpoint received a total of 153 

individual responses whereas the endpoint received a total of 99 

responses. This gives a margin of error of at least 8% for a 95% 

confidence level across both datasets. Therefore, a good level of 

confidence can be given to the results of this quantitative data.

PARTICIPANT DEMOGRAPHICS

 n Critical Mass engaged 242 participants. This is 19.4% less 

than the original target number of 300 participants.22

 n Critical Mass succeeded in engaging an inclusive collective 

with 44.5% avg. of participants self-identifying as disabled, 

neurodiverse or having an impairment, exceeding the 

original project target of 35%. 

22   Over the course of the project, the original target of 300 participants was likely surpassed but this evaluation has focused on the Spirit of 2012’s definition of engagement, which meant that we only counted participants who had attended at least one 
weekly session.
23  Arts – Taking Part survey: https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/taking-part-201920-arts/arts-taking-part-survey-201920

 n The ethnic diversity of participants remained largely the 

same over the duration of the project:

n 11% Asian or Asian British 

n 9% Black or Black British

n 8% Mixed Heritage

n 70% White Backgrounds

n 2% A range of other backgrounds 

 n Despite the project engaging young people from across the 

West Midlands, targets were set according to Birmingham 

census, which is more ethnically diverse than the region.

 n There was an even spread across all age groups 16-30 with 

64.5% avg. aged 16-24.

 n 11% of participants self-identified as LGBTQIA+

 n 81% avg. participants identified as female, 16% avg. male. 

Approximately 1% identified as non-binary or in another 

way while 2% avg. preferred not to say. According to the 

latest Taking Part23  survey “Since data collection began 

in 2005/06, the trend has always been for men to be less 

likely than women to report having engaged in the arts.” 

Across all artforms, the survey found there to be a 6% gap 

between men and women, significantly less than the 65% 

gender disparity at Critical Mass

242
PARTICIPANTS

PARTICIPANT GENDER

16% MALE

81% FEMALE

2% 
PREFERRED 
NOT TO SAY1% 

NON-BINARY 
OR OTHER WAY
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BIRMINGHAM INTERNATIONAL DANCE FESTIVAL 2022 
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 n Based on target intentions, participants from 

Birmingham were accurately represented (38.6%). 

Whereas participants from the Black Country were 

underrepresented by nearly half (17.6%) and participants 

from West Midlands Combined Authority (excluding 

Birmingham and the Black Country) and Beyond the West 

Midlands combined authority were overrepresented 

(13.6% and 29.9% respectively). 

 n The target intentions set by the Birmingham 2022 Festival 

team group local authority areas into the following 

brackets: 

 n    40% - Host City: Birmingham City Council. 

 n    30% - Black Country: Sandwell Council; Dudley  

       Council; Walsall Council; City of Wolverhampton  

       Council.

 n 20%  - Beyond the West Midlands Combined  

       Authority: Herfordshire Council; Staffordshire    

       County Council; Shropshire County Council;  

       Warwickshire County Council; Worcester

       City Council West Midlands Combined

 n    10% - West Midlands Combined Authority   

       Constituent Member Areas (outside of Birmingham

       and the Black Country): Coventry City Council; 

       Solihull Metropolitan Borough Council

       

MAKING A DIFFERENCE: PARTICIPANTS

The following data shows us what participants thought of 

the project. Overall, there was a strong correlation across 

midpoint and endpoint results with the majority of participants 

responding in the affirmative to all statements:• 

 n From the baseline to the endpoint, the following average 

difference was calculated across the ONS subjective 

wellbeing questions:

n How happy did you feel yesterday?                                

An average +7%  positive increase in participants       

self-assessment of how happy they felt yesterday

 n   How anxious did you feel yesterday? 

An average -13% drop in in participants self-

assessment of how anxious they felt yesterday

 n   How much do you think the things you’re doing 

like work, volunteering, helping family, school, 

university, being part of this project are worthwhile?                 

An average +1% positive increase in participants 

self-assessment of finding things worthwhile

 n  How satisfied are you feeling about life at the  

     moment?

