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Because hands 

That have 

Laid rugby balls 

On muddy try lines, 

Thrown winning punches, 

Stacked bricks, 

Hauled trawler nets, 

Coaxed valves and pipes, 

Whisked eggs and flour 

Into celebration meals - 

Those are the hands 

Of my people. 

And this 

Is my city. 

from ‘Why I Love Where I Live’ by Vicky Foster (2016) 

 

RESEARCHER’S NOTE 

I hope that this report goes some way to evidencing the transformative effects of 

participation that I have witnessed over three months in the summer of 2018. I wish that 

there was some way to replicate my lived experiences in Virtual Reality for all to enjoy; for 

now, a written paper will have to suffice. In presenting the findings of my research I have 

attempted to be objective; saying that, however, I will not apologise for the sentimentalism 

that I hold for these projects, the people and the communities with whom I had the 

pleasure to work. For I, too, have been deeply affected and inspired by my experiences 

during this project; so, to Freedom Festival for facilitating this research, to the participants 

for their enthusiasm and honesty, and to the artists and producers for welcoming me onto 

their projects with incredible kindness and generosity, a thousand thanks. You are rays of 

light who collectively allow this city, its communities, and our world to shine. 

Kyra Piperides Jaques 
Freedom Ambassador, Global Streets Ambassador,  

PhD Candidate & proud (honorary) Hullensian 
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INTRODUCTION 

THE FESTIVAL 

Freedom Festival is an annual, international, free outdoor arts festival based in Kingston 

upon Hull, UK. The festival has just celebrated its eleventh year, originally founded in 2007 

as part of the celebrations of William Wilberforce – one of the city’s most famous sons – and 

his role in the abolition of slavery, at its bicentenary. As a result of this connection, the 

festival is committed ‘to presenting impactful work which explores themes of freedom such 

as democracy, equality and protest […] celebrating the city’s unique history whilst also 

engaging in a global conversation around human rights’. As well as the festival, Freedom 

Festival Arts Trust produce a ‘year-round programme of work rooted in audience 

engagement, talent development and health and wellbeing’, with ‘a significant impact upon 

the social, cultural and economic vitality of the city’. Freedom Festival Arts Trust has a small 

staff team, complemented throughout the year by approximately 15 Freedom Ambassadors, 

and supported over the festival period by approximately 120 volunteer Freedom Makers. 

Despite the relatively small personnel count, the Trust works on an international basis with 

artists, businesses, individuals and communities to develop new and existing ‘high quality, 

accessible arts and culture’ with the potential ‘to change lives and communities by inspiring 

young and old to engage with core human values, and to embrace and celebrate shared 

freedoms’ whilst aiming ‘to make Hull a recognised home of high quality and diverse artistic 

freedom’. 1 The community, then, is at the heart of everything that the festival strives to 

achieve. 

When it comes to reach and impact, Freedom Festival’s visitor numbers speak for 

themselves. However, this project will study the individual impact of the festival experience 

on those individuals who decide to get involved at a deeper level, and participate within one 

of the various annual, community-engaged projects. Every year, the Freedom Festival 

programme includes several projects with a community participatory element. This year, 

these projects included: RISE!, a large parade through the city centre on the Friday night; 

The Print Shop: Rise[up]!, an audience development project, which ran throughout the week 

leading up to the festival and throughout the festival weekend, and encouraged participants 

to create a slogan t-shirt to wear to the performance of RISE! and thereafter; and the 

Freedom FEASTival, an enormous community-led banquet on the Sunday afternoon. This 

study will work with these three participatory areas of the festival, plus the long-established 

volunteering programme, to gain a deeper understanding into the effects of participation on 

the individuals who choose to take part in different ways. This project seeks to get to the 

bottom of the experiences of participants – including their motives for participating within 

the festival, the personal benefits of taking part for them, and any negative consequences of 

participation that they may have experienced – to answer the questions, why participate, 

why continue participating, and why do so at Freedom Festival? 

 

                                                             
1 ‘Our Story’ and ‘Our Vision’, About Us, Freedom Festival Arts Trust, 2018. https://www.freedomfestival.co.uk. 
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THE FIELD 

This is a particularly interesting time to analyse participation in Hull, since the city is fresh 

from its year as UK City of Culture. During the year, the celebrations delivered 365 days of 

arts and culture, with Freedom Festival at the centre of the autumnal ‘Freedom’ quarter of 

programming. During the City of Culture year, over 2,400 volunteers were recruited, and 

between them contributed 337,000 hours to the Hull-based programme of arts and culture, 

‘represent[ing] the city and tak[ing] ownership of the UK City of Culture status as proud and 

passionate residents’.2 Jackson suggests that ‘a healthy community includes a continuum of 

opportunities for active and passive cultural participation at different skill levels […] People 

value and need a wide range of opportunities for cultural participation – to make artworks, 

teach, learn, judge and support the arts; to participate as audience and consumer, amateur, 

professional, teacher, critic, trustee, volunteer, committee member, and so forth’.3 In 2018 

then, Hull has achieved this to become a city full of experienced, engaged volunteers, who 

have proven themselves keen to try new things and support a wide range of projects within 

their community. In the year following the city’s enormous project of artistic and cultural 

offerings, there remains a large appetite for similar projects in the city, and a large following 

of individuals keen to engage and actively seeking out similar opportunities for participation.  

Participation in arts and cultural activities is important for a wide variety of reasons; whilst 

there are obvious benefits to the festival and the artists, some of the most important of 

these are the potential benefits for the participants themselves: 

Attending and participating in cultural activities has the potential to have a 

profound impact on individuals through supporting learning and development, 

challenging perspectives, inspiring new ideas and aspirations, and bringing joy. 

These impacts can translate to greater life satisfaction and happiness, but can 

also trigger changes to individual’s confidence and ability, helping them to 

achieve more personally and contribute more to their community and city.4 

In 2016, Henley concluded that ‘scientific evidence shows that taking part in artistic and 

cultural activities can improve our health and wellbeing. Participating in arts and culture can 

make us feel happier and there are clear medical benefits in the treatment of a number of 

conditions.5 Moreover, ‘the effects of arts participation are likely to accrue to an individual 

rather slowly at first and then build rather sharply once he or she gains familiarity with the 

artistic discipline and greater capacity for mental, emotional, and social engagement 

through the experience’.6 The benefits of participation, then, only serve to encourage 

further participation, as participants continue to reap the rewards. In a study conducted to 

                                                             
2 Culture Place and Policy Institute, Cultural Transformations: The Impacts of Hull UK City of Culture 2017, 
Preliminary Outcomes Evaluation (Hull: University of Hull, 2018) 11, 43. 
3 Maria Rosario Jackson, ‘Art and Cultural Participation at the Heart of Community Life,’ in Understanding the 
Arts and Creative Sector in the United States, ed. Joni Maya Cherbo, Ruth Ann Steward and Margaret Jane 
Wyszomirski (New Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 2008), 97. 
4 Culture Place and Policy Institute, Cultural Transformations, 150 
5 Darren Henley, The Arts Dividend: Why Investment in Culture Pays (London: Elliott & Thompson, 2016), 73. 
6 Kevin F. McCarthy and Kimberly Jinnett, A New Framework for Building Participation in the Arts (California: 
RAND Corporation, 2001), 53. 



6 
 

evaluate the impacts of Hull UK City of Culture 2017, it was concluded that participation 

made 8 out of 10 people feel happier.7 Significantly, ‘6 in 10 volunteers are more satisfied 

with their life since becoming a volunteer and over half of Hull 2017 volunteers find the little 

things in life more worthwhile now as a result of volunteering’.8 Henley’s study points out 

that ‘there are a range of benefits in the arts and health sphere that are particularly notable 

in the lives of older people’, whilst Vera-Sanso et al suggest that participation is ‘central to 

adding life to years as well as healthy years to life’, whilst it ‘address[es] older people’s 

rights, extending inclusion, reducing exclusion, easing demand on national budgets and 

building social cohesion. 9 The latter study highlights the importance of long-term, 

meaningful participation as a tool to increase inclusion, and its potential to address the 

concern that exclusion leads to a situation in which ‘their voice is unlikely to be heard, and 

social and political exclusion might have adverse implications for their well-being’.10 For this 

particular demographic, then, participation is important not only for engagement and to 

foster relationships within the community, but to maintain connections to the society and 

politics that their lives are ultimately governed by. 

The impacts of participation on children and young people are notable too. This is 

particularly important in Hull, ‘a city with low levels of educational attainment, where a 

third of children grow up in poverty and deprivation’.11 There has long been considered a 

positive correlation between education level and participation in the arts, with some 

suggesting that involvement in arts promotes a high education level too.12 The benefits of 

child participants in Hull 2017 were evident, with 34% reporting improvements to children’s 

self-esteem.13 Moreover, DiMaggio and Useem in 1980 concluded that engagement with 

the arts as a child had significant bearings on attainment and employment in adult life. They 

suggest that ‘the arts may help give children from all backgrounds the opportunity to 

develop characteristics like flexibility, creativity, and self-confidence that are required for 

professional and managerial advancement’, whilst Root-Bernstein et al indicate that ‘arts 

education in childhood and ongoing participation in the arts in adulthood may help 

individuals to develop the kinds of skills and knowledge that foster innovation in sciences 

and technologies […] Child development studies suggest that exposing children to the arts 

contributes to their creative potential’.14 Regardless of age then, participation in the arts has 

                                                             
7 Culture Place and Policy Institute, Cultural Transformations, 203. 
8 Culture Place and Policy Institute, Cultural Transformations, 163. 
9 Henley, The Arts Dividend, 73; Penny Vera-Sanso, Armando Barrientos, Leela Damodaran, Kenneth Gilhooly, 
Anna Goulding, Catherine Hennessy, Robin Means, Michael Murray, Andrew Newman, Wendy Olphert, 
Jatinder Sandhu, Philip Tew, Janice L. Thompson, Christina Victor and Nigel Walford, ‘Participation and Social 
Connectivity,’ in The New Science of Aging, ed. Alan Walker (Bristol: Policy Press at the University of Bristol, 
2014), 181. 
10 Vera-Sanso et al, ‘Participation and Social Connectivity,’ 183, 190. 
11 Culture Place and Policy Institute, Cultural Transformations, 44. 
12 Paul DiMaggio and Michael Useem, ‘The Arts in Education and Cultural Participation: The Social Role of 
Aesthetic Education and the Arts,’ The Journal of Aesthetic Education 14, no. 4 (1980): 60; Ineke Nagel, 
‘Cultural Participation Between the Ages of 14 and 24: Intergenerational Transmission or Cultural Mobility?’ 
European Sociological Review 26, no. 5 (2010): 545. 
13 Culture Place and Policy Institute, Cultural Transformations, 11. 
14 DiMaggio and Useem ‘The Arts in Education’, 66-67; Robert Root-Bernstein, Rex Lamore, James Lawton, 
John Schweitzer, Michele Root-Bernstein, Eileen Roraback, Amber Peruski and Megan Vandyke, ‘Arts, Crafts 
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the potential to enrich lives, build communities and encourage the acquisition of new skills 

and transferal of knowledge. 

The effects of participation can be felt on a community level, too. McCarthy and Jinnet 

suggest that ‘the arts serve as a source of entertainment, enrichment, and fulfilment at the 

individual level. In addition, they can promote openness to new ideas and creativity as well 

as competencies at school and work. At the community level, the arts can provide a variety 

of social and economic benefits, such as increasing the level of economic activity, creating a 

more liveable environment, and promoting a sense of community pride’.15 Freedom Festival 

promotes community cohesion and supports participants from all demographics. It is 

particularly interesting to note that, in the city of 260,000 residents, a growing number of 

‘Hullensians’ were born outside of the UK, ‘arriving in particular from Eastern Europe and as 

refugees from Kosovo, Iraq and Afghanistan’.16 Inclusive participation, then, can act as a key 

tool for promoting community cohesion, and ultimately ensuring that all of the city’s 

residents and visitors feel welcome and at home. In a 1990 study, DiMaggio and Ostrower 

found that race was a significant factor in arts participation, however in a 2018 study of Hull 

UK City of Culture 2017 ‘around 95% of residents experienced a cultural activity, event, 

installation or exhibition over the course of the UK City of Culture year’, indicating that the 

city’s artistic and cultural programme was inclusive and accessible to all.17 Numerous studies 

have found a positive correlation between participation and community cohesion, with Fast 

indicating that ‘social participation is seen to lead to social embeddedness – the evaluation 

of one’s social situation as one of a satisfying interconnectedness and belonging’.18 Similarly, 

Jackson stated that, in terms of one observed project, ‘participation in making items such as 

life-size puppets, banners and murals for the culminating event is one set of outcomes; 

personal artistic skill building another; social capital yet another; and increased stewardship 

of place among the participants another still’.19 In the Cultural Transformations report, it 

was indicated that, ‘by the end of 2017, 38% of residents reported feeling connected to 

their local community, an increase from 35% in 2016 and 33% in 2015. Equally 49% reported 

feeling that their area was a place where people from different age groups mixed well 

together, compared with 45% in 2015 and 2016’.20 Hull is a city in which the development of 

community cohesion through cultural and arts participation has already begun; Freedom 

Festival’s large, inclusive, community-participatory programme, then – established long 

before the city’s year in the spotlight – can now work to reinforce this process and ensure its 

continuation in the years after Hull UK City of Culture 2017. 

