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Executive Summary
This evaluation was commissioned by the Victorian Health Promotion Foundation (VicHealth)
to examine the impacts of community‐based festivals on mental health and wellbeing from a
population health perspective. The evaluation comprised studies of two Victorian festivals ‐ the
Awakenings Festival and the Braybrookʹs Big Day Out – and sought to investigate the short‐term
and interim mental health and wellbeing impacts of the festivals on individuals, organisations
and communities. The research was based on document analysis, interviews with 53 people
involved in the organisation of the festivals, and surveys of 248 festival participants.
The evaluation found that the community‐based festivals concerned make a considerable
contribution to mental health and wellbeing at the individual, organisational, and community
level.
The main benefits for individuals included:
•

Affordable opportunities for recreation and social participation;

•

The development of new personal and/or professional relationships;

•

Increased feelings of belonging and improved self‐esteem as a result of participation in
festival organisation and/or performance;

•

The development of new skills as a result of participation; and

•

Improved education and employment opportunities, including pathways into
employment, and into further education and training.

At the organisational level, benefits included:
•

More inclusive practices in participating organisations, including examples of changes
to physical infrastructure and organisational language, and the development of more
inclusive workplace policies; and

•

Improved opportunities for collaboration between locally‐oriented organisations.

The major benefits for the communities associated with the festivals were:
•

Positive reflections of community identity and diversity, which fostered community
pride;

•

Engaging and inclusive uses of public space; and

•

Strengthening internal and external community networks by encouraging social contact
and increasing organisational collaboration

Many of the processes of organizing the festivals are similar to other forms of community
organizing, and thus are reflective of the general effects of community‐led activities. Findings
from the evaluation suggest, however, that as forms of community‐led activity, these festivals
make several unique contributions:
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1.

Shared culture – both festivals generate opportunities to create a visible expression of
shared culture that reflects the particular and diverse dimensions of their communities.
This creates a sense of belonging, generates community pride, and enhances collective
appreciation for community diversity. In this sense, the festivals evaluated are both
sites of social inclusion and positive articulations of community strength. Expression of
diverse cultures is not a natural consequence of all festivals, but is an explicit objective
of the festivals evaluated here. As the communities they reflect are dynamic,
representing community diversity is not a fixed activity, but an ongoing objective that
is regularly revisited by festival organisers in the planning of events, development of
outreach activities, and establishment of partnerships and sponsorship arrangements
with local organisations.

2.

Creating connections – the festivals foster the development of networks and
communication between individuals and organisations. Many community
strengthening activities focus their interventions on people experiencing particular
forms of disadvantage. While each of the festivals evaluated are explicitly concerned
with responding to forms of social exclusion, they bring diverse people and
organisations together through both the processes of festival organisation and the
festival events themselves. This generates new bridging links – and thus new social,
cultural and some economic opportunities ‐ between individuals and groups within the
communities they serve.

3.

Strengthening organisational collaboration – the festivals provide a range of formal and
informal opportunities for community groups and organisations to work together in
pursuit of shared objectives. The processes of collaborating around festival
organisation, and the opportunities for interaction created at the events have
considerable flow‐on effects. These include: generating new knowledge to support
locally responsive service provision, stimulating new community projects; and
mobilizing volunteers in support of a wider range of local organisations and events.

4.

Inclusiveness and accessibility – the publicly‐oriented and low‐cost nature of the
festivals’ events makes them accessible forms of community activity. They provide a
tangible reason for groups and individuals to come together, and thus provide new
pathways for people to become involved in community activity.

5.

Recreational benefits – each of the festivals provide attractive and affordable
recreational opportunities for people who participate. It was clear that participants in
both festivals looked forward to the events and placed great value on the social and
recreational opportunities they generated. These opportunities are particularly
important for people who face systemic barriers to participating in mainstream
recreational activities.

6.

The value of celebration – above all else, the festivals evaluated are celebratory
expressions of community. At its simplest, celebration makes people happy, improving
individual wellbeing. More broadly, the festivals are positive articulations of
community strength. They reflect the creative and cultural assets of their communities
back to the communities themselves in ways that inspire and stimulate new forms of
community action.

A fundamental strength of the festivals evaluated here is that they are driven by
community needs, rather than market demand. This creates challenges for financial
sustainability where festivals are responding to the needs of communities experiencing
Evaluating the Mental Health and Wellbeing Impacts of Community‐Based Festivals
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significant barriers to socio‐economic participation. A core sustainability issue for these
festivals evaluated is the fixed term and piecemeal funding they receive, which pose a
significant administrative burden on already limited staff/volunteer resources. An enabling
and coordinated funding environment has the potential to support strong mental health
and wellbeing outcomes generated by community‐based festivals.
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Background to this Report
VicHealth
The Victorian Health Promotion Foundation, VicHealth, is an independent statutory body
established in 1987. VicHealth works towards the development of innovative responses to the
complex social, economic and environmental forces that influence the health of all Victorians.
VicHealth has a particular focus on a flexible, responsive and evidence‐informed approach to
working with partners from across different sectors in the community to create environments
which improve population health.
In 1999, in recognition of the growing human, economic and community costs associated with
mental ill health, VicHealth identified mental health as a priority and established a program for
the development of activity relevant to the promotion of mental health and wellbeing.
Mental health is defined as:
‘the embodiment of social, emotional and spiritual wellbeing. Mental Health provides
individuals with the vitality necessary for active living, to achieve goals and to interact with one
another in ways that are respectful and just’ (VicHealth 1999).
The Mental Health and Wellbeing Unit
The VicHealth Mental Health and Wellbeing Unit is responsible for managing activity relevant to
mental health promotion including:
• Research, monitoring & evaluation
• Direct participation programs
• Organisational development (including workforce development)
• Community strengthening
• Communication & social marketing
• Advocacy
• Legislative & policy reform.
Activity is directed towards strengthening three key areas for promoting mental health and
wellbeing:
• Social inclusion (having supportive relationships, opportunity for involvement in
community and group activity, civic engagement).
• Valuing diversity and working against discrimination and violence (having physical
security and opportunity for self determination and control of one’s life).
• Access to economic resources (access to work, education, housing, money).
Social Inclusion
A socially inclusive society is one ‘where all people feel valued, their differences are respected,
and their basic needs are met so that they can live in dignity’. Social exclusion is ‘the process of
being shut out from the social, economic, political and cultural systems which contribute to the
integration of the person into the community’ (Cappo 2002).
There is an established evidence base which demonstrates a strong the link between social
inclusion and a range of positive mental health outcomes, at the individual,

Evaluating the Mental Health and Wellbeing Impacts of Community‐Based Festivals

8

Executive Summary

organisational and community levels. 1 From the perspective of the individual social inclusion
can be measured in terms of the number and nature of a person’s networks and social ties, their
participation in community life and their access to basic human entitlements. It can also be
considered at a broader level and measured in terms of the extent of social cohesion, social
connectedness, social ties, social networks and social, economic and human capital within a
particular group, community or society.
The Communities Together Scheme
The Communities Together Scheme funding has a focus on facilitating social inclusion through
community participation. VicHealth investment in the scheme is informed by evidence which
indicates that people with high rates of participation in community activities have better health
outcomes (Marmot 1999, DVC 2004), and feel more positive about the communities in which they
live (DVC 2004), than those with low levels of civic engagement. A range of barriers may
however limit these opportunities, and levels of participation in social and civic activities are
influenced by socioeconomic status (Baum 2000, DVC 2004) and ethnicity (DVC 2004).
The objectives of the scheme are as follows:
•
To reduce barriers to participation in community celebrations and festivals for groups
disadvantaged by social, cultural, geographic or economic circumstances.
•
To create new links and foster and strengthen supportive relationships between
individuals and diverse groups within the community.
•
To foster and further develop an identified ‘sense of community’ (community cohesion).
•
To facilitate the engagement of a broad range of community members in planning and
decision making processes (civic engagement).
•
To contribute to the development of self efficacy and self determination amongst
participants involved in developing, creating and staging community based activities.
•
To foster new partnerships and strengthen existing partnerships between community
based organisations.
•
To increase community skills and capacity to plan, implement and evaluate community
based initiatives in response to priorities identified by the community.
•
To raise community awareness of the links between social inclusion, valuing diversity
and positive mental health and wellbeing outcomes.
Grants of up to $10,000 per annum are available through the Communities Together Scheme to
community organisations to support the development and staging of inclusive community
driven celebrations and festivals. In keeping with VicHealth’s focus on health inequalities, grants
are designed to reach communities disadvantaged by social, economic, cultural or geographic
circumstances. Priority is given to activity with strong emphasis on community building. Around
65 community organisations across Victoria are funded annually.