An average +3% positive increase in  participants 

self-assessment of how they feel about life at the 

moment
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 n 92% of participants rated their overall experience as either 

‘Good’ or ‘Excellent’ by the endpoint. Furthermore, between 

the midpoint and the endpoint, there was a 12% increase in 

respondents giving it the best score available. 

 n Across the midpoint and endpoint, 78-87% of participants 

agreed or strongly agreed that Critical Mass was different 

to things they had experienced before.

 n When asked if Critical Mass has helped them to gain 

new insight or knowledge, participant responses were 

consistent over the midpoint and endpoint. An average of 

55% agreed while an average of 22% strongly agreed.

 n Similarly, midpoint and endpoint responses were also 

consistent on how much they agreed with the statement 

‘I improved my artistic skills through taking part in Critical 

Mass’. An average of 49% agreed while exactly 26% 

strongly agreed with this statement.

 n When asked whether participants gained new skills through 

taking part in Critical Mass, on average, 50.5% agreed and 

27% strongly disagreed. There was a slight <4% drop in 

affirmative responses across the midpoint and endpoint. 

8% of endpoint respondents strongly disagreed with this 

statement.

 n The majority of participants across the midpoint and 

endpoint agreed or strongly agreed that they did something 

they didn’t know they were capable of through taking part in 

Critical Mass.

 n Around three quarters (76% Midpoint, 71% Endpoint) of 

respondents agreed or strongly agreed that they felt more 

confident about doing new things now because of this 

experience.

"WHEN I STARTED I WAS SCARED OF BIG GROUPS 
SO WHEN I WENT TO THE MASS REHEARSALS 
IT WAS OVERWHELMING AND SCARY BUT THE 
SUPPORT FROM EVERYONE MADE ME FEEL 
BETTER AND I HAVE BECOME MORE CONFIDENT"
– PARTICIPANT

CRITICAL MASS WONDROUS STORIES 

(IMAGE CREDIT BILL BISHOP PHOTOGRAPHY)
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 n In terms of feeling connected to a shared history/culture, 

less respondents strongly agreed with this statement 

compared to others but an average of 41.5% agreed with 

this statement. However, 15% strongly disagreed with this 

statement.

 n The majority of respondents responded in the affirmative 

(65% Midpoint, 63% Endpoint) to the statement ‘Taking 

part in Critical Mass made me feel proud of my local 

area’. Though, it’s also worth noting that 16% of endpoint 

respondents strongly disagreed with this statement 

whereas 26% of midpoint remained neutral on the topic.

 n When asked if ‘taking part in Critical Mass had a positive 

impact on my physical health and mental wellbeing’, on 

average 38% agreed and 29.5% strongly agreed.

 n When asked if ‘Critical Mass / Birmingham 2022 Festival 

has improved my perception of Birmingham and the West 

Midlands’, on average 42.5% agreed but 23% remained 

neutral. Neutral responses were highest during the 

midpoint (31%).

 n When asked if they will continue to take part in dance as a 

result of Critical Mass, 40% strongly agreed, 26% agreed, 

9% remained neutral, 12% disagreed and 13% strongly 

disagreed

 n Being part of the Commonwealth Games Opening Ceremony 

was a significant draw for participant recruitment. 91% 

of endpoint respondents said that to ‘be a part of the 

Commonwealth Games’ was the one of the main reasons 

they had for signing up to Critical Mass. Elsewhere, 78% 

selected ‘have fun’, 76% selected ‘chance to perform in 

public’ and ‘meet new people’, 72% selected ‘make new 

dance connections’, 52% selected ‘learn new skills’ and 

17% selected ‘had participated in Beyond Borders’ .

 n Participants were also a little undecided when it came 

to responding to ‘Birmingham and the West Midlands 

are a good place to live, do business and visit’. While on 

average 39.5% agreed, 22% remained neutral. Again, 

neutral responses were highest at the midpoint (27%).also 

worth noting that 16% of endpoint respondents strongly 

disagreed with this statement whereas 26% of midpoint 

respondents remained neutral on the topic.

 n The majority (67% on average) agreed or strongly agreed 

with the statement ‘I feel that Birmingham 2022 Festival 

plays an important role in promoting the cultural life of the 

area’.