                                                             
and STEM Innovation: A Network Approach to Understanding the Creative Knowledge Economy’, in Creative 
Communities: Art Works in Economic Development, ed. Michael Rushton (Washington DC: Brookings 
Institution Press, 2013), 97. 
15 McCarty and Jinnet, Participation in the Arts, 2-3. 
16 Culture Place and Policy Institute, Cultural Transformations, 22. 
17 Paul DiMaggio and Frankie Ostrower, ‘Participation in the Arts by Black and White Americans’, in Social 
Forces 68, no. 3 (1990); Culture Place and Policy Institute, Cultural Transformations, 69. 
18 Janet Fast and Jenny de Jong Gierveld, ‘Ageing, Disability and Participation’, in Rural Ageing: A Good Place to 
Grow Old? ed. Norah Keating (Bristol: Policy Press at the University of Bristol, 2008), 63. 
19 Jackson, ‘Art and Cultural Participation’, 101. 
20 Culture Place and Policy Institute, Cultural Transformations, 159. 
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THE PROJECT 

To obtain a broad overview of participation within the festival, this study examined four 

separate and distinct areas of participation in Freedom Festival 2018: RISE!, in which 

participants volunteered to be puppeteers and technical assistants within a large-scale, 

outdoor performance; The Print Shop: Rise[up]!, which allowed members of the public to 

become impromptu participants within the festival through engagement in a creative 

workshop; the Freedom FEASTival, where participants volunteered in a range of practical 

roles to provide a large community feast; and the Freedom Ambassadors, who volunteer in 

various public-facing and team leader roles as representatives of the festival itself. Due to 

the differing practicalities of each of these projects, data was collected in several different 

ways. This was largely intended to be a qualitative study, with a small number of 

participants from each project interviewed; this is mostly the case. However, when this was 

deemed inappropriate or impractical, alternative methods were used to complement the 

study and collect efficient, meaningful data. It also proved impossible to conduct the 

interviews exclusively over the festival period, due to the busy schedules of everyone 

involved. For RISE! and the Freedom FEASTival, data was collected through one-to-one 

interviews, with an audio recording device used for ease of transcription. Because 

participation for the FEASTival is spread over a much longer timescale than some of the 

other projects, I was able to interview many of these participants in the weeks leading up to 

and immediately following the festival, with some of the interviews also conducted on the 

morning of the feast, whilst the final preparations were taking place. Interviews for RISE!, 

however, were limited to the three days of contact with the participants: the day of the 

performance and the two preceding rehearsal days. After the culmination of the interviews, 

they were transcribed separately before being added to a spreadsheet for ease of 

comparison. 

Despite my original intentions to conduct similar interviews within The Print Shop: Rise[up]!, 

in practice the environment was so busy, fast-paced and naturally noisy that attempting to 

gather data from audio recordings would have been impractical, as well as being impossible 

for playback and transcription. Because these participants were involved only for a short 

period, it was imperative that their data was collected whilst they were still within the Print 

Shop. For this project, then, I worked with the artist to collect the data through 

questionnaires that the participants were handed after they had completed the creative 

process. It was important that the questionnaires were quick and simple to complete, to 

make them accessible and to encourage participants to fill them in. This also made them 

simpler to process after the culmination of the project, as the number of participants was 

incredibly high. However, the opportunity for the participants to provide feedback unlimited 

by the boundaries of the provided questions was important too. Thus, the questionnaire 

included seven questions with tick boxes on a scale of ‘strongly agree’ to ‘strongly disagree’ 

as well as a ‘comments’ box and the option to provide statistical data including age and 

postcode. A box was provided for participants to post their questionnaires into, to preserve 

their anonymity if they wished to do so. For my study of the Freedom Ambassadors, 

meanwhile, face-to-face meetings in the immediate pre- or post-festival periods were very 

difficult to arrange; due to the unpredictable, intense and demanding nature of the 
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Ambassador role, it was impossible to conduct the interviews during the festival period too. 

Thus, many of these interviews were completed online, or via emailed questionnaires. The 

data compiled from The Print Shop: Rise[up]! questionnaires was jointly compiled in a 

spreadsheet by R.M. Sánchez-Camus and myself; as the Ambassador data was more 

obviously comparable with the FEASTival and RISE! interviews, I added these latter 

interviews to the spreadsheet that contained the earlier transcriptions. 

Whilst the questionnaire questions were obviously identical – with the ‘comments’ box 

providing the option for free, undirected comments – the one-to-one interviews were less 

structured. Engagement in face-to-face conversation with the participants allowed the 

questions to be tailored to the participants to ensure relevance and suitability. However, 

these broadly concerned two strands of enquiry: why people participate (in some cases 

returning over the course of many years) with Freedom Festival, and what the effects of 

participation were (positive and negative, short- and long-term) on their lives. A broad range 

of possible questions for discussion allowed for these factors to be drawn out of 

conversation as well as ensuring that the data remained comparable; over the course of the 

study it became apparent which questions participants were most responsive to, and which 

were most effective in producing in-depth answers that would be beneficial to the study. 

The list of questions then could be adapted accordingly.  

It was important to this study that the participants were made to feel comfortable, valued 

and listened to during their interviews; I intended to create an atmosphere in which they 

felt they were having a chat with a fellow volunteer, an equal, rather than being interviewed 

by a researcher. Apart from my Freedom Festival lanyard, then, I dressed casually and 

without branding. In the latter part of the study, I wore one of my t-shirts crafted in The 

Print Shop: Rise[up]! throughout the interviews. I also engaged directly with each of the 

projects from the outset, to ensure that participants were familiar with me, so that they 

were more comfortable and forthcoming during the interviews. This was not a problem with 

the Freedom Ambassadors, as I have been a member of the Ambassador team for several 

years. In the case of The Print Shop: Rise[up]! I acted as a facilitator, working with the 

participants throughout the process of producing their slogan and printing their t-shirts. I 

attended the Freedom FEASTival inductions and mingled with participants as they became 

familiar with the project, and I attended each of the RISE! rehearsals and assisted the 

producer in organising and supporting the project’s participants.  

Willing participants were selected from those who attended the various events. As each of 

these projects include a large number of volunteers and took place over a relatively short 

space of time, it would have been impossible to conduct meaningful interviews with 

everyone, particularly with only one interviewer. Due to the time it takes to set up, 

undertake and then transcribe a one-to-one interview, I aimed to interview between 5 and 

10 percent of participants for each project, in order to gain a range of responses that were 

representative of each group. A number of variables were taken into account, to try to make 

the sample as representative as possible, including approaching participants of different 

demographics, and people who had been volunteering with the projects for varying lengths 

of time. This was more possible in some projects than others. Where necessary, a short 
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online survey with the same questions was sent to those who were keen to participate but 

did not have time to be interviewed.  

For the recorded interviews, verbal consent was obtained from each of the participants 

before the interview began. They were informed of the researcher’s name and the purpose 

and remit of the study and assured that participation within the study is voluntary and 

anonymised, whilst their consent could be withdrawn if necessary. If a participant was 

under 18, the consent of a parent or guardian was additionally sought, and they were 

always accompanied whilst being interviewed. In The Print Shop: Rise[up]! verbal consent 

was similarly gained for the photographing of participants with their t-shirts; as indicated on 

the form, by completing the questionnaire participants provided consent for the use of their 

comments in this study. This was similarly the case for the Freedom Ambassadors. Again, 

the permission of parents or guardians of under 18s in The Print Shop: Rise[up]! was sought 

directly by the artists or researcher, and they were accompanied and supervised by their 

responsible adult throughout the process. This did not have to be considered for the 

Freedom Ambassadors as the team are all adults. After obtaining the participant’s informed 

consent, I set up the recorder and placed it on the table (in the same manner one might 

place their mobile phone on the table during conversation) and made no further reference 

to it; I allowed the conversation to journey in whatever direction the participant took it, 

guiding with new questions only in periods of silence. Thus, the interviews vary dramatically 

in length, as a result of individual participants’ conversational characteristics and the level of 

detail that they chose to answer in.  

After the interviews had been transcribed and the data from the questionnaires compiled, 

the responses were compared and considered within the boundaries of the individual 

project, and trends and patterns – as well as specific quotes and examples – identified. 

Whilst questions varied between projects, within projects they stayed fairly consistent, thus 

the data was comparable and could reveal significant patterns within the particular 

participatory project that they concerned. Between projects, whilst the questions may not 

be directly comparable due to the particularities of the different participatory programmes 

– RISE! participants, for example, could not be asked what they had gained from 

experiences on allotments – the themes remained similar as they addressed the broader 

strands of enquiry. The findings of each project, then, could still be productively compared 

between participatory projects as well as within them, in order to obtain a representative 

overview of a diverse range of experiences that remained specific to the Freedom Festival 

participatory programme. What follows, then, is the collective experience of 208 individual 

participants who took part in Freedom Festival, during the summer of 2018. 

  



11 
 

RISE! 

Freedom Festival is well known for the Friday night spectaculars that kick off the annual 

festival with a bang, and this year’s programme was no exception. A large-scale, mass-

participatory performance that opened Freedom Festival 2018’s evening programme, RISE! 

worked with approximately 120 participants in a variety of roles. Performed by Cie 

L’Homme Debout, the show was a joint commission between Greenwich + Docklands 

International Festival, Freedom Festival Arts Trust and Revoluton Arts, produced as a 

celebration of the centenary of the women’s suffrage movement. Hull’s residents and 

visitors filled the streets of the city centre to see three enormous wicker puppets travel 

through in a unique and beautiful celebration of freedom. The 31st August performance 

travelled through the streets of Hull, past a selection of major landmarks, with three giant 

wicker puppets providing a narrative of an older woman’s journey, meeting her daughter or 

younger self and the bird of freedom who leads her on the way. Indeed, the festival and its 

Friday night performances have become so popular that the giant woman, girl and bird had 

trouble making their journey, because so many people had filled the city’s streets and 

squares to see them. 

Each individual show was unique to the city it was being performed in. Whilst the broad 

storyline remained the same, the narrative was tweaked in terms of community 

involvement: this aspect was to reflect cultural heritages and make the show specifically 

relevant to the local streets that it was being performed within. This ultimately should 

increase impact and make the performance all the more special for the audience: for locals 

who could recognise their own communities and histories within the storyline, and for 

visitors who were able to gain an insight into the vibrant local cultural narratives, too. For 

the Hull performance, a combination of local community groups and individuals were 

brought on board to evoke this strong sense of local identity within the international 

performance. From the Freedom Chorus ‘waking up’ the giant at the beginning of the 

performance to Lil’s Lasses and the ‘protestors’ she encountered along the way, the giants 

and their audience were treated to a very powerful and very ‘Hull’ reception as Freedom 

Festival 2018 began.  

Several established voluntary groups took part, including Hull’s Freedom Chorus and Lil’s 

Lasses, a group of women who perform in celebration of Lillian Billocca and the Headscarf 

Revolutionaries, and their important role in the city’s heritage. Nine of Lil’s Lasses stood 

within illuminated doorways on Parliament Street, a historic area through which the 

procession passed, to acknowledge the significance of their collective female power and the 

achievements of their campaign; this display of female power, of course, was especially 

relevant to the narrative of the performance. The remainder of the participants were 

individuals, who responded to a call-out, and filled a variety of roles including puppeteers, 

sound and lighting, and procession or crowd members. This crowd of participants were 

armed with placards emblazoned with positive and powerful messages, that were created in 

association with the local community, and met the giants along their journey; they danced 

along the route either side of the puppets, with flares announcing their presence. 
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It became immediately apparent during my interviews that many of the participants who 

volunteered individually did so as a result of their experiences performing in ‘Rush’ during 

Freedom Festival 2017. This resulted in a real sense of camaraderie within many in the 

group, they were all very comfortable with one another and with the show’s producer 

Madeline O’Reilly, creating an atmosphere like an extended family on their annual get-

together. RISE! was undoubtedly very different to Rush – from the roles that they were 

expected to perform, to the fact that rehearsals were packed into the two days before the 

performance, rather than months beforehand – but all of the participants were really open-

minded and passionate about the project, despite the different atmosphere and pressures 

that it posed. In fact, all but one of the participants that I interviewed had participated 

within the festival as a performer in the previous year, either within Rush or Les Giraffes. 

Every one of the participants that I interviewed had attended the festival in the past; most 

had attended many times. Previous experiences performing within the festival was the most 

frequently cited reason for participating in RISE!: ‘it was really, really good’, ‘we’d enjoyed it 

last year so thought [we’d sign up] again this year’, ‘last year I was in Rush – […] fabulous, 

life-changing, everything, it really was’, ‘last year I did Rush, the dance thing – that was the 

most amazing thing that I’ve ever done. I’ve never danced in my life and it was just 

amazing’, ‘it was just so powerful, the Rush message, that it’s just changed us all. Everybody 

has got the same feeling. […] at my age I didn’t think I would ever feel like that’, ‘I don’t 

think anything could have affected me as much as Rush. But we’ll have to wait and see’. 