Background to the Evaluation
A multi‐site evaluation of twenty projects funded through the scheme, was commissioned in
2002. The evaluation conducted by the Centre for Popular Education, University of Technology,
1

See VicHealth Mental Health & Wellbeing Unit Research Summary 2 Social Inclusion as a determinant of mental
health and wellbeing www.vichealth.vic.gov.au
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Sydney, identified community based celebrations have the capacity to create, maintain and
strengthen social relationships and networks within and between communities and thereby
positively contribute to the mental health and wellbeing of communities (Hilbers 2005). The
evaluation concluded community celebrations are sites of learning about the nature of the
community, community development processes and provide opportunities for skill development
around the creative and management aspects of community based activities (Hilbers 2005).
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In 2003 VicHealth funded a review of international literature focussing on mental health and
wellbeing outcomes of community festivals and celebrations. Whilst the review, conducted by
the Globalism Institute, RMIT, identified a range of positive outcomes at the individual and
community level it also highlighted the limitations of existing research and the need for the
conduct of more rigorous in depth studies.
The Evaluation
VicHealth is committed to regular evaluation and review of investments. In recognition of the
limitations of existing research in the area, this case study evaluation of two initiatives funded
through Communities Together Scheme was commissioned to explore the following outcomes:
Individual level: increased involvement in community and group activities; access to
supportive relationships; and self determination and self efficacy.
Organisational level: enhanced intersectoral partnerships and activities
Community level: more inclusive and supportive community environments; increased civic
engagement; community cohesion; awareness of the value of diversity and the harmful mental
health effects of isolation and discrimination.
Expected outcomes of the evaluation include:
•

An improved evidence base for the impact of participation in community festival and
celebration activity and mental health and well being at the individual and community
levels.

•

Improved capacity of community organisations to plan and implement their activity in
ways that improve mental health and wellbeing at the individual, organisational and
community levels.

•

A resource which can be utilised by government departments when developing
programs designed to support community building initiatives

1.0 Introduction
This evaluation was commissioned by the Victorian Health Promotion Foundation (VicHealth)
to examine the impacts of community‐based festivals on mental health and wellbeing from a
population health perspective. The evaluation comprised studies of two Victorian festivals ‐ the
Awakenings Regional Disability Arts Festival and the Braybrookʹs Big Day Out – and sought to
investigate the short‐term and interim mental health and wellbeing impacts of the festivals on
individuals, organisations and communities.
In recent years, there has been increasing interest by policy‐makers, community practitioners,
and academics in the relationship between arts and cultural activities and individual and
community wellbeing. Participation in arts and cultural experiences is widely acknowledged to
enrich communities and enhance well‐being. Research conducted in Australia and overseas
Evaluating the Mental Health and Wellbeing Impacts of Community‐Based Festivals
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suggests that those who participate in arts and cultural organisations are more likely to
celebrate and work towards diverse and inclusive communities (Burchell, 2003). Where arts
activities – including, but not limited to festivals – are employed in community development,
they have been found to:
•

Improve educational outcomes and encourage educational participation for at‐risk
people;

•

Improve job‐readiness by building participants’ self‐esteem, creative capacity, personal
networks, and technical skills;

•

Reduce social isolation in local communities by providing opportunities for social
interaction;

•

Improve social cohesion by establishing forums to explore difficult social issues and
giving voice to marginalized groups; and

•

Build civic engagement by fostering participants’ involvement in broader community
activities. (Barraket, 2005).

With regard to the social dimensions of health, a range of case study and anecdotal evidence
suggests that community‐led arts and cultural initiatives have a number of impacts, including:
•

A positive effect on the way people feel, which improves personal wellbeing
(Matarasso 1997; Palmar & Nascimento 2002).

•

Providing a powerful vehicle for community education around public health issues
(Petty 1997; Palmar & Nascimento 2002; McQueen Thomson et al 2004; Matarasso
1997).

•

Therapeutic effects on mental health that reduce harmful behaviours, such as drug use,
self harm and problem gambling (Thiele & Marsden 2002; Palmar & Nascimento 2002).

•

‘Giving voice’ to shared problems for disadvantaged people and thereby transforming
concept into action around specific issues (Petty 1997; Kingma 2001).

•

Promoting health networks and improving access to health and other community
services by those who are generally ‘hard to reach’ (Long et al. 2002); and

•

Improving collective prosperity by stimulating local economies (Derrett, 2003).

While a number of case studies suggest that participation in festivals is associated with
improved health, the evaluative evidence is extremely limited (Barraket, 2005; McQueen‐
Thomson et al 2004; White 2003; Hamilton et al, 2003). Comparative case study research in rural
and regional Australian communities suggests that festivals:
•

Can reflect a community’s sense of itself and thus improve community cohesion and
pride, ensure investment in improved amenities which support local economic
development, and develop social equity through participation (Derrett, 2003); and

•

Can provide the sites in which diverse networks – or bridging social capital – are
developed in otherwise factionalised communities (Barraket, 2003; Barraket, 2005a).

However, case study methodologies have been so diverse that there is little possibility of
developing robust comparative conclusions about the relationship between these activities and
individual and community wellbeing based on existing studies.
Evaluating the Mental Health and Wellbeing Impacts of Community‐Based Festivals
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The purpose of this evaluation is to contribute to the evidence‐base for understanding the
relationship between mental health and wellbeing and community‐based festivals. As outlined
in the background to this report above, VicHealth activity is directed toward strengthening
three key areas for promoting mental health and wellbeing. These are: social inclusion; valuing
diversity and working against discrimination and violence; and access to economic resources.
This report is particularly concerned with understanding the impacts of festivals on social
inclusion.

The evaluation sought to investigate the following questions:
1.

To what extent, and how, do the festivals foster participation by groups experiencing
social, geographic or economic disadvantage?

2.

To what extent, and how, do the festivals create new links and strengthen supportive
relationships between individuals and diverse groups within the community?

3.

How do the festivals facilitate the engagement of a broad range of community members
in planning and decision‐making processes?

4.

How do the festivals contribute to the development of self‐efficacy and self
determination amongst participants?

5.

To what extent, and how, do the festivals foster new partnerships and/or strengthen
existing partnerships between community based organisations?

6.

How do the festivals increase community skills and capacity in planning, implementing
and evaluating community‐based initiatives in response to community identified
priorities

7.

How do the festivals contribute to community awareness of the links between social
inclusion, valuing diversity and positive mental health outcomes?

8.

How do the festivals challenge negative stereotypes about particular groups and/or
communities?

9.

How do the festivals contribute to a sense of community pride and wellbeing?

10. To what extent, and how, do the festivals foster new links between the community and
external groups and agencies?
11. Are there ‘flow on’ effects of the festivals’ activities to other communities?
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2.0 Program Context
2.1 The Communities Together Program
The Communities Together Scheme (CTS) sits within VicHealth’s Mental Health and Wellbeing
strategy. Mental Health and Wellbeing has been identified by VicHealth as a strategic priority
for 2006‐2009. As detailed in the background to this report above, the CTS aims to promote
mental health and wellbeing by providing support for community festivals and celebrations.
Grants are provided to community groups to create inclusive and community‐driven festivals
and celebrations. VicHealth states that the ‘grants are designed to reach communities
disadvantaged by social, economic, cultural or geographic circumstances and priority is given
to activities with strong emphasis on community building’. 2 Sixty‐eight festivals and
celebrations were funded across Victoria during 2005‐06.