THESE FINAL SUMMATIVE QUESTIONS WERE ONLY 
ASKED DURING THE ENDPOINT SURVEY:

 n Participants were asked to select how Critical Mass had 

made the biggest difference to them. This was a multiple-

choice question and respondents could select many of 

the options as they liked. The most popular response 

by a fair margin was ‘meeting new people / making new 

friends’ (89%), followed by ‘gaining confidence’ (66%), 

‘my understanding and perceptions of disability’ (60%), 

‘improving my physical / mental health and wellbeing’ 

(60%) and ‘learning new creative skills’ (58%). The only 

two responses that less than half of respondents selected 

were ‘learning new life skills’ (47%) and ‘advancing my 

career or professional development’ (31%).

“CRITICAL MASS HAD 
ALREADY THOUGHT ABOUT 

ADJUSTMENTS BEFORE 
WE HAD TO ASK THEM FOR 

IT. WHEREAS IN SOCIETY 
NOW, YOU HAVE TO EXPLAIN 

BEFORE YOU GET THE 
ADJUSTMENT.” 

– PARTICIPANT
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CRITICAL MASS WONDROUS STORIES REHEARSAL 

(IMAGE CREDIT: ANTHONY SHINTAI )
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PROJECT RECOMMENDATIONS

The following section provides recommendations for future 

iterations of projects similar to Critical Mass. 

PROJECT INCEPTION AND DEVELOPMENT

 n Draw on the ideas, knowledge and experiences of 

participants with disabilities and their parents/carers at 

project inception and design stages.

 n Ensure there is artistic representation present at project    

design stage.

 n  Ensure community consultation is in place, drawing on 

partners who can mobilise regional connections. 

 n   Recruit Steering Group made up of national 

representatives with specialisms key to project and 

lived experiences, who can affect advocacy and provide 

challenge and accountability. 

RECRUITMENT

  n Obtain detailed information about the access needs of 

participants during the sign-up stages of the project, to 

inform effective planning and budgeting.

  n Implement deadlines for receiving information about 

access needs from participants to ensure appropriate 

access provision is in place.

  n In addition to access needs, establish what other 

participant information is needed prior to the recruitment 

stage - for example media consent and emergency 

contacts.

  n Prepare baseline evaluation ahead of recruitment to be 

administered alongside the above.

  n Produce clear and concise guidelines for participants into 

expectations around commitment. Even if timelines are 

iterative and evolving, this will enable participants to make 

realistic choices about their participation and maximise 

retention.

  n Introduce digital taster sessions at the start of the project 

to improve project reach and access. 

 BUILDING THE TEAM

 n  Implement a team structure dedicated to individual 

projects within the programme, supported by a consistent 

producing team to implement learning on an iterative basis 

and alleviate fatigue within the core team. 

 n Produce team mapping document ahead of project delivery 

with clear notes around responsibilities including across 

external teams.

 n Recruit Dance Leaders from a range of backgrounds and 

offer meaningful progression opportunities.

 n   Ensure key dates are disseminated as early as possible 

across the project team. 

 n Consider use of co-lead artists to reduce pressure and 

diversify practices.

"CARE AND SUPPORT IS 
NEEDED AROUND DELIVERY 
STAFF TO BE ABLE TO HOLD 
AND POSITIVELY PUSH THEIR 
PARTICIPANTS" 
 - PRODUCER

"THE CREATIVE CONDITIONS, 
PARTICIPANT EXPERIENCE 
AND PERCEPTIONS DIRECTLY 
LINK TO THE QUALITY OF ART 
AND FINAL PERFORMANCE" 
- SENIOR PRODUCING & SAFEGUARDING LEAD
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INDUCTING THE TEAM

 n  Ensure time is factored into the project timeline for team 

inductions and meetings to improve team foundations.

 n Ensure all staff and partners are Disability Confident24 

 n Consider additional training for staff in disability awareness, 

safeguarding, mental health first aid, behavioural 

management. 

 n The provision of an Access Coordinator to take 

responsibility for practical management of access 

provisions.

MANAGING THE TEAM

 n Implement regular opportunities for the team to come 

together to review the project and crystallise their learning.

 n Implement quality assurance mechanisms for sessions and 

rehearsals, particularly where the project is geographically 

diverse.