That these experiences really encouraged the participants to get involved again, with many 

describing their experiences as ‘life changing’, really highlights the inspiring and 

transformative opportunities that the festival offers its participants. 

Other motives for participating were mentioned too. Several participants mentioned their 

love of being immersed in the festival: ‘the whole experience brings me back! Each year it 

gets bigger and better!’, ‘it’s the joyous atmosphere, it’s the range of stuff that happens – 

but it’s mainly just the fact that everybody’s having a lovely time and it’s such a lovely 

feeling that everyone’s happy and enjoying it and appreciating it and it feels very, very 

special for Hull as well’. Others cited a belief in the message behind the festival, stating ‘[I] 

love being part of a community-based event, especially one as poignant as the one this 

year!’ and ‘I just wanted to be part of it again because it’s the spirit of it all and what it 

means […] it’s not just going in a shop and helping, it’s getting people empowered and 

realising what’s going on in the world and trying to change things […] and just making 

people realise there’s other things out there besides just […] getting up in a morning, going 

to work and coming home!’ One participant had been inspired to take part in the roaming 

performance after witnessing one in the previous year’s festival – ‘I’m into the dance, 

movement thing. I watched the parade as we were rehearsing last year […] we were sat 

watching it on our break and I wanted to keep watching it but we had to get on with our 

own project, but it looked really good’.  

Each of the participants felt that they had really benefited from their experiences with the 

festival, both in the 2018 performance of RISE! and in previous years, and that their 

participation had had a tangible and continuous positive effect on their lives. The 

community that is quickly established within such performances, and the friendships that 



13 
 

remain after the festival, were the most frequently referenced benefit: ‘I got to work with 

some lovely people, from locals to further afield, including some very talented artists and 

performers’; ‘just being part of a group and meeting different people from different 

backgrounds’; ‘Oh I’ve met lots of nice people! That’s my skill – it’s the friends’; ‘we’ve got a 

really good circle of friends now […] we have a really good laugh, help each other out, we’re 

there for each other, and that’s the nature of it that’s come out of being a volunteer’; ‘I’ve 

made loads of lovely friends and this nice little community of close friends – two or three 

I’ve known for about twenty, thirty years anyway but it’s just nice to have that little group of 

friends. And everybody else that I’ve met – each time I’ve done something,'; ‘mainly the 

friends that I’ve made while I’ve been doing it.’ The general consensus amongst participants 

was that their experiences with the festival ‘enhance’ their lives, with ‘a big sense of 

achievement when we’ve done it […] that’ll be incredibly exciting and uplifting’. Not only 

were many participants lives enhanced by Freedom Festival’s participatory programme, 

others saw a real, positive change in themselves, too: ‘I’m more outgoing’ and ‘I think it has 

built quite a lot more confidence […] it’s made me want to do it more and more and more’. 

Several participants spoke of the other arts, cultural and community events that they had 

been driven to take part in, as a result of their experiences with Freedom Festival.  

Others referenced the benefits to their city – ‘seeing my own city in a different light’ and 

‘the opportunity to promote Hull and make it look good, and show people what a great 

place it is’ – as well as the unique opportunities that they had been able to access and enjoy 

as a participant within the festival: ‘it’s just nice to do other stuff isn’t it – I feel like it’s really 

important to seize the day, use every moment that you can’; ‘I’ve done things that I never 

thought that I would do at my age, I’ll be 65 in December and I never thought I’d be dancing 

or acting […] there’s been loads of things to do – to me that’s the main benefit of doing 

things I never thought I could do before’; ‘it’s just wonderful, I’m having an absolute ball, I 

really am. But I know I’ve waited ‘til I got to this age – my only wish is that I was about 

twenty years younger, and I could do it for longer and probably better.’ This sentiment was 

reiterated when the participants were discussing their favourite thing about participating 

within Freedom Festival: ‘being active, meeting people – just the general atmosphere in the 

town, you know’; ‘I think it’s just coming out and meeting people, it’s just nice to do that 

rather than just sitting in the house!’; ‘I think it’s all the people that I’ve met […] it was just 

amazing really. Makes you think as well, about what you’re doing – and just an opportunity 

that I didn’t want to miss.’ Other participants stated that their involvement with the projects 

in Freedom Festival 2018 – particularly in the case of those who experienced The Print Shop: 

Rise[up]! as consequence of their involvement in RISE! - similarly made them ‘think’ and 

challenged their perceptions: ‘it just makes you put things into perspective, you know like 

the homeless and […] problems with children – they may have [had] horrible upbringings 

and it focuses your life again. You know, you look at the homeless just sat in doorways […] 

I’ve always thought something’s happened in their life to make them be like that, and 

people need to think a bit more than just “oh they’re on drugs and they want some money” 

because it isn’t that, it’s other reasons.’ This perceived challenge of presumptions and 

prejudices is an important effect of such projects that bring the community together, albeit 

one that may not be immediately apparent. 
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It was clear that each of the participants really valued the opportunities and experiences 

offered to them by the festival, both as a participant and as a spectator. They particularly 

highlighted areas in which they felt that Freedom Festival’s offerings were unique, or 

different to anything that they had ever had the opportunity to experience before. One 

participant stated, ‘well I’ve never had the chance to move the arm of a giant puppet 

before, so that’s pretty unique!’ before adding ‘I’m finding it quite different from City of 

Culture volunteering, there’s a different vibe really – it’s  more fun, it’s a bit more anarchic 

[…] although City of Culture volunteering is lovely, this is just special […] Freedom Festival is 

very close to my heart.’ Others referenced the opportunity to meet new people and ‘the 

chance to get involved with other people from other backgrounds and things’ as well as the 

wide variety of experiences on offer, ‘whatever there is every year […] each one’s a 

challenge really, I think. Who knows what I’ll be in next year.’ One participant felt that the 

festival itself was particularly unique and special: ‘nowhere else ([that] I am aware of) has 

such brilliant things to offer at this kind of festival… for free!’. Similarly, many aspects of the 

participatory experience were a pleasant surprise, from ‘how nice people are’ to ‘everything 

[…] you don’t know what to expect until you go and do it, but it’s all been positive, inspiring 

really’. One of the participants was surprised by their ability to access such opportunities – 

‘the fact that I could do it [was] a big shock to the system really!’ – whilst another was 

surprised by the benefits of participation: ‘it’s just been very good for my wellbeing 

altogether, it just makes you happy to be part of something and feeling like you’re making a 

difference […] it’s really good for you and being in a group with friendly people is really 

uplifting.’ Whilst there were immediate benefits to participation for the interviewees then, 

the most lasting and long-term of these seems to have been the relationships that 

developed as a result of shared experiences within the festival.  

Besides ‘the odd awkward person’, ‘having the energy’ to take part, and the resulting aches 

and pains, the participants could think of very few negative consequences of participating 

within the festival. Indeed, the only negative that one participant could think of was that it is 

impossible to be both in a performance, and watch it too: ‘you don’t get to see the big 

picture from outside looking in, but that’s a small price to pay’. This is reflected in the fact 

that every one of the participants that were interviewed said that they would have no 

hesitation in recommending the experience to others, sharing motivational messages such 

as ‘definitely do it… at least give it a try! You never know what you may get out of it until 

you do!’, ‘oh, go for it! Go and enjoy it!’, ‘do it, go for it! […] do it while you’ve got the 

chance because in the future you might never have that chance again and it’ll open your 

eyes to everything’ and ‘oh, just go for it! What have you got to lose? You know, it’s brilliant 

and you should always try an experience – life is short, try and experience new things every 

day, and if opportunities offer themselves to you, you should just embrace them!’ Indeed, 

one participant had a personal experience of encouraging a friend to take part: ‘she kept 

saying “oh I’d love to do that” […] I kept on at her, kept sending her messages on messenger 

and kept saying “you’ll regret it if you don’t do it”. And if she was sat here now she’d say, 

“she bullied me, but I am so glad she did”’.  It seems likely that this eagerness to encourage 

others to participate in similar projects is a result of the ‘life-changing’ experiences that 

many of the participants report to have had as a result of their roles within Freedom 



15 
 

Festival, with all of them eager to take part again in 2019: ‘oh, I’ll be doing it next year as 

well! There’ll be no doubt about that, I’ll be doing it every year because I love it!’ 

A particularly interesting conversation that I had with the participants concerned whether 

they felt that similar opportunities would have had an effect on their lives, had they had 

access to them during their teenage years. Most of the participants felt that, if this had been 

the case, there would have been definite, positive effects – providing they had the 

motivation and the courage to join in. In many of the interviews, the participants agreed 

that this would have been the biggest barrier to their participation, ‘teenagers are so 

worried about looking foolish’, ‘teenagers now, they have a lot more opportunities than I 

did when I was younger […] but sometimes they don’t realise they’re there until someone 

comes up and shows them’. The participants felt that they would have benefited in many 

ways: ‘[it] probably would have helped me to be more confident with who I am, and mix 

with a more diverse crowd of people’, ‘if I’d had the things – the acting, the dancing and 

things – I would have gone for that, I’m sure I would, because I absolutely love it.’, ‘if I’d 

been younger, it would have probably opened my eyes to the rest of the world’. Whilst most 

of the participants wished that they had been able to perform with their festival when they 

were younger, one participant was glad that they had the opportunity in adulthood, instead: 

‘I probably would have done it, but maybe not with the same confidence that I’ve got now. 

Because when you’re a teenager you’re always bothered about what people think and how 

you look, whereas now I don’t give a stuff, you know. This is me, and that’s how it is.’ In one 

particularly powerful response, a participant recognised that the experiences performing in 

RISE! (and in previous years’ performances, too) made up for the opportunities that they 

were unable to realise during their own teenage years: ‘I would have loved to do it when I 

was a teenager, yeah, I would. I was at a dance school in town, here, but I didn’t do 

performing arts then […] it’s difficult when your family won’t let you […] and now I’ve got 

my chance. It was either go to a dance school or a stage school, so I performed in all the 

competitions but I wasn’t on the stage in the theatre like all my other friends […] And that’s 

why I want to do it, because I wanted to do it when I was young, I really, really wanted to do 

it when I was young […] so it was like fulfilling a dream that I’d wanted all these years, from 

a child.’ This really shows how widely beneficial the participatory programme can be, and 

the importance of its inclusive access to all demographics.  

As part of the 2018 participatory programme, RISE! really embodied the unique 

opportunities that Freedom Festival offers to the local community. More than simply being 

breath-taking viewing for the spectators, to the participants, RISE! gave a once-in-a-lifetime 

opportunity. None of the participants had ever operated a giant wicker puppet before, so 

for them to learn in less than 48 hours how to do so, and then deliver such an incredible 

performance is a real accomplishment. While the physical skill here might not have been 

particularly transferable (although who knows, maybe it has inspired a new puppeteer!), it 

was an amazing, enriching and inspiring opportunity for everyone involved. What they can 

take away is the knowledge that they were a part of something incredible, a fantastic life-

experience, as well as teamwork and communication skills, without which the puppets could 

not operate successfully. Each of them learnt something new in a very short space of time, 

challenging their perceptions of what they can and cannot do. As the interviews illustrate, 
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one of the most important things that the participants were able to take away with them 

was the sense of community, and the friendships that were strengthened or borne from this 

shared experience. The importance of this was particularly evidenced by one participant, 

who stated ‘…and then you meet people and you’re not lonely any more, you’ve got things 

to do – my calendar is full!’ For all the participants interviewed, performing within RISE! was 

an incredibly positive experience, with some even referring to their experiences 

participating within Freedom Festival as ‘life-changing’.  
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The Print Shop: Rise[up]!21 

The Print Shop: Rise[up]! was a project developed by R.M. Sánchez-Camus and Freedom 

Festival Arts Trust, to tie in with the performance of RISE! on 31st August 2018. However, 

the project went far beyond its associations with RISE!, becoming an extremely popular part 

of the Freedom Festival 2018 programme. Participants were invited to enter the shop space, 

before working step-by-step with a facilitator to produce their own personal slogan from 

their individual thoughts, feelings and motivations; they were then able to arrange their 

slogan’s letters on a t-shirt, to be printed for them to take away. The project engaged with 

approximately 600 participants: this included in excess of 500 t-shirts printed, plus the 

artist’s workshops with community groups in advance of The Print Shop opening. As the 

participants were encouraged to wear their t-shirts around the festival, and many of the 

slogans were painted onto placards that community participants paraded through the 

streets during the performance of RISE!, the slogans would then have been seen, read, and 

discussed by many thousands more people. The project, then, had an incredible level of 

influence and impact. 