2.2 Background on Festivals
2.2.1 Awakenings Festival
The Awakenings festival was staged for the 11th time in 2006. It
began in 1996 as an initiative of the Wimmera Leisure Options
Program (now Access for All Abilities), which was a program
of Wimmera Uniting Care (WUC). The Awakenings festival is
still auspiced by WUC, operating with two part‐time paid staff
members and a large team of volunteers. Awakenings receives
funding and support from nine government partners. The
festival also has a total of almost 100 sponsors, partner
organisations, and community supporters. This includes media
partners, community based organisations, and local
businesses.
The Awakenings festival has several goals. The major focus of
the festival is providing opportunities for people with
disabilities to be involved in artistic activity. This allows them
to develop artistic skills, and to build social networks, self‐
esteem, and confidence. Awakenings also has a strong focus on
promoting social change by improving attitudes in the
community toward people with disabilities, as demonstrated
in the festival’s motto ‘In the arts, there is only ability!’
Awakenings began as a small regional drama festival for people with disabilities. In 1996 it ran
over two days and had 40 participants from the Horsham region. By 2000 the event had grown
2

‘Communities Together Scheme’, VicHealth website, http://www.vichealth.vic.gov.au/Content.aspx?topicID=184
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into a performing arts festival that ran for 10 days and had 370 participants, many from
interstate. The event is now established as a major national festival and is the only regional
disability arts festival in Australia. In 2005 there were almost 700 participants and the combined
attendance for the festival was approximately 8000. The program has also grown to include a
performing arts program, visual arts exhibitions, a street festival, a schools program, art and
performance workshops, and the Awakenings Ball.
The festival serves two types of community: an identity‐based community (people with
disabilities) and a place‐based community (the Horsham area). Horsham is located in the
Wimmera Region in North‐Western Victoria, 300km from Melbourne. It is a rural town with a
population of 13 000 people that is close to the Grampians National Park, a popular tourist
destination. Awakenings Festival participants come from all over Australia and, in recent years,
the festival has also attracted some participants from overseas. The festival includes performers
and artists of all levels, from ‘grassroots’ amateurs to professional performers.
Approximately 20% of Australia’s population has a disability (Australian Institute of Health
and Welfare, 2005). Figures from the Australian Bureau of Statistics suggest that 86% of people
with a disability are restricted in the core activities of self care, mobility and communication, or
in schooling or employment (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2003). These figures also indicate
that people with disabilities experience disadvantage in the areas of education, employment,
and income when compared with the general population.

2.2.2 Braybrookʹs Big Day Out
Braybrookʹs Big Day Out festival (BBDO) was staged for the 4th time in 2006. BBDO is an initiative
of the Braybrook and Maidstone Neighbourhood Association, which is supported by a range of
state and local government, and community sector agencies. The festival takes place in an area
supported by the state government’s Neighbourhood Renewal Program and receives funding
and support from several sources, including VicHealth and the Department of Human Services.
The festival does not have any formal
arrangements with local sponsors. The
BBDO currently has partnership
arrangements with nineteen
community groups and service
providers.
The festival was first staged in 2003 as
a part of the Big West festival, and has
continued since then as a stand‐alone
event. It is a one‐day event that
provides free recreational events and
activities, performances from local
musicians and dancers, and
community information stalls. The
festival attracted approximately 4000 people in 2006, and was supported by the efforts of 40
volunteers.
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The BBDO has several objectives. One of the main aims is to build pride in the local community
and provide a day of celebration for the local area. Another goal is capacity building for local
people, with the aim of providing sustainable skills and experience through organising and
running the festival. The festival also aims to play a strong role in creating and improving links
between local community groups and service providers.
The BBDO explicitly serves people in the suburbs of Braybrook and Maidstone, which are a part
of the City of Maribyrnong in Melbourne’s West. Braybrook has a population of approximately
6500 people, and Maidstone around 6000. Both Braybrook and Maidstone are culturally diverse
areas. 2001 Census figures show that 55.6% of Braybrook residents, and 51.5% of Maidstone
residents were born overseas. Thirty‐nine percent of Braybrook residents, and 40% of
Maidstone residents were born in countries of non‐English speaking background, and around
50% of residents in each suburb speak a language other than English. The municipality of
Maribyrnong also has a significant number of recently arrived migrants, with the majority of
these people coming from India, Vietnam, Sudan, and Ethiopia.
Both Braybrook and Maidstone are areas that experience significant effects of systemic
disadvantage. The municipality of Maribyrnong is ranked as the second most disadvantaged
local government area in Victoria and surrounds on the SEIFA Index of Relative Socio‐
Economic Disadvantage. Within this, Braybrook was ranked as the most disadvantaged suburb
in Victoria on the SEIFA index (ABS, Socio‐Economic Indexes for Areas, 2001)3 .

3
The SEIFA index is based on income, employment, and education levels of residents in an area, as well as the type
of occupations of residents, and the number of households renting public housing.
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3.0 Literature Review
3.1 Festivals & Wellbeing
There is considerable evidence suggesting a correlation between social participation and
wellbeing (see Section 3.2 below). While community festivals afford opportunities for social
participation, there has been limited evaluative research of their impacts on health and
wellbeing. Most of the research on festivals has focused on tourism and the associated economic
benefits this may bring. However, some of the studies that focus on tourism give passing
attention to the social and community benefits of festivals (Molloy, 2002; De Bres & Davis, 2001;
Janiskee & Drews, 1998). The potential benefits identified in these studies all fit under the broad
heading of ‘community wellbeing’.
Several Australian studies and reports suggest community festivals can have a positive effect on
the intangible aspects of a community, such as a sense of community, pride in community, and
community spirit and image. Derrett suggests festivals can help build a sense of community by
“offering connections, belonging, support, empowerment, participation and safety” (Derrett,
2000: 38). Similarly, Molloy (2002) argues that the opportunities festivals provide to work
together and socialise can help build community spirit. Findings from research conducted by
the Globalism Institute suggest that community festivals are perceived by many people as
valuable community assets (Mulligan, et al, 2007: 37) and that people who attended community
festivals were motivated by a desire to support their community (Mulligan, et al, 2007: 41).
Merlyn and Salmi (2004: 82) argue that festivals can assist with developing positive self‐image
in communities, especially where there is a “desire to transform perceptions of stigma”. The
common theme in these reports is the potential benefit for communities in bringing people
together and providing a space for meaningful and satisfying social interactions.
These positive social interactions are often discussed in relation to social capital and community
strengthening. The existing research tends to focus on the benefits for people who become
involved in organising or volunteering at community festivals. McRae (2005), discussing a
country arts/historical festival, argues that the involvement of several different groups from
within the community helped to build trust between these groups, who would otherwise have
had little contact. McRae (2005) also points to the positive ‘spin‐offs’ in skill development as a
result of pre‐festival workshops and other organisational activities. Research on two
community music festivals argues that festivals can promote social cohesion and sense of
belonging by providing an opportunity for people to share aspects of their identity and culture
through music (Duffy, 2005). Derrett (2000) also argues that festivals can contribute to social
capital in communities by encouraging active citizenship. The idea of active citizenship is
present in many of the studies reviewed. These studies suggest that the potential to increase
citizen involvement and satisfying interactions between people are significant benefits of
community festivals. The arguments presented in many of these studies combine the intangible
elements of festivals (such as community spirit) with more concrete benefits (including learning
new skills, making connections and developing networks). Thus, the literature surveyed
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provides some strong indications that involvement in festivals can have benefits for both
communities and individuals within those communities.
There are, however, some common limitations in the research design and methods of some of
the studies. Some of the observational research on specific festivals seemed to be confined to the
opinions and ideas of festival organisers (e.g. Molloy, 2002; De Bres & Davis, 2001). Some of the
studies also seemed overly reliant on anecdotal accounts and generalisations about festivals.
This meant that some of the evaluations were largely descriptive and occasionally assumed
social or community benefits, rather than examining them (e.g. McRae, 2005; De Bres & Davis,
2001). Some studies also displayed a fairly loose application of the ideas associated with social
capital and community strengthening (e.g. Molloy, 2002). Bryson and Mowbray (2005) have
argued that this is a weakness in much of the literature on the potential benefits of social capital.
The initial review of literature uncovered a gap in the specific area of how community festivals
affect health and wellbeing. For this reason, the literature review was broadened to consider
more generally the relationship between social participation and wellbeing.