24  Disability Confident Scheme: https://disabilityconfident.campaign.gov.uk

DEVELOPING ARTISTIC FOUNDATIONS

 n Agree where artistic influence lies to develop clear and 

realistic understandings and expectations around creative 

aims and license. 

 n Plan for creative R&D space before rehearsals to ensure 

greater artistic quality and improve participant experience. 

 n Clearly establish expectations around autonomy of style 

with Dance Leaders. 

 n Build in time with the artistic team to develop and build the 

artistic language of the project.

 n Build in opportunities for the Artistic team to meet with 

external artistic teams before show creation to better 

understand and translate the vision.  

 

 n Develop opportunities for participants to co-create 

alongside Dance Leaders to maximise artistic challenge, 

autonomy and creativity. 

IMPROVING PARTICIPANT EXPERIENCE

 n Consider participant experience throughout the project 

journey and how peaks in anxiety can be managed through 

relaxed activities and celebrations. 

 n Establish quiet spaces within external venues for 

participants who feel overwhelmed.

 n Establish a company warm up suitable for all as a team to 

offer a grounding moment within each session. 

 n Explore the location of rehearsals and whether these can 

take place at more varied regional locations outside of the 

City Centre.

 n Communicate artistic choices with participants so they 

are better informed of overarching narratives and feel 

empowered by their creative individual and collective 

contribution. 

 n Consider and communicate legacy plans, including creating 

online spaces where possible to retain connections 

developed through the project.

 n Consider connecting with wider activities to promote 

cross-community / cross-group connections. 

 n Embed opportunities to co-create within the process. 
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SOCIAL MEDIA AND MARKETING

 n Ensure clear guidelines are provided by external companies 

for marketing content.

 n Embed the comms team in project delivery to ensure 

stories  from ‘on the ground’ are captured and disseminated 

as they happen. 

 n Consider use of captions, and easy read in addition to 

implementing other languages strategy and use of BSL 

interpreter to promote inclusivity across comms. 

PROJECT CLOSURE AND LEGACY

 n Consider implementing a longer exit from project that 

considers participant wellbeing.

 n Establish where the legacy of the project resides and who 

manages this to maximise sector impact.

 n  Include legacy within the scope of the evaluation. 

 n Include participants and delivery team in legacy planning. 

SECTOR RECOMMENDATIONS

 n  Inclusive practices must be more widely understood and 

fostered in the sector. Single projects can only go so far, 

inclusive practices require an ecosystem to work.

 n Timelines for mega events need to be better synchronised. 

 n Professional casts must be more willing to be led by 

volunteer casts to a degree.

 n Visibility and accurate media representation of people 

with disabilities still requires improvement. Marketing 

professionals and the mass media should be extra aware of 

this in their content creation.

 n  Better sharing, and willingness to learn, of best practice in 

the sector. New projects need to be built while standing on 

the shoulders of giants, not starting from the factory floor.

 n Greater respect paid to the vital contribution made by 

volunteers to our cultural lives. 

PLAYBOOK

 n A project playbook is currently in development which will 

draw together project recommendations for the sector to 

act as a 'blueprint' and learning tool.

 CWG OPENING CEREMONY CRITICAL MASS REHEARSAL 

 (IMAGE CREDIT: GRAEME BRAIDWOOD PHOTOGRAPHY)
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 CWG OPENING CEREMONY CRITICAL MASS REHEARSAL 

 (IMAGE CREDIT: GRAEME BRAIDWOOD PHOTOGRAPHY)
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CONCLUSION

Former MP, Home Secretary and Education and Employment 

Secretary, David Blunkett, talking about progress made around 

disability rights in this country says: 

"There's an enormous amount to be done, but probably overall 

the most important thing is changing attitudes. We're getting 

there. William Blake's poem 'London' talks about "mind-forged 

manacles" and I think that's true both of people viewing disability 

and, if I might say so, the confidence building needed for people 

with disabilities and those around them." 25

This refers to the intangible restraints we impose on ourselves, 

others and our collective imagination. These mental barriers are 

often made by us. To undo them, an attitudinal shift is required.

Social contact has been an effective method in reducing stigma 

and freeing participants of mental constraints and their own 

perceived identities within Critical Mass. This is in keeping 

with research on mass participation events (Evans-Lacko et al, 

2012)26 that facilitating factors like “equal status, common goals, 

cooperation and friendship potential” are crucial contributories 

for changing behaviours and attitudes. 

