
1 
 

Creating change 

The economies of arts organisations working towards social justice and 

wellbeing for rangatahi young people in Tāmaki Makaurau Auckland 

Research Report 

By Dr Molly Mullen, Amber Walls and Maria Ahmad  

University of Auckland Faculty of Education and Social Work 



2 
 

Creating change: The economies of arts organisations working towards social justice and 
wellbeing for rangatahi young people in Tāmaki Makaurau Auckland by Dr Molly Mullen, 
Amber Walls and Maria Ahmad is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-
NonCommercial 4.0 International License 

 

 

Acknowledgements 

Our deepest thanks to the three arts organisations who went on this research journey 

with us, generously sharing their knowledge, insights and practice-worlds. We continue 

to be in awe of what you do and what you achieve.  

 

Thanks to Julie Skellig who reviewed models of social justice and the arts for this project. 

Thanks also to Te Taumata Toi a Iwi for helping us share issues arising from this research 

with funders and others who can help grow a thriving youth arts sector. 

 

This research would not have been possible without funding from the Faculty of 

Education and Social Work Faculty Research Development Fund, and a grant from the 

School of Critical Studies in Education for additional research assistant time.  

 

Ngā mihi nui. 

 

  

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/


3 
 

Contents 
Report summary ........................................................................................ 4 

Introduction ............................................................................................. 5 

Youth wellbeing and social injustice in Aotearoa .................................................. 6 

Youth arts ............................................................................................... 7 

Youth arts and wellbeing: Key concepts and approaches ...................................... 8 

Youth arts and social justice: Key concepts and approaches ................................ 11 

Why examine the economies of youth arts? ....................................................... 13 

The state of play ...................................................................................... 14 

Policy landscape .................................................................................... 15 

Working in-between policy spaces............................................................. 16 

Private philanthropy as unintentional policy for youth arts and wellbeing ............. 18 

Creating Change research approach and methodology .......................................... 19 

Youth arts organisations and their economies, in practice ...................................... 20 

Crescendo (formerly Crescendo Trust of Aotearoa, CTOA) ................................... 20 

Black Friars Theatre Company .................................................................... 22 

Māpura Studios ...................................................................................... 24 

Findings ................................................................................................. 27 

Tensions experienced by arts organisations .................................................... 27 

Scarcity ............................................................................................ 27 

Unsustainable income ........................................................................... 28 

Subverted mission and values .................................................................. 29 

Other challenges .................................................................................... 30 

Methods of resourcing and organising that support the artistic and social aims of youth 
arts for wellbeing ................................................................................... 30 

Recommended changes to policy and funding context .......................................... 32 

References ............................................................................................. 35 

 

  



4 
 

Report summary 
Youth wellbeing is a stated priority for government in Aotearoa. The 2019 Child and Youth 
Wellbeing Strategy provides a framework, based on young people’s priorities, for cross-
governmental action to achieve wellbeing and equity. Aotearoa youth have proposed that 
access to activities, such as the arts, would help improve their mental health and 
wellbeing. This is supported by local and international research showing the benefits of 
participating in the arts to individual, community and social wellbeing, and to youth 
wellbeing specifically. However, access to empowering and culturally sustaining support 
services and youth-centred participatory arts remains limited and inequitable. This could 
be addressed by strengthening policy support and resources for this specialist area of the 
arts.  

Creating Change set out to inform future policy and funding for youth arts by producing a 
nuanced understanding of how the funding and policy context affects arts organisations 
that promote social justice and wellbeing for young people. Based on a close, on-the-
ground study of three different organisations, this report presents evidence-based insights 
into what is working, what is not working and what changes would make the most 
difference. 

In spite of evidence (locally and internationally) for why governments and other donors 
should invest in arts for wellbeing, specific aspects of the policy and funding environment 
in Aotearoa hinder the sustainable development of creatively rich, culturally responsive, 
inclusive and strengths-based arts-for-wellbeing practice that takes youth participation 
seriously. This report recommends changes to bring about culturally relevant and socially 
just policy and funding for youth arts. We are suggesting that policy makers and funders 
can promote sustainable, equitable access to arts participation for youth by acting on the 
following opportunities: 

1. More funders to offer core, unrestricted funding; to ‘invest in the “what” and let 
[the] organisations you fund determine the “how”’ (Esmee Fairbairn Foundation, 
2019, cited in J R McKenzie Trust & Centre for Social Impact, 2019, p. 21).  

2. Funders can promote equitable cultural wellbeing by developing models that are 
‘responsive to the cultural practices, aspirations and sovereignty of indigenous 
communities’ (J R McKenzie Trust & Centre for Social Impact, 2019, p. 27). 

3. Given the overall policy ‘turn to wellbeing’, a collaborative, cross-sector fund for 
arts and youth wellbeing could be formed. 

4. In line with recommendations from the funding sector itself, long-term funding and 
alternatives to contestable grants can be explored. 

5. Funders can commit to providing full funding for salaries, acknowledging volunteer 
time as matched funding, and addressing salary pay parity. 

6. Researchers, practitioners, funders and policy makers could collaborate to 
establish platforms for knowledge, evidence and practice sharing. 

These changes are needed to ensure all rangatahi in Aotearoa have stable, sustainable 
access to participatory arts and to opportunities to express themselves creatively in ways 
that are relevant to their lives and cultures.   
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Introduction 
This research project examined the economies of arts organisations working towards social 
justice and wellbeing for rangatahi young people in Tāmaki Makaurau Auckland, Aotearoa 
New Zealand.  

A number of factors told us that the time was right for this research. Among the research 
team, we knew of many examples of excellent, sometimes world-leading, youth arts 
practice across Aotearoa. We could see that locally and internationally there was a 
growing body of research showing the difference that participating in the arts can make 
for individuals, communities and society. In addition, the political context seemed more 
open to understanding the value of participatory, community-based arts. After the 2017 
election, the New Zealand Government signalled recognition of the importance of 
engagement in the arts to young people’s wellbeing and to wider social change. However, 
a 2018 report into the youth arts for wellbeing in Auckland found significant challenges 
faced by youth arts groups and organisations, most of which related to funding. There 
were indications these challenges affected the capacity and capabilities of individual 
groups and organisations to respond to the needs of rangatahi young people. Organisations 
reported struggles to develop, expand, or even to sustain their work. It appeared that 
overall sector development was being impaired, with a strong sense of fragmentation, lack 
of recognition and need for sector-specific support. What was not clear was the full nature 
of these challenges, the distinct effects on different types of organisations, or what 
changes might actually make a difference. 

Creating Change set out to produce a nuanced understanding of how the funding and 
policy context was affecting arts organisations that promote social justice and wellbeing 
for young people; to show what is working, what is not working and what changes would 
make a difference. To do this, we used predominantly ethnographic methods, such as 
participant observation and interviews, to generate a rich picture of the day-to-day work 
of three youth arts organisations, how different people understand and experience that 
work, and how specific instances of practice relate to the wider context. A critical review 
of relevant policy and funding material was also undertaken.  

The organisations who bravely and generously agreed to work with us were the Black 
Friars Theatre Company, Crescendo Trust of Aotearoa and Māpura Studios. The 
participation of these organisations enables us to now advocate in an informed way for 
changes that would enable the youth arts sector as a whole, in all its incredible diversity, 
to thrive and grow.  

Article 31, Convention on the Rights of the Child:  
States Parties recognize the right of the child to rest and leisure, to 
engage in play and recreational activities appropriate to the age of 

the child and to participate freely in cultural life and the arts. States 
Parties shall respect and promote the right of the child to participate 
fully in cultural and artistic life and shall encourage the provision of 

appropriate and equal opportunities for cultural, artistic, 
recreational and leisure activity. 

(https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/crc.aspx) 



6 
 

Youth wellbeing and social injustice in Aotearoa  
Youth wellbeing is a stated priority for government in Aotearoa. In Aotearoa, many young 
people identify poor mental health as their greatest concern (see also Action Station & Ara 
Taiohi, 2018; Office of the Children’s Commissioner & Oranga Tamariki, 2019). Young 
people in Aotearoa experience high levels of anxiety and depression, and the suicide rate 
among 15–19 year olds is among the highest in the world (Clark, 2020; Cunningham et al., 
2018; Fleming et al., 2020). Rangatahi Māori disproportionally report poorer mental health 
and wellbeing than their peers (Deane et al., 2019; Department of the Prime Minister and 
Cabinet, 2019; Ministry of Health, 2018). Research indicates that complex, systemic 
factors impact on youth wellbeing in Aotearoa, including financial hardship, inequality, 
discrimination and the legacy of colonisation (Deane et al., 2019). Policy and interventions 
based on Western individualist conceptualisations of wellbeing have failed to address the 
needs of Māori and Pacific peoples (Clark, 2020; Deane et al., 2019), and a lack of access 
to empowering and culturally sustaining support services is a contributing factor to poor 
youth wellbeing outcomes (Action Station & Ara Taiohi, 2018; Deane & Dutton, 2020; 
Office of the Children’s Commissioner & Oranga Tamariki, 2019; Ware & Walsh-Tapiata, 
2010). The 2019 Child and Youth Wellbeing Strategy provides a framework for cross-
governmental action to achieve wellbeing and equity based on young people’s priorities 
(Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, 2019). This strategy proposes nine 
principles for promoting young people’s wellbeing. These include recognising Te Tiriti o 
Waitangi and the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, upholding children and young people’s 
rights (which includes the right to participate in the arts and culture), and taking a holistic 
approach to wellbeing. 

Wellbeing is also a priority for young people themselves. However, when consulted, young 
people in Aotearoa did not connect strongly with the term ‘wellbeing’, and so re-framed it 
as ‘having a good life’ (Office of the Children’s Commissioner & Oranga Tamariki, 2019). 
Young people, asked about the barriers to ‘having a good life’ they faced, told the 
Children’s Commissioner: 

• Accept us for who we are and who we want to be; 
• Life is really hard for some of us; 
• To help us, help our whanau and our support crew; 
• We all deserve more than just the basics; 
• How you support us matters just as much as what you do.  
(Office of the Children’s Commissioner & Oranga Tamariki, 2019, pp. 6–7) 

Manatū Taonga, the Ministry of Culture and Heritage, defines 
cultural wellbeing as:  

The vitality that communities and individuals enjoy through: 
participation in recreation, creative and cultural activities; 
and the freedom to retain, interpret and express their arts, 

history, heritage and traditions. 
(https://mch.govt.nz/what-we-do/our-projects/cultural-well-being) 
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What is clear is that for all young people in Aotearoa to lead a good life, defined on their 
terms, significant social injustices need to be addressed. For young people to feel 
accepted, valued, included and taken seriously means ensuring young people have their 
rights, including their right to cultural participation and cultural wellbeing, upheld.  

