	
	
	



Inclusive curatorial strategies – a case study of an interdisciplinary conference and festival: Communities and Communication


This article is a critical reflection on community building through research, creative practice and knowledge production processes across creative disciplines. Our interest in the topic culminated in the ‘interdisciplinary extravaganza’ - an international, interdisciplinary conference and film festival the three of us summoned into being just before the pandemic peaked across the globe, making any in-person activities impossible during that period. Although the concept of an “extravaganza” may seem an exaggeration, the word does offer some indication of the ambition we held for the event.  The Communities and Communications Conference (CC&C herein) was a first iteration of conference activity for the team and an initial testing ground to explore the ways in which a space could be created that was welcoming and safe for a range of researchers and approaches. We wanted to help represent and offer a space to a wide range of content and voices working in research, but also to attract people who would not normally frequent similar events (both as contributors and audiences). To welcome an interdisciplinary approach was central to this aim and in ensuring breadth of content and contributors, we felt, we were able to make the most of the enforced opportunity we were presented with in terms of lockdown and social distancing. 

[bookmark: _Int_l0mom3xm]The focus of the event was as the name suggested community and communication. Two areas which in general proved to be pivotal in the wider world during the pandemic, but we suggest, are also integral areas in research especially when looking to extend the traditionally fenced off conference events and film festival submissions. All communities are about communication, and all effective communication creates communities (or bring the existing ones together). The hierarchies that conferences and film festivals can underscore (albeit in different manners) are, in the opinion of the organising team, potential barriers to wider participation. The generalised sense of already formed groups of academics, the lack of an institution behind an independent researcher or practionner, and monetary considerations which prevent ease of attendance can all impact on the perceived accessibility of conferences and festivals. There is also the question of unspoken elitism that prevails in the selection of keynote speakers and acceptance of papers. As Etzion, Gehman, and Davis offer, ‘[a]t many conferences, there is a buttressing of patriarchy and status markers, or more colloquially, boundary policing and pissing contests’ (2022:353). As three women curating the conference, a diversity through LGBTQ+ representation and a keen focus upon class considerations within the team we felt we were well positioned to attempt a more inclusive event. However, we acknowledge that we do not have every representational and inclusivity requirement within our immediate purview, but we did work with every intention of ensuring visibility and voice for those contributing. As we shall explore this was approached using the online platform and expanding, where possible, the types of submissions to the event. This does not mean that in the first iteration of the conference we succeeded in shattering the traditions and boundaries of in-person events, but it did give us as a team the opportunity to evaluate our approaches and to think clearly about our next steps in developing and honing our aspirations into actuality.

The provision of space, a safe and welcoming area in which to share knowledge is therefore very important especially if one is trying to broaden the base from which one is drawing contributions to a conference or festival. Assisting in developing a community, a widening participation in what might easily be termed a HE (higher education) event was also an area we wished to address. To ensure this we looked at the ways in which we advertised and raised awareness of the event, how we ensured participation was possible and the approaches taken to opening the forum and format of contributions. Although we did not identify all the opportunities the digital forum presented it did assist in opening conversations of focussed curational aims for future events. The ways in which we might as organisers approach our calls for contribution but also diversify even further the submissions to future iterations of the event whilst remaining cognisant that conferences are a ‘subjective experience’ (Etzion, et el., 2022:351) that needs to not only verbalise the need for diversity and representation but ensure it.

As this article will explore the request for submission and the formats encouraged spoke to these ambitions. The platforms for hosting and for sharing the content were also carefully considered with a range of requirements in place to ensure accessibility and preservation of the event where possible. Such ‘technical solutionism’ (Etzion, et el., 2022: 350) was both necessity and indicator of potential, to create an inclusive space means to ensure that there is accessibility and practicality around that ingress, offering ‘appealing affordances’ (Ibid: 351) that spoke to the requirements of diverse attendees.

As organisers of the conference, we have a shared background in, enjoyment of and commitment to creative practice and the opening of spaces be they academic or creative to as many people as possible. Alongside this we all currently work in academia; teaching and researching creative media-related topics. Although that places the team in a position of privilege, we can attend conferences, travel and are supported through the traditional systems of university interest, we are also very aware that this is not the case universally. We are aware that as indicated earlier conferences can be a problematic environment and one which can be unwelcoming to those not within the environs of the fully supported hierarchical, HE structures. We also acknowledge that they can be hostile to groups perceived to be in the minority and with these aspects in mind we set out to initially use technological solutionism and personal experience as indicators of a more positive approach. 