25  BBC (2020) You and Yours: 50 years of Disability; Job Diaries; Virtual Reality https://www.bbc.co.uk/sounds/play/m000n6qv?partner=uk.co.bbc&origin=share-mobile
26  Evans-Lacko et al (2012) Mass social contact interventions and their effect on mental health related stigma and intended discrimination, BMC Public Health
27  Sennett, R. (2012) Together: the rituals, pleasures, and politics of cooperation. New Haven: Yale University Press

Interventions like Critical Mass could therefore be seen 

as a model for unlocking our “mind-forged manacles” and 

emancipating us from the attitudes and behaviours that are self-

imposed and self-limiting.

Performing on mass is an outward statement and arguably 

affirmed and celebrated the participants shared commitment 

to the values of the project. Sociologist, Richard Sennett has 

explored the practice of cooperation and explored how a 

collective commitment to working together can turn ‘people 

outward in shared, symbolic acts’. He argues that outward 

acts of cooperation can serve to counter the ‘brutally simple: 

us-against them coupled with you-are-on-your-own’ (Sennett 

2012, 280)27. What sets Critical Mass apart is the commitment to 

a ‘shared, symbolic act’. This arguably catalysed the very core 

aims of the project, empowering an inclusive cast to make a 

statement through dance.

“SHOWING THE WORLD 
THAT ANYONE CAN 
PERFORM NO MATTER 
WHAT” 
– PARTICIPANT
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As the lead evaluators of Critical Mass, The Audience Agency 

gratefully acknowledge the invaluable cooperation of 

Birmingham 2022 Festival, Critical Mass and D-Sign teams. The 

reflective and reflexive culture embedded throughout was a 

key area of success for the project and for the evaluation.  We 

would like to acknowledge the following organisations that were 

partners for the delivery of Critical Mass and D-Sign Dance 

Project, for their support of the evaluation process:

 n Arts Connect

 n Black Country Dance Hub 

 n Fabric

We’d also like to acknowledge the work of our contributors, 

Kirsty Hillyer who led on the design and development of 

an accessible toolkit, acted as a vital critical friend to the 

evaluators and who produced the design for this report; Andrew 

Miller for providing expert critical reflections into our evaluation 

of Outcome 3; and the artists who developed creative responses 

to Critical Mass as part of Artist Takes.

KIRSTY HILLYER - WE ARE FRILLY
(EVALUATION CONSULTANT AND CREATIVE DESIGNER)
Since starting We AreFrilly in 2010 a commitment to learning, 

research, experimentation and co-designing cultural 

programmes and creative evaluations continues. Working with 

partners, cultural organisations and participants to identify and 

create exciting cultural opportunities. We Are Frilly continues 

to create programmes of participatory arts, but have noticed 

a glaring gap within the arts sector - across art form and 

specialism. Creative practitioners and businesses are failing to 

effectively measure the impact of their work, and are struggling 

to demonstrate the value of investment in creativity as a result.  

Kirsty specialises in developing accessible and enticing creative 

evaluation tools that are embedded within cultural activity.

ANDREW MILLER - CRITICAL FRIEND
Transforming perceptions throughout his 35 year career in the 

creative industries, Andrew Miller MBE is recognised as one 

of the UK’s most influential disability advocates with extensive 

experience of the arts, film and broadcast sectors. 

Starting out in broadcasting, Andrew belongs to the first 

generation of disabled presenters of British television and went 

on to produce and direct tv arts documentaries. Subsequently 

becoming the first wheelchair user to run a major UK arts venue, 

he is now a prolific cultural commentator and his consultancy 

supports major new cultural infrastructure from the University 

of Oxford Schwarzman Centre for the Humanities to Coventry 

City of Culture.

Andrew is a National Council member of Arts Council England, 

a trustee of the Royal Shakespeare Company and BAFTA. He is 

Chair of the BFI Disability Screen Advisory Group and in 2020 co-

founded the UK Disability Arts Alliance #WeShallNotBeRemoved, 

where he developed the Seven Inclusive Principles which helped 

shape the cultural sector’s pandemic recovery. 