The interrelationship between wellbeing and social injustice in Aotearoa is evident in a 
series of studies of social and cultural precarity, which examined why a significant 
proportion of New Zealanders ‘struggle to make ends meet and live dignified lives’ (Groot 
et al., 2017). Cochrane, Stubbs, Rua and Hodgetts (2017) use national data to show groups 
in New Zealand that are most likely to experience precarity, ongoing insecurity and 
instability. These groups include women, young people (aged 15–24), Māori, Pacific 
peoples, migrants and people with disabilities. They attribute this to the effects of a 
sustained, if uneven, neoliberal project in Aotearoa since the 1980s (Cochrane et al., 
2017). Injustices of colonisation and systemic, institutional racism also lie behind the 
statistics showing disparities in income, employment, access to secure housing, education 
and health, and ‘experiences of discrimination and stigma, as well as cultural isolation’ 
for Māori and Pacific peoples, compared to Pākehā New Zealanders of European descent 
(Pasefika Proud 2017; Masters-Awatere & Tassell-Matamua 2017, p. 107).  

The Child and Youth Wellbeing Strategy aims for all young people to be happy, healthy and 
‘have what they need’ (Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, 2019). However, 
the strategy predominantly frames young people’s needs in material terms – income, food 
and housing. Researchers of precarity in Aotearoa argue deprivation of ‘opportunities for 
cultural expression and embodiment and the struggle to secure safety in intimate 
relationships’ should be considered in conjunction with access to secure work, income and 
social security/support (van Ommen et al., 2017, p. 8). This suggests that ‘cultural 
wellbeing’ (defined above) should not be viewed as a secondary or lesser priority by 
government and local authorities, but as a basic need as well as a right.  

Youth arts  
Young people in Aotearoa are yet to be consulted on what the arts mean to them, so we 
do not have a local definition to work with. The National Youth Council of Ireland (NYCI) 
(2009), based on their own consultation, defines youth arts as:  

young people taking part voluntarily in creative, cultural or expressive 
activity outside the formal education process. It can encompass 

participation and appreciation, as well as engagement with works of art 
specifically created with or for young people.  

In our research, we were interested specifically in practice that promotes young people’s 
active participation in the arts, and therefore excluded attending arts events as an 
audience. We also recognised that the concept of ‘the arts’ was brought to Aotearoa by 
Europeans and has colonised the way indigenous cultural and creative expression is 
commonly categorised and understood (Lagi-Maama Academy & Consultancy, 2020; 
Ngāpuhi, 2019). What is notable about youth arts practice in Aotearoa is that it often 
brings together Western arts practices, emerging youth culture, Ngā Toi Māori and other 
locally relevant modes of creative cultural expression (Walls et al., 2019). Otherwise, the 
practices detailed in this report broadly fit with the NYCI definition, and its emphasis on 
youth arts being concerned with both artistic exploration and youth-work/social 
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objectives, with both process and outcome, and with both creative and personal 
development. Youth arts are young-people-centred; involve high levels of young people’s 
participation; are voluntary and inclusive; and involve relationships of mutual trust and 
respect between young people and the adults working with them (National Youth Council 
of Ireland, 2009). Our research aligns with the position of the NYCI that youth arts is a 
specialist practice and, thus, we consider the extent to which it receives specialist 
resourcing and support. Expanding on the NYCI definition, this research was interested in 
youth arts practices with explicit social justice and/or wellbeing goals.  

Social justice and wellbeing have come to be closely associated with the aims and 
methodologies of youth arts globally. Yet these two complicated concepts each encompass 
a multitude of sometimes-contradictory ideas. We cannot discuss each concept in depth in 
this report. Instead, we consider recent research literature on youth arts, which 
references these concepts. An extensive literature review included books, chapters and 
articles published since 2000 that focused on the relationship between different aspects of 
youth arts practice to social justice and/or wellbeing. Here we draw out key themes and 
debates from this body of literature, which will help illuminate the specialist nature of 
youth arts practice. 

Youth arts and wellbeing: Key concepts and approaches 
There is no common definition or understanding of youth arts and wellbeing practice. The 
field is characterised by a diverse, transdisciplinary body of loosely aligned practices, 
informed by contrasting theories, knowledge bases, and conceptualisations of health and 
wellbeing (Walls et al., 2019). However, common concepts and approaches are evident 
across the literature.  

International research shows that youth arts participation contributes to a wide range of 
wellbeing determinants. These include social wellbeing (relationships, participation, social 
connection, networks, feelings of belonging and of being valued); physical health; mental 
wellbeing (emotional and psychological functioning); subjective wellbeing (life 
satisfaction, happiness and optimism for the future); eudemonic wellbeing (personal 
growth); educational and work related achievement and engagement; and creativity 
(Walls et al., 2019, p. 98). Notably, social and health outcomes are prominent in the 
literature, and cultural wellbeing (as defined on page 6 of this report) is infrequently 
discussed. 

A number of systematic reviews, using a range of methodologies, highlight social and 
emotional wellbeing as the most commonly reported outcomes of youth arts initiatives. 
Confidence, self-esteem and social skills; social connection; reduced anxiety and stress; 
and a sense of achievement and empowerment feature frequently (Bungay & Vella-
Burrows, 2013; Cultural Learning Alliance, 2018; Daykin et al., 2008; Leadbetter & 
O’Connor, 2013; Macpherson et al., 2016; McLellan et al., 2012).  

The concept of resilience is prominent across youth arts literature. Resilience is associated 
with the capacity to adapt to change and adversity. This prominence reflects concern 
about the complex, risk-laden social environments young people now inhabit, which has 
fuelled an international policy focus on the acquisition of capacities and resources needed 
to navigate these environments (Wright & Mcleod, 2015). Macpherson, Hart and Heaver’s 
(2016) UK study links participation in the visual arts to increased resilience. It found that 
even short-term interventions can be beneficial by fostering feelings of belonging and 
ability to deal with difficult feelings.  
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Resilience is understood and applied in different ways. Common applications of the term 
are frequently criticised as deficit-focused and for emphasising the responsibility of 
individuals or communities to cope with, and adapt to, the impacts of adversities (over 
which they have little control) (Aranda & Hart, 2015). Numerous researchers propose 
alternative understandings. Arts Council England’s (2018) publication exploring 
conceptions of resilience within the arts distinguishes between ‘survival resilience 
(“bouncing back” or coping with adversity) and adaptive resilience (“bouncing forward”, 
or developing the skills and resources need to grow, problem-solve and thrive)’ (p. 5). 
Campa (2010) proposes the concept of ‘critical resilience’ to emphasise the ways young 
people negotiate power and identity within institutions and structures that marginalise or 
exclude them. Drawing from their Canadian study using drama to engage shelter dwelling 
youth in a critique of deficit-focused social policy, Gallagher, Starkman and Rhoades 
(2017) propose ‘creative resilience’. They describe this as the process through which 
shelter dwelling youth continually devise and rehearse strategies of survival and resistance 
to navigate their worlds. Notably, youth arts literature broadly reports the dominance of 
deficit-focused conceptualisations of young people in social policy, but also highlights 
examples of how participatory arts methodologies have been used to position young 
people with agency and engage them in challenging and redefining narratives in their own 
terms. (See Cahill, 2012; Cahill & Coffey, 2015; de Roeper & Savelsberg, 2009; Gallagher 
et al., 2017.) 

Connection, belonging and social capital are also commonly reported outcomes of youth 
arts participation. Social capital emphasises the contribution of social bonds and levels of 
trust and reciprocity in communities as determinants of wellbeing (Putnam, 2000). 
Fancourt and Finn’s (2019) scoping review of international arts and health literature for 
the World Health Organization (WHO) found that participation in group activities can build 
belonging and connection by promoting social bonding, establishing support networks, and 
by fostering dialogue, empathy, trust and pro-social behaviours, strengthening 
communities and sometimes overcoming conflict and ethnic divisions. Bidwell’s (2014) 
Aotearoa literature review of international arts for health evidence highlights the 
particular contribution of the arts. She proposes that ‘participation in an arts programme 
(…) is not merely a substitute for a social “get together” for those who lack networks of 
friends and social support’ (p. 6). She suggests that collective ‘purposeful engagement and 
development of creativity is a critical factor and cannot be achieved just by bringing 
people into one place where they can socialise’ (p. 6). She quotes Camic, who describes 
the arts as carrying ‘evolutionary utility’:  

Dance, visual art, song, and drama developed as a way for humans to 
create feelings of mutuality between each other, facilitate the need for 

belonging, find and make meaning, as well as gaining physical 
competence through participating, creating, observing and responding to 

the world around them. 
(Camic, 2008, as quoted in Bidwell, 2014, p. 5)  

Citing Kimiecik, Bidwell suggests that ‘this feeling of meaning and engagement is emerging 
as a hitherto under-recognised but crucial component of health promotion and one which 
is able to … lead to transformative health experiences and enhanced quality of life’ 
(Kimiecik, 2011, p. 769, as quoted in Bidwell, 2014, p. 5). Hampshire and Matthijsse’s 
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(2010) research in a youth singing project concluded that youth arts participation can 
promote social capital, but that the process of achieving this is complex. They found that 
multiple project factors influenced outcomes, and highlighted that social capital cannot 
be understood in isolation from the wider contexts of participants’ lives, including 
relationships and cultural and socio-economic contexts. 

A growing body of literature articulates how arts participation promotes youth wellbeing. 
Heath, Soep and Roach’s (1998) longitudinal US study involving 30,000 young people across 
120 organisations offers significant insight into the unique relationship between youth arts 
programmes and wellbeing. Central to this is the creative process, and the roles created 
through collaborative projects (such as staging a production or producing a group 
artwork). These characteristics were found to foster creative and critical thinking, 
analysis, planning, problem-solving, self-concept, reconstruction of beliefs, and 
advancement of socio-relational, cognitive, linguistic and managerial capacities. McLellan 
et al.’s (2012) literature review commissioned by the UK’s Creativity, Culture and 
Education explores the relationship between arts, creativity and wellbeing. The review 
draws similar conclusions, proposing that ‘creativity brings with it the ability to question, 
make connections, innovate, problem solve … to reflect critically … These skills enable 
young people to adapt, to manage change … Above all, creative learning empowers young 
people to imagine how the world could be different’ (p. 5). The aesthetic and affective 
qualities of the arts are noted as critical processes producing wellbeing outcomes because 
of the role they play in transforming consciousness, improving cognitive functioning and 
promoting greater personal growth. McLellan et al.’s (2012) review highlights common 
approaches across the field. It concludes that Ryan and Deci’s Self-Determination Theory 
(SDT) (2002) offers the strongest explanatory account of the relationship between the arts 
and youth wellbeing. According to SDT, wellbeing is dependent on three universal 
psychological needs: competence (feeling effective, and experiencing opportunities to 
exercise and express our capabilities); autonomy (having control of our behaviour); and 
relatedness (feeling connected, cared for, caring for others, and a sense of belonging).  