As this article will demonstrate, the implications of this first event that we named Communities and Communication were far reaching, and very much determined our current interest and further projects. The subsequent editions of the event, and the Special Issue which have stemmed from the original conference is the basis for our analysis and reflection in this article and in wider terms of developing our understanding of and approaches to building supportive spaces for sharing practice research. In this article we consider the challenges that are the status and legitimacy of practice -research, dissemination practices, and the role of interdisciplinary events. That interdisciplinary work can border arts and academia, communities, connections within and between different groups (including building links between creative community’s, audiences and academia) means that there are a range of approaches and needs within that contributing and participating group that need to be considered.   Finally, we offer a closer evaluation of the event, which takes the form of a case study through which we explore the lessons learned as we moved forwards to the second iteration of the event which we created as a hybrid event using the lessons learned from the online only nature of our inaugural programme.



A Critical Reflection on Hybrid spaces

When Homi Bhabha first published his ground-breaking ‘The Location of Cultures’ (1994), the questions of cultural ambivalence translation and the hybrid spaces in-between were still relatively radical. Today, the exploration of the alternative possibilities across different layers of cultural production and dissemination increasingly become a new status quo, despite the ongoing challenges (mostly related to traditional hierarchies or research and academic infrastructures). Of course, the hybridity of the event in a sense of happening online and in person is just one of the possible layers inherent to Bhabha’s approach. Even more so, the hybridity in our case applies to the ‘in-betweenness’ of spaces we have already mentioned: academic, creative, community-related, but also the conceptual and literal space that brings together conference and film festival. In this case the ‘in-betweenness’ offers a not-quite space; not quite strictly academic, nor entirely creative, but sitting at accessible, and importantly receptive, intersection between the two. Our goal was to disrupt the purity of expectation and instead invite a more inclusive approach that encompassed a wide spectrum of research and creative practice, and a crossover of both. 

But, of course, exploring the potential for diversity in academic dissemination cannot be disentangled from the questions of agency and unbalanced power relations. Here again, Bhabha’s concept of hybridity is perhaps the most relevant influence for our work. The new, transcultural in-betweenness which emerges on the borders of contested spaces offers a hope of transgression. The hybrid location of cultural value (the transnational and translational; Bhabha, 2004: 248) opens the ‘third space’ which challenges the dominant discourse and displaces (or reverses) the status quo, ‘so that other “denied” knowledges enter upon the dominant discourse and estrange the basis of its authority’ (ibid: 162). 

This has many consequences which are significant on many levels. The idea of ‘otherness’ can be applied to multiple scenarios, including that of creative arts in academic contexts. The desire to emerge as ‘authentic’ though mimicry could be easily seen as an attempt to ‘validate’ practice research through traditional expectations. This is an unhelpful expectation, and it is doomed to failure. It is potentially even more dangerous, given the fundamentally different values and expectations to which traditional and creative disciplines adhere. Academic rigour of creative practice research cannot and should not be validated through categories dictated by traditional disciplines. To this end we were very careful to ensure that it did not happen in our curatorial decisions. We, rather surprisingly, had a high quantity of submissions for the event, in its first year we had expected less of an awareness and interest.  Our selection process was driven by inclusivity and open-mindedness. Above all, we were loyal to the event’s theme prioritising work that addressed the complexities of communities and the way they communicate above other more peripheral topics. We found this overall approach both liberating and empowering, the same way Bhabha sees the hybridity as empowering. We felt free to ‘take a chance’ on approaches which were not strictly of the content, style, or format that one would see at a traditional conference. It is important, however, to exercise caution and not associate this opportunity with a reductionist assimilation which could downplay the importance (and imbalance!) of the differences. The idea of equal exchange we talk about here applies to so many aspects of academic outputs and dissemination practices. The necessity to justify an artistic output as equally (as unattainable as it might feel) as a traditional one, is a battle that cannot be won. The hierarchy is what is problematic here. After all, in the times of crisis, arts and humanities are the first ones to suffer cuts in funding and development. If priorities must be maintained, one cannot replace the other. 

What we propose as the effect of this experience is further exploration of the potentiality of hybrid spaces and of artistic research dissemination through the process of curating interdisciplinary events. Our event is the materialisation of such a space, skilfully balancing between creative arts/media and academia, and welcoming contributions (and audiences) which belong to both (or none). By questioning the traditional elitism of academic conferences, we have opened the space for artists and creative practitioners working with communities and questioned and disrupted the hierarchy between academic papers and creative practice embedded in research. 

The way this was accomplished was by adopting a careful methodology around the curatorial process. We challenged the traditional approach of appointing a keynote speaker from within an established academic elite. Instead, we invited an inspirational community leader, Nicola Themlow (a Community Manager at YMCA North Staffs) who embodies the values of communities and communication through her everyday work and commitment to the local youth communities she serves. We also actively encouraged submissions from artistic communities, for example, photographer, Phil Hill, who works independently of academia. His contributions really offered us an indication of the potential in opening such events and making welcome those who would normally not consider submitting work to such a gathering.