Between 2018-21 Andrew was the UK Government’s first 

Disability Champion for Arts & Culture, establishing the role as 

a powerful campaigning platform for greater inclusion across 

the arts, museums and film. His pioneering career has been 

recognised by The Stage &  National Diversity Awards and he 

is currently placed in the Top 10 of the Shaw Trust Disability 

Power100.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

ACCESSIBLE BASELINE CREATED BY WE ARE FRILLY
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ARTIST TAKES

JAMILA THOMAS
www.jamilawalkervisualartist.co.uk/

Midlands based Artist, Jamila Walker's practice uses found 

objects and demonstrates a fascination with minutiae of the 

everyday. Implied self-determined narratives, wit and humour 

suggest her ambivalent feelings toward her chosen subjects.

Jamila creates candid work, from a vibrant palette of ideas, 

using various textures and colour. 

Digital manipulation and mixed media enable her to construct 

visual worlds and characters. Jamila's use of photography is 

an opportunity to challenge the classic theory that "the camera 

never lies", for Jamila "the camera always lies". 

In addition to being an exhibiting Artist, Jamila is also involved 

in Community Arts, commissions, a member of various creative 

collectives, including; Natural Outsiders and Elixir Arts .  Jamila 

was an Arts for Health mentor for Telford Mind, Jamila has 

been invited to give artist talks at various galleries. Jamila has 

undertaken various artist residencies and had various creative 

roles within the heritage sector. Jamila has undertaken web 

layout and image design for Participate Contemporary Artspace.

LOU BYNG
Lou Byng - LinkedIn

Louise Byng is an award-winning creative communicator with a 

penchant for learning-through-making. Since graduating from 

Arts University Bournemouth with a first class honours degree 

in Illustration in 2012, Byng has exhibited work internationally 

and completed a broad spectrum of commissions, working 

closely with cultural organisations to inspire audiences in new 

ways.

ZAINA MAYAT
@zaina.mayat

www.zainamayat.com 

"I am an illustrator from the West Midlands, based in the heart 

of Birmingham. I grew up painting and sketching all the time 

and now as a digital illustrator I am able to create wherever I 

go. My artwork is inspired massively by bright, vibrant colours, 

using lots of them in my work to bring the piece to life! Sharing 

different parts of a culture is something that I love to do, 

whether this is through travel and food illustrations, or fashion 

and arts focused pieces. I hope that people can enjoy my work 

through their own experiences!"

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
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We would like to acknowledge the following organisations that 

were partners for the delivery of Critical Mass and D-Sign Dance 

Project, for their support of the evaluation process. 

ARTS CONNECT
Arts Connect works with a variety of partners including 

education, arts, culture and local government in the West 

Midlands to ensure that all children and young people can 

benefit from engagement in high quality arts and cultural 

activities. As an Arts Council England Bridge organisation for 

Children and Young People, it develops skills and amongst 

participation and engagement professionals, supports the 

formal education and learning sector sector, and leads change 

by working in partnership with the arts and culture sector. 

www.artsconnect.co.uk

BLACK COUNTRY DANCE HUB
Formed in 2013 with Dudley Performing Arts with the ambition 

to expand dance further across the sub-region, Black Country 

Dance Hub provides greater opportunities, and an equal dance 

provision, for children and young people across all 4 Black 

Country areas.

www.blackcountrydance.com

FABRIC
FABRIC is a new strategic organisation created from the formal 

merger of Birmingham’s DanceXchange and Nottingham’s 

Dance4.

Its vision is to inspire people through dance, transforming 

lives, communities and places, and delivers this through a 

range a participatory dance programmes and courses, artist 

development opportunities and showcase platforms, such as 

Birmingham International Dance Festival. FABRIC is part of The 

Dance Hub Birmingham complex, situated in the heart of the city 

centre as part of the creative campus also housing Birmingham 

Hippodrome, Birmingham Royal Ballet and One Dance UK.

www.fabric.dance
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CRITICAL MASS CELEBRATION EVENT

(IMAGE CREDIT: GRAEME BRAIDWOOD PHOTOGRAPHY) 

"WE ARE CRITICAL MASS!" - EVERYONE
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EVALUATED BY

GENEROUSLY SUPPORTED BY

CRITICAL MASS: A UNIQUE COLLABORATION
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EVALUATED BY

INSPIRED BY CRITICAL MASS AND GENEROUSLY SUPPORTED BY: 

D-SIGN DANCE PROJECT A COLLABORATION BETWEEN:
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