Walls, Mullen, O’Connor and McTaggart’s (2019) review of youth arts wellbeing literature 
and study of Auckland-based organisations notes the predominance of psychologised, 
individually focused approaches and conceptions of wellbeing, both locally and 
internationally. These approaches focus on young people as the nexus of change, rather 
than environments, institutions, systems/structures or social norms. This is despite broad 
recognition that wellbeing is impacted by person–environment interactions and that 
addressing youth wellbeing at the level of individuals is inadequate (Deane et al., 2019).  

Alternative approaches include the Capabilities Approach (see Nussbaum, 2001; Sen, 
1993). The Capabilities Approach, which emphasises the development of freedoms and 
human rights as an essential component of wellbeing, shifts the focus from individual 
psychological states and recognises the wider social conditions of wellbeing. In her PhD 
thesis researching cultural policy in New Zealand, Blomkamp notes use of the Capabilities 
Approach in local government policies which incorporate the concepts of community, 
social and cultural wellbeing and their role in improving quality of life (Blomkamp, 2014, 
p. 24).  

Creative Youth Development (CYD) is a common approach among youth organisations in 
Auckland (Walls et al., 2019). CYD emerged as a distinct strand of youth development in 
the United States. Building on a long history of informal (out-of-school) community 
education programmes, it sets out to promote artistic engagement and achievement, 
alongside broader life skills promoting successful adolescent transition into adulthood 
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(Montgomery, 2017). CYD is founded on the belief that young people flourish if they are 
connected to asset-rich environments, including good relationships, supportive schools and 
communities, a sense of belonging, opportunities for recreation and participation 
(Montgomery, 2017), and opportunities to actively contribute to their communities and to 
decisions that impact their lives (Montgomery, 2017). The approach therefore emphasises 
systems-level thinking to create healthy social environments. Critical Youth Empowerment 
(CYE) has also emerged in the United States as a popular approach; it shares the same 
basic characteristics as CYD, but also emphasises young people’s contribution to socio-
political change including issues of social justice (Higgins, 2018). 

The arts and wellbeing literature tends to use Western conceptions of the arts, youth and 
wellbeing. Since wellbeing is culturally contextual (Low, 2017), it is crucial that 
approaches in Aotearoa are informed by indigenous and Pacific perspectives. These 
perspectives are holistic and collective and understand wellbeing as dependent on a 
harmonious relationship between the mind, body, spirit and environment. Young people’s 
wellbeing is not separable from that of whānau (family) and community, and cannot be 
addressed in isolation (New Zealand Child and Youth Wellbeing Strategy 2019). For all 
young people in Aotearoa to achieve wellbeing on their own terms, systems-level actions 
informed by indigenous and Pacific worldviews are needed to interrupt the legacies of 
colonisation, intersecting inequities and persistent structural prejudices that continue to 
impact youth wellbeing. 

Youth arts and social justice: Key concepts and approaches 
In a study of activist youth arts education, Marit Dewhurst (2011) proposes that social 
justice approaches involve ‘striv[ing] to create experiences that engage young people in 
critical discussion, reflection, and action around inequality and injustice in their lives’ 
(p. 376). Dewhurst defines three common characteristics of social justice arts education: 
‘(a) it is rooted in people’s experiences, (b) it is a process of reflection and action 
together, and (c) it seeks to dismantle systems of inequality to create a more humane 
society’ (p. 365). She argues that while, in this area of arts practice, there can be tensions 
between the artistic and social justice aims, typically these tensions energise exploration 
and activism.  

Lee Ann Bell and Dipti Desai (2011) also see the relationship between the arts and social 
justice as a generative one. They propose, ‘as we use our critical faculties to grasp the 
complex and invidious ways that systems of oppression operate, we also need to engage 
aesthetic and sensory capacities so as to create and experiment with alternative 
possibilities—imagining what could otherwise be’ (p. 287). Creation in the arts enables 
young people to shift perspective, seeing that what feel like personal problems are 
actually part of larger social patterns, forces and processes. For Bell and Desai, the radical 
potential of the arts is rooted in the way viewing and making artworks cultivates a kind of 
‘critical imagination’. This aligns with philosopher Maxine Greene’s concept of the ‘social 
imagination’:  

[s]ocial imagination is the capacity to invent visions of what should be 
and what might be in our deficit society, in the streets where we live 
and our schools. Social imagination not only suggests but also requires 

that one take action to repair or renew.  
(Greene in Ayers, 1995, p. 5) 

Greene’s concept informs a number of youth arts scholars (Stone Hanley, 2013). For 
example, in two separate projects with homeless and slum dwelling youth, Gallagher and 
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Rodricks (2017) and Selina Busby (2017) show how at specific moments in the creative 
process young people were able to ‘see beyond the real’, moving beyond ‘what is’ to 
imagine hopeful futures and consider possibilities for change (Busby, 2017, p. 93).  

Social justice–focused youth arts practices are often informed by, or aligned with, the 
tradition of critical pedagogy. Critical pedagogy considers teaching and learning, in and 
beyond school classrooms, as inherently political and seeks educational approaches that 
support emancipation and liberation (Darder, 2011; Freire, 2000; Giroux, 2013). Principles 
and concepts from critical pedagogy are used by many scholars to articulate how 
participation in the arts can contribute to social change (Alrutz, 2013; Conrad, 2004; 
Freebody & Finneran, 2016; Hickling-Hudson, 2013; Nelson, 2011; O’Connor, 2013). In 
much of this scholarship, participatory art-making is viewed as praxis, a process of critical 
reflection on and action in the world to transform situations of oppression (Dewhurst, 
2011; Freebody & Finneran, 2016). Diane Conrad (2004), for example, shows how at each 
stage of a theatre making process, young people made the problems they experienced in 
their lives visible, or tangible, so as to then reflect on them and see them as connected to 
wider social issues. The act of performing for other young people became in and of itself a 
way of acting on the world. But Conrad and others also document the ways art-making can 
catalyse other forms of social action as young people come to see themselves as having 
both creative and social agency.  

A common claim for youth arts is that young people are being ‘given a voice’. In some 
instances, such claims overlook the power inequities and deficit thinking involved in the 
gesture of giving someone else a voice (Freebody & Goodwin, 2017). Indeed, Anna Hickey-
Moody (2013, 2016) proposes the concept of ‘little public spheres’ to shift the focus away 
from the arts as a way to ‘give voice’ and onto the arts as a way of creating ‘spaces in 
which youth voices are heard’ (2013, p. 19, emphasis added). For Hickey-Moody, youth 
arts should be recognised as politically significant forms of civic participation. A number of 
studies now show how youth arts can counter the widespread exclusion of young people’s 
experiences, perspectives and opinions in specific contexts and in the wider public realm. 
In ‘Hearing children’s voices: Is anyone listening?’, Peter and Briar O’Connor (2018) reflect 
on using applied theatre as a way to get young people’s voices heard in contexts where 
they are typically excluded or overlooked, such as family violence and state care policy. 
O’Connor and O’Connor’s work is an example of how youth arts can contribute to what 
social justice scholar Nancy Fraser (2004) calls ‘parity of participation’. Parity of 
participation requires the transformation of social and institutionalised arrangements so as 
to change unfair, unequal social relations and practices. There is now a growing body of 
research exploring the ways arts projects by and with youth directly and indirectly change 
institutions, and support youth leadership and participation (Freebody & Finneran, 2021; 
Neelands, 2007; O’Connor & Mullen, 2011). 

It is now widely agreed that audiences should not come away from a youth arts encounter 
feeling reassured that those young people have been ‘helped’ or ‘reformed’. Instead, such 
encounters should challenge preconceptions about young people, and ‘create a 
[different/new] set of sensations, or ways of relating to young people’ (Hickey-Moody, 
2016, p. 125). Helen Cahill and Julia Coffery (2016), for example, argue that when arts 
programmes involve young people presenting their true stories of disadvantage, it can 
reaffirm existing sets of ideas about youth being ‘risky’ or ‘vulnerable’. Instead, they use 
poststructural theories to inform their approach to working with youth. Broadly, 
poststructuralism ‘contends that people inherit a way of understanding the world 
established in the discourses or sets of cultural ideas, explanatory models, and practices 
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that pre-exist and surround them’ (Cahill & Coffery, 2016, p. 538). Cahill and Coffery 
share practical ways young people use the arts to deconstruct powerful norms that limit 
how they are perceived, and reconstruct new ways of being and doing ‘youth’.  

Finally, a significant and growing body of works shows the importance of youth arts being 
culturally relevant, challenging the injustices of racism, imperialism and colonialism. 
Moema Gregorzewski (2021), for example, draws together Critical Multicultural Education 
and Drama Education to show how the arts might engage host communities in confronting 
racism and xenophobia towards migrants and refugees. Gallagher and Rodricks (2017), 
meanwhile, emphasise the ways the arts can mobilise the many forms of ‘cultural wealth’ 
young people possess and offer ways for young people to ‘talk back to the larger 
structures of racism, competition, white privilege, and individualism’ (p. 127). Antonia 
Darder (2011) considers a range of radical public arts projects, such as a US-based 
Caribbean music and dance group that runs ‘arts-based pedagogical projects that are 
informed by the struggles of formerly enslaved and colonized populations to conserve their 
language and cultural values and traditions’ (Darder, 2011, p. 373). Darder (2011) argues 
that projects such as this, like more recognisably activist projects, create spaces for the 
‘embodied expression of cultural identity … where our bodily articulations could freely 
participate in public, on our own terms’ (pp. 382–3). This argument is echoed by Harris 
and Lemon (2012), who propose that embodied performances of cultural knowledge can 
disrupt and disarm hostile, colonial hierarchies in education, and beyond.  

Why examine the economies of youth arts? 
This research deliberately uses the word ‘economies’, rather than economics or economy. 
The economies of youth arts include the multiple ways in which projects and organisations 
are resourced and managed. They involve complex interactions between financial and 
non-financial resources within specific contexts. In this research, such economies were 
understood in this research as ‘assemblages’, comprised of organisational and creative 
activities, different ideas about what the arts should be and do in relation to youth (and 
vice-versa), and assorted technologies (frameworks, methodologies, tools) for developing 
practice and articulating its value. In assemblage thinking, ‘emphasis is placed on how 
human and non-human entities are drawn together, the ways in which relations between 
these entities are sustained and the effects for agency, power and governing’ (Higgins & 
Larner, 2017, p. 4). It is important to look for the ways policy and funding structures can 
govern (define, shape, control, influence) arts practice, or seek to enrol arts practices as 
agents implementing policy so as to govern youth. Assemblage thinking, however, draws 
attention to the multidirectional and ‘counter intuitive’ flows of power and influence 
between the different elements in youth arts economies; e.g. official policies, funding 
criteria and technologies, and arts practices with and by youth (Sarmiento, 2020, p. 486). 
Further, the understanding of assemblages as simultaneously encompassing processes 
aiming for stability and processes aiming for change, resonates with the complex dynamics 
observed as arts organisations struggle to resource their practice in ever-changing funding 
and policy contexts (Sarmiento, 2020). 