Because of the enormous volume of participants engaging with the project during the seven 

days it was open, it was impossible to conduct verbal, recorded interviews with the 

participants. I also feel that this would have had a negative impact on their engagement 

with the project, in which their focus was rightfully on harnessing the power of their own 

words and sentiments. As a result, the impact of this project on the participants was 

measured through the voluntary completion of questionnaires, handed to them once their 

t-shirt had been printed. Of the distributed questionnaires, we received 177 that were 

completed; therefore, the data surveys around two-fifths of the individuals who made t-

shirts. Many of the participants took part as a family; in this case, often only one 

questionnaire was completed, representative of the family’s collective opinions. The 

questionnaire asked seven questions of the participants, to which they were asked to 

respond on a five-point scale between ‘strongly agree’ and ‘strongly disagree’: ‘writing 

slogans made me think about issues in the community/country in a different way’; ‘making 

my own t-shirt helped me to feel creative’; ‘participating in the t-shirt project helps 

strengthen community cohesion’; ‘being part of the t-shirt project made me feel proud of 

Hull’; ‘being part of the t-shirt project feels like I am performing in the festival’; ‘I have 

thought about words and their meanings differently while designing my slogan’; ‘designing 

and wearing my slogan t-shirt helped me feel Freedom Festival is about me more than for 

me’. The participants were then provided with a box in which to write any comments about 

the project that they wished to pass on to the team.  

The project was, first and foremost, an opportunity for the community to participate in a 

free, empowering, creative activity that encouraged them to feel part of the festival, in 

particular the performance of RISE! This was, of course, reflected in the respondents’ 

answer to question two (‘making my own t-shirt helped me to feel creative’), with 85% of 

participants saying that they ‘strongly agree’ with this statement. Of the remaining answers, 

                                                             
21 Data, questions and charts courtesy of R.M. Sánchez-Camus. 
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14% replied ‘somewhat agree’, 2% ticked ‘neither agree nor disagree’ and only 1% selected 

‘strongly disagree’ (figure 1). The comments offered by the participants reiterated the 

pleasure in an original, fun creative outlet, with responses such as ‘enriching’, ‘loved the 

creativity’, ‘I enjoyed being creative’, ‘really positive creative experience’ and ‘I liked it, it 

was awesome, it made me see creative’. The physical outcome of the project – the bespoke 

t-shirt that the participants were able to take away with them – was a positive factor for 

several respondents, with one participant who wrote, ‘brilliant idea – wearable art. 

Fantastic!’ and another who stated that ‘it was cool to have something in my wardrobe that 

I thought up, went out and made!’ The great, unprecedented success of the project – which 

led to the workshop having to close twice to restock – encouraged an unexpected aspect of 

creativity, as participants were urged to consider the form of individual letters and create 

them out of others if a particular character that they required was out of stock. This is a 

factor that was acknowledged by one participant, who wrote ‘would be nice if letters were 

available, but forces “creativity”’.  

 

Figure 1 

 

As part of the creative process, participants were encouraged to list the things that 

mattered to them (their likes, dislikes, motivations, frustrations, things that they would 

change about the world, etc.) from which they would ultimately produce a short, powerful 

slogan for their t-shirt. Time and time again, participants would cautiously enter The Print 

Shop, sitting down with an initial air of shyness, reticence or even apathy, only to become 

quickly empowered and really passionate about their slogans. The artists and facilitators 

promoted a safe, inclusive, non-judgemental space to allow participants to express powerful 

and meaningful feelings and opinions. As a position of immense vulnerability, this was only 

made possible through the sense of trust that this supportive atmosphere encouraged. As a 

result, the project produced a number of moving, humbling and provoking results: 

participants were able to express their individuality and were empowered to emblazon a 

particular facet of their identities across their chests: ‘I put CHALK IT UP I like chalking down 

my street’. Incredibly moving examples included a youngster grappling with concepts of 
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sexuality and gender identity – ‘my slogan is important to me because it says “pansexual, 

non-binary and proud” because I am’ – a pensioner recounting their wartime experiences, a 

teen expressing their pain over parental abandonment, and numerous people raising 

questions around race, nationality, religion and political views: ‘really made me think about 

my conflicts within!’ Even slogans that might, on the surface appear trivial – including those 

expressing the participant’s love of beer, cheese and pizza – were hugely meaningful, as a 

specific way in which the individual chose to express their identity in a public forum.   

The participants took conscious ownership over the particular words that they chose to 

display on their clothing, expressing themselves creatively, honestly and boldly: this was 

particularly fascinating and a clear contrast to the passive way in which people often wear 

shop-bought slogans. The decoration within The Print Shop encouraged the participants to 

really think about the power of their words: photographs of placards with well-known 

slogans adorned the walls, interspersed with slogans that had been created in workshops 

with local community groups. These Hull-made slogans – many of which were painted on 

placards for the performance of RISE! and then displayed around the festival site – not only 

brought the community’s voices together in a highly impactful, visual way, but also 

demonstrated to participants within The Print Shop that their voices can, and should, be 

heard. This helped to make the slogans developed within The Print Shop all the more 

powerful; the fact that the placards were accompanied within the performance by the visual 

impact of red flares alongside a positive, dancing community cast further empowered the 

words. This is reflected in the responses to question six (‘I have thought about words and 

their meaning differently when designing my slogan’). Here, 68% of respondents ticked 

‘strongly agree’, with a further 25% selecting ‘somewhat agree’; only 5% chose ‘neither 

agree nor disagree’, with 1% ‘strongly disagreeing’ with the statement (figure 2). One 

participant highlighted the importance of the slogan-generating process – ‘important that 

people’s ideas feel welcomed and validated’– whilst another praised this specific part of the 

project, ‘the people were really helpful in gathering words and thoughts’. Overall, it seemed 

that the participants had been encouraged to recognise the importance of their individual 

words and thoughts: ‘a great way to think about what is important to oneself and how every 

voice counts!’; ‘great project – how to get a message across in few words that [are] striking’. 

One person was even encouraged to use their words for the benefit of others, too, stating 

that participation in The Print Shop: Rise[up]! ‘made me think that I can create slogans to 

help people’. The project, then, was hugely successful in promoting the power of words 

(both individual and collective), empowering participants to tell their own stories and 

express their individuality, representing local voices and proving that they matter to the 

many thousands of visitors that attended Freedom Festival 2018.  
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Figure 2 

 

The responses to the first question (‘writing slogans made me think about issues in the 

community/country in a different way’) are reflective of the thought-provoking atmosphere 

that The Print Shop: Rise[up]! fostered. 57% of respondents indicated that they ‘strongly 

agree’ with this statement; 35% selected ‘somewhat agree, whilst 8% ticked ‘neither agree 

nor disagree’ (figure 3). Many of the comments are really indicative of the positive 

responses to this, with participants saying ‘I think it’s a very positive thing as it not only 

allows people to express themselves, it helps to educate people on the issues that are 

apparent nowadays’, ‘I thought it was incredibly fun and helps people show what is 

important to them and what can be improved in the world’, ‘[it] is fantastic to be able to 

take part and do something like this, and also helps children and adults think more in depth 

about things’ and ‘this helped me feel opened to the problems we have and I am more 

wanting to fix them’. Indeed, many of the participants referenced the thought-provoking 

nature of their experiences in The Print Shop: ‘great ideas, made me think!’; ‘lots of fun and 

a great way to get you thinking outside the box’; ‘this project is super engaging and 

fun/thought provoking for EVERYONE’; ‘absolutely brilliant, thought provoking, fun, great 

atmosphere’; ‘such a thought-provoking experience’; ‘fantastic idea: thought-provoking and 

encourages people to chat and discuss potentially difficult subjects’. Several participants 

specifically mentioned that they had thought specifically about their own community, and 

expressed their pleasure that the festival had engaged their community in such an exercise: 

‘I like how it was a new way to get people involved in the festival, and also to think about 

Hull in a way that they might never have before’; ‘heart-warming to see and hear so many 

of Hull’s people wanting to rise up against the world’s ills’. In a particularly poignant nod to 

the festival’s roots and message, one participant wrote: ‘it [has] given me an opportunity to 

explain what freedom [is] to my 5-year-old’. This particular quote powerfully demonstrates 

the unquestionable benefits of engaging the community in such projects, and the 

thoughtfulness and social, political and community consciousness that can be provoked. 
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Figure 3 

 

As the aforementioned quote suggests, many groups of friends and family took part in the 

project together. That so many participants had come along with others helped to create a 

friendly, familiar, community atmosphere in The Print Shop, with two or three families at a 

time meeting, sharing a table, and working alongside one another to create their t-shirts. 

However, many participants visited The Print Shop on their own, too; the layout of the 

space, with large tables encouraging sociable and collaborative work, led to people naturally 

discussing their slogans with one another, creating bonds – however temporary – within the 

community space. As a result, 60% of participants stated that they ‘strongly agreed’ with 

question three (‘participating in the t-shirt project helps strengthen community cohesion’), 

with 31% responding ‘somewhat agree’ and 8% ticking ‘neither agree nor disagree’ (figure 

4). In their comments, participants referenced the pleasure and the benefits of bringing 

families and communities together: ‘brings us all together and is fun for the kids too’; ‘this is 

one of the best projects I have seen for a long time. It is a great way of bringing people 

together who don’t know who they are going to be connected to just yet! I love it!’; 

‘wonderful project, brought everyone in ‘shop’ together’; ‘great thing to do with family, 

makes you think about each other and extended family’; ‘I enjoyed sharing the experience 

with my children (12/14 years). They enjoyed the experience too’. Here, the joys of 

collaborative, creative work are really evidenced, with one participant stating that they 

‘really enjoyed it. Lovely to meet people for a chat and at the same time produce 

something’, whilst another said, ‘my slogan is important to me because I would like people 

to have fun but share it with family and friends’. More than just a t-shirt making workshop, 

then, the physical space within The Print Shop: Rise[up]! became a place of togetherness.  

The space facilitated productive, positive dialogue on a diverse range of topics; it brought 

people together into a temporary community, with participants united not only by the 

obvious goal of creating a slogan and a t-shirt, but in openness and the desire to understand 

one another’s thoughts, passions and motives. This was acknowledged by a number of 
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participants, who praised the project’s methods of promoting community, and helping 

individuals to locate their own place within it: ‘Rise is a wonderful concept and really makes 

you think about community’; ‘I think it creates a sense of community while still expressing 

individuality’; ‘good idea to encourage participation and community cohesion’; ‘great idea 

for community cohesion!’; ‘there were so many people getting involved. Real community 

feel!’ One participant noted that it was ‘a great opportunity to find out what is in the minds 

of the community,’ adding that ‘we look forward to wearing our shirts, reading others’ and 

being a community. Thank you.’ This acknowledges the fact that the opportunity to truly 

and creatively reflect on not only our own thoughts and opinions, but those of other 

members of the community around us is really rare: the honesty and trust that the 

participants bestowed on not only the team within The Print Shop, but on one another, 

allowed just that, and really contributed to the collaborative, community that was created. 

Participants who quickly switched from being reserved and reluctant to participate, to 

sharing their opinions, feelings and experiences with their facilitator and their table with 

enthusiasm really demonstrated the transformative power of The Print Shop, and the 

community cohesion that it evoked. This was perhaps a contributory factor to the responses 

to question four (‘being part of the t-shirt project made you feel proud of Hull’), in which 

73% of participants stated that they ‘strongly agreed’, 19% selected ‘somewhat agree’ and 

7% chose ‘neither agree nor disagree’ (figure 5). The opportunity for this sense of 

togetherness that Freedom Festival provided, created through the community’s passion, 

openness and willingness to participate and share their ideas, likely contributed to this pride 

in place that the results suggest. The astonishing number of t-shirts produced, and the 

overwhelming positivity on the questionnaires really highlights the incredible individual, and 

collective benefits of participation within the project. 

 

Figure 4 



23 
 

 

Figure 5 

 

The project, then, allowed the participants to make their private thoughts and opinions 

public through discussion within The Print Shop and the invitation to wear their finished t-

shirts to the performance of RISE! and around the festival over the weekend. Of course, 

some of the slogans were reproduced on the placards too. In this way, then, participants 

were able to personalise the festival and make their own voice heard within it. As an 

audience development project, it was key that The Print Shop: Rise[up]! made the 

participants feel included in the festival and encouraged to participate further by attending 

the performance of RISE! (either as a performer or a spectator) and other events over the 

course of the festival weekend. The Print Shop: Rise[up]! was certainly successful in 

personalising the festival for its participants, with 60% of questionnaire respondents 

selecting ‘strongly agree’ in response to the statement ‘designing and wearing my slogan t-

shirt helped me feel Freedom Festival is about me more than for me’. A further 25% chose 

‘somewhat agree’, with 12% ticking ‘neither agree nor disagree’ and only 1% ‘strongly 

disagree[ing]’ with the statement (figure 6). Several respondents chose to modify the 

question – ‘we not me’ and ‘I feel it is more than me – it’s about it being about “us”. “We” 

not “me”!’ – which only serves to reinforce the sense of community that the project helped 

to promote. For these participants, the project (and the festival) is about the community as 

a whole, not just themselves as individuals. The response proportions were similar for 

question five (‘being part of the t-shirt project feels like I am performing in the festival’). 