Following the first edition's theme, ‘Connections’ (which links to our focus on bridging the gap between creative practice and academia, but also connections between different communities and disciplines), our second edition focused on ‘Diverse Voices’. The idea of diversity and diverse voices in academic contexts in the UK seems to carry the burden of postcolonial guilt which translates into inclusion of ‘other voices’ into the mainstream discourse. As good as it sounds, we must be careful not to fall into paternalistic attitudes of ‘giving access’ or ‘giving voice’. Many academic venues explore the idea of silenced voices, and some of our individual writing considers the effect of unbalanced power relations between indigenous communicators in Latin America and Western researchers and filmmakers working in the region (Lulkowska,  2019). Such considerations can also be found closer to home when we think about communities that are underrepresented or under threat across the UK. The hierarchical attitudes of what communities are deemed to need challenged by the arts and provisions of both education and enterprise (see Fox in Coleclough and Lulkowska, 2023). What we must challenge, however, is the idea of ‘discovery’ of local knowledge and appropriation through research. The knowledge exists in its original contexts and does not require to be discovered. Equally, the Eurocentric/Western centric point of view must ensure that it exercises caution, ensuring it is not mistaking appropriation for inclusion and diversity. 

With this caveat in mind w managed to target our international networks and encourage a diverse response from around the globe on a scale that exceeded our wildest predictions. The unexpected global appeal reinforced by the pandemic and then actively pursued in the second iteration of the Communities and Communications event the following year, yielded a clear pathway and approach to adaptive and focussed formats of research acquisition and dissemination.  Going forward, we are exploring future evolutions of the event, now incorporating artistic work. Such change requires even more developed curatorial strategies to evaluate submissions in multitude of diverse formats. This links to our interest around practice research dissemination strategies, and the way in which the context of presentation fundamentally affects the meaning (as explored in a Collaborative Experimental Provocation ‘Rebellious academia – practice research as a form of conceptual art’ for the upcoming Special Issue: Rethinking History. Revisioning the Past Special Issue, (Lulkowska 2023, forthcoming). 


The dynamic nature of practice research

The intricacies and idiosyncrasies of creative practice research can be broken down into many elements and categories, each of them a fascinating topic with plenty of yet undiscovered potential (although the full exploration of this topic goes beyond this article). For anyone interested in this (still!) misunderstood approach which inhabits undefined spaces across and between disciplines, it’s an exciting discovery to realise the opportunity practice research brings. Despite its popularity among prolific and talented researchers and practitioners, there are still many challenges and unresolved issues we face as a community. Many of these challenges have been highlighted in the existing literature Candy, 2008; Nelson, 2013; Knudsen, 2002; Bell, 2008; Brabazon, 2020; Leavy, 2018; MacNiff, 1998), and most recently in Bulley and Sahin’s Practice Research report (2021). The debate has been ongoing for quite some time, but there seem to be a momentum where the interest in contextualising practice research, and finding a common ground to assess, evaluate and disseminate the outcomes feel more urgent than ever. Many of our current initiatives centre around that, and individually (and in collaborations) we contribute to this discussion by introducing other elements of support for practice-based researchers (among other, art/practice-based seminar series ‘Rebellious Research’, a podcast ‘Taming your Inner Artist’, a recent Special Issue on ‘Recontextualising Practice-based research’, and a number of larger publications in the pipeline). There, we explore the complexity of practice research in more detail, here we want to acknowledge the ways in which the conference event offered us a “jumping off point” for this work and an impetus to build upon the potential it indicated. 

In many ways, we are indebted to the talent and the inquisitive minds of our predecessors mentioned in the previous paragraph who reflected on the challenges of disseminating practice research in the attempt to bridge the gap between academia, creative communities and the audiences. Here, we’ll bring some recommendations by the PRAG-UK report which were at the heart of our motivations when founding our interdisciplinary event. The second report, How can practice research be shared, outlines the current challenges faced by creative research practitioners. The questions regarding the dissemination of practice research are, of course, challenging on many levels. Theorist such as Tara Brabazon, 2021, insist on understanding the difference between quality creative outputs and, using the example of practice-based PhDs, an artefact as the outcome of a research project. Brabazon stresses the fact that art is not research and making a good film/other creative ‘product’ is not enough to get a PhD. Similar reflections were shared by Erik Knudsen who, reflecting on his PhD by publication, addressed the challenges to frame his films as research, and the steps required to achieve that. Coming back to the recommendations offered by the PRAG-UK report, questions of structure, item types, format, metadata, peer review, presenting, storing, and sharing practice research are of main concern. Of course, that links to the questions of discoverability, metrics, intellectual property and open access. These, again, are far from being straight forward. In one example of our individual past research, the same indigenous film productions were followed across the global festival circle to measure how the context (here, the profile of the festival in question), affected the meaning/recaption of each of the films. Using just three examples (Berlin International Film festival and its ‘Native’ section introduced in 2012, RAI Ethnographic Film Festival, and the International indigenous film festival in Bogotá, Colombia), it became clear that the inclusion in big, European film festival does not automatically translate into a success story: films showed in the ‘Native’ sections of Berlinale were often screened to empty theatres, early in the morning, in the isolated venues, competing for attention with large productions screened in the main theatres of the festival. As the result, the audiences comprised of a limited number of afficionados, and the relative success measured by the inclusion in the festival was highly questionable. The expectations (and the audiences) at the two other festivals were fundamentally different, resulting in a different context to evaluate the impact of the films showed. Another observation which serves as an argument here is the scarcity of obvious venues for dissemination of practice research (with the notable exceptions of JAR, Screenworks, and The International Journal of Creative Media Research). 	Comment by Reviewer 1: Who are these predecessors?	Comment by Reviewer 1: Say