Arts for health and wellbeing was, for a long time, challenged by a lack of evidence, 
limiting the potential of the field to benefit from public investment and practice 
developments. There is now a substantial international evidence base, demonstrating 
positive impacts at individual, community and societal levels (All-Party Parliamentary 
Group on Arts, Health and Wellbeing, 2017; Fancourt & Finn, 2019). This evidence helps 
make the case for why arts for health and wellbeing should be funded. Research on 
socially engaged, participatory arts practices (encompassing but not limited to arts, health 
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and wellbeing), meanwhile, indicates that the effects of funding are far-reaching, with 
nuanced ethical, political, social and artistic implications (Balfour, 2009; Mullen, 2019). 
This suggests it is critical to also consider how different areas of practice are funded, and 
the effects of different approaches to resourcing and organising practice. 

In the arts and health literature, a few studies show how some aspects of funding 
indirectly undermine good practice. Bidwell (2014) considers the limitations of short-term 
interventions, suggests that initiatives relying on short-term and unstable funding put 
participants at risk, and argues that sustainable, well-resourced programmes are essential 
for attracting and retaining staff with experience and expertise. The ‘Be Creative, Be 
Well’ report from the Arts Council England (2012) suggests that long-term relationships, 
which are key to successful arts and wellbeing programmes, are thwarted by time-limited 
grant funding. A number of scholars examine whether evaluation processes primarily serve 
funders above practitioners and participants (Daykin et al., 2017; Tesch & Hansen, 2013). 
Others critique the way funding technologies emphasise the need to demonstrate change 
in individuals (Freebody & Goodwin, 2017; Freebody et al., 2019), even when it is widely 
accepted that young people’s wellbeing is most impacted by structural and systemic 
factors (Wyn et al., 2015). Baxter (2017), meanwhile, argues that funding for theatre-in-
health in the Global South favours positive psychology over social justice approaches and 
Western values over indigenous arts and worldviews. This limits the capacity for projects 
to be genuinely responsive to, or led by, local people.  

As well as examining challenges or tensions, this research is interested in how youth arts 
groups generate what Gibson-Graham (2006) calls ‘community economies’ (p. 165), by 
making creative and organisational decisions with an ethical and political sensibility. In 
doing so, we aim to affirm and amplify examples of organisations finding ways to resource 
their work according to their artistic and social values. 

The state of play 
Creating Change took place at a moment of possibility and uncertainty for participatory 
and community-based art in Aotearoa. Extensive economic and public sector reforms of 
the 1980s and 1990s had significant effects on the arts, social justice and wellbeing. These 
reforms ‘undermined the policy goals of full employment and state responsibility for social 
well-being with the consequence being a new emphasis on market provisioning and self-
responsibility’ (Larner, 2016, 131). Community-based arts practice benefitted little from 
the resulting social and cultural policy directions, becoming a marginal focus for the 
national arts council, and pitted into competition with other NGOS for non-arts funding 
(Maunder, 2013). Decades later, there are few, if any, appropriate sustainable options for 
resourcing practice. As a result, most organisations depend on a fragile patchwork of 
grants, government service contracts, private donations and earned income.  

This state of affairs was made evident in a report released in 2019: Creative practice for 
youth wellbeing in Aotearoa New Zealand. This report presented the results of a survey of 
19 groups and organisations supporting the wellbeing of young people through 
participation in the arts in the Auckland region. The survey identified a rich body of 
practice, taking place across the Auckland regions and drawing on diverse practice 
frameworks. Interestingly, most participants combined two or more frameworks to create 
bespoke approaches, responding to the issues, contexts and groups they worked with, and 
also to the wider cultural context. The report also provided insights into how these 
organisations understand, carry out and resource their work. Key findings included: 
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• The arts for wellbeing in New Zealand exist in an unfavourable 
environment. It is fragmented, siloed and lacking visibility and a 
substantial local research base. 

• Government investment and funding in arts and wellbeing is 
relatively low considering the many policy-aligned outcomes. 

• The current policy and funding context presents significant, 
deep-seated challenges which impact on growth, sustainability 
and positive impact for artists engaging with young people on 
major wellbeing issues. 

• Inappropriate funding models as well as poor funding levels 
impacts on the quality of service provision by artists and arts 
organisations. 

• A failure by local and national government to fully recognise the 
capacity for the arts to bring about significant individual and 
community change in wellbeing hampers the field. 

(Walls, Mullen, O’Connor & McTaggart, 2019, p. vi) 

 
Of the 19 organisations surveyed, 18 identified funding as the main challenge impacting on 
their ability to carry out their work. The Creating Change research, then, set out to 
explore in depth the nuanced funding/resource-related challenges faced by different 
youth arts groups and organisations, as well as to identify what was working.  

Policy landscape 

There is currently no single guiding policy or strategy in New Zealand 
related to the arts and wellbeing or arts and young people. 

Organisations working in this space operate in an environment with 
conflicting ideas about health and wellbeing, and competing  

policy agendas.  
(Walls, Mullen, O’Connor & McTaggart, 2019, p. 54) 

Wellbeing has become a key policy concept since the September 2017 election, when 
Labour placed wellbeing at the heart of government decision-making. The 2019 ‘Wellbeing 
Budget’ was guided by ‘wellbeing indicators’ encompassing personal, social, cultural, 
environmental and economic wellbeing (The Treasury, 2019, p. 3), and was praised for 
addressing key social determinants of health and wellbeing (Anderson & Mossialos, 2019). 
In relation to the arts, the Prime Minister emphasised the importance of the arts to public 
wellbeing, people’s sense of identity and social change (Ardern, 2018). Creative New 
Zealand: Arts Council of New Zealand, Aotearoa’s Statement of Intent and Strategic 
Direction for 2019–2029 (2019) explicitly aligns national arts strategy with the wellbeing 
dimensions of the Treasury’s Living Standards Framework, including priorities of equity of 
access and participation. In 2019, four wellbeings – social, environmental, financial and 
cultural – were reinstated to the Local Government Act 2002 (having been removed in 
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2012). The requirement for local authorities to promote cultural wellbeing1, along with 
these other policy shifts, could be significant for the arts and wellbeing sector. However, 
as mentioned earlier, there is no targeted government policy or strategy for youth arts or 
arts and wellbeing. 

Working in-between policy spaces  
Gaps in the policy landscape together with the cross-disciplinary nature of much youth 
arts for wellbeing practice, means organisations are continuously navigating in between 
and across multiple policies. To have an overview of the policy context shaping youth and 
arts sector, therefore, we reviewed multiple public policies that directly or indirectly 
related to the arts, youth and wellbeing, and that participating organisations referenced 
as policies they considered relevant to their work. Formal policy documents included Child 
and Youth Wellbeing Strategy 2019; Youth Development Strategy Aotearoa 2002; New 
Zealand Disability Strategy 2016–2026; and Auckland’s Arts and Culture Strategic Action 
Plan by Auckland Council (2015–2025). In addition to these formal policies, we also 
reviewed reports that provided important contextual information and seek to inform 
policy. These reports included Ara Taiohi and Action Station’s collaborative report Ngā 
Kōrero Hauora o Ngā Taiohi, about listening to the voices of young New Zealanders talking 
about their ideas of wellbeing; Understanding the value of creative spaces, a survey 
report about creative spaces; New Zealanders and the arts: Attitudes, attendance and 
participation in 2017, by Creative New Zealand; and Evidence review: The youth 
development ecosystem, which maps the context for a review of the Youth Development 
Strategy Aotearoa 2018.  

In all of the formal policy documents, the mention of arts in its relation to youth 
development and wellbeing was marginal. Mentions were typically limited to a brief 
acknowledgement of the role of arts in supporting youth mental health and wellbeing by 
providing opportunities for creative and cultural expression. Child and Youth Wellbeing 
Strategy 2019, for example, mentions the arts only once and that is to acknowledge 
evidence indicating the positive impact arts and other activities related to creative 
expression can have on child and youth wellbeing and development by promoting social 
inclusion and cohesion. The arts are mentioned in the Youth Development Strategy (2002) 
three times, as an extra-curricular activity to help develop leadership skills in youth and 
to provide them opportunities for meaningful social engagement and to develop positive 
attitudes. In the government’s New Zealand Disability Strategy 2016–2026, the importance 
of the arts and creative activities is acknowledged for its role in reducing the feelings of 
isolation of people with a disability and in making them feel supported and valued as 
members of their communities. Creative New Zealand’s investment strategy (2018–2035) 
makes commitments to providing equitable access to the arts and also lists child and youth 
initiatives as one priority action (p. 25). Creative New Zealand launched three new funds 
in 2018 to engage young New Zealanders more fully into arts experiences. These funds are 
Toi Rangatahi Participation Fund, Toi Rangatahi Engagement Fund and Toi Rangatahi 
Leadership Fund. In the regional context, Auckland Council’s strategic plan for arts and 
culture for the next 30 years commits to promoting the regions’ unique identities, 
connective culturally diverse communities, improving wellbeing, economy and liveability 

                                            
1“The vitality that communities and individuals enjoy through: participation in recreation, creative 
and cultural activities; and the freedom to retain, interpret and express their arts, history, heritage 
and traditions.” https://mch.govt.nz/what-we-do/our-projects/cultural-well-being 

 

http://www.creativenz.govt.nz/find-funding/funds/toi-rangatahi-participation-fund
http://www.creativenz.govt.nz/find-funding/funds/toi-rangatahi-engagement-fund
http://www.creativenz.govt.nz/find-funding/funds/toi-rangatahi-leadership-fund
http://www.creativenz.govt.nz/find-funding/funds/toi-rangatahi-leadership-fund
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of the regions. The plan also acknowledges the cultural diversity of youth populations in 
Auckland and stresses the council’s commitment toward providing more opportunities to 
youth for creative participation in the arts and culture.  

The Child and Youth Wellbeing Strategy 2019 and Youth Development Strategy Aotearoa 
2002 make only very brief mentions of the arts. But they provide organisations across 
sectors, including the arts, with key messages about how child and youth wellbeing should 
be best supported. In both documents, wellbeing is predominantly presented and 
discussed in socio-economic terms. But this conception of wellbeing is entangled with 
other aspects of identity, spirituality and environment. The Child and Youth Wellbeing 
Strategy 2019, for example, draws on multiple models of wellbeing, and suggests that the 
multi-layered nature of wellbeing, encompassing personal, social and cultural dimensions, 
makes it difficult for a one-size-fits-all wellbeing policy to work meaningfully. The 
strategy also emphasises the need for culturally relevant understandings of wellbeing, and 
references Te Whare Tapa Wha, a model based on te ao Māori and mātauranga Māori, 
which names physical, spiritual, family and mental health (p. 22). The importance of 
considering indigenous Māori worldviews is also acknowledged in the New Zealand 
Disability Strategy 2016–2026 where it is stated that, ‘[a] Māori world view needs to be 
woven into the implementation of this Strategy. This includes the cultural importance of 
whānau and a whānau-centred approach which differs from Western concepts of family 
and disability’ (2016, p. 14).  