3.2 Social Participation & Health/Wellbeing
There is a large amount of literature that examines the relationship between social participation
and health and wellbeing. This review has focused on studies that adopted a broader
‘wellbeing’ definition of health, rather than studies concerned with the specific clinical health
effects of social participation. Some of these studies have looked at formal participation in
community groups and organisations, while others have examined informal social interactions
such as contact with friends and family. These studies are a part of the broader field of research
on the relationship between social capital and health. Kawachi (2006) argues the dominant
conception of social capital in these studies has been the ‘social cohesion’ model, which sees
social capital as a collective resource in communities and is concerned with ‘community
resources’ such as trust, reciprocity, and norms of behaviour.
There has been an explosion of interest in how social factors influence health and wellbeing in
the last few decades (Berkman, in Berkman & Kawatchi, 2000). Berkman and Kawachi (2000)
argue that this ‘social epidemiology’ perspective has emerged largely because of the increasing
recognition of social inequalities in health. The appearance and growth of the broader
‘wellbeing’ approach to health care has also contributed to this. The notion of social capital has
been at the centre of many of the studies in this area.
Many of the studies on the relationship between social participation and health attempt to
measure the levels of both informal social interactions (eg. social contact with friends or family)
and formal participation (eg. volunteering in a community organisation). These results are then
compared against health levels in the community. Several reports have suggested that low
levels of social participation can limit access to social support and networks, which can then
have a negative effect on health (Chenoweth & Stehlik, 2004; Seyfang, 2003). The positive affect
of informal social interactions and support networks on community health have been identified
as important in several recent studies. Baum, et al (2000) completed research in the western
suburbs of Adelaide, an area that has a high proportion of immigrants and a low socio‐
economic status. Findings from this research suggest that high levels of social support can act as
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a buffer against other factors that may influence health and wellbeing, such as age and socio‐
economic status. Hyyppa and Maki (2003) present findings from research in two Finnish
communities that suggest that participation in social activities such as choirs and social clubs
has a positive effect on health. Wilkinson and Marmot (1998) argue that social support in
communities is especially significant for mental and emotional health. They also suggest that
disadvantaged communities and minority groups tend to experience the negative health effects
of social exclusion particularly strongly. Pevalin and Rose (2002), drawing on the results of a
British household survey, suggest that social capital has a positive effect on health. However,
they also note that this does not appear to mediate structural inequalities in health.
The potential benefits of participation in more formal social activities has also been widely
researched in recent years. Several studies suggest that the process of participating in group
activities can be good for mental health and wellbeing, and helps people build social
connections and contacts. The research of Baum, et al (2000) identifies community groups as
playing an important role by providing a space for community interaction and supporting
disadvantaged groups within communities. Matarasso’s (1997) widely‐cited research found that
participation in arts activities can build individual confidence, and also contribute to social
cohesion by encouraging meaningful and satisfying social contact. Chenoweth and Stehlik’s
(2004) research on levels of social capital among people with disabilities found high levels of
social isolation among respondents, which in many cases limited their access to external
support and networks. They argue it is important to develop “communities’ capacities to
welcome and include people with disabilities”(2004: 60) in order to overcome this. Arts
activities (including festivals) have also been found to have a range of benefits for community
development, particularly in relation to at‐risk or marginalized groups within communities
(Barraket, 2005).
This brief review of the vast amount of research on the relationship between social participation
and health shows there is significant evidence to suggest that high levels of social participation
may have a positive influence on health and wellbeing. The recurring idea in the existing
research is the value of participation in social activities, whether they be formal or informal.
However, as with the research on the social impact of festivals discussed above, there are some
limitations in the research designs of a number of these studies.
One problem with some of the research on social capital and health is the loose use of terms
associated with social capital. Terms such as social capital, social networks, social support,
social ties, social integration, social participation, and others are often used interchangeably
(Berkman & Glass, in Berkman & Kawatchi, 2000). Kawachi (2006) also argues different studies
have used a diverse range of proxy indicators to measure levels of social capital, which has
sometimes obscured the meaning of social capital. This can make it difficult to assess and make
comparisons between studies, as it can be hard to know exactly what has been measured. In the
area of participation in arts activities, there is little consensus on appropriate research methods,
and very few formal evaluations have been completed (Hamilton, et al, 2003). This may result in
a tendency toward anecdotes and generalisations, as demonstrated in some research on festivals
discussed above.
While many studies have suggested that social participation has a positive effect on health,
other research has raised the possibility that participation can also have negative effects on
health at the individual level. Research by Ziersch & Baum (2004) suggested involvement in
voluntary community groups could sometimes have negative effects on both mental and
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physical health for individuals. This was largely attributed to the potential for individuals to be
overloaded with work, and also the exposure to stressful situations that could come from
participating in community groups. This finding led to the suggestion that involvement in some
community groups “may be more beneficial for the health of the community collectively that it
is for the people involved in the groups” (Ziersch & Baum, 2004: 499). Popay (2006) makes the
related point that people can be deterred from participating because they have previously had
negative experiences of community participation. Popay (2006) also argues that if government
programs are based on the assumption that people in disadvantaged communities need to be
taught how to participate by government representatives, the programs may have negative
consequences such as negative labelling of communities, and reinforcing power imbalances.
This study highlights the need for community members to have genuine involvement in
programs that aim to increase participation. It also draws attention to the importance of
providing adequate support for community members who become involved in community
activity.

3.3 Summary
The literature review has identified a significant amount of research suggesting social
participation correlates with improved wellbeing. However, very little of this is focused
specifically on the relationship between community festivals and wellbeing. The review found
several reports that highlight the value of festivals in bringing about meaningful and fulfilling
social interactions. It also found a large amount of research suggesting these interactions are
beneficial for health and wellbeing at both the individual and community level. It also found
research that highlighted the potential for participation to have a negative effect on individuals.
This is an important consideration when promoting community participation as a way to
improve health.
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4.0 Methodology
The evaluation was conducted in a series of phases, with some phases undertaken concurrently:

4.1 Phase One – Desktop review
We conducted a review of evaluations and survey research on how festivals affect mental health
and wellbeing. The review included a survey of academic literature through the databases:
Australian Public Affairs – Full Text, A+ Education, Family & Society Plus, APAIS – Health,
Expanded Academic ASAP, and ISI Web of Knowledge, using the keywords ‘festivals’, ‘mental
health’, ‘wellbeing’, ‘community’, ‘social capital’, ‘participation’, ‘engagement’, and ‘health’.
The online survey was based on a Google search using the keywords ‘festivals’, ‘mental health’,
‘wellbeing’, ‘community’, and ‘social capital’. The results of the review, along with VicHealth’s
framework for evaluating mental health and wellbeing (see VicHealth 2006) were used to
develop the evaluation framework (Appendix A).

4.2 Phase Two – Document analysis
Existing documents from each of the two festivals – including annual reports, funding reports,
previous evaluation data, and media reports – were reviewed to provide historical information
on each festival, and identify quantitative indicators that might be used to develop trend data as
part of the evaluation.

4.3 Phase Three – Preliminary meetings
A preliminary meeting was held with the staff and core volunteers 4 of each festival to identify
what information they wanted from the evaluation and to draw on their expertise in designing
data collection methods and identifying key informants. Information from these meetings
helped shape the content and types of data collection methods used, and generated the
preliminary list of key informants.

4.4 Phase Four – Participant Observation
The evaluation team observed at four festival organising meetings, including one for
Awakenings and three for Braybrookʹs Big Day Out. General observations about decision‐making
processes were recorded and compared by two members of the team to ensure consistency in
interpretation. Participant observation was also conducted by the evaluation team at each of
the festivals. Photo images were collected to record some festival interactions and events.
4

‘ Core volunteers’ are defined here as people who have sustained unpaid roles in the organisation and coordination
of the festivals.
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4.5 Phase Five – Key Informant Interviews
Semi‐structured interviews were conducted with 53 key informants, 33 from Awakenings and 20
from BBDO. Interviews were conducted face to face (21) and by telephone (32). Interviews
lasted between 15 minutes and 1 hour.
Key informants were identified in a series of ways:
1.
2.
3.

The preliminary list generated from advice from festival staff and core volunteers;
Identification of participants through a review of meeting minutes and correspondence;
The snowball method, whereby interviewees were asked to identify other people they
thought the project team should speak to.

Key informants were purposively selected to include a wide cross‐section of people involved in
the festival in different ways. The snowball sampling method also allowed the evaluators to
include perspectives from people who did not identify (and were not identified) as being
central to the organisation of the festival.
Interview data were thematically analysed using the questions developed in the evaluation
framework (see Appendix A) as the basis for data interpretation. The short‐term and interim
impacts of the festivals on individual, organisational and community level indicators of mental
health and wellbeing were assessed. The analysis was conducted separately by two members of
the evaluation team, and then cross‐checked to ensure consistency in interpretation.

4.6 Phase Six – Participant surveys
Surveys of festival participants were carried out at each of the festivals. Survey instruments
were developed based on information collected through phases One to Three above. Each
survey was piloted with three people and reviewed by the evaluation Steering Group to ensure
accessibility of language and length. Minor amendments were made to the instruments
following the pilot.
The surveys were administered to an incidental sample of participants at each festival. Surveys
were administered by local community members, who received training in survey research
from evaluation staff5 . In the case of Awakenings, survey collectors were not individually paid,
but a financial contribution was made to support an end‐of‐event party for all volunteers
involved with the festival. In the case of Braybrookʹs Big Day Out, survey collectors were
individually paid. At Braybrookʹs Big Day Out, a stall where people could choose to complete the
survey was also available.
Two hundred and forty‐seven surveys were completed; 99 for the Awakenings Festival and 148
for Braybrookʹs Big Day Out.