Many theoreticians such as Tara Brabazon (2021) insist that…….	Comment by Reviewer 1: remove	Comment by Reviewer 1: In what year specifically?

It was precisely this gap motivated us to consider alternative spaces for discussion around the inclusion and, later, fuller integration of (practice) research into our planned events. This is by no means a claim that we have established anything groundbreaking, but the thought process and rationale behind our event is a step forward towards a more progressive approach in editorial and curatorial practices on the outskirts of traditional discussions. There is much to be done to take it to a fully radical redefinition of academic dissemination practices, and we do not deny our temptation to explore this pathway. For now, we are pleased to have initiated this gentle disruption that allowed a slightly fresher approach and inspired us to consider further possibilities. 

According to Bulley and Sahin’s report, another concern with practice research centres around the primacy of the written published work as the main form of academic outputs. As such, these forms of research have long-established rules, practices, repositories, and metrics.  Most frequently, the outcomes of a practice research project are shared via personal websites, blogs, institutional repositories, social research sites (Academia, ResearchGate), or physical publications/performance scenarios (Bulley & Sahin, 2021, p. C148/45). The report acknowledges the limitations of the above-mentioned social research sites. What needs to be said, in addition to that, is that the target audiences for Academia or ResearchGate are limited to academic and educational circles. This is, again, something we try to challenge with our event. The (intellectual) accessibility and approachability were particularly important for us, and it was imperative that our event feels inclusive and inviting to anyone, regardless of their background and affiliation. The report does acknowledge that ‘the field of practice research is in a unique position to build new structures for communicating research to audiences both inside and outside the academy.’ (Bulley & Sahin, 2021, p. C149/46), and this was our ambition for Communities and Communications.

An element crucial to achieve that is discoverability. By positioning our event in-between arts and academia, we hoped to have bridged this uncomfortable schism and promote a positive understanding of creative practice research niche. By marketing the event as an open, free-to-all, and inclusive, we have managed to successfully (at least by our measure proportionate to an event that has not established history and is the first step towards achieving these goals) address this issue. However, going forward and inviting some of the presenters to contribute to this special issue, we, inevitably, rely on the proper indexing by online discovery tools to be discovered (ibid, C150/47). 

In a recent (19th October 2022) online seminar on Nailing down your research question run by the MeCCSA Practice network, an interesting conversation took place, highlighting what was casually called by Roy Hanney, the ‘tyranny of the research question’. The conversation highlighted the impossibility of being able to fully merge the required structure and clarity around the direction of the research with the chaotic and experimental nature of creative practice, often escaping the restrictions and following an intuitive pathway towards knowledge production. The response to the discussion was the proposition to think about practice research as a form of conceptual art, where an idea (not necessarily defined strictly as a research question) determines the direction for the exploration (both creative and conceptual), allowing enough freedom for creative exploration. Conferences, talks and symposia offer an opportunity for practice research to be shared without the unavoidable restrictions of the written (and printed) world.

Our event offered the opportunity to create and curate a space in which such work could be shared. In turn by establishing and maintaining a community space the conference and its following iterations supports the notion of exploration and sharing, identifying and promoting these in-between spaces when we think of research and creative practice. Taking the 'tyranny of the research question’ and presenting a means through which to engage more widely and in turn bring together creatives who are exploring through their practice conceptual and societal concerns. The event not only considered the ways in which work might be located and shared, it also explored the idea of a community and the effectiveness of creating a space and place in which groups could share their work and interests, to this end the following section looks to the idea of community, space and place. In so doing we ask what we as organisers needed to do to ensure we were facilitating as well as curating the place and space of CC&C.