The Child and Youth Wellbeing Strategy 2019, Youth Development Strategy Aotearoa 2002, 
and New Zealand Disability Strategy 2016–2026, all acknowledge that social justice goals, 
such as equity and inclusion, are essential to youth wellbeing. The Child and Youth 
Wellbeing Strategy 2019, for example, states that government will take a ‘proportionate 
universalism approach’ to achieve equity for all children and youth in Aotearoa, by 
providing them non-stigmatising universal services to reach full potential in their lives 
(p. 28). 

Ara Taiohi and Action Station (2018) prepared a collaborative report, Ngā Kōrero Hauora o 
Ngā Taiohi, based on extensive consultation with young people all across Aotearoa. In 
addition to findings outlined above, the report noted the concerns of Māori, Pasifika and 
Asian youth about lack of representation in media, education and government. This lack of 
representation affected young people’s sense that they were able to participate equally in 
society and was seen as connected to wider structural inequalities. 

Creative New Zealand’s (2017) report Aucklanders and the arts: Attitudes, attendance and 
participation in Auckland 2017 identifies the general positive attitude of people in 
Aotearoa towards the arts and their belief in the ability of creative expression to improve 
community cohesion and to provide a wide range of socio-economic, health and wellbeing 
benefits. They also report a general understanding among the public of the need for 
government funding for the arts sector, to make it accessible, inclusive and sustainable. 
However, there are indications that policy goals and commitments need to go a long way 
before they are translated into real-time change in the funding context of community arts.  

Another Creative New Zealand (2017) report, New Zealanders and the arts: Young person’s 
survey reported a high level of arts engagement among young people, although this 
focused on attendance rather than active participation. Young people reported that 
engagement with the arts contributed to their subjective wellbeing, confidence and 
helped them make friends. However, the report also showed a growing proportion of older 
young people did not believe they were creative and indicated that access to arts 
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participation was not equitable across Aotearoa. The report notes that one of the main 
barriers young people face to engaging with the arts is that it is too expensive.  

A report on Understanding the value of creative spaces from 2019 highlighted issues 
related to funding and argued that most creative spaces were not funded to fully meet the 
demand or need for their services. The report recommended increased, equitable 
sustainable funding for organisations providing access to the arts for those experiencing 
barriers to participation.  

Private philanthropy as unintentional policy for youth arts and wellbeing 
Aotearoa New Zealand has a well-established philanthropic landscape. In Aotearoa (as in 
the UK, Canada and Australia), philanthropy has taken an increasing role in supporting 
social welfare and the arts since policy shifts in the second half of the 20th century 
limited public resources allocated by government for social and cultural provision. 
Philanthropic funders hold increasing power in the public realm, in terms of funding, 
institutional voice and power to shape practices and policies (J R McKenzie Trust & Centre 
for Social Impact, 2019). In Aotearoa, the philanthropic sector is now a leading player in 
giving to many social causes, including youth wellbeing and social or community 
development. Two prior reports indicate that many organisations involved with arts and 
wellbeing receive a significant proportion of their funding from philanthropic trusts and 
foundations (Ministry of Social Development, 2019; Walls et al., 2019). In recognition of 
this, we reviewed strategic documents of three philanthropic organisations who give to 
social causes in Tāmaki Makaurau. The review drew on publicly available documents, 
which varied across the organisations, but included strategic plans by the organisations 
and application guidelines or checklists. None of these philanthropic organisations 
explicitly target funds at arts for youth wellbeing, but they are important funders for 
organisations like the ones involved in this research. These documents, then, can be 
viewed as generating unintended policy for youth arts and wellbeing. 

The documents from the philanthropic sector made some mention of the arts, briefly 
acknowledging, for example, the positive role the arts can play in community 
development and celebrating diverse cultures. Youth were an explicit focus for one of the 
philanthropic foundations, which promoted youth-led change, supported youth 
development and funded some arts-based projects.  

In terms of notions of social justice, a 2020 review of the philanthropic sector in Aotearoa 
suggested an awareness of the need to actively seek system change, influence policy and 
shift philanthropic practices away from short-term, quick-fix strategies and towards long-
term approaches (J R McKenzie Trust & Centre for Social Impact, 2019). One of the 
philanthropic organisations we reviewed emphasised the need for culturally responsive, 
innovative approaches to the persistent social problems faced by communities at risk. 
Another identified the need for innovative, systems-level change. But all of the 
philanthropic organisations appeared to mainly be addressing issues of inequity by 
targeting funds at projects intended for specific groups identified as ‘at risk’, excluded, 
vulnerable or disadvantaged.  
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Creating Change research approach and methodology 
This research takes a critical and collaborative approach to examining the economies of 
youth arts in Tāmaki Makaurau. Consistent with Hesse-Biber and Leavy’s (2011) conception 
of critical research, this research aimed to understand and amplify the experiences of arts 
practitioners and participants who often have little opportunity to directly influence 
policy. Further, by focusing on the seemingly mundane matter of funding, the research 
considers the ways power operates through and around the funding system to sustain 
inequities within the arts and society. Importantly, this research was not about evaluating, 
or otherwise ‘judging’ the quality of participants’ work. Instead, the research involved 
forming a close relationship of inquiry with each participating organisation, looking 
critically at issues of mutual concern. 

Purposive sampling was used to ensure a cross-section of organisational types, funding 
models, geographical locations and practice frameworks. Participants were:  

Crescendo Trust of Aotearoa (CTOA): Provide caring, positive support to young people 
aged 12–24 through music, mentorship and creative youth development and, in doing so, 
challenge the deficit discourse of youth that is prevalent in Aotearoa. 

Black Friars Theatre Company (the Friars): A pan-Polynesian, multi-generational theatre 
company working on all possible fronts to decolonise society, challenging the systems, 
institutions and ideologies that hold down and misrepresent Polynesian peoples in 
Aotearoa. 

Māpura Studios: A creative space2 in central Auckland that runs specialist visual and 
multi-arts classes and projects for young people and adults and whose work challenges 
exclusion and ableism. 

Organisations consented to being named, as did some individual participants (ethics 
approval number: 022238).  

Members of each organisation worked critically and creatively with the PI and RA to ask: 

1. What tensions are experienced as arts organisations negotiate the funding and 
policy context to promote social justice and wellbeing for youth in Auckland? 

2. What methods of resourcing support the artistic and social aims of youth arts?  

3. What new policy and funding supports are needed? 

The research design drew from organisational and collaborative ethnography. Methods 
were selected to generate nuanced insights into the everyday practices and experiences of 
three arts organisations in Auckland working with young people aged 16–25. Consistent 
with assemblage thinking, methods allowed for a focus on connections and relationships as 
they developed over time. The research team conducted eight months of fieldwork with 
each organisation, using weekly participant observation, multiple ethnographic interviews, 
document analysis and group interviews [see table one].  

                                            
2 ‘Creative spaces are organisations and places where people who experience barriers to 
participation can make art, or participate in artistic activities such as theatre, dance, circus, 
music, film and creative writing.’ https://artsaccess.org.nz/creative%20spaces 
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Organisation Sampling frame Data gathered 
 Role of the 

participants 
No of 
participants 

Instruments for data collection 

The Black 
Friars 

Adults in 
organising role 

8 90-minute group interview & ongoing 
observations 

Adults in 
supporting roles 

5 45-minute interview 

Young artists 
(16–24 yrs) 

4 90-minute group interview 

Crescendo Adults in 
organising role 

7 30–90 minute interview & ongoing observations  
90-minute group interviews (4 participants)  

Adults in 
supporting roles 

2 45-minute interview 

Young artists 
(16–24 yrs) 

5 90-minute group interview 

Māpura Adults in 
organising role 

6 30–90 minute individual interview & ongoing 
observation  
90-minute group interview (3 participants)  

Adults in 
supporting roles 

3 45-minute interview 

Young artists 
(16–24 yrs) 

2 30-minute group interview 

Table one: Breakdown of participants and methods 

Data analysis was ongoing, iterative and abductive, continuously moving between data and 
theory, developing and redeveloping themes, patterns and interpretations.  

Alongside the fieldwork, researchers identified and analysed Aotearoa policy related to 
youth, arts and wellbeing.  

Youth arts organisations and their economies, in practice 
This section introduces the three participant organisations by drawing on excerpts from 
research interviews and observations to give a sense of their day-to-day practice. These 
brief narratives are taken from longer narratives constructed as part of the analysis 
process. As explained above, this research does not approach ‘economy’ as something 
separate from the participatory creative practice of youth arts organisations. Instead, the 
texts below show how the economies of youth arts involve creative and organisational 
processes where resources (of all kinds) are sourced, produced, organised, managed, used, 
adapted, recycled, replenished, exchanged and re/distributed.  

Crescendo (formerly Crescendo Trust of Aotearoa, CTOA) 
CTOA draws together music and creative industry expertise with high quality youth-
development practice ‘to empower the youth of Aotearoa with a strong sense of self and 
the courage to make positive decisions for their future pathways’3. Marcus Powell, CTOA’s 
CEO, explains how CTOA provides young people aged 12–24 with mentorship from ‘industry 
professionals … but, there’s a whole holistic side behind that too, [a] focus on their 
wellbeing, their happiness and safety’ (CTOA interview, 2019). Dave, lead mentor, 
explains how it doesn’t matter ‘Whether they’re wanting to pursue music as a career, or 
whether it’s just something that they need, a hobby, a way to vent. We’re here to just 
                                            
3 https://www.ctoa.co.nz/what-we-do 
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support young people using music’ (CTOA interview, 2019). Any young person can sign up 
with CTOA online, or can be referred from other agencies, including the youth courts, iwi 
and alternative education providers. They then receive free mentorship and access to a 
range of creative programmes. Mentees also have what CTOA’s community liaison 
manager, at the time of the research, described as ‘a kete or basket of support’ (CTOA 
interview, 2019). This includes advocacy, help to access mental health services, a work 
experience placement, or encouraging mentees into leadership and paid apprentice roles.  