5

In the case of Awakenings, survey training included disability awareness training provided by festival staff.
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Quantitative survey data were analysed using the statistical package, SPSS. Descriptive
statistics – in particular, frequencies and cross‐tabulations – were generated to identify themes
and contradictions in the respondents’ reported experiences of the festival. Qualitative survey
data were assessed to augment the quantitative results.

4.7 Limitations of the Methodology
The evaluation was a snapshot examination of the impacts of the festivals on mental health and
wellbeing. As has been identified by McQueen Thomson et al (2004), longitudinal research is
required to evaluate long‐term impacts. This evaluation focuses on short‐term and interim
outcomes. However, where available, historical data on each of the festivals has been used to
identify trends in experience.
As discussed in the literature review, past evaluations have been considerably limited by
confining their focus to the opinions and ideas of festival organisers. This evaluation sought to
include a broad cross‐section of perspectives, through interviews and festival surveys.
However, it was beyond the scope of the evaluation to include a general household survey that
would augment our understanding of the impacts of the festivals on individuals and
organisations that have no involvement with them.
The incidental sample and sample size of the festival surveys limits the statistical reliability of
findings. For this reason, statistical interpretation has been limited to descriptive analysis.
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5.0 Findings
In keeping with the objectives of the evaluation, the results have been collated and presented
with reference to the mental health and wellbeing outcomes of the festivals for individuals,
organisations and communities. In keeping with the program logic model of evaluation and the
nature of community‐based festivals, the results focus on both process (the process of staging
each festival) and impact (the events themselves).

5.1 Profile of Interview and Survey Respondents
5.1.1 Interview Respondents
Table One below indicates the roles of interviewees in relation to each of the festivals. It should
be noted that differences in the number and roles of informants across the festivals reflects
differences in the festivals themselves (for example, the interviewee profile of Braybrookʹs Big
Day Out does not include local sponsors as the festival does not have formal local sponsorship
arrangements).

Table One: Roles of Interviewees
Awakenings

Braybrook’s
Big Day Out

Festival Staff

3

3

Festival Volunteer

11

5

Festival Performer

4

3

Partner Organisation
Representative

8

6

Local Schools
Representative

2

1

Local sponsor

4

–

Other

1

2

TOTAL

33

20

5.1.2 Survey Respondents
Ninety‐nine Awakenings Festival participants responded to the survey. Of these respondents:
•
•

•

42% had not attended the festival in previous years;
They ranged in age from under 15 to over 55, although there was lower representation
in the sample of people under 15 (three percent of respondents) and people between 15
and 24 (eight percent of respondents) than other age groups;
34% were men and 66% were women; and
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•

38% lived within ten kilometres of the festival venue, nine percent between 11 and 50
kilometres, and 53% over 50 kilometres from the venue, demonstrating both the strong
level of local participation and the statewide reach of the festival.

People who completed the survey included those with no involvement in the organisation of
the festival, and those who were involved in various ways. Table Two indicates the types of
involvement reported by survey respondents.

Table Two: Types of Involvement, Awakenings
Volunteer

Performer

Other kind of
Involvement

Attendee Only

15%

10%

19%

56%

One hundred and forty‐eight participants from Braybrookʹs Big Day Out responded to the
survey. Of these respondents:
•
•

•
•
•
•

38% had not attended the festival in previous years;
They ranged in age from under 15 to over 55, although there was lower representation
of people under 15 (ten percent of respondents) and people over 55 (eight percent of
respondents) than other age groups;
34% were men and 66% were women;
80% lived within ten kilometres of the festival venue, 14% between 11 and 50
kilometres, and five percent over 50 kilometres from the venue;
54% were born overseas; and
61% spoke a language other than English at home.

People who completed the survey included those with no involvement in the organisation of
the festival, and those who were involved in various ways. Table Three indicates the types of
involvement reported by survey respondents.

Table Three: Types of Involvement, Braybrook’s Big Day Out
Volunteer

Performer

Community
group worker

Stallholder/vendor

Attendee
Only

10%

3%

9%

8%

72%
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5.2 Outcomes for Individuals
The organisational requirements of each of the festivals are intricate processes that involve a
core of volunteers and staff over a sustained period. In the case of Awakenings, the
organisational phase is approximately ten months of every year, while for the Braybrookʹs Big
Day Out, the organisational phase has varied between three and six months. Interview data
suggest that participation in these organisational processes has a range of effects on individual
volunteers and staff.

5.2.1 Relationships and Social Interaction
All interviewees involved with Awakenings reported that
their involvement in organising the festival had allowed
them to develop new personal and/or professional
relationships. Core volunteers and festival staff regularly
referred to other members of the organising group as
‘like family’, ‘extended family’ and ‘close personal
friends’. Three interviewees said they had met their life
partner as a result of their involvement. Almost all staff
and core volunteers of Awakenings also reported that
they had developed sustained relationships with repeat
performers and participants of the festival. The nature of
these relationships ranged from: catching up at the
Awakenings Festival each year; exchanging cards and
phone calls; attending performances of participants in
other towns and states; and regular social contact over a
sustained period.
All but one interviewee (a festival performer) involved with Braybrookʹs Big Day Out reported
they had developed new relationships as a result of participation in the festival. Core volunteers
most frequently cited a desire to meet new people and work with other people in their
community as their primary motivation for participating in the organisation of the festival.
These interview respondents reported they had developed new friendships with staff and other
volunteers, as well as stallholders and members of the general community as a result of their
participation in the festival organisation.

Eric says that being involved in the BBDO is one of the ways in which he is involved in his
community. This is personally important to him, as he doesn’t have contact with his family, and
sees the local community as a ‘surrogate for my lack of family’. He thinks there are others in his
community who are in similar circumstances, especially people from overseas who have come
to live here on their own. He says that meeting new people and getting to know other locals
through organising the festival is the best thing about volunteering for the festival.

Within both festivals, the quality of relationships varied according to interviewees’ levels of
involvement. Those who were centrally involved in festival organisation tended to describe
close personal relationships that had evolved from this activity. Those who were more
Evaluating the Mental Health and Wellbeing Impacts of Community‐Based Festivals

26

Findings

peripherally involved tended to describe
the relationships they had developed as
friendly acquaintanceships and/or
professional connections.
Staff and volunteers at both festivals said
that some of these personal relationships
were with people they would not normally
come across if it werenʹt for their
involvement in festival organisation, and
saw this as important. In the case of
Awakenings, respondents particularly
talked about the diversity of age groups represented in the core organising group, and the
opportunities to develop friendships with people of all abilities through the festival itself. In the
case of Braybrookʹs Big Day Out, almost all respondents reported that the festival organisation
provided them with an important opportunity to develop friendships with local people from
culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds.
The participant survey data suggest that each of the festivals is an important site of social
interaction for the communities they serve. As indicated in Figure One: Patterns of Attendance
(below), the majority of survey respondents at both festivals attended the festival with two or
more people.

Figure One: Patterns of Attendance
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As indicated in Figure Two: Attendance Group Types (below), survey respondents attended with
a range of different people 6 .

Figure Two: Attendance Group Types
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In addition to people with whom they attended the festival, 72% of respondents at Awakenings
and 62% of respondents at the Braybrookʹs Big Day Out indicated they had run into someone
they weren’t planning to meet at the festival. Eighty‐three percent of Awakenings respondents
and 72% of Braybrookʹs Big Day Out respondents reported that they met someone new at the
festival. At both festivals, this figure was higher for people who attended the event alone
(93.8% for Awakenings and 79.2% for Braybrook’s Big Day Out). Eighty‐four percent of
respondents at both festivals reported that the festival was a good opportunity to socialize,
while 74% at Awakenings and 80% at BBDO agreed that the festival was a good place to catch up
with family and friends.

5.2.2 Belonging and Self‐Esteem
At both festivals all volunteers, the majority of performers, some staff and representatives of
partner organisation described feelings of belonging and improved self‐esteem as a result of
their participation. Most of the core volunteers interviewed indicated that their self‐confidence
had increased as they had mastered new organisational tasks and taken on the different
responsibilities of festival coordination. One volunteer described their involvement in festival
organisation as ‘one of the main things that has kept me going through very hard times’ (Core
Volunteer, Awakenings). Another described his involvement as a process of ‘building
connections with those living around me’ (Core Volunteer, Braybrookʹs Big Day Out).
6

Seventy-nine percent of Awakenings respondents who selected ‘other’ for this category lived in excess of 11kms
from the festival venue. It is likely that those identified as ‘other’ included professional carers and/or other
performers with whom respondents were attending the festival.
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Almost all people involved with Awakenings said they noticed a growth in confidence and a
deepening of self‐esteem among Awakenings performers resulting from their participation was a
major outcome of the festival. One interviewee indicated the main benefit of Awakenings was
that people who may have felt, or been told, that they are worthless “really come to see the
value in themselves” (Core Volunteer, Awakenings).