Here, 64% of respondents chose ‘strongly agree’, with 28% ticking ‘somewhat agree’ and 7% 

selecting ‘neither agree nor disagree’. It was important that the project empowered and 

encouraged the participants to wear their t-shirts over the course of the weekend, and it 

seems that it was successful in doing so. This was represented by the number of participants 

who left the print shop stating that they would wear their shirt to the festival and were 
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excited to see and discuss others. One participant wrote that The Print Shop: Rise[up]! was 

‘a great project and a good all-round way of contributing to Freedom’, whilst another 

‘thought it was a very creative and fun way to be part of a festival like Freedom Festival’.  

 

Figure 6 

 

Figure 7 

 

The Print Shop: Rise[up]! then, was an enormous success, with its impact on participants 

and spectators potentially both far-reaching and long-lasting. That over 500 shirts were 

printed over the seven days that the project operated is such a strong marker of its success, 

as well as the community’s willingness to participate and to essentially wear their hearts not 



25 
 

even on their sleeves, but emblazoned in enormous, capital letters across their chests. The 

outlet – as well as the time and the space – to reflect on your personal beliefs, participate in 

conversations in a neutral space about what inspires and motivates you, and then to have 

the facility to make your voice heard, is extremely valuable and for most is an opportunity 

that is rarely encountered in everyday life. The Print Shop encouraged consideration, 

openness and pride in individual beliefs, something that the participants clearly appreciated, 

leaving comments such as ‘Brilliant! More! What the Freedom Festival is about!’, ‘fabulous 

inclusive idea’, ‘positive to have a collective gathering of slogans/text on t-shirts’ and ‘very 

positive, fun, cool t-shirt making, fantastic staff. Thank you’. The nature of receiving a free, 

bespoke t-shirt was a great incentive to encourage participation amongst those who might 

not otherwise be keen to engage; by sitting each participant down and leaving them to think 

about their passions and motivations before letting them loose on the letters really gave 

them time to reflect and create something personal and meaningful to them. It was clear 

that the level of reflection encouraged by this thoughtful process was valued: ‘it was really 

fun! The people hosting it were really sweet and helped me with my creative process. I hope 

Hull has more events like this’; ‘amazing idea. Really fun, loved the whole process’; ‘it was 

fantastic, it was wonderful, we had a lovely afternoon, great to be a part of it!’ This 

incredible level of positivity was constant within The Print Shop: even the most negative of 

feelings was phrased within the slogans in a positive manner. The opportunity for parents 

and children to work creatively, side by side – with the parent’s creative process as 

prioritised as the child’s – helped to build the friendly, collaborative atmosphere that 

characterised the project. This open, supportive atmosphere was able to spread to those 

who attended The Print Shop alone, too. The project’s success in promoting community 

cohesion was evidenced during a particularly special moment, witnessed after the 

performance of RISE! As a member of the community cast carried a placard, she was 

approached by the man who had created the slogan and was wearing it on his t-shirt. After 

some conversation, the pair snapped a photograph together, before parting ways. This 

incredibly niche, specific slogan was meaningful to both the man who had created it, and 

the woman who had specifically chosen to carry that placard. This slogan had facilitated 

discussion and a bond between the pair, who were different in many ways, but united by 

their common belief in this slogan. However temporary, this evidences the impact of The 

Print Shop: Rise[up]! in empowering its participants to consider and harness the incredible 

power of their words. 
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Freedom FEASTival 

The Freedom FEASTival – a collaboration between Freedom Festival, ArtLink and TimeBank 

Hull – was in its second year during the 2018 festival (although the event’s history stretches 

back beyond its expansion through partnership with Freedom Festival Arts Trust). The event 

uses local surplus food, donated by local growers, to serve an enormous, free community 

feast. The event is staffed entirely by volunteers, from the chefs to the servers, and is open 

to all, with the invitation to sit and eat a tasty, locally produced meal, with other members 

of the local community. The FEASTival is passionate about locally-grown, sustainable 

produce, and embraces the ethos of sharing and collaborating, whilst encouraging 

sociability around the consumption of food. The opportunity to sit and converse with 

strangers is rare: in our everyday lives, our interactions with strangers are generally brief 

and trivial. The project encourages participants to share their thoughts, as well as their 

meals, with their neighbours through the natural bond of the enjoyment of food. This is a 

valuable opportunity to engage in meaningful conversation, often with someone very 

different to yourself. To identify mutual beliefs and motivations and enjoy a deep and 

passionate conversation with someone you’ve never met before promotes community 

cohesion, as a reminder that we are not that different from one another. Indeed, one 

participant commented: ‘I suppose it’s just got me out of my comfort zone a little bit […] I 

like the fact that you can go in and have a really nice conversation with someone and then 

go off again, you haven’t got to like, keep in touch or anything like that. You can just have a 

really good instant connection’. The atmosphere that the Freedom FEASTival promotes is 

really positive and supportive of these interactions; it celebrates the local and is powerful in 

encouraging people to think about where their food has come from, as well as what they 

are eating and who they are eating with. 

The participant roles, then, were very diverse, from logistics and set-up, growing the 

vegetables, cooking and serving the food, to eating and enjoying the FEAST on the day. This 

wide range of roles meant that there should be an area of participation to suit all passions 

and abilities, as well as the opportunity to learn new skills and adapt to different roles. On 

reflection, one participant stated that the most surprising thing about the FEASTival was 

‘how enjoyable it all is’, a testament to the supportive and positive environment that this 

diversity encourages: ‘It’s good to see people working together […] people are just mucking 

in and working together, and it all comes together from that’. In the lead up to the festival, 

two mini-FEASTs took the project out of the city centre and into the east and west Hull 

communities, both to allow the volunteers to practice ahead of the main event, and in order 

to reach different audiences, to enable them to engage with the project as well as to 

encourage them to attend the main FEASTival in Festival Gardens, on the final day of 

Freedom Festival 2018. Despite this focus on the main event in early September, the ethos 

of the FEASTival is continued throughout the year with the promotion of giving what you 

can, sharing, and avoiding waste fundamental to the activities. Early inductions encouraged 

the volunteers to get to know one another, whilst subtly introducing the ideas of surplus, 

and sustainable collaboration. For one session, participants and those interested in gaining 

more information about the FEASTival were encouraged to bring one food item, however 
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small, for the group to share; this resulted in more than enough food to feed everyone more 

than once. In this way, the project encourages potential participants to contribute whilst 

conveying their message that an individual only has to share something very small for the 

contribution to be enormous when it is part of a collective effort. That all the produce is 

donated, all the equipment is borrowed, and all the waste composted or recycled reinforces 

this idea of the power of collective kindness and togetherness; when we communicate, 

work together and share what we have within our communities, we can all prosper and 

achieve our shared goals.  

The participants that I interviewed included members of the close-knit, passionate 

volunteer community who have been with the project for many years, as well as those who 

were being welcomed to the team for the first time. Many of those I spoke to had 

volunteered as individuals, but the project offers the opportunity for families or groups of 

friends to volunteer together, which led to a close, friendly atmosphere as children 

volunteered alongside their parents and grandparents, all working together towards a 

collective, community-based goal: ‘I’ve brought my granddaughter and she was really 

excited to be allowed to come along, and she’s really enjoyed doing bits […] it’s really nice 

that we can do something very constructive together, because obviously my granddaughter 

doesn’t usually see me in a professional role, she sees me as a grandma.’ The project also 

works with local community groups to engage as many demographics as possible with the 

rich, skill-building opportunities that the FEASTival offers, including growing vegetables, 

food preparation, recipes and cooking and serving techniques. One participant remarked, ‘I 

suppose the range of people that volunteer has surprised me, and you know all ages and 

backgrounds all beliefs, all cultures all everything. But that’s been really great, just to mix, 

have a really broad mix of people.’ One particularly interesting group that I interviewed was 

some of the learners from Friends for English, who were heavily involved in the FEASTival. 

Their experiences – including growing and harvesting vegetables, cooking and serving food – 

helped to further integrate them into their new communities and worked on their language 

skills outside of a classroom setting. Some of the participants I spoke to were also really 

excited to have had the opportunity to create dishes from their home countries to serve 

within the FEASTival. This not only showcased the vibrant combination of cultures within 

our community, but also allowed for mutual, two-way learning between those learning 

English but were also able to teach new, delicious recipes to other participants, truly 

bringing people together over food. 

The reasons offered by participants for their involvement in the project were all very 

different. One participant was inspired to take part after enjoying the food at Freedom 

FEASTival 2017: ‘I actually went to the FEASTival last year as a customer and was really 

interested in the whole thing behind it about the food growing and the collective thing, so I 

decided that I wanted to be involved with it this year’. Others, who have stayed with the 

FEASTival since its infancy, have remained inspired by the ethos and outcomes of the 

project: ‘hopefully people will see us cooking and they will go “oh, that’s all just donated 

vegetables, things we have spare in Hull, I could do that as a meal, that could feed my 

family”. Everything’s donated from local growers or local producers, so […] it has a really 

good, strong ethical background’; ‘for me it is just such a fun thing to do, to be able to give 
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this free food to people. People come to the desk and say, “How much do I pay?” and you 

say, “You don’t have to pay anything, it’s free!” It just shows people what we can do when 

we all work together and are able to make this fantastic meal together […] it’s fantastic to 

see it happen and all come together at the end. And it’s great to work with people that are 

like-minded, people that realise that there are things that are wrong with the economy, that 

we need to change things. And for me, a lot of the way round that is to work cooperatively, 

work together, and try to do more of these kinds of events’; ‘it’s about thinking about where 

your food is coming from. It’s a great way of bringing people together, is food: food and 

music, they’re the two things that lure everybody in!’ Other participants took part as a way 

to try something new – ‘pretty much because of volunteering last year and being a member 

of City of Culture […] this is kind of like the legacy to that’ – a consequence of the rich 

volunteering community that has developed within Hull as a result of Hull UK City of Culture 

2017. 

For most of the participants though, particularly those who have been returning year after 

year, alongside a belief in the cause, the main reason for volunteering is to sustain the 

valuable relationship that have been built during the project’s history. The majority of the 

participants warmly and passionately discussed the friendships that they had cultivated 

through the FEASTival, which has become a community in itself: ‘it’s just a massive 

community of people, we all support each other, so it’s great to come along to different 

events because that’s a way of us all getting together. […] it’s difficult to stay in touch with 

everybody because it’s like one big family […] so events like this are really good because the 

faces come back […] I just love it.’ Another participant commented that what drives them to 

return, year after year, is ‘the people. It’s just lovely to see how people have been through 

the year, how we’ve all developed. There’s a real buzz about the FEASTival and the 

volunteers as well because we’re all really passionate about what we do. I’m really 

passionate about the local community, and I just like the way that FEASTival brings 

everybody in the community together through making food – I’ve also learnt how to make 

some ace curries and things like that.’ For this reason, many of the participants regarded the 

friendships that they had made during their time with the FEASTival as the main benefit of 

their participation; one interviewee – a newcomer to East Yorkshire – described how they’d 

gained ‘a community of people and I feel that I can rely on them if I need help.’ Others 

reiterated the prominence of lasting friendships as the most valuable and positive 

consequence of the project: ‘it’s been really nice […] meeting people that I would never 

have met before and had interactions and friendships […] meeting people and realising that 

we have a mutual friend or interest’; [I’ve gained] ‘a whole new friendship group, […] people 

that I will see throughout the year, and really close friends that have really helped me in 

having difficult times and things like that, they’ve just been amazing. Amazing friends […] I 

couldn’t thank people enough for the support people have given me, it’s given us a whole 

new life really!’  

As a result of the collaborative nature of the project, as well as the close relationships that it 

facilitates, a number of participants reported their interactions with others – as well as the 

skills and experiences they gained during FEASTival – as responsible for ‘opening doors’ in 

their daily lives too. One participant reported that ‘it’s been quite life-changing really. It’s 
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just opened up so many different doors for contacts and grassroots community ventures […] 

I’ve met loads of new friends who’ve then got me into different projects and yeah, it’s been 

quite transformative really’. Another participant echoed this sentiment, exemplifying the 

potential impact of connections made in collaborative, community projects: ‘it opens so 

many doors [… during] the first FEASTival I was talking to people around the table, [another 

participant] was part of Hull Help for Refugees, so I got involved […] went down to Calais to 

the Jungle’. The participant went on to describe how, whilst helping in the Jungle, he 

interacted with other volunteers who were teachers; through these consequent 

interactions, he gained volunteering experience to back up his TESOL qualification, and now 

has secured employment, teaching his own classes: ‘because I was chopping veg when I was 

talking to this lady, and that opened up so many doors for me, and everything has come 

together. And so that’s why I would encourage anybody to do it – you’re speaking to 

likeminded people, and it’s just a good way of finding out about the city, about things that 

are happening, and being able to provide events like this and feel so good at the end of it, 

you feel that you have achieved so much.’ Another participant appreciated the opportunity 

to learn from others whilst contributing to the community: ‘I don’t really see myself as a 

volunteer, I see myself as someone who is part of the community who likes to just chip in 

and get involved […] I think from meeting different people with lots of different skills you’re 

always learning – so I like to learn from people that way rather than going in and saying ‘this 

is the skillset I’m going to learn’ I like that surprise and going ‘actually today I’m just going to 

go and get on with it.’  