A central theme has been the concept of community; indeed, the event is named for this key element of creating connections and collaborations across disciplines and is a term which is used when we try to identify the places in which such research and work can be shared. In this context it is pertinent to identify how we define community. This is of course a concept which is flexible and in general one which is adaptable depending upon the participant or member of the situation. Finding a social or creative home, so becoming a part of a larger whole is a focus of the sensibility “... that belonging is a sense of one's “social presence” in a community; it's a feeling or awareness of the shared bonds a member has with others in the group” (Howard, 2009, p.124). These shared bonds become a foundation upon which to build that sense of gathering and space creation through which a place or assembly point for creatives working in a variety of sectors, independently and institutionally, to come together and share theory and practice. As this section will explore the curation and the management of space and place are a key element in the establishment of a site where interdisciplinary work can come together, and all involved can be offered the opportunity to meet and form new relationships and potential collaborations. In this sense the idea of community becomes about opportunity rather than control, about potential rather than permission. It is the curation and management of a welcoming space which is key to the facilitation of shared ideas and concepts.  It is acknowledged that the act of curating can be in part seen as an exclusionary aspect as “the curated exhibition endeavours to create a gestalt based on the relationships between individual pieces, amplifying meaning beyond the scope of a single art work” (Rosenberg 2009:76). The selection process to align with theme means that in the case of a conference or festival selections must be made and therefore elements of those who seek to be an active part of the community, one whom presents, may not be included. However, within the format of the event there is also space to attend as a delegate, to offer feedback, comment and question for those presenting. The thematic concept of connection therefore is widened by the opportunity to not only present but to attend as well. The impetus to make the event free of charge was therefore a central aspect and concern. Where selection can presume exclusion, so can cost and this was not lost on us as founders and facilitators of the conference and festival. Indeed, this decision added to the popularity of the event but also increased the demands upon the organisers to watch all the films submitted and to curate a manageable selection which spoke most closely to the conference theme. However, although impactful in terms of the time required, this approach also meant that those who would normally not submit to such an event because of the cost implications were free to do so. The variety of submissions was therefore increased, and attention given to those creatives who might not normally be a part of such an academically based conference. Such expansion of the collective submission base is a key aspect of the “opening up” of the community to those perhaps traditionally outside of it, the community in this case being researchers, offers a wider pool of talent and creativity to draw upon but also makes use of the online nature of the event, more of which later.

As we have shared in the editorial, the pandemic played a large role in initially shaping this project and the first iteration of the conference. Around that time, as is well known, the consideration of community and the ways in which the absence of in-person connection could be addressed was a central preoccupation across all walks of life and pursuits. The traditional academic conference was obviously an area which was affected by the closing of group meetings, the focus always having been on the in-person attendance rather than digital connection. Within this change was the widening of access and potential participation which online events precipitated.  It is important to identify that as a trio we were already interested and invested in the concept of being able to look beyond the traditional parameters of academic conferences.  Building outwards to groups, researchers, creators and makers who were not necessarily a part of the HE (Higher Education) structures but still passionate and invested in their art and research. To ensure this, we decided that we needed to become facilitators, those who were creating and curating spaces for those members of what we term the expanded research community.	Comment by LULKOWSKA Agata I: I have mentioned the curatorial element of our work previously - should we here link it closer to the creation of the communities?

What do we mean by expanded? What are we expanding, and indeed does this need to happen? To expand the space in which people who wish to contribute and can participate because of the use of the virtual platform means that the event can be offered for free and in turn negates the need to travel. In this way the expansion is offered in terms of initial participation and involvement. There are obviously discussions to consider regarding accessibility to the technology needed to virtually attend but in terms of some of the initial barriers to attending conferences, no fee and no requirement to travel to be in person are significant elements which can aid inclusion. Such inclusion of course relies on access to reliable internet, a device on which to participate and a quiet/private place to join from. As with any challenge to participation there are positives and negatives to the differing opportunities for engagement that in person, remote and hybrid offer.  Where an in-person event presents potential difficulties regarding travel and accommodation expenses, in addition to the cost of the ticket, remote events have challenges which reference the realities of digital poverty in this country and beyond. However remote access does offer a greater level of accessibility for those researching who are not supported by an Institution and for whom attendance is potentially an out-of-pocket expense, more of which later.

As suggested in the previous section, we also considered how this exercise could be an avenue towards future development of a more inclusive and flexible formats for research acquisition and dissemination.  Our current thinking evolves around the ways to further dissolve the barriers and elitism of academic conferences while preserving the desired quality. We also explore the differences between the nature of one-off events such as conferences and festivals with the potential for archiving afterwards (like in this case, in a form of a Special Issue that emerged from the first edition of our event), and a more ‘permanent’ or ‘direct’ pathways (straight into publishing). We also ponder how our role as the conference founders and organiser translated into our curatorial and editorial choices to extend our overarching goals of widening participation and inclusion. 

Obviously, we opted to establish this event in the digital world, the pandemic meaning that in person meetings and even travel were not realistic expectations.  We were keen to ensure that the curated digital location we created through which contributors and guests could network and present was accessible and welcoming, a place closely resembling the expectations of in person events. The online location offered a virtual and essentially flexible space; flexible as it facilitated attendance despite the pandemic restrictions and underscored the global nature of the submissions, an even more important aspect as we looked towards inclusivity and diversity in terms of such international representation.