Alan’s young daughter, Sarah, performed with him for the first time at the 2005 Awakenings
Festival. Prior to being involved, she was typically reserved and shy. The process of rehearsing
and performing onstage has dramatically improved her self‐confidence. Alan says that the
effect was ‘transforming’ and that she is now participating more at school as a result.

5.2.3 Skills Development
The majority of staff and volunteers involved in organising each of the festivals reported that
they had developed new skills and/or attributes as a result of their involvement. Across both
festivals the most commonly cited of these were communication and negotiation skills. Other
skills that interviewees reported as having developed included:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Teamwork;
Office administration and computer systems;
Media liaison;
Project planning and management;
Community consultation;
Fundraising and grant development;
Public speaking;
Food handling; and
Technical production.

The majority of Awakenings performers interviewed reported that they had developed new
performance skills as a result of their participation in the festival.
Approximately half of the partner
organisation and sponsoring
organisation representatives
interviewed reported that they had
developed new skills and
knowledge as a result of their
participation in the festivals. These
included negotiation skills; event
management skills; and community
consultation skills.
In addition to specific skills, a range
of interviewees reported having
developed or refined specific attributes through their involvement in the organisation of both
festivals; an appreciation of community diversity and increased inter‐cultural understanding
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were reported by volunteers and staff. Four representatives from partner and sponsoring
organisations said their involvement with the festival improved staff’s disability awareness and
attitudes toward working with people with a disability. Three reported that being involved in
the festival encouraged people to work together and thus build networks across and between
organisations in the area. One sponsor representative felt that volunteering for the festival
improved the wellbeing of staff in their organisation.

Renee has been involved with the organisation of the BBDO for three years. There is always
something that needs doing and she has learned new skills in administration, negotiating with
local businesses, and working in a group as a result of being involved. She says these skills, and
the confidence she has gained from developing them, has helped her to land paid work in her
local area.

5.2.4 Employment and Educational Opportunities
Each of the festivals created pathways into employment and/or education for some people
involved. A minority of core volunteers from both festivals had gained part time fixed‐term
employment to assist with festival coordination. More broadly, core volunteers reported that
the skills they had developed through their involvement in festival coordination had made
them more employable and led to external employment opportunities. Most employment
opportunities described were fixed‐term or casual work; one was ongoing.
Two volunteers reported that their involvement in festival coordination had motivated them to
enrol in further education. One participant who began volunteering for Awakenings while at
school reported that her experience with the festival had helped her decide to go on to tertiary
study and pursue a career in theatre production. Another volunteer reported that his
involvement with the festival helped him realize he was ‘eminently qualified’ to pursue studies
in community welfare.
Two individual performers and one performance group – across both festivals – reported that
exposure at the festivals had led to other paid and unpaid performance opportunities. These
included invitations to perform at local and intra‐state events. Non‐local performers at the
Awakenings Festival reported that the unique nature of the festival made it a very important site
of creative expression for people with a disability who are often excluded from mainstream
artistic events.
Both festivals also generate training opportunities for local people. The BBDO links local
volunteer into accredited and non‐accredited training as part of its preparations for the festival.
In 2005, the Braybrook Neighbourhood Renewal Employment and Learning Coordinator used
the BBDO as a hook to involve residents in accredited training at Victoria University. One
resident, who went on to a 12 month traineeship in Office Administration in 2006 said, ‘I only
did the hospitality course because it was convenient and free and I can use it for the Big Day
Out and the (community) dances and the footy club. I wouldn’t have thought of pathways to
other things without the hospitality course.’ (quoted in Braybrook Maidstone Employment and
Learning Coordinator 2005 Report, p.8)
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The Awakenings Festival operates as an important vehicle for training within the Wimmera and
surrounding regions. In 2006, 32 students from three institutions participated in the
organisation of the festival as part of six accredited training programs. Training areas included:
•
•
•
•
•

theatre production;
photography;
workplace education;
aged care; and
disability studies.

Volunteering at the Awakenings Festival has provided Ellen with a platform for a career in
theatre production. Prior to involvement in Awakenings, Ellen had no experience in either
technical production or working with people with disabilities. She says that her experience
volunteering over several years at Awakenings “kick‐started my career in theatre production,” a
career that has since taken her across Australia and overseas.

5.2.5 Greater Appreciation of Community Diversity
Eighty‐four percent of Awakenings survey
respondents and 79% of Braybrookʹs Big Day Out
survey respondents agreed that the festival had
improved their knowledge of different groups in
the community.
As detailed in Section 5.2.1, the significant
majority of interviewees from both festivals cited
the opportunity to get to know people of
different ages, abilities, and ethno‐cultural
backgrounds as an important benefit of their
involvement.
Eight representatives from local partner and sponsoring organisations of Awakenings reported
that staff exposure to diverse groups in the community was a motivating factor in being
involved. These respondents suggested that improved staff knowledge and appreciation of the
community they served assisted them to take responsive and creative approaches to their work.
One partner organisation representative observed that
being involved with the festival helped her staff to ‘think
outside the square’, and encouraged staff growth and
positive attitudes toward achieving professional and
community goals. Another, speaking of her own
experience, reported that being involved in the festival
through her employer had improved her ability to
recognize and respond to different client needs.
A majority of interviewees said Braybrookʹs Big Day Out
fostered individual and collective appreciation for the
ethno‐cultural diversity of the local community. Two
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volunteers said the motivation to participate in festival organisation partly stemmed from their
desire to educate people on an interpersonal level about their ethno‐cultural and religious
background, with one stating:
“We feel proud of being Australian and we want to be a part of the community.”

“people see the food, dance and music from different cultures and learn a bit about
them.” (BBDO core volunteer)
New appreciation for cultural diversity was also the dominant theme in BBDO survey
responses where respondents were asked to identify their
highlight of the festival. Typical comments about festival
highlights included:
Diverse cultural activity. Information on religions in
community. More exposure… community has other
religious and cultural groups (BBDO survey response)
Seeing all the different cultures and communities
together… (BBDO Survey Response)
Representatives from schools involved with both festivals
indicated that the festivals provided important
educational vehicles for student learning about
community diversity. In the case of Awakenings, school
representatives described the festival as an example of ‘diversity in action’, which provided an
important learning opportunity for students through lived experience. Representatives from a
school associated with Braybrookʹs Big Day Out suggested the festival was an important site of
community connection for students and staff alike.
These findings are particularly important for an ethno‐culturally diverse area such as
Braybrook. Research has suggested a link between racism and health, particularly mental health
(Paradies, 2006). One study finds that inter‐group contact can reduce inter‐group prejudice
within communities (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). Both Awakenings and Braybrook’s Big Day Out
appear to provide environments for positive inter‐group contact and inter‐cultural exchange.
This is consistent with the objectives of VicHealth’s Mental Health Strategy.

Diane works at a local school that participates in
performances and activities at BBDO. A large
proportion of students at the school are newly
arrived migrants and refugees. Diane sees the
festival as a really good way to “link [students] in
to the community”. Her colleague, Danny, also
finds that the festival is a good chance to make
contact with parents who are not regularly
involved with the school.
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Horatio thinks that involvement in the Awakenings
Festival has helped students at his school to
increase their awareness of the talents and
capabilities of people with disabilities. Staff at the
school believe the festival gives students
experiences they wouldn’t otherwise have, and
provides them with concrete examples of the
value of respecting diversity and accepting
difference.

5.2.6 Stimulating Wider Participation in Community Activities
Approximately two‐thirds of survey respondents at both
festivals agreed that the festival had inspired them to get
more involved in their communities.
The interviewee results were more mixed. Some
interviewees identified that they were ‘community
active’ in a range of organisations, but did not
necessarily view this as an effect of the festival. Others
reported that the workload of festival organisation
precludes them from involvement with other activities.
In these cases, some interviewees expressed concerns
about the sustainability of festival coordination resting
on the shoulders of relatively few volunteers and staff.
This is consistent with the concerns raised in the
literature review above about the potential for
participation to cause stress for individuals.
In the case of both festivals, interviewees from the host
organisations reported that the organisation of the
festival had attracted new volunteers to their
organisations. They described a range of examples
where incidental volunteering for the festival had led to
more sustained involvement in volunteer activities across their organisations’ different services
and events.