Clear and tangible benefits of participation were expressed by many participants who felt 

that they had gained particular skills from their experiences with the Freedom FEASTival. 

Many of these were obviously focused on food, including its preparation, cooking and the 

dissemination of multicultural recipes: ‘how to prepare food and how to cut a squash. The 

skin is very hard and they taught us how to use a knife and […] which vegetables should be 

cooked before the other ones’; ‘I just do the chopping and I like to go out and greet people 

and invite them in and stuff like that’; ‘I was working inside the kitchen, so the cookers they 

told us how to cook English food, Indian food, how to make it, and also when we were on 

the farm they […] told us about how we can grow the food’. One participant outlined a 

particular learning experience: ‘[I was] making what I thought was poppadums but it is puris. 

So I now know the ingredients, which was wheat flour, and oil and water, and put all 

together, and then be able to fry them in boiling hot oil, and then they come out like this 

and they raise up like a poppadum. I now know the difference between a puri, which I didn’t 

know existed a week ago, and a poppadum, which is wheat flour and chickpea flour’. Other 

participants reiterated these benefits: ‘I just learned some different countries’ food, how to 

cook it and its good for me – to get many people together, help each other to cook for other 

people, it’s a good experience for me. And it’s good to make other people happy and enjoy 

the festival’; ‘I like the environment and we work together to prepare food for the people 

[…] We come from different race it’s really amazing that we can work together, cooperate in 

a harmonious situation. This is the first time I join it. I enjoy it. Different kinds of vegetables - 

one or two or three chefs and one kitchen assistant we help them and then we learnt quite 

a lot about how to cook how to prepare and be paid attention to the hygiene. Make sure it’s 
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healthy and clean. It’s good.’ Whilst improving community cohesion, these skills are also 

extremely transferable; participation, then, is valuable in terms of personal and professional 

development too. 

Others focussed on the enormity of the task, made eminently achievable through teamwork 

and combining one another’s strengths: ‘in my job I wouldn’t normally be expected to cook 

for 1500 people, with actually very limited stock […] as a professional it gives me [the 

opportunity] to think of different ideas, so it’s challenging for me, which I think is good’; ‘it’s 

cooking on a huge scale that you wouldn’t be able to do before, so I’ve learnt all sorts of 

things about logistics, about harvesting, about street food […] where else are you going to 

learn sort of how to cook en masse, in sort of like a field setting? What was really interesting 

was I took those skills over to Calais […] so those sorts of skills have been really 

transferable.’ The everyday benefits of participation was described by one interviewee, 

whose daughter’s eyes were opened to different foods, and led to notable personal 

changes: ‘she was somebody who would never eat veg […] it’s got my daughter eating lots 

of different foods and she’s like “mam this is really nice” and it’s made with beetroot – like 

“urgh! But I like it!” so that’s good, it’s really good if you’ve got children’. As well as 

providing new experiences and unlocking access to a new community, then, in this case 

participation within the project encouraged healthy lifestyle changes, which will have 

countless long-term benefits for their participant, and potentially for their friends, family 

and any future offspring too. Opportunities for ongoing learning and connections were 

suggested as a further benefit of taking part: ‘I’ve made more links with people and I’m 

hoping possibly to come to some of the events at these allotments to learn more about how 

to preserve things’; ‘I'm a teacher I work in a school. And I’ve got sort of my next role for the 

next academic year and I’m going to be going to lots of different schools for one day a week. 

It’s been good to get out and to meet people. Children especially, been talking to them a lot, 

been nice for me to see children in their natural environment so when I see them in their 

schools I’ll have a better understanding of what their homelife is like and how great it is 

really and I can say oh yeah I've been to the Constable Street allotments and I saw you 

there, or did you go there and I have a connection with them’. The benefits, then, stretched 

far beyond just food-based skills. 

Another key, widespread benefit of the FEASTival participatory programme was 

communication and teamwork skills: whilst this is obviously a big factor for the participants 

from Friends for English, native speakers benefitted too from the opportunity to adapt their 

language skills to different situations and learn from others’ cultural experiences: ‘we can 

learn how to talk to other people’, ‘teamwork and meet new people, everything improves 

my English’. For the ESL leaners, FEASTival offered the opportunity to learn English in an 

informal setting, whilst learning new skills too: ‘there are a lot of ingredients and they would 

tell us pepper and some melon […] it’s nice to be outside the classroom environment, good! 

An open place! Fresh air! Nature! Different people get together, eating, drinking, cooking 

together - very happy!’; ‘I tried sometimes to learn English but I don’t learn it and when I do 

practical things I learn it. Exactly the relationship between people, form the connection 

between us and people born here.’ Importantly, the project also offered the opportunity for 

cross-cultural dissemination, with the Friends for English learners teaching other 
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participants recipes from their native countries: ‘I just made a salad from my country […] We 

cooked many different foods from many different countries’. Alongside appreciating the 

different cultures that make up our rich, local community, inclusion in the project helped 

the learners to feel more at home in Hull, with each Friends for English participant agreeing: 

‘yeah, it let me feel that the people are friendly, they will help you, they will give you a 

chance’; ‘I think the festival has helped me because I met so many different people and 

we’re talking with each other, and it helps, yeah’; ‘I feel like Hull is my home’. They all also 

agreed that they were able to pass skills and knowledge that they had garnered from the 

festival on to friends and family, with one participant stating, ‘yeah of course, yeah I can do 

that. Yeah, I learnt many different skills to cook so I can teach them that’, with another 

agreeing, ‘yes! Sometimes we share the experience and told them interesting things and the 

situations, how to cope properly with other people, and tell them the food is delicious!’ This 

group was particularly interesting to study, as language often presents a barrier to 

participation; that the learners were able to participate – and also pass on recipes to their 

fellow participants – was extremely significant, particularly given the clear, mutual benefits 

of their inclusion in the project.  

Throughout the interviews, the participants’ passion for the project was evident. It was clear 

that the project was so successful because the team recognised that everyone was 

different: each participant had different experiences, different strengths, and wanted 

different challenges. Thus, the participants’ favourite aspects of the FEASTival were all 

different too, with some naming the growing process – ‘the allotment because they are 

organic so it is healthy – it’s different from the food in the supermarket, I like such kind of 

work because I take it out, it’s fresh’ – whilst others discussed the cooking, ‘it’s amazing to 

be a cook, to know how to cook with different kinds of foods’, and the organisational 

aspects, including ‘the actual doing it – the serving, the cooking […] the running around, 

bringing together, coordinating with the other volunteers, getting in on meetings and 

discussion how it’s going to be is also fantastic’. Many named sharing the experience with 

their fellow participants as their favourite part of the FEASTival, a testament to the friendly 

and inclusive atmosphere that the team promote: ‘it’s about working together from other 

countries, from other level people’; ‘the variety of people that it attracts – I think today this 

event has attracted people from all sorts of walks of life, all different backgrounds, and 

people that I wouldn’t normally meet in my day to day life’; ‘what I loved about day one was 

it wasn’t open to the public so it was just everybody mucking together and planning and 

preparing for the next day – it got us all to try and work together and find out what our 

strengths were and find out who we clicked really well with when it came to working 

because the next day was going to be busy. At the end of the day, we all cooked and 

prepared something and we all sat down and had something to eat all together afterwards, 

so it was like the calm before the storm’. Another particularly favoured aspect was the 

enormous sense of satisfaction, once the success of the event had become clear: one 

participant said that they most valued ‘the sense of pride, because you know when you 

actually look out and see everybody eating – I think it’s that achievement, and the fact that 

we’ve done that’. Another participant reflected similarly on this feeling, stating: ‘when I saw 

people happy and smile I was satisfied’. 
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Perhaps as a result of this positivity and satisfaction, the participants suggested very few 

negative effects of participation, and many remarked that nothing would prevent them 

from participating in future FEASTivals: ‘I would clear the space the week before […] I’ve had 

to book holidays on that time, because I’d much rather work at FEASTival than do anything 

else’. The only barriers to participation that were outlined by the participants were broadly 

concerning health and communication. One participant suggested that mental health could 

have prevented them from participating in the first place, ‘I just get a bit anxious about 

coming to things where I might not know anybody the first time, then once I’ve done it once 

I’m fine. And I like to have a specific to do’, whilst another suggested that health conditions 

may ultimately prevent their return: ‘I’ve not got the best of health so I get chronic fatigue 

[… but] there’s always something you can do with the FEASTival, whether it’s just the mini-

feast where you can just come along and eat – people don’t make you feel bad for sort of 

stepping back. […] but there’s always a little thing that you can do, everybody has managed 

to do something […] so you sort of like feel like you’re part of it anyway, and people here are 

very inclusive and very willing – they just want you here really.’ In terms of communication, 

one participant felt that the opportunities could be advertised more widely: ‘I’m just 

thinking about how we can share the information. For me, for my communities, some of 

them they don’t know about this – this is a good activity, sharing it, enjoying it, I think if we 

can pass the message’, whilst another felt that clear communication after signing up would 

be beneficial: ‘I’ve had to chase all the time – when should I be there, what am I expected to 

do, like we’ve got a risk assessment that’s just rubbish, you know I’ve never had a briefing 

on site, so – and stuff like that I think […] I’ve had nothing and I find that really frustrating.’ A 

further participant felt that others might have been discouraged by her experiences 

communicating with other volunteers: ‘somebody was very bossy – they can’t work 

together, want to be boss but I can match myself with people – some people are 

embarrassed because they don’t speak good English’. Overall though, the interviews were 

incredibly positive, with even those who had had negative experiences keen to emphasise 

that they would not let anything prevent them from returning in 2019. 

All of the participants were also keen to encourage newcomers to take part, with 

suggestions such as ‘just go for it, it’s been a really positive thing, and everybody’s been 

great’ and ‘go for it! Even if you just do a few hours, just to try – volunteering in any capacity 

is so important, not just FEASTival or Freedom Festival, it’s contributing to your community 

and it’s not just unpaid work, it brings self-esteem, a sense of purpose and flexibility and 

freedom that you wouldn’t have from normal paid work. There’s just something more 

special about volunteering whatever you do, even if it’s like charity shop stuff, the projects 

that I’ve run are all about getting people empowered in volunteering, it really does, it 

changes your life. So yeah, I couldn’t recommend it enough – even if they just do an hour, 

it’s something isn’t it’. One participant outlined the variety of roles on offer as important for 

new participants, suggesting that there is something for everyone: ‘don’t knock it until you 

tried it […] there may be some things that aren't for you but don't stop, you get 

opportunities to do all sorts of things so just try anything really. Some people I find get into 

one particular thing and then they do that but for me I like doing lots of unconnected 

random things because for me personally I find it a bit more fun and interesting’. Other 
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participants were keen to emphasise that new volunteers would always get a warm 

welcome: ‘just come along, there’s no pressure, if they feel uncomfortable just come and 

find [me] because I don’t mind, I’ll make them welcome! Because I’ve been doing it for so 

long, I can introduce them to people, but nobody ever gets sat on their own – you can come 

on your own to these types of things’; ‘sign up with a friend, or come along, you know 

there’s social events as well as volunteering events, just get involved – there’s always new 

people, there’s always somebody new, so you’ll never be on your own. And actually, if you 

say to somebody ‘I haven’t done this before, it’s my first shift’ or whatever, people will look 

after you and make sure you know what you’re doing’. The incredible benefits of 

participation were key for one volunteer when attracting others to the role – ‘we have to try 

everything that comes our way, and we waste so much time when we look at our time, in 

watching TV or going down the pub or anything like that – but this is so practical and it’s so 

fun, and you learn so much, and I know more of how Hull operates – I know where the 

allotments are, I know different organisations to get involved with, if something’s needed I’ll 

say “okay, that organisation has this, and this organisation has that” and it’s just loads of 

things that pull together. So, in the end, it is a life changer […] it does open up so many 

doors’ – suggesting that, among other things, participating in an event like the Freedom 

FEASTival is really worthwhile and really helps participants to feel part of their community. 

The potential benefits for younger participants were frequently outlined by the 

interviewees, with each of them feeling that they wished that they had had the opportunity 

to take part in the Freedom FEASTival as a teenager: ‘I’ve seen it’s had a massive impact on 

my daughter’s life – she’s mixing with people from all different cultures, all different classes, 

people of all different abilities, people with different backgrounds, and her outlook on life is 

so, so open – yeah so I think that definitely it’s great to get kids involved’. One participant, 

who had volunteered as a child, suggested that their life had greatly benefited from the 

experiences: ‘I think it helps you with networking, it helps you with developing social skills, I 

think it helps with self-confidence, and you know, employers always want a little bit of 

something extra now or universities, so you know, it’s really competitive, setting up, starting 

out in a career, so if you can tell an employer or the university […] something extra about 

yourself that you’ve done, I think that […] can add value. And even if you don’t want it for 

your career or university, just the confidence that you get from coming and feeling valued, I 

think that’s really important’. Other participants emphasised the range of experiences on 

offer as beneficial to youngsters: ‘I do think if I’d had positive things like this to get involved 

in, to give me a sense of identity, I don’t think I would’ve kind of gone round the houses so 

much to get here, you know – to find my passion’; ‘I think every teenager should be made to 

do it. National service, they should have like a national voluntary service. It’s like […] the 

children coming up to me at the food, the young children were just like looking at the curry 

and going like “oooh what’s in it, what's in it?” and we tell them and they will be like “oh no 

I don’t like it” and we said “have some” so they tried it and they loved it, and I think people 

would feel the same about volunteering. Try it, I think you will love it and you will want to 

do it again’. 