We have already seen how integral to the conference the opportunities for sharing and expanding upon practice research were. The doing and making of practice finding a strong standing alongside the theorising means that practice research can be placed more firmly at the conjunction of research and post-graduate studies. Therefore, this section of the work will look more concertedly at the ways in which we can facilitate the building of communities to offer support and portals through which everyone involved in research and creative practice can share their concepts and work. Within this overview the work of the organisers as curational and editorial contributors, see Bell and Bridgman 2019. Specifically building upon the approach adopted by Bell and Bridgman “curatorship as a process that involves collectively attending to and taking care of
articles-as-objects that are read, shared and cited by others” (2019:147). The taking care of the outputs is obviously a central tenet of the curational process, however this event underscored to the team the need to build into the process of the conference support for the contributors. When looking to bring those outside of the academic processes into the forum which is most usually associated with academia, support and confirmation of contribution and approach was one, we found to be central to ensuring those less familiar with conferences and festivals were made to feel welcome and affirmed within the event. This was especially relevant when asking those from the community to contribute to the event, the support facilitated confidence and contribution of voices not usually heard at conferences.

Not surprisingly, the pandemic created a deeper conversation around the concept of the community. In a period where many found themselves disconnected from their traditional groups, others found a different path and built online systems of group gathering and exchange which have perpetuated. Certainly, in the world of the conference the possibilities of the online participant have been highlighted and this was certainly something we wished to integrate, firstly out of necessity and then out of consideration for the potential it offers.  As identified earlier the creative pool was widened using online and free submission, therefore offering access to the event outside of the more traditional contribution pathways such as calls for papers or specific email lists. Such considerations are of course several fold when exploring accessibility for those not necessarily affiliated with a UK university. Affiliation assumes access and therefore a potentially privileged way into such events, be this based on already established connections or confidence and experience of being a part of such events before. It was a key decision by the team to ensure that we advertised the event through email lists but also on social media platforms to attempt to reach a wider range of potential contributors and specifically those outside of HE and its financial support. The online element facilitated submission and attendance without the additional financial decisions needed when thinking about travel and the duration of the full event. The no-fee nature of the conference also offered the important opportunity for those outside of the UK to submit and participate, again opportunities which would have to be more deeply considered if the event were in person and priced.  It is interesting to note that as we have returned to pre-pandemic social interaction some conferences have phased out the online participation option. This was something highlighted in conversation during the 2022 MeCCSA post-Graduate conference held at Kings College London. The organisers identified that they had had to work very hard for there to be an online option for the event and that they thought it was an incredibly important aspect to maintain in future conferences. Indeed, although anecdotal, it has been clear that there has been a move to remove the online element of conferences, discussions on Facebook research groups have identified that there is an underlying dissatisfaction with the removal of the online option for some conferences running in 2023 and beyond. For CC&C 2021 the online element was inevitable yet pivotal. To enable participation from a wide range of people meant that firstly we were able to take a larger variety of presentations from independent researchers but also post-graduates and early career researchers from outside of the UK. This impetus held for the second iteration of the conference as it was clear that the online option means that those for whom travel, and accommodation would be prohibitive are able to be involved and have a voice at the event. 

With a view to being a UK based conference we are also very aware of not appropriating or considering our efforts to facilitate international participation as indicative of the inability of others to share their work or to be involved in research. Although writing primarily about the creation of social projects Omayeli Arenyeka (2018) identifies a range of potential problems associated with unconsidered “help” when creating projects aimed at widening participation or social visibility. CC&C ’21 certainly identified a purpose in highlighting the work of those less likely to contribute to conferences and those who for a variety of reasons may not see their work represented in different spheres. It is important to note that the community of researchers and creatives already existed. However, one of the aims of the conference was to be able to facilitate the visibility of that community and to also bring together people who would normally not be able to participate in an international conference. As Arenyeka identifies ‘being a part of a community that deals with an issue can give you is an intimate understanding of the problem at hand’ (2018). This is certainly the case of the opening of and actual representational opportunities that creating a new conference and so a focal point for a range of communities to come together to form something new and mutually beneficial can help to address.

It is useful to remain cognisant that ‘[a]chieving relevance in the eyes of the community means that it is seen as a community asset rather than an isolated, self-interested non-profit' (Bernstein, 2014:61). Again, although this quote pertains to the creation of social organisations it is realistic to situate the aims of the CC&C conference as one which can fit into the role of asset. In this case one which affords visibility, a place for screening and discussion and a free space in which those researching can connect with others and deliver their work. Relevance is a more difficult aspect to nurture. Of course, the team behind the conference believed in the need for such a space. However, within the academic world alone value can be sometimes only attached to an established name or group or indeed in some cases a fee which can be aligned with importance/notoriety rather than a fundamental value. The fee issue and the relationship of that to asset status is in the eyes of the conference founders a fundamental one. There is an ongoing assertion that conferences must make money or must charge and that the institution behind the academic will take on that cost. Of course, this is fair, there is a value in institutional contribution, many events would be difficult to run or realise if that support was not there.  It is also acknowledged that the benefits of attendance and representation at international events is a cornerstone of academic discussion and community. However, when we begin to look at post-Graduate students, those independent researchers, the non-affiliated, the neuro-diverse and contributors from minority groups, who may feel uncomfortable or unwelcome at large mainstream events, then such discussions and assumptions become more complicated. There cannot and should not be a one size fits all policy when considering the gathering of those contributing to discussion and creation. The premise that all contributors or guests are equal is a fallacy, that all can afford to or indeed feel comfortable travelling and staying in addition to paying for inclusion is not realistic and risks exclusion of the voices to which many conferences (ours included) seek to identify and speak. If we aim at inclusion and equitability, we are more likely to be accommodating of diversity and speak positively to difference. 