Economies in practice, excerpt 1 

This central-city community centre has converted its entire lower level into a dedicated 
youth space, within which Crescendo has fitted out a studio in a tiny side room. The 
industry-standard equipment was donated by a sponsor and the council provided furniture. 
Dave works here two days a week as a mentor. He is a professional musician and producer. 
Today, he meets a new mentee. He immediately responds to them as an artist, shaping a 
plan and goals around their interests and aspirations. This mentee wants to learn some 
very specific features on Logic and get experience collaborating (others I observe want to 
record an EP, overcome stage fright, or ‘just’ have fun). Dave shows the mentee how to 
use the studio. Once fully inducted, the young artist will be able to use this studio 
independently. Dave and the mentee work on a track in Logic. There is a tangible sense of 
joy in what looks to me like a repetitive trial and error process, then a palpable buzz 
when something eventually sounds really good. When two other mentees arrive early, 
Dave gets them all working on a song about mental health one of them has written. He 
takes them through how to set up the equipment for recording, easing them into 
connecting with each other through the music. Woven into the mentoring sessions are 
conversations about everything from music theory to copyright law, and about what it is 
music can do: express, capture, evoke, resonate, gives voice to, connect with, reach out 
to, makes sense of … 

People involved with Crescendo repeatedly describe the organisation’s approach using 
metaphors of deepening relationships and expanding opportunities. The community liaison 
manager, for example, explains, ‘Crescendo is a musical term, and it means to gradually 
grow. And that’s what is behind how we work with young people’ (CTOA interview, 2019). 
In focus groups, Crescendo’s young artists were asked to explain what Crescendo meant to 
them using visual metaphors. Liana made a paper fortune teller (shown on the cover of 
this report), explaining, ‘when you first arrive you are asked what you would like to do … 
you meet the mentors and you are met with so much encouragement … and then you go 
even deeper and then you find out there are so many other opportunities’ (CTOA young 
artist focus group 2, 2019). Three other young artists represented Crescendo as a ‘home’. 
Raymond describes how in his collage, ‘This little golden circle or boundary, the meaning 
behind that is, I see Crescendo with no rough edges, it’s just a perfect circle. It’s a place 
where you know that it’s going to be genuine, authentic, and nothing but real’. 
Crescendo was a place where young artists felt they were valued and their music was 
taken seriously. It was safe, inclusive, accepting and respectful, and they were supported 
to make their own decisions and explore different pathways (CTOA young artist focus 
groups 1 & 2, 2019).  
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Economies in practice, excerpt 2 

Crescendo’s current headquarters occupy two compact rooms adjacent to a West Auckland 
community centre. It’s a much-needed space for those involved with Crescendo to come 
together, as well as a base for mentoring, creative projects and the youth-led Rawkus 
Radio station. Auckland Council provides the space in a mutually beneficial arrangement. 
Re-purposing un/underused spaces in council venues keeps Crescendo’s overheads down. 
Crescendo’s programmes, meanwhile, support council’s KPIs around activating community 
venues and engaging youth.  

On this sunny Monday morning, some of the Crescendo team gather outside, around the 
wooden picnic bench, chatting about gigs or weekend plans. They then head inside to the 
small multi-functional area, used for meetings (with funders, potential funders, council, 
local board, potential collaborators, interns and student placements, mentors, mentees, 
board members), for computer work (on applications, reports, budgets, and policies), and 
for apprentices to work on youth-led projects. Today Marcus and Cat work on a 
presentation for the next board meeting, about a new ‘Social Impact Hub’. The hub will 
bring all Crescendo’s work into one place: mentoring, workshops and programmes, with 
wrap around youth services running alongside. Through one of their funders, they received 
capacity building support from two mentors, who helped them strengthen their operations 
and strategy, in preparation for the hub-based, social enterprise model. For Crescendo, 
having their own venue will open up more possibilities for generating income. Staff and 
apprentices can work on charged-for event and audio services, and mentees can get 
professional experience. Marcus and Cat argue that by moving away from grants, 
Crescendo will be able to better align their kaupapa and business plan, and focus on what 
has most value for their young artists …  

CTOA is a charitable trust run by a board of trustees from across sectors and industries. At 
the time of the research, they employed a full-time CEO, operations manager and lead 
mentor. Further staff worked on part-time contracts. They were operating out of five 
council-owned venues. The spaces were provided free by Auckland Council, who also 
funded CTOA to run programmes in those venues. CTOA found multiple ways to resource 
its work. At the start of the research, CTOA received 85% of its income from charitable 
grants, with the rest self-generated through events. CTOA had three larger grants, 
covering some salaries and ongoing costs. One of these was for three years, one was 
annual and the other required quarterly applications. They applied continuously for 
smaller sums (under $NZ10,000) with about a one-in-ten success rate. Throughout the 
research, CTOA was undergoing a shift towards a social enterprise model. As a result, the 
proportion of their income that was self-generated (rather than grants) rose to 30%. 

Black Friars Theatre Company 
Founded in 2006, the Black Friars is a pan-Polynesian theatre company. One of the 
younger members, Bayley, explains, ‘The work of the Black Friars is to tell Polynesian 
stories, or tell South Auckland stories. It meets at an intersection between youth 
mentoring, education and creative arts, as well as Polynesian culture underneath it all’ 
(Black Friars interview, 2019). Founding member Michelle Johansson adds, ‘We talk about 
building bridges and making mirrors. The building bridges part is making bridges for our 
young Polynesian people to see the literature, the canon of world literature such as 
Shakespeare, but including other things as well. And the making mirrors is the part where 
we hold space for our people, particularly in South Auckland, our Pacific people, to tell 
their own stories’ (Black Friars interview, 2019). The Friars view their work as always 
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political, ‘It’s about teaching our communities, or arming our communities with the tools 
we need to fight systemic injustice’ (Bayley, Black Friars interview, 2019). Since the Black 
Friars’ first production, a Polynesian version of Othello, multiple generations of younger 
people have become part of the collective.  

Over the past three years, the Black Friars have run a youth leadership project called 
Southside Rise. The project aims to foster young Pasifika leaders. Each year, hundreds of 
young Pasifika people from across South Auckland come together to explore what 
leadership means to them and create a musical performance. Participants are also 
mentored through their transition to university or employment and beyond.  

Economies in practice, excerpt 3 

Down a suburban street in Māngere, a community-run early childhood centre, lent for 
free, is being repurposed as a space for training the Black Friars’ peer mentors for the 
second year of Southside Rise (who were performers in last year’s show). A karakia opens 
the formal part of the afternoon. Then, in turn, the 20–25 people in the circle of small 
chairs listen to each other’s names and their connections with Southside Rise. Michelle, 
one of the founders, tells the new mentors about the history and purpose of the project, 
‘There are four challenges issued by this project, 1. Literacy is lived in our bodies and 
told in our songs and our dances, we carry our heritage through our performance. 2. The 
best leader for South Auckland is a Pasifika person and leadership for Pacific peoples is 
not the same as for Palagi or Pākehā. 3. We will tell south-side stories in a south-side way 
and re-story the south side. 4. We need to come together not in competition but as a 
village’. She tells the new mentors that they were carefully selected because of particular 
qualities the Friars recognised in them the previous year. The group listen in silence. This 
year they will hold the space for the new young performers. The rest of the afternoon 
involves creative and discussion-based activities, led by a qualified counsellor. Gradually 
the group collectively build their definition of what it means to be a mentor on this 
project. The session ends with prayer. And then pizza. Some new mentors leave, but a 
small group settles outside playing guitar and singing in the late afternoon sun. There does 
not seem to be a hurry to leave, to interrupt, this purpose-full, purpose-less moment. 

The young artists who took part in a focus group during the fieldwork represented the 
Friars as a family in which everyone is different, but you carry, and are carried by, others, 
including ancestors and future generations. Being involved with Southside Rise had made 
them more critical of representations of Pacific peoples and more confident to contest 
dominant racist views. Agnes explains, ‘It’s really made me aware when people speak. It’s 
really made me listen, really critically. Like when people say certain things about the 
south side, or just things about brown people in general. It’s not okay, it’s like hold up, 
that’s not okay’ (Black Friars young artist focus group, 2019). It affirmed their sense of 
pride in their Pacific cultures and in their neighbourhood (South Auckland). They felt 
supported in multiple ways, with their studies and careers, and also in becoming future 
leaders, as Agnes explains, ‘the Friars has really helped me keep the fire burning for this 
whole performing arts thing, they really have your back even through your personal 
stuff’. Linda remembers, ‘So, at Auckland University me and one of the other mentors, 
we got to speak at the same conference as Jenny Salesa, speak to educators about what 
we hope for our home. Yeah, that’s what I never thought I’d be doing, talking to these 
people’ (Black Friars young artist focus group, 2019). The experience of being part of the 
Friars was one of being heard, upheld, honoured and encouraged. 
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Economies in practice, excerpt 4 

Its 8.45am on Saturday ----, the first Fono of Southside Rise 2019 does not begin for 
another 45 minutes, but already young people are arriving. They are welcomed by the 
mentors and shown to long tables set with generous bowls of fruit and cereal bars 
(unloaded in bulk boxes from Michelle’s car an hour earlier). Volunteers, friends of the 
Friars, carefully ensure there is food for the young people at every event right through to 
the end of the project. 

The day begins with prayer, then speeches in Samoan, Tongan, Te Reo and English, ‘We 
have to learn to raise the south side, and we will succeed because we are from the south 
side. We need warriors with tools to fight and we need to pay back to those whose 
shoulders we stand on …’  

Then everyone gets involved in the raucous warm up games. The facilitators get the young 
people moving, interacting, playing and laughing together, in a way that looks effortless, 
but actually requires expert timing, skill and humour. Even when eliminated, the young 
people are enrolled as cheerleaders for their former competitors. As the day unfolds, 
classrooms are filled with spoken word, song/choir, siva, ma ulu ulu, rap … In a drama 
workshop, Billy, a founding Friar, works with a volunteer actor and some mentors to get 
the group communicating and telling stories with their whole selves. Games help unravel 
habitual ways of moving, shifting bodies into new patterns, shapes and speeds. The young 
people seem to need little coaxing to work practically and playfully. They take risks, 
becoming animals and objects, using symbol and metaphor, creating soundscapes from 
whatever is to hand. Their brave creativity continues into the lunchbreak, when a DJ runs 
an open mic. Young people get up to sing, dance, or play instruments for their peers, most 
of whom they have never met before … 

The Black Friars is an entirely voluntary collective, aiming for non-hierarchical and 
democratic decision-making processes. All Friars understand that it is not, and is not 
supposed to be, paid work. The labour, knowledge and expertise of the collective is its 
core resource. Michelle estimates they put over 10,000 unpaid hours into Southside Rise 
each year. This includes developing relationships with teachers and schools, 
collaboratively researching and writing the script, administrating and producing all events, 
training young mentors and continuing to support the young people after the end of each 
production. On top of the Friars’ voluntary work, Michelle estimated that, to run Southside 
Rise, they needed $NZ28,000 each year to cover venues, materials, props, costumes, 
scenery, technical equipment and expertise, and food and transport for the young people 
(between 60 and more than 200 youth per year). Much of this comes from a patchwork of 
small grants, donations, sponsorship and in-kind support. Also, in different years, the 
Friars received important financial and in-kind support from a tertiary institution, a 
teacher training agency, faith organisations and participating schools. Members also raised 
money by doing external projects or gigs, and at times payed for things themselves. The 
commitment to this work, to serving and paying back their communities, means the Friars 
find ways to make the work happen, funding or no funding. 