The participants were so enthusiastic and eager to share their experiences with the 

FEASTival, but they were keen to emphasise that, whilst they volunteer because they 
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believe in the project, their main motivation for sustaining their service with the project is 

because of the diverse human relationships that they have forged there. Their skills and 

talents counterbalance and complement one another in a beautiful way. Many of the stories 

told by the volunteers suggested the power of their collaboration, and determination to 

support each other in all aspects of life, including being there for one another through 

particularly difficult times. Others journeyed together to Calais to support refugees, a 

particularly striking example of the valuable connections that have been made during the 

participants’ time with the FEASTival and related projects. So many of the participants had 

developed new and existing skills through the project and used it as a vehicle to gain 

employment and access further opportunities. Day to day benefits were illustrated by the 

participant whose daughter had only started eating vegetables as a result of her 

involvement with the FEASTival; whilst this is just one small instance of the project inciting 

change, for the family and the daughter herself this small change has enormous implications 

for her future prospects and wellbeing, as well as a potential knock-on effect to her friends, 

and ultimately future generations. A significant number of the adult participants volunteer 

alongside their children and even their grandchildren. To be able to contribute in such a way 

as a family is really positive, there is already a sense of family, comfortable familiarity and 

cohesion before the group has even got to work. For the children, the project is brilliant in 

giving them an early introduction responsibility, accountability and a clear view of the 

power of community and togetherness. They are able to learn from and mix with people 

from a diverse range of backgrounds and circumstances, developing skills far beyond just 

those of food preparation and knowledge of nutrition and sustainability.  

A particularly notable, anecdotal experience occurred at the mini-FEAST held at Constable 

Street Community Allotment, where a volunteer encouraged a group of young people to 

enter the site, to come and share in the food and atmosphere. These youngsters had been 

on their way to the chip shop to buy their lunch but agreed to come in after the volunteer 

pointed out to them that they could be fed whilst also keeping their money. The youths 

were wary when they discovered that the meals were all vegetables (despite it being 

pointed out to them that chips are vegetables too!), but ultimately, they tried and enjoyed 

the incredible food that the team had made. In a wonderful combination of local resources, 

the Beats Bus was also sited at the event; the youngsters were able to stay and take part in 

this contemporary creative outlet. One of the FEASTival volunteers who was also a member 

of the allotment seized the opportunity to give the youths a short introduction to growing, 

engaging them in the methods of growing produce, key to exploring and understanding 

where food comes from. Whilst the Freedom FEASTival is an incredible community event, 

this small, pop-up mini-FEAST had an enormous potential level of impact too; for this 

community, who may not routinely go into the city centre, this event was right on their 

doorsteps, they could see that it was truly ‘for them’. It worked to promote the main 

FEASTival and Freedom Festival in an area that some of the general advertising might not 

necessarily reach, delivered an educational and creative opportunity to out-of-town 

neighbourhoods, and showcased the productive, collaborative work that goes on daily in the 

local community.  
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Freedom Ambassadors 

The Freedom Ambassadors are a team of experienced volunteers, who work year-round 

with the Freedom Festival Arts Trust team to represent the festival and shape the 

experience for the volunteers. As a result, they are a group of passionate, dedicated 

individuals to whom Freedom Festival is a priority; they also have all volunteered with Hull 

UK City of Culture 2017, so have considerable experience acting as positive representatives 

for their city and its artistic and cultural heritage. For this reason, their interviews contained 

the most constructive criticism of all those I conducted. This surprised me at first. However, 

it is perhaps logical that the participants that spend the most time with the festival, 

dedicating an enormous amount of time and energy to a project that they genuinely love 

and believe in, are the most determined for it to improve year after year. Their direct 

involvement makes them more aware when things do not go as planned or could be 

improved in years to come. The prevailing sentiment throughout the interviews, though, is 

one of passion and great affection – not only for the festival, but for the sense of family that 

has been established amongst the ambassadors and the staff team.  

Over the course of my project, I managed to speak to eleven of the festival’s ambassadors; 

to ensure the impartiality and reliability of my findings here, I did not include myself. 

Between the ambassadors, all age groups – from 20-29 to over 80 – are represented, 

perhaps a contributing factor to the feeling of family between them. This age range ensures 

that multi-generational interests are considered, and a vast range of life experiences 

contribute to the team and the festival as a whole. The majority of the ambassadors live 

within a Hull postcode, although various different areas of the city and its outskirts are 

represented here; the ambassadors, then, are an important point of contact within many 

parts of the community.  

The ambassadors interviewed had been in the role for varying lengths of time (between one 

and ten years), and each had a different reason for being involved in this capacity. However, 

these broadly fell into two categories. Several of the ambassadors specified the benefits to 

their city as their motivation: ‘it’s beautiful, hopeful and wonderful’, ‘Hull is so lucky to have 

Freedom Festival and it’s an honour to be involved’, ‘I strongly believe in this kind of festival 

and the benefits it brings to the city and its inhabitants’, ‘I think the basis of the festival is 

very important and the more that we can develop that the better. For me it is a festival with 

an important message’. The others cited personal benefits, from personal development and 

the opportunity to develop new and utilise existing skills, to the pride in contributing and 

sense of belonging within the team: ‘I enjoy the festival and the opportunities to play a part 

in helping others enjoy it and taking part in related events during the year. It allows me to 

use photography to record events and people involved’; ‘to give back, as Freedom helped 

me back in 2014 to rebuild confidence’; ‘when I first came on board it opened up a new 

world of volunteering for me’; ‘I like what the Freedom Festival Arts Trust stands for and the 

dedication that the joint CEOs and the chairman give to the festival. It is a great vision that 

they have and to see the reality of that vision is brilliant. I do like to feel valued and that 

being part of the Freedom family makes this so. It is also nice to feel that what ambassadors 

do is appreciated by the public who attend the festival’; ‘it feels like a permanent 
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commitment, in a good way. I enjoy the camaraderie and the feeling that I am contributing 

to the success of a great festival and helping the Freedom Festival Arts Trust develop. I also 

feel appreciated by the people who attend the festival. Seeing the commitment of the joint 

CEOs and the chair of Freedom Festival Arts Trust and contributing to the huge task of 

making their vision a reality is a great reward’; ‘feeling part of the festival, part of the team 

and the atmosphere in the ambassador team’; ‘it’s just that sense of family’. What is 

overwhelming from these responses, then, is that the ambassadors are so keen to give their 

time because they are absolutely confident in everything that the festival gives – from 

opportunities, to skills, to friendship – to the community that attends, to the participants 

that get involved and to the ambassadors themselves. 

My interviews with my fellow ambassadors made it quite clear that the benefits of being 

involved with the festival in such a way are numerous and richly varied. A key factor was the 

social and community-building aspects of being part of a team made of up similarly-minded 

people, with ambassadors benefiting from ‘strong friendships with the other ambassadors, 

as we have built up a strong, reliable team over the year’, ‘friendship’, ‘working with a great 

team who all have the same thinking. Making new friends and working with old friends who 

are also City of Culture volunteers’, and ‘working with people at the Freedom Festival Arts 

Trust who have a deep-seated commitment to freedom, democracy and equality and 

knowing I am helping them to achieve their aims. Friendship and a sense of purpose.’ Many 

of the ambassadors stated that they have benefited from their role in the festival through 

the development of their own personal skills and knowledge base, with examples such as 

‘confidence in myself’, ‘more responsibility and a sense of leadership’ and ‘volunteering has 

helped to develop my confidence in certain ways. It has developed my knowledge of how a 

festival is put together and I have developed skills that I did not have, such as the use of a 

radio.’ There was frequent mention amongst the ambassadors of their pleasure in greater 

involvement in the arts too, with one interviewee stating that ‘my eyes have been opened 

to a whole new world of festivals and performance theatre, which my life had not touched 

on before’. Others reported the great benefits of ‘meeting new people and being involved in 

the delivery of the festival’ and ‘widening my knowledge and experience of the arts’ as well 

as the ‘personal satisfaction of helping people have a great time’. It is, of course, not to be 

forgotten that the majority of the Freedom Ambassadors are residents of the city of Hull 

too, with one interviewee stating the benefits of ‘helping the city of Kingston upon Hull and 

its people prosper and enjoy themselves’, whilst another felt that they had benefited from 

‘meeting all the visitors to our beautifully transformed city’, as a result of being an 

ambassador within the festival. It is apparent, then, that being an ambassador within 

Freedom Festival is potentially as transformative as any of the other areas of participation, 

with one ambassador benefitting from the role as it ‘allows me respite from my caring 

duties at home,’ whilst another mentioned that ‘being a Freedom Festival Ambassador 

helped me secure my current job, I’m more experienced in live ‘pressure’ situations and I’ve 

made some great friends.’ 

Most of the ambassadors spoke of the pride of their friends and family, with relation to their 

ambassadorial role: ‘they are proud that I am an ambassador representing the City of Hull’, 

‘they are proud of me’, ‘proud and supportive’, ‘[they think it’s] good; it’s confidence 
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boosting’, ‘they are supportive because they know I enjoy the time.’ Two ambassadors 

mentioned slight negative perceptions, including the disappointment of friends when they 

are unable to access extra information as a result of knowing an ambassador – ‘they think it 

is a commitment which I am willing and able to offer. They’re pleased I am part of 

something worthwhile that gives me pleasure. Friends who are also involved as Freedom 

Makers or visitors to the festival ask me for information which, unfortunately, I can’t always 

provide’ – and the downside of having to share a friend or family member with the festival – 

‘sometimes [they’re] a little resentful of the fact that I don’t get time to enjoy the festival 

with them. However, they support me and are happy that I get so much pleasure from it.’ 

For one pair of ambassadors, a husband and wife, the festival offers an opportunity to 

volunteer together, reinforcing the sense of family within the team: ‘they think it is good 

that I have found something that I am happy to commit to. As [my wife] and I are both 

ambassadors we feel we are a good team.’ Two of the ambassadors answered wittily, 

implying that their friend’s level of commitment to the festival was seen as positive, albeit a 

little out of the ordinary: ‘I think my family are proud of my involvement, I think my friends 

just see it as “the sort of thing he does”’; ‘my friends probably think I need my head testing, 

but my family are proud of me.’ 

It was clear from the interviews that each of the ambassadors think that the festival is 

unique, albeit for varying reasons. The idea of ‘family’ and ‘camaraderie’ that was cited as a 

reason for sustained participation was similarly referenced by the ambassadors as a factor 

that was unique to their experience of this specific festival, too. Four ambassadors stated 

that this was the most unique thing about the festival, for them: ‘the continuity of the team, 

knowing each other well and the strengths and weaknesses we each have’, ‘I get an insider 

insight into a huge event and the ambassador team feels like a small family of friends’, 

‘being part of a family of volunteers who work together to help each other and the visitors. 

Having our views taken into account and being allowed to use our initiative’, ‘it is being part 

of the Freedom family, sharing in the beliefs of what the Freedom team are trying to do. To 

me it is a privilege to be a Freedom Ambassador and as such I will go that extra mile to help 

the festival be the huge success that it is.’ To this message, one ambassador added the wide 

and inspirational scope of the festival, stating that what is unique, is ‘the feeling of 

belonging. It’s a local charity with laudable aims with which I can identify. I feel it’s a 

privilege to be a Freedom Ambassador. The festival itself is amazing and manages to include 

something for everyone – from the just plain silly to covering really serious, important, life-

changing issues. But it’s not just a festival…’ This sentiment was reiterated by another 

participant, who stated ‘in a unique weekend of excitement, expect spectacular 

performances in unusual spaces’; others mentioned the importance of the specific, unique 

ambassador role: ‘getting to see what it takes behind the scenes to put on the festival’, ‘it is 

so different to any other type of volunteering. Expect the unexpected!’ Other ambassadors 

spoke of the pure joy of involvement, ‘I feel that I have a role to play,’ stating that the 

festival is uniquely ‘enjoyable’. 