As earlier indicated curating an online space became paramount in realising the aims and objectives of the conference and festival. As Brunow explains a sense of community can be encouraged through different forms “of engagement: via social media, an online platform, via chat entries, tweets, gestures, participation in live discussions...” (2020). In the case of CC&C ‘21, the online platform Hopin was used to host the event in its entirety, meaning the keynotes, panels, networking, and the film festival were available in one virtual space allowing for multimodal interaction for all involved. The Hopin platform enabled a facsimilia of a real-world event space, presenting opportunities to schedule, highlight and network through a series of virtual spaces within the platform. As organisers we were first-time users of the platform and so the full potential was only partially utilised, however the space created enabled a representation of familiar locations within the virtual reproduction. Such recognisable spaces facilitated the use of the digital space more fully than using a software like Zoom or Teams which require more management to establish and populate spaces that Hopin does once the ‘venue’ is established.  Such basic opportunities to know or correctly read the spaces offered within the platform assisted exponentially in familiarising new users with the, for many, new platform and in facilitating networking through the conceptual coffee/cafe location used.  Presentation of work did follow more traditional in-person conferences, although there was a heavier reliance on PowerPoint presentations to facilitate communication. It is interesting that as an organising team we were relatively attached to the traditional presentational approaches of conferences. Had we considered this in more depth and really pushed the potential of the platform we could have moved more fully away from a simulacrum of an in-person event. However, it is a fine line – familiarity offers a more guaranteed participation than using a new space and then in turn requiring new participatory approaches from the attendees.  The presentation format enabled those with more varied content such as imagery and moving image work to share these elements more easily with the panel and audience.  Although, the work had a variety of methodological approaches the dissemination of research that was not uniquely film based followed the relied upon verbal account and explanation of many conferences. Although this perhaps too closely mirrored, for some, the traditional theory orientated conferences, as previously indicted, the transitional nature of the event and the scope of the platform’s optionality limited the approaches available. More traditional presentation was in no way a negative, it offered a strongly familiar element for the participants and guests; however, it did galvanize us, as organisers, to consider ways in which remaining in the online environment could be further exploited to more fully integrate performance, film and installation aspects as we undertook the planning for the next iteration of CC&C.

For the conference our mission focussed upon assisting the creation of a space for the community, to foster artistic research dissemination and discussion. Our goal to combine both an academic conference and an online film festival blossomed from not only our backgrounds as film scholars and practitioners but also the understanding that ‘film festivals provide a unique network through which all those involved in cinema may view the past, explore the present, and create the future’ (Wong, 2011, p.2). Our primary goals of connecting researchers and filmmakers during a period where many were mourning their past freedoms, the present was restricted, and the future filled with uncertainty was a central aim of the event. We believed there was a need, more than ever, for filmmakers, audiences, and importantly festival organisers to respond authentically to ensure the maintenance and growth of this network. As such this section looks at the event itself, exploring the challenges and successes that it presented and the ways forwards from that knowledge acquisition. 
 
Continuing from Brunow’s assertion we utilised our social media accounts to promote and engage with the panels, contributors and guests during and importantly after the conference.  The continued discussion and engagement beyond the day of the initial conference meant that the interactions and relationships established within the Hopin and social media spaces could be extended. By recording all contributions and re-publishing them through the conference's dedicated You Tube channel, which was also the location of the film festival contributions after the live event, a chronicle of the work and discussions it provoked was enabled.  Contributors and guests could therefore access aspects of the day they perhaps missed because of parallel panels and in turn additional views could be gained for the curated content.  

Curation of the film festival section was challenging. By the submission deadline entries totalled 2293 films from 106 countries worldwide, a number not anticipated due to it being the first iteration of the conference and festival. Bosma states film curators must have ‘a clear and innovative artistic vision that adds value to the chosen films’ (2015). In this case we aimed to consider each film in relation to the theme of ‘connection’ offering a clarity of approach and commonality within a range of varied genres and styles of film submitted. Our curational journey ensured that filmmakers at all stages of their practice had equal consideration, creating a mix of content that spoke strongly to the organisers desire to create spaces and places of visibility through our platform. In turn Bosma asserts that ‘Three actions are necessary: creating a strong programme, embedding that programme in the relevant context and making the programme attractive for a sufficiently large crowd’ (2015). 
 