Māpura Studios 
Māpura Studios is a creative space in central Auckland. They offer inclusive, multi-modal 
art classes as well as specialist art therapy programmes for people of all ages, diversity 
and need. They also work with young people through organisations and agencies – 
including specialist schools and non-government organisations. A key thing to understand 
about Māpura is the interdisciplinary basis of their practice, which blends professional-
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level art tuition, studio and resources, and arts therapy expertise into a deeply person-
centred pedagogical and creative process. As the studio co-ordinator explains, what 
happens in any studio session, what gets created, ‘depends on the needs of the students … 
and also what tutors bring. There’s so many different ways to make art [and we believe] 
if you have a really good process an astounding product will come out of it’ (Māpura 
interview, 2019). Māpura’s young artists have access to cutting-edge practices in visual 
arts, sculpture, performance art, experimental music, cartooning and zines in a safe, 
inclusive and supported space. Their work is exhibited publically at least once a year.  

Economies in practice, excerpt 5 

The home of Māpura, in the middle of a central Auckland park, has two entrances. One 
leads into a small room used by staff for managing administrative work, the other into a 
big studio. Separated by thin walls, these spaces are always connected by the voices, 
sounds, ideas, people and materials that move between them.  

The studio’s double doors are often open and welcoming, with one or two paintings 
outside for drying. Inside, there are colours are everywhere, like sparks from fireworks, 
sometimes finally settled on paper between the lines and shapes and sometimes just all 
over the place, on the surface of a table or the floor.  

On a weekday afternoon, shortly before the start of the youth workshop, an artist-tutor 
(also a trained art therapist) arranges the space. She sets out a cheese board, clears the 
kitchen, arranges chairs, aligns tables, selects materials, and finds the unfinished work of 
each and every student to lay on the table, as if inviting them to finish it. She deliberately 
lines up bottles of paint, knowing some of the young artists like to access the supplies 
themselves. She warmly greets the people who flow into the space, volunteers to be 
briefed, parents and carers with questions, taxi drivers stopping for a chat. Young artists 
enter, moving to the kitchen, tables, to the kai, in and then out again. The time allowed 
for sharing cheese and crackers, time to arrive and connect, is as important as time spent 
painting and sharing artworks. Next, the young artists share something of their week, 
communicated in words, a gesture, or a sound, then move away to sit at their work 
stations. The tutor moves attentively between them, ensuring everyone has what they 
need, artfully affirming, then asking questions or making suggestions. What next? What 
method? What materials? What colour? The young artists also move around. Moving from 
working at a table to working on a whiteboard, going to select paints or wash brushes, 
going to the kitchen for kai or a drink, pausing and going outside. Finally, everyone 
(including taxi drivers) comes together for a gentle ‘crit’, sharing artworks for comments, 
questions and feedback.  

Māpura’s ethos of access and inclusion means everyone is valued for what they bring into 
the space. People going to classes or sessions at Māpura are seen, first and foremost, as 
artists. As Alex, arts administrator and student liaison, explains, ‘we’re really serious 
about our artwork, they’re not students, they’re artists. We take that part of our job 
very seriously, as well as the nurturing and caring aspect of it, we take the art very 
seriously’ (Māpura interview, 2019). Many of Māpura’s artists feel a sense of exclusion 
from the professional or ‘mainstream’ arts sector. They also experience day-to-day 
attitudinal and physical barriers to full access and participation in society. Both the arts 
and the wider society in Aotearoa are largely ableist4. This means people perceived to 
diverge from an imagined/constructed ‘able-bodied’, ‘neurotypical’ norm are perceived as 

                                            
4 See, for example, https://www.pantograph-punch.com/posts/disabled-writers-in-aotearoa 
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less valuable, even less human, members of society. Māpura’s studio culture and practice 
aims to decentre this norm, viewing everyone in the organisation as a valuable human 
being – and also creating a safe space for people who experience adversity and prejudice. 
One parent described how her daughter, ‘could go [to Māpura] and draw for hours and 
hours. In the past she may have been … there was pressure to stop her from drawing 
because it was not seen as a positive thing because it was seen as a behavioural problem. 
And now she could have somewhere to go and do the thing that allowed her some 
personal pleasure and a sense of self-regulation and be recognised for it as an artist’ 
(Māpura interview, 2019). One young artist we spoke to described Māpura as a space of 
colour and connection, representing it using multicoloured feathers connected by bright 
lines. For another it was a place she could explore her identity as she created subversive 
zines with worlds populated by queer, autistic and punk superheroes (Māpura young artist 
focus group, 2019). 

Economies in practice, excerpt 6 

In an Auckland specialist school, Tim, another of Māpura’s tutors and a professional artist, 
is setting up for his weekly class. The small group of students gathers around a long table. 
He begins by unrolling paper across the table to reveal patterns of lines and shapes that 
have been punched out. The young artists trace these missing shapes with their fingers. 
He hands pens to those who want to start making marks. He also hands out instruments, a 
drum and a stick, a colourful, retro keyboard. As he pours golden glitter onto a drum, he 
explains, ‘we are going to make sounds and draw the sounds’. From then on, Tim talks 
very little, almost never giving a direct instruction. One student is playing the keyboard. 
Tim hums the tune as he pours paint, dips in sponges and brushes. The sponges and 
brushes are then also used for drumming. Drums are painted and then wiped clean again.  

Tim picks up on any indication of interest from the students and extends it. By noticing 
and commenting he encourages them to work together or respond to what someone else is 
doing. He sits and joins in with another student, colouring with pen through the holes in 
the paper and then lifting the paper to reveal the pattern underneath. He tries using a 
whole range of objects as brushes, feathers, to see if any get students interested. He 
sprinkles yellow powder paint off the bristles of a brush. That offer is taken up by an artist 
across the table. Tim pours more glitter on to the table from up high. He then lifts the 
paper again to show the pattern underneath, ‘It looks and sounds like the music!’  

Later, the school’s deputy principal describes how Māpura’s classes ‘add richness and 
depth and diversity to the local curriculum that we offer the students … it’s around 
finding a way to provide artistic expression that gives everybody an opportunity to be 
involved’ (Māpura interview, 2019). But, as an extra that has to be fundraised for, the 
future of the programme is always uncertain. 

Māpura Studios is a registered charity. Māpura relies on grants, mainly from philanthropic 
trusts, to run the organisation and subsidise its programme of classes, exhibitions and 
projects. Charitable grants make up about 70% of their annual income; another 20% comes 
from fees charged to attend their studio classes, about $30 per class. Sometimes this is 
paid privately and sometimes the artists or their family can use their carer’s allowance to 
cover the cost. The remaining 10% of Māpura’s income comes from small individual 
donations, selling artwork and from merchandise such as cards and bags. Volunteers, 
including family and parents of the artists, students, artists and community members, 
contribute to Māpura in many ways.  
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Findings 
Tensions experienced by arts organisations 
After eight months with the three organisations involved in Creating Change, it became 
evident that specific aspects of the funding system in Tāmaki Makaurau Auckland were 
undermining, or running counter to, the organisations’ commitment to providing creatively 
rich, culturally relevant, inclusive and strengths-based practice that takes youth 
participation seriously. Three key challenges emerged, which were creating significant 
points of tension for all three organisations (although, given the organisations’ different 
approaches and organisational models, they were not necessarily affected in the same 
way). These challenges were the overall scarcity of appropriate funding, the 
predominance of unsustainable funding, and the deficit framing of youth, constructed by 
the funding system, which subverts the mission and values of youth arts organisations. 

Scarcity 
From interviews and observations, it was evident that appropriate funding was scarce 
overall. All organisations described intense competition for a small pool of funding (both 
arts and philanthropic). Explaining why they were reluctant to apply for Creative New 
Zealand grants, for example, Michelle, the Black Friar’s creative director, explained, 
‘There will be “millions” of people applying for a very small pool that’s allocated to the 
arts’ (Black Friars interview, 2019). Māpura and Crescendo also reported a low success 
rate with mainstream arts funding. In relation to philanthropic funding, board members 
and staff at both Māpura Studios and Crescendo described the fundraising experience as 
one of constantly ‘scrambling around’, even for very small amounts of money. Government 
Ministry funding, meanwhile, was found to be almost completely inaccessible, either due 
to the tight limits on what could be funded or the huge administrative and regulatory 
requirements.  

Some interviewees speculated that the problem was not the scarcity of funding, but their 
failure to communicate what it is the organisation does in funding applications in a way 
that met the funders’ criteria. For example, Marcus, CEO of Crescendo, suggested, 
‘There’s not really a lack of funding out there, it’s more, I guess, clarity for those 
funders. I’ve been more successful when I’ve been able to bring those funders into our 
organisation’ (Crescendo interview, 2019).  

The research participants described the level of available funding (overall and from a 
specific funder) as volatile. Diana, CEO of Māpura, reported, ‘that’s twice now that’s 
happened with our biggest funders, which really hurts. From $80,000 to $55,000 is a 
major drop’ (Māpura interview, 2019). Over the eight months of fieldwork, all three 
organisations had at least one experience where a funder suddenly reduced the amount of 
funding available in a funding round, announced there were no funds available at all, or 
offered the organisation a small proportion of the total amount applied for. 

The challenge of scarce funding for participatory, community-based arts is identified in 
other Aotearoa research. As outlined above, a report on Understanding the Value of 
Creative Spaces found most creative spaces could not raise enough funds to meet the need 
for their services (Ministry of Social Development, 2019). Meanwhile, a survey of youth 
arts groups in Auckland indicated that this sector was disproportionately dependent on 
grants from philanthropic trusts and foundations; very few respondents reported 
significant funding from either Creative New Zealand (CNZ) or a government ministry 
(Walls et al., 2019). 
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Echoing the comment above by Marcus from Crescendo, most participants speculated that 
if they could improve their fundraising capacity and capability, they could do better 
within the existing funding system. However, our review of the funding and policy context 
suggests that arts-based approaches to wellbeing are not explicitly recognised or valued by 
most Aotearoa funders. In spite of the relatively favourable policy context, at the time of 
the research there was just one philanthropic fund intentionally funding creative 
approaches to youth development. Many philanthropic trusts excluded the arts entirely. In 
other cases, trusts and foundations are primarily interested in engagement with priority 
groups and/or evidence of social impact. In the absence of a general awareness of how the 
arts contribute to such aims, it is likely the arts would be a hard sell. CNZ added 
‘community arts’ to its list of art forms eligible for its arts grants in 2019. CNZ also 
administered one round of youth-arts grants in 2019. Before that, the only arts-funding 
option for the kinds of organisations featured in this research were small ‘creative 
communities’ grants.  

In the absence of adequate, appropriate funding, organisations continue to expend 
substantial amounts of staff time and strategic attention on fundraising; time and 
attention which could be better directed to the development and expansion of practice so 
as to better serve youth. 