As a result of the strong sense of responsibility for and emotional attachment to the festival 

that can be determined from many of the ambassadors’ answers, it is only natural that they 

perceive areas of improvement for the festival. The majority of the suggestions given by the 
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ambassadors centre around the development of their role. Greater involvement was 

frequently cited as a change that the ambassadors desired: ‘I would like to be more 

involved’, ‘more involvement during the year’, ‘I’d like to be kept better informed about 

what’s happening with Freedom and have more ambassador meetings. I’d like to be asked 

to help more often’, ‘I need to be kept informed about what is happening with the Freedom 

Festival. I would like to have more ambassador meetings. I would like to be asked to help 

throughout the year, not just before the festival.’ Most of the other interviewees wished for 

greater definition of the ambassador role and utilisation of their skills: ‘I think our role needs 

defining and explaining in more detail to the public and the Freedom Makers’, ‘is there a 

distinct role for an ambassador that sets us apart from Freedom Makers? Could the 

Freedom Festival Arts Trust use us more throughout the year? I would like to know more 

about what the Freedom Festival Arts Trust is doing year-round […] maybe our role should 

be clarified’; ‘the staff team [… could] make better use of the skill set of the volunteers.’ 

Similar patterns follow through the ambassadors’ discussion of negative consequences that 

have resulted from their participation in the festival: ‘[I have felt] more of an inconvenience 

at times rather than someone who is there to willingly support in any way possible and 

giving as much time as it takes’; the festival could more greatly ‘benefit from our skills, 

knowledge and enthusiasm’; ‘the skills of the ambassador team are not fully exploited’.  

The ambassadors were largely positive and confident in their approach even to negative 

situations that naturally result from working within the public – ‘I’ve had difficult situations 

with members of the public, the occasional Freedom Maker too, but I’m confident in my 

ability, experience and decision making and I’ve received great support from my fellow 

ambassadors’ – with the suggestion that their role could be enhanced and made easier with 

greater communication and the explicit definition of the ambassadorial role: ‘[in the past] 

roles were quite specific, responsibilities for the Freedom Makers clearly defined. Teams of 

Freedom Makers were assigned to Ambassadors so that we felt able to look after them. This 

year that changed. It seemed that the Freedom Makers were not part of our responsibility, 

they appeared and disappeared. Information was lacking. It felt that I was not valued by the 

team in the office,’ ‘representing the organisation [becomes difficult] when things that 

appear in the programme are actually incorrect,’ ‘our job could be made easier with better 

planning, but that wouldn’t prevent me wanting to continue’. This sentiment that nothing 

would prevent the ambassadors from continuing the role into the future is repeated 

through many of the interviews, with only one aside that ‘working full time makes attending 

all sessions and training difficult’; the only reasons stated for not continuing the role were ‘a 

class of commitments’, ‘if I was no longer required by the Freedom Festival Arts Trust’ and 

‘my husband and son’s needs increasing, but hopefully I will find a way round that.’ One 

ambassador felt that the festival’s volunteers would benefit from greater knowledge of the 

festival’s origins, reporting surprise ‘that there is not more emphasis placed on the roots of 

the festival particularly when briefing people. I would like to see more about this when 

training is held. I think that people should be given accurate information, know what the 

background is to it and what they are expected to do.’ The final suggested area of change 

highlighted by the interviewees involved weatherproofing the ambassadors, with one 

ambassador hoping for ‘decent polo shirts and warm and waterproof anoraks’, and another 
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stating ‘I’d love a waterproof jacket, I missed out on one two years ago and that was it – no 

second chance since!’ 

Upon being recruited as a Freedom Ambassador, some of the interviewees were pleasantly 

surprised about the level of responsibility afforded to them, and the uniqueness of this 

opportunity for participation. One ambassador stated that, ‘when I was first invited to 

become a Freedom Ambassador I thought, why not? I’d enjoyed the Festival in the past and 

being a Freedom Maker in 2016 was good fun. It was another volunteering opportunity, 

and, at that point, I didn’t quite understand the deep feelings for Freedom other 

Ambassadors clearly experienced. However, during my time as a Freedom Ambassador it’s 

become very clear that this isn’t just another volunteering opportunity and the Freedom 

Festival Arts Trust and their raison d’etre have made their way into my heart too.’ Other 

ambassadors agree to being surprised by ‘the level of responsibility that is given 

throughout’; ‘it was not like City of Culture volunteering as a Lead Volunteer. At Freedom I 

can use my own skills and judgements when doing things. Because the team are small there 

is that intimacy in the office. It was always nice to get the warm welcome whenever I went 

in. In talking to other ambassadors, I quickly found out how much they love the Freedom 

Festival Arts Trust and what it stands for, something I now share.’ Other ambassadors 

reported their initial surprise at ‘the number of people who attended the festival’ and ‘the 

sense of how big Freedom Festival is.’ The biggest surprise about the festival to a final 

ambassador was ‘being asked to become a Freedom Ambassador in the first place, it was 

one of the biggest compliments I’ve ever had, and it means a lot, as I’ve always loved where 

I’m from and Freedom Festival is Hull’s most high-profile event.’ 

This sense of honour and pride in the role became particularly apparent when the 

participants spoke about their favourite thing about being a Freedom Ambassador. The 

responses were diverse, with echoes of previous patterns, including ‘the sense of family’, 

‘meeting up with fellow ambassadors’, ‘being with the rest of the team’ and ‘just being 

involved’. The ambassadors also spoke of their joy in ‘helping other volunteers develop 

more confidence over the festival’ and ‘meeting people and talking with the public’. The 

sense of pride in the community and their role within it was key, with one ambassador’s 

favourite thing stated as ‘being a part of something that is worthwhile and loved by many 

people in the city in which I live while knowing I’m helping to promote the values of 

Freedom Festival Arts Trust and knowing that, as a Freedom Ambassador, I’m one of a very 

few’, with another suggesting that ‘it is being part of the whole experience of Freedom 

Festival. Seeing the public enjoy all aspects of the festival, some serious but many pure 

entertainment. It’s nice to feel that I am promoting the ideas of the Freedom Festival Arts 

Trust to the public while engaging with them when on shift and often when not’. As well as 

inspiring and engaging with Hull’s communities, a key aspect of the festival – and their role 

within it – for the ambassadors is the interaction with the city’s history and culture, with 

one ambassador stating ‘I love promoting the brand of Freedom, and explaining Hull’s link 

with William Wilberforce’ and another, after joking that their favourite thing about their 

role is being able to refer to themselves as ‘Ambassador’, adding that ‘I get to help Hull’s 

brilliant Freedom Festival continue to keep Hull on the map by surprising and delighting 

visitors and locals alike’. A final highlight for the ambassadors is the sheer joy and 
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amazement that the festival brings, year after year, with one interviewee reporting that 

their favourite thing about their participation in the festival was ‘being in a world of endless 

possibilities.’  

The Freedom Ambassadors, then, play a key and crucial role in the festival on an annual and 

year-round basis; thus, their experiences and opinions are rich, varied and strong. It 

becomes clear, from the interviews, that being a Freedom Ambassador is a large part of 

each of the interviewee’s lives, even becoming an important facet of their identities. Each 

one of the ambassadors clearly felt that their experiences whilst participating in the festival 

had benefited them greatly. The benefits were clear, numerous and tangible, with most of 

the ambassadors mentioning aspects of personal development, including improved 

confidence and leadership skills, as well as gaining knowledge and experience and making 

the most of the opportunity to utilise existing skills to the benefit of the festival. They report 

having their eyes opened to other, enriching areas of the arts through their experiences 

with the festival, and the benefits of being able to share this with the community, including 

volunteers, participants and members of the public that they work with. That one of the 

ambassadors reported that their role directly contributed to them obtaining their current 

job, with another speaking of the respite from caring duties that the ambassador role offers 

them, really highlights the true, positive value of participating in the festival in this way. 

Whilst many areas for improvement and several negative consequences of participation 

were suggested by the ambassadors, this is perhaps a result of me conducting the 

interviews in the days directly after the festival; some of these may have been the result of 

post-festival exhaustion, and if the interviews had been undertaken before the festival, this 

may not have been the case. However, these opinions are valuable and a result of the 

ambassadors’ passion for Freedom Festival: they are fiercely proud of the festival and 

protective of their role and voice within it; thus, they are keen to draw on their skills and 

experiences to make the festival as successful as it can possibly be. Whilst their commitment 

and participation continue throughout the year, the most frequently stated benefit remains 

the same as many of the other projects: the Freedom Ambassadors, like the other 

participants value the friendships and sense of community that they have gained through 

their involvement in the festival. This is mentioned as a contributory factor to the success of 

the ambassador team, with the sense of family allowing the knowledge and balancing of 

each other’s strengths and weaknesses to ensure a smooth delivery within the team during 

the course of the festival, as well as fostering a supportive and open forum to share 

thoughts and experiences, to learn and to try new things. This community, between people 

of similar interests and mindsets, but of varying ages and life experiences, backgrounds, 

occupations and social groups, is mutually beneficial to the ambassadors and the festival 

alike; for it to be described and valued by all its members as a ‘family’ is rare, telling, and 

highlights an extremely special and unique benefit to the ambassadors’ long-term 

participatory roles within the festival. 
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CONCLUSION 

The reasons for the success of Freedom Festival’s participatory programme are complex and 

individual to each participant. However, one key theme running through the interviews is 

the ‘freedom’ for participants to develop and grow, to express themselves and act as 

representatives for their city, their community and their festival. The festival offers its 

participants unique experiences – to cook a new dish for 1,500 people, to operate the arm 

of a 30ft puppet, to express intimate thoughts, feelings and ambitions to a stranger without 

the fear of judgement or disapproval – and these are highly valued by those who return to 

the festival, year after year, with the trust that the programme will be as diverse, inspiring 

and spectacular as ever. The participatory programme offers its volunteers the opportunity 

to fulfil childhood dreams as well as discover a new love of vegetables; to practice a second 

language in a professional kitchen and to raise a ‘Hull Freedom Jedi’ placard in front of an 

audience of tens of thousands of spectators. In some instances, the experiences have 

opened doors to new careers and been used as evidence of competencies and professional 

development; for others, they represent valuable, enriching experiences that enhance life 

and challenge perceptions not only of the community, but of oneself. From these interviews 

it is evident that, in both large and small ways, the Freedom Festival’s participatory 

programme can – and does – challenge, inspire, and change lives. 

The general consensus amongst participants was that absolutely nothing would be a barrier 

to their future participation within the festival, with health reasons the only recurrent 

example. Negative experiences were either few and far between – limited to 

communication frustrations and occasional grievances with members of the public – or 

entirely dwarfed by the benefits and positives consequences of participation. One significant 

strand that ran through all four sets of interviews – and one of the main reasons that the 

participants were determined to surpass all barriers in order to return – was that 

participation, first and foremost, established valuable, lasting relationships between 

volunteers. This seems to be the key to not only the success of an individual participatory 

project or event, but to the participants returning year after year. Within each of the 

projects, the word ‘family’ was used frequently by the participants to describe the sense of 

belonging that they felt every year at the festival, a testament to the friendly, community 

feel that the experience promotes. In some instances, this was evidenced as a community 

that could be relied on in times of need, to prevent loneliness as well as to provide 

connections that unlock further doors in terms of personal and professional development. 

For one pair of volunteers, festival participation forged a friendship that took them to Calais 

together, to make use of the skills that they had learned together in the kitchens, providing 

food for refugees. This only serves to reinforce the sense of community that arises from 

such intense, collaborative activities.  

The volunteering programme, Freedom FEASTival, RISE! and The Print Shop: Rise[up]! all 

highlighted – to the participants and to the public – the value of collaboration and the 

potential for success when individuals and communities work together. When strangers got 

together with a shared goal, the impossible – whether that be making a feast for 1,500 

entirely from vegetables, or operating an enormous wicker woman in the dark, or finding a 
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way to turn a traumatic personal experience into an empowering slogan – became 

eminently possible. Through this teamwork and the power of community, the positivity, 

community cohesion and pride in the city that developed during Hull’s year as City of 

Culture can continue to grow. Through these important, individual participant connections 

that are developed and maintained year after year, the festival can also continue to reach 

outside of the city centre and into the communities, developing the audience and 

participatory programme whilst ensuring that the positive messages of inclusivity and 

empowerment are disseminated widely throughout the city, even to those who Hull UK City 

of Culture 2017 wasn’t quite able to reach.  

Freedom Festival 2018 prominently encouraged reflection on the power of words, 

empowering local voices to consider their hopes, dreams, motivations and frustrations 

before emblazoning them across t-shirts and placards for the eyes of the community, the 

city and the world. Thus, this year was a particularly opportune moment to examine the 

motivations and frustrations of the participants and the transformative potential of the 

programme, to consider why they volunteer, establish what they gain from their experience, 

and determine why it is they keep coming back. This study was the product of 31 interviews, 

177 questionnaires, and many informal conversations, and thus goes some way to providing 

answers to some of these questions. Whilst my findings will not be representative of every  

participant’s experiences, it has allowed 208 voices, passions and experiences – from a wide 

variety of different participatory roles – to be heard. 
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When your train comes to rest in Paragon Station against a row of docile 

buffers, you alight with an end-of-the-line sense of freedom. Signs in 

foreign languages welcome you. 

For Hull has its own sudden elegancies. 

People are slow to leave it, quick to return. And there are others who 

come, as they think, for a year or two, and stay a lifetime, sensing that 

they have found a city that is in the world, yet sufficiently on the edge of it 

to have a different resonance. 

Philip Larkin (1982) 

 