The selected films were identified through a process of collaboration and agreement. Essentially the approach was one of identifying what films we as a group wanted to see, in so doing we created a strong programme which spoke to our interests and to the interdisciplinary and accessible nature of the programme, whilst also considering how the films would complement the papers of the academic panels. To mitigate the potential for competition between the festival and conference proceedings during the event, the films were uploaded as separate locations termed ‘expos’ within the platform, forming their own space which could be accessed non-linearly throughout the event.  Because of the areas popularity access to this virtual space was extended post-conference so guests could continue to watch the films and contact filmmakers through the platform. Such adjustments and consideration of the participants and audiences live feedback facilitated contribution and participation both during and after the event. It was hoped that the audience would be international, drawn from interested parties and social media attention we garnered from our posting in the run up to the event. Following and sharing with selected contributors as we prepared for the live event extended the reach of the proceedings and enabled sharing beyond our immediate circles, communities within communities were accessed and made welcome in this manner. In being able to draw contributions from such a wide pool of creatives the breadth of the selected presentations and films offered a variety of work which we hoped would be both interesting and new for most of the audience. Again, with the aim of broadening connections and facilitating community links such diversity was an important concern. 
 
The second edition of the CC&C took place in 2022, this time with the theme of Diverse Voices. Through reflecting on the successes and areas for improvement, we expanded the event, based on interest from academics from the larger creative sphere. Therefore, CC&C ‘22 opened for submissions from film, art, games, theatre, dance and media that addressed the theme of Diverse Voices. To increase the visibility and participation of the filmmakers from the virtual film festival, we also invited select filmmakers to present during a panel, titled Filmmakers’ Insights during the conference proceedings. In broadening the range of contributions, the conference aimed to build upon the connections created in the first iteration of the event and extend out to facilitate further collaboration opportunities and work to be encountered. We also tried to ensure that those new to research were strongly represented within the event, primarily with a view to the theme of the conference but also to present a safe space for those less experienced to find their place and community within research and practice.

As can be seen in this special issue drawn from contributors to the first CC&C event the bringing together of different researchers can be an exciting and rewarding experience. The consideration of what we mean by community became the focus of the work completed for this event. The curation and creation of spaces and places in which discussion and dissemination could be successfully undertaken. As identified above the community facilitated offered the chance to support those new to conferences and research alongside those with more extensive experience. The event also allowed us to create new networks and relationships with those working in creative practice outside of the higher education framework. The breadth and scope of the work accessed for the CC&C ‘21 event was a highlight of the final conference and festival. As we have explored the curational aspect was undertaken with a mindful approach, one which was not to act as gatekeeper but to select moving image work which spoke to the theme (connection) and to high standards of filmmaking. Obviously, the fee free entry to the film festival meant that the work varied greatly however this approach we believe opened the door to creatives who might not normally show at a university promoted conference and festival and in turn gave the organisers and so the audience access to content which would not normally be available. In following an interdisciplinary route once again the breadth of content was increased and the networks within the event itself multiplied. In drawing from a range of researchers we feel that we were able to facilitate connections between creatives that might not have otherwise been possible or likely to have come to fruition. The community which was formed through the CC&C ‘21 event continued and grew into the 2022 event, Diverse Voices. In building contributions and visibility, the community in turn grows and evolves. The spaces and places provided for the event itself are in part maintained through the recording and archiving on a dedicated You Tube channel, extending the life of the event something which would not normally be possible in an in-person iteration of the proceedings. 

Conclusion

In introducing this paper, we looked to Homi Bhabha and the questions of cultural ambivalence translation and the hybrid spaces in-between, so it would seem fitting we return to that first point. The in-between spaces that Bhabha identified seem to fit the ways in which research tend to stratify its contributors. Creatives and independent researchers, those unaffiliated with a HE institution, practice researchers and those whose work does not easily fit into a defined space find themselves within spaces which do not always conform to traditional approaches and manners of dissemination. We hope that the event described in this work goes some of the way in challenging traditional hierarchies or research and academic infrastructures, whilst offering a familiar platform through which to begin that journey of change. The focus upon an interdisciplinary approach within our call for contributions reflects the variety of potential within the theory and practice research communities. This event and those that followed highlight how important it is to facilitate and not control the conversation. In focussing on the concept of “connections” the event was able to welcome contributions from across the world and from many different researchers and active creatives. Established groups can sometimes become insulated from others, even if they share a goal or interest, these clusters can focus upon their settled interactions and members rather than making space for and welcoming those figuratively from “outside”. In broadening our approach and in actively pursuing those who may at times find themselves on the outside we have attempted to connect and curate – in some small way unifying and facilitating participation.
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