Joan has been volunteering at the Braybrook and Maidstone Neighbourhood Association
(BMNA) and Braybrookʹs Big Day Out for three years, and she thinks that the BBDO has been an
effective way to attract new volunteers to the BMNA. She has noticed that often people first
come along because they want to help organise a festival, but then stay around and become
involved in other BMNA activities after their experience with the BBDO.
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5.2.7 Improved Self‐Efficacy and Increased Responsibility
The research findings suggested that individuals who participated in each of the festivals had
opportunities for improved self‐efficacy, including improved self‐esteem, personal
development, and responsibility. Each of the festivals affords considerable opportunities for
community members to take on new responsibilities through volunteering and paid
employment roles. Awakenings had four paid positions at the time of the evaluation – all
currently filled by local people and/or people with long term histories of volunteering for the
festival – and twelve volunteer positions as coordinators. Ten out of twelve (volunteers and
staff) interviewed reported that they took on new responsibilities while being involved with the
festival. All of these interviewees indicated that they experienced increased self‐esteem and a
sense of being valued as a result of their participation. Ten of these interviewees said that they
had developed new skills from volunteering for the festival. One interviewee reported that she
felt the responsibilities of her volunteer coordination role had helped her to mature as a person.
Another stated that getting involved with the festival had helped him get through a difficult
period of his life, and that the skills he developed in public speaking, community organising
and event management had given him purpose and motivation to participate in other aspects of
life, including formal education.
BBDO generated three employment opportunities, two of which were held by local residents at
the time of the evaluation. Volunteer roles as coordinators are not fixed for BBDO, but all eight
volunteers and staff interviewed reported taking on new responsibilities through their
involvement with the festival. All of these interviewees reported developing new skills as a
result of their participation, and five of them indicated they had gained access to new
employment opportunities as a result of their participation.
During the course of the evaluation, BBDO was negotiating a change of auspice for the festival,
which caused some delays in the appointment of the festival coordinator and, thus, delays to
the organisation of the 2006 event. This placed particular pressures on local residents to
participate actively in festival organisation to ensure that the 2006 event was a success. This
caused some tensions for core volunteers, with two interviewees expressing the view that the
coordination roles and responsibilities of these volunteer staff needed to be better defined.
However, the festival coordinator also reflected that these circumstances created new
opportunities for volunteers to recognize their own experience and abilities in staging the
festival, which had empowering effects. She reflected that these exceptional circumstances
illuminated local volunteers’ expertise with regard to hosting the festival, and required that
they draw on this expertise to make the event a success.

Samantha has been involved in organising the Awakenings Festival for a number of years. She
has been thrown in the deep end to deal with urgent tasks more than once; “You just end up
having to do it”. Although this is sometimes stressful, it’s also a “powerful natural high” and
Samantha has found herself taking on more responsibility for festival organisation as she
masters new tasks.
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5.3 Outcomes for Organisations
5.3.1 Opportunities for Participation and Collaboration
These festivals both generate and are sustained by collaborations with partner organisations,
sponsoring organisations and formal and informal community groups. The effects are felt
beyond merely the festivals themselves, supporting collaborative activity more generally
between (and among) participating organisations and festival host organisations.
The organising processes of each festival provide opportunities for inter‐organisational
participation and collaboration. The Awakenings Festival operates primarily on an outreach
system – that is, festival staff and volunteer coordinators have structured roles which involve
making and sustaining contact with partner organisations, local sponsors, and participating
community groups throughout the organising period. BBDO has a more mixed approach,
including some outreach as well as having partner organisation representatives participate in
regular festival organising meetings.

Rabindra wanted to have a stall at Braybrookʹs Big Day Out because he saw it as a good
opportunity to raise community awareness about his religion. He also used the BBDO to create
links with other local groups interested in dealing with social problems in the community. On
the day of the festival he had discussions with people from State and Local Government and
from the local university about projects and events that his organisation wanted to put on. He
said he hopes that these sorts of activities will “make people feel like there is something good
happening in Braybrook.”

Each of the festivals provides opportunities for collaboration between locally‐focused
organisations. Interview participants reported that these opportunities produce a range of
benefits for organisations, their clients/constituents, and the broader community.
Partner and sponsor organisations involved with Awakenings reported that the collaborations
involved in hosting the festival included:
•
•
•

Cross‐promotion of organisational activities and services, which widened the exposure
of organisations at minimal cost;
Opportunities to boost the membership of community organisations through
participation in hosting festival workshops; and
Creation of training and education opportunities.

Interviewees from the auspicing agency for Awakenings reflected that the profile of the festival
raised the profile of the agency within the Wimmera region, and that this generated new
opportunities for inter‐agency collaboration around other services and issues.
Representatives from stallholding organisations at Braybrookʹs Big Day Out reported that
participating in the festival:
•

Increased organisational relationships and networks;
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•
•

Provided an interactive space in which new cross‐organisational projects were initiated;
and
Improved different organisations’ awareness of services provided by other agencies,
thus benefiting their client referral processes.

Two representatives from schools involved in Braybrookʹs Big Day Out also reported that the
festival provided them with an informal opportunity to interact with students and their parents.
As parent participation in school activities is
generally low, this was viewed as an important
organisational outcome of being involved with the
festival. As one teacher put it, “I see quite a few
parents [at the festival], that’s a good sign in itself
because we don’t have a lot of parent involvement
at school.” (School representative, BBDO)

5.3.2 Change in Organisational Practices
There was some evidence that partner organisations had changed their own practices or
objectives as a result of participation in the festivals. In the case of Awakenings, core volunteers
and staff felt the festival’s impact on other organisationsʹ practices was fairly limited. However,
representatives of partner organisations cited a range of specific examples of organisational
change, including:
•
•
•
•

Retrofitting of physical infrastructure to make it accessible for Awakenings participants;
Change in organisational language to be more inclusive of people with a disability;
Change in organisational policies to be more inclusive of people with a disability; and
Increased organisational support for staff volunteering in the community.

A shift in emphasis from individualised models of service
provision to a community development model was cited by an
auspicing agency representative as partly resulting from their
agencyʹs involvement in the Awakenings festival. Similarly another
Awakenings partner organisation reoriented its service logic from a
clinical model of disability and ageing to a social model, partly
due to their participation in the festival, according to two
representatives.
Reports on organisational change for partner organisations in the
Braybrookʹs Big Day Out were less frequent, perhaps reflecting the
considerably fewer times that the BBDO has been hosted
compared to Awakenings. One interviewee from a supporting
government organisation reported that different units of her
organisation had been required to work together on the festival,
and that this had led to improved communication within the
organisation more generally.

Evaluating the Mental Health and Wellbeing Impacts of Community‐Based Festivals

36

Findings

5.4 Outcomes for Communities
5.4.1 More Inclusive and Supportive Community Environments
Eighty‐nine percent of Awakenings and 91% of BBDO survey respondents agreed that they felt
safe while attending the festival. The importance of this was underscored by four BBDO
interviewees, who reported that the festival venue had been previously identified as an unsafe
and poorly used public area. These interviewees described the festival as helping to transform
the space and make it welcoming of all groups within the local area. One respondent suggested,
“it’s a big statement to have a cultural festival here.” (Partner organisation representative,
BBDO), while another observed:
“I think the location of the festival engages young people, especially the Somali and
Sudanese youth in the area. They get to experience something positive in a space that
they [are able to] identify as their own.” (Partner organisation representative,
BBDO)
In this case, the festival was seen as having a transformative effect on public use of space and
consequent feelings of community safety.
The ‘Awakenings at Roberts Place’ event was identified as important by seven interviewees.
This event was held on the final Saturday morning of the festival in a street in the centre of
Horsham, and included live performances, wheelchair basketball, community information
stalls, and a farmers market. Festival organisers identified this event as part of a conscious
effort to engage the local community. One respondent said that this public event helped
increase the relevance of Awakenings to the people of Horsham, and while some people’s
contact with the events may not be large, it might change the way they think. Another said it
has helped move the festival into the public eye, so that it can become a ‘Horsham thing’ rather
than a ‘disabled people thing’.
Four participants across both festivals identified access issues that limited their participation. In
the case of Awakenings, two survey respondents identified problems with the accessibility of one
venue and one source of accommodation. At Braybrookʹs Big Day Out, two interviewees
identified limitations of accessible public transport and the timing of the festival, which
coincides with the exam period for older children in the community.