Unsustainable income 
The Black Friars, Māpura Studios and Crescendo all struggled to sustain their work in a 
context where the norm for funding is contestable, short-term, restricted grants or 
contracts. Fundraising for multiple small grants is inefficient, particularly when an 
application for less than $5000 requires as much time and information as a grant of over 
$50,000. Small grants rarely cover core costs, and all three organisations found they could 
not cover the full costs of projects because funders placed tight limits on what funds could 
be spent on, or did not allow any changes to a budget once a grant had been approved. 

Bidwell (2014) proposes that stable access to services that employ experienced, consistent 
staff is important to young people for whom participation in the arts is a lifeline. The 
predominance of small, short-term funding makes it difficult for organisations to plan and 
sustain long-term projects, or to create secure jobs and invest in staff development. This 
creates a significant challenge when long-term engagement and trusting relationships are 
integral features in good practice. From this project, it appeared that young people from 
highly precarious communities (living in conditions of adversity and uncertainty) were 
depending on services, including youth arts, delivered by precariously resourced 
organisations, who can largely only offer precarious jobs to their workers. 

Some research shows short-term interventions can benefit youth wellbeing but longer-
term approaches tend to be most effective (Macpherson et al., 2016). Comments by a 
number of Creating Change participants indicate why this might be. For example, Alex, 
Māpura’s arts administrator, explains how: 

it will take a year to get the momentum to build a class up … By that stage your initial 
funding’s used up and you’ve got to find the funding from somewhere else to keep that 
going … it’s the benefits of the long-term care and long-term therapy that are really key 
… the policies don’t seem to actually allow for that long-term benefit. (Māpura interview, 
2019) 
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Tim, arts tutor at Māpura, is clear that the short time frames of most grants do not allow 
for projects to be fully participant-centred or youth-led: 

Shorter term exhibition projects tend to fit within the time frame allowed but not be 
that responsive to Māpura artists’ process. A lot of artists at Māpura perceive time 
differently and operate on a different time scale and as much as we can we like to have 
it [the process] driven by the artists. (Māpura interview, 2019) 

And, when outcomes and deadlines are predetermined by funders, ‘Then it feels like 
we’re moving away from our objective, or what our young people want’ (Cat, Crescendo 
interview, 2019).  

As outlined earlier in this report, Crescendo, the Black Friars and Māpura Studios have 
bespoke approaches to participatory arts, which respond closely to the needs, contexts 
and cultural backgrounds of their young participants. Expertise in these approaches 
develops through sustained involvement with the organisation and with the young artists. 
Long time frames and less prescriptive funding models would better support safe, 
inclusive, participant-centred, culturally and contextually responsive creative processes 
(Baxter, 2017; Mullen, 2019). 

Subverted mission and values 
The third key challenge experienced by the organisations in Creating Change is the 
multiple ways the funding system subverts the mission and values of youth arts 
organisations. One example of this can be found above, where Alex and Tim explain how 
short-term funding makes it harder for them to foster youth-centred approaches and 
quality relationships. Another prominent example is the ways that application and 
reporting processes require organisations to apply a deficit frame to their young artists, in 
direct conflict with their commitment to strengths-based practice.  

It is common for grants to fund projects or services that can show evidence of benefitting 
targeted groups. There are reasons for doing so, particularly addressing inequitable access 
and outcomes. It can mean, however, that applicants have to apply labels to young people 
that they would not use otherwise in their work. As Marcus, Crescendo’s CEO, explains: 

Funders ask for specific details, like are you working with low income families? 
Sometimes it’s a lot of stereotypes. But the way that we answer that is by saying that 
problem is not just a problem for ‘that group’ … I don’t like labels. I love that we’re an 
all-inclusive environment. But, it has been difficult getting over the line for some 
funders. (Crescendo interview, 2019)  

For Marcus, it is important that one of their young people could read a funding application 
and recognise themselves in it. But, in most cases this is not possible because of the 
terminology they are required to use to explain what they do in language that funders 
recognise.  

Most funders want their giving to benefit society. In many instances, then, funders identify 
a problem they want the projects or services they fund to address. Tensions arise when 
young people, or specific groups of young people, get positioned as ‘the problem’ that 
needs to be solved (Freebody et al., 2019). For example, Māpura staff notice how funding 
for their programmes is given on the basis that the artists will overcome problematic 
behaviours so as to better participate in society. This conflicts with the staff’s view that 
the problem that needs to be overcome is the ableist attitudes and practices of society.  
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Tim explains:  

We sometimes have conflict with our artists having to use the funding that’s allotted to 
them for general socialisation and being adjusted to be part of the community. To be 
what is considered valuable, functioning members of society, when what they are is 
already intensely valuable. People that come here are generally not trying to modify 
their behaviour. (Māpura interview, 2019)  

As outlined above, evidence suggests youth wellbeing in Aotearoa is affected by complex 
systemic and structural factors, including economic inequality, poverty, discrimination and 
the legacy of colonialism. In spite of the shifting aspirations and strategies of many 
funders in Tāmaki Makaurau, the funding system at the time of the research was not set 
up to enable the sustained and concerted approach required to address these factors.  

The basis of the Black Friars’ Southside Rise project is that young Pasifika people have 
leadership capabilities that go unrecognised in schools and wider society. The problem 
they set out to address is not the young people, but the system that does not value them 
or their cultures. But funders often still ask them for evidence of individual impact: 

Bayley: We can’t put on paper the impact that we have in Sione’s life, or something like 
that.  

Billy: I think it also goes against how we work, as well. We don’t want to capture Sione’s 
life. [Laughs] You know what I mean? We don’t want to have our young people scrutinised 
where they’re held up to an idea of success that isn’t created by them or by us. (Black 
Friars interview, 2019) 

Providing evidence of the value of their work to funders in form of individual outcomes 
conflicts with the Black Friars commitment to the young people telling their own stories, 
and to creating a collective ethos in and around the work.  

Other challenges 
A number of other challenges became evident over the course of the fieldwork. It is not 
possible to explain these in detail, but they included: 

• lack of access to affordable, appropriate spaces 

• high level of resources, including staff time, required by fundraising 

• lack of arts-specific professional development 

• need for specialist support with evaluation and more arts-centred approaches 

• lack of direct (kanohi ki te kanohi) engagement from funders. 

Methods of resourcing and organising that support the artistic and social 
aims of youth arts for wellbeing  
The research did indicate some methods of resourcing and organising that supported the 
artistic and social aims of each company. Again, it is not possible to discuss all of these in 
detail, but they included using core values or principles to guide organisational and 
financial decisions. Marcus explained how all organisational decisions were made with 
reference to Crescendo’s kaupapa, ‘That’s our kaupapa right there. I usually start off 
with that because that kind of describes best, I feel, our foundations and our roots and 
what we grow our business on. That’s a really shortened version of it: Aroha; Mana; 
Titiro, Whakarongo, Kōrero; Whakawhanaungatanga; Manaakitanga; Mahaki; He Kanohi 
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Kitea5 (CTOA interview, 2019). The kaupapa was clearly more than a piece of paper on the 
wall. Everyone involved with the company who participated in the research referred to it 
to explain the way they worked or what the organisation meant to them. Marcus described 
how the kaupapa helped to ensure Crescendo did not become just another service 
delivering funding-aligned outcomes (CTOA interview, 2019).  

Underpinning the Black Friar’s economy, meanwhile, is the cultivation of particular kinds 
of relationships. Many of the Friars use family as a metaphor to explain how the company 
works, how they get things done. Billy explains how the concept of family informs how the 
Friars operate as a collective organisation, ‘It speaks to the importance of everyone. None 
of us are more important than anyone else. [….] One of the other things that’s important 
to us on any show is that we have open books […] It’s been very important to us, when we 
talk about money and things like that, 1: It doesn’t compromise who we are, and 2: 
Everyone feels like they know what’s happening and is in agreement that’s what should 
happen’ (Black Friars interview, 2019).  

Māpura, meanwhile, strive towards an economy of inclusion and a flat organisational 
hierarchy. This does not mean the priority is their artists being included into the status 
quo, but on creating spaces and actions that de-centre ableist norms, and in which power 
and decision-making are shared.  

Other examples of resource or support methods that were seen as ‘working’ by participant 
organisations were: 

• funders who emphasised and cultivated quality relationships 
• capacity building support and investment  
• inter-sector partnerships. 

  

                                            
5 In CTOA’s kaupapa, these terms are defined as follows: ‘Aroha means love but it also means 
respect. Mana relates to power, dignity and respect. Titiro, whakarongo, kōrero means to look, 
listen and then speak. Whakawhanaungatanga refers to the building and maintenance of 
relationships. Manaakitanga describes sharing, hosting and being generous. Mahaki is about showing 
humility when sharing knowledge. He kanohi kitea means being a familiar face’. A fuller 
explanation of the kaupapa can be found at https://www.ctoa.co.nz. 
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Recommended changes to policy and funding context 
The challenges outlined above exist in spite of a growing body of evidence for why 
governments and other donors should invest in arts for wellbeing, and in spite of a 
relatively favourable local policy context. This research provides evidence that aspects of 
the funding context go against what is known about good practice in arts, health and 
wellbeing, but also in philanthropy. Some advocacy to funders identifies and proposes 
solutions to the challenges we identify (J R McKenzie Trust & Centre for Social Impact, 
2019), but until changes are made, recipient organisations will continue to bear the 
burden of managing them.  

In conclusion, then, we propose six opportunities for change to support a flourishing arts-
for-youth-wellbeing sector in Aotearoa: 

1. More funders to offer core, unrestricted funding; to ‘invest in the “what” and let 
[the] organisations you fund determine the “how”’ (Esmee Fairbairn Foundation, 
2019, cited in J R McKenzie Trust & Centre for Social Impact, 2019, p. 21).  

2. Funders can promote equitable cultural wellbeing by developing models that are 
‘responsive to the cultural practices, aspirations and sovereignty of indigenous 
communities’ (J R McKenzie Trust & Centre for Social Impact, 2019, p. 27). 

3. Given the overall policy ‘turn to wellbeing’, a collaborative, cross-sector fund for 
arts and youth wellbeing could be formed. 

4. In line with recommendations from the funding sector itself, long-term funding and 
alternatives to contestable grants can be explored. 

5. Funders can commit to providing full funding for salaries, acknowledging volunteer 
time as matched funding, and addressing salary pay parity. 

6. Researchers, practitioners, funders and policy makers could collaborate to 
establish platforms for knowledge, evidence and practice sharing. 

We suggest that responding to recommendations 1 and 2 be prioritised. This would build 
on work already done within Aotearoa’s philanthropic sector and could significantly 
enhance the capability of groups/organisations to support youth wellbeing via the arts.  
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Methods  
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methods with three youth arts organisations to explore their experiences of the funding 
and policy context. 

Results  

Specific aspects of the funding system in Tāmaki Makaurau, Auckland, hinder the 
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