5.4.2 Valuing Diversity & Community Cohesion
Eighty‐seven percent of Awakenings and 81% of
Braybrookʹs Big Day Out respondents agreed that the
festival makes them feel proud of their community.
As outlined in Section 5.2.5, each of the festivals
increases local appreciation for community
diversity. Both of the festivals provide diverse
representations of their communities through the
nature of events and performances, and through the
organisations and groups that participate. The
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evaluation team’s observations of festival organising meetings indicated that festival organisers
paid sustained attention to including and representing diverse groups within their
communities. This informed decisions about performers and performance types, festival events,
festival vendors and the nature of sponsorship.
The Awakenings Festival includes a range of
performing and visual arts activities that give voice to
and showcase the talents of people of all abilities. The
festival provides a workshops program that brings
people together to learn new skills, while also profiling
the range and strengths of local organisations and
community leaders. Awakenings also runs a school
outreach program – including performances and
workshops – which generates opportunities for
mutually beneficial interaction between school
children and festival participants of all abilities.
The majority of people interviewed about Awakenings reported that an important outcome of
the festival was the positive and diverse representations of people with a disability that the
festival facilitates, with one commenting that “[Awakenings] puts the celebration in disability”
(Awakenings partner organisation representative). Another interviewee reported a major
strength of the festival was “seeing people with and without disabilities sitting around together
and it’s just…natural” (Awakenings local sponsor).
Braybrookʹs Big Day Out incorporates performances and
exhibitions primarily by local people, maintains a strong
policy of encouraging local community organisations and
service agencies to participate in the festival, and has
preferred arrangements for local retailers and micro‐
businesses to sell food and other items at the event. Festival
organisers seek to ensure that there is positive and diverse
representation of a range of groups – including people with
a disability, young people, Indigenous peoples, and people
from a range of ‘new’ ethno‐cultural communities – within
the program of performances and activities.
In the case of the Braybrookʹs Big Day Out, the majority of
interviewees indicated the festival was a strong source of
community pride, providing a positive representation of
Braybrook and surrounding suburbs. This was reinforced by
qualitative feedback from surveys, with comments such as:
[m y festival highlight is] Generally being involved in
a positive activity within our community (Braybrook Big Day Out Survey Respons e)
M edia coverage and awards have generated external awareness of the strengths of the festivals
and the communities they represent. These external acknowledgements are considerably higher
for Awakenings, which reflects that festival’s long history. Awakenings and its individual
representatives have received five awards and multiple nominations in areas including He alth
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Promotion Through Community Participation (VicHealth, 2004); Prime Minister’s Awards for
Community Business Partnerships (with ANZ Staff Foundation, 2002); and a local government
award for community event of the year (2000). Media coverage of the festival has included three
feature articles by a senior journalist in The Age, in which the impact of the festival on
participants and the local community is canvassed.
To date, mainstream media coverage of Braybrookʹs Big Day Out has been limited. The festival
has been profiled on VicHealth and state government department websites. Interviews with
representatives from local and state government suggest the festival is recognized by
supporting agencies as an articulation of community strength within Braybrook and
surrounding areas. One representative from a partner organisation suggested the festival had
been an important catalysing event for improved relationships between local government and
the local residents, commenting that:
“It was really powerful [for Council] to see [residents] all pull together to put on such a fantastic event.”

Lara says that BBDO is an opportunity to show the good things about living in Braybrook and
to challenge prejudices about the people who live there. She says the festival also provides
opportunities for agencies to be involved in the community in a positive way. “Normally, if
you see the cops coming, it’s a bad thing”, Lara says. However, at the festival, the police run
fun activities that show a different face of the police to local residents.

5.4.3 Expanding Access to Community Activities and Organisations
As indicated in Figure Three below, while survey respondents at both festivals cited a range of
different reasons for attending, the most frequently cited reason was to enjoy the available
activities.
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Figure Three: Reasons for Attending the Festival
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Respondents at both festivals suggested that the festivals were important sources of celebration
and recreation for the communities they serve. Three interviewees indicated that the Awakenings
festival was a much‐needed form of celebration and affordable recreation during a period of
economic downturn and the sustained social effects of drought. Awakenings was also viewed as
an important celebration of diverse abilities, with one survey respondent stating that their
festival highlight was:
seeing so many people coming together to be entertained and enlightened by such a
diverse collection of talented people. (Awakenings survey response).
Some participants with a disability who travelled significant distances to participate in the
festival described Awakenings as an important place to see friends and have fun.
Five BBDO interviewees cited the free/low‐cost nature of the festival as an important feature of
the festival in a community facing significant barriers to socio‐economic participation. This was
reinforced by qualitative feedback from surveys, where more than 60 respondents identified
one or more of the free activities as their festival highlight.
Sixty‐seven percent of Awakenings and 76% of Braybrookʹs Big Day Out survey respondents
reported that attending the festival had improved their knowledge of services available to them
in the community. Interviewees from both festivals also cited specific examples where informal
involvement in the organisation of the festival had led people to access available services within
the host and partner organisations.
Interview respondents from Braybrookʹs Big Day Out identified that the festival has been a
vehicle for attracting new community service agencies and initiatives to the area, and for
consolidating existing community activities. As one respondent described it, “The festival is not
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just a festival. It’s a means of hanging other activities on” (BBDO Partner Organisation
Representative). One partner organisation – a large community sector welfare agency –
identified that it had become involved in the Braybrook community through its participation in
the festival. This led to the development of a new employment initiative in the area and the
organisation has established a local presence in the area.

Patrick’s organisation has been involved with the Awakenings festival for many years. He finds
that participating in the festival can be one good way of making sure his agency’s services are
getting to the people who need them. He says that on a number of occasions, people who have
been volunteering with him at Awakenings events have asked for information about different
services, either for themselves or a loved one. He doesn’t think that all people are comfortable
coming to the agency’s headquarters for information, but casual exchanges at the festival can
help spread the word.

5.4.4 Economic Benefits
Assessing the economic benefit of festivals was not a principal objective of the evaluation. As
such, quantitative data on economic impact were not collected.
As discussed in Section 5.2.4 above, the presence of the festivals has generated some direct
employment opportunities within the local communities. All of these opportunities are part‐
time, fixed term or casual, and thus their local economic benefits are marginal 7 . As discussed
above, however, these employment opportunities have supported the development of skills,
self‐confidence and new connections for the individuals who have participated in them. This
suggests that paid and unpaid work opportunities generated by the festivals contribute to
participants’ employability – and thus increase their opportunities for economic participation –
in the longer term.
The indirect economic benefits of these festivals for community wellbeing are considerable. The
Awakenings festival attracts over 1000 performers and 8500 audience members, while BBDO has
attracted around 4000 participants; both continue to experience growth in participant numbers.
As a festival that serves a community of characteristic – that is, people with a disability –
Awakenings attracts visitors to Horsham and the Wimmera region each year.
In the case of Awakenings, three representatives of sponsors and partner organisations reported
that the influx of visitors to the festival had been good for their (retail) businesses, and that this
helped stimulate the local economy. In the case of both Awakenings and Braybrookʹs Big Day Out,
nine interview respondents identified that the festivals attracted financial resources to the area –
through funding and in‐kind contributions – both supporting local activities and raising the
profile of the areas. One partner organisation representative involved with Awakenings reported
that the financial resources brought into the area by the festival helped expand the range of
services and activities available for people with a disability within the region.

7 This is reflective of the nature of employment in cultural industries, which is typically insecure and
short‐term. 14.5% of those employed in cultural industries work between 1 and 15 hours per week,
compared with 10.7% of all employed persons (ABS 2001, Employment in Culture, Australia, Cat. No.
6273.0).
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5.4.5 Reflects Awareness of Mental Health and Wellbeing
There is strong evidence that each of the festivals stimulates public discourse about wellbeing
and diversity.
The Awakenings performing arts and music program includes many performances, particularly
those by well established performance groups, that directly address issues relating to societal
perceptions and prejudices about people with a disability. The festival includes a range of
publicly visible events, including street performances and workshops, which engage local
residents as they go about their day to day business. Observations by the evaluation team were
that a good proportion of residents stop to observe and/or participate in these events. This
suggests the festival generates incidental opportunities for community education and
engagement with issues relating to wellbeing and diversity.
As discussed in Section 5.4.2, The Awakenings Festival has attracted mainstream media coverage
that explicitly takes up the themes of wellbeing and diversity embodied in the festival. In
addition, the Festival and its objectives are regularly profiled in local print and radio media.
Braybrookʹs Big Day Out performance program includes events that give expression to a diverse
range of groups represented within the local community. In 2006, this included a comedy
lounge and a series of preceding workshops run by a professional comedian with a particular
focus on issues affecting people with a disability. Another festival activity – a short film
production and screening event for local young people – addressed a range of social issues,
including lack of sporting facilities for young people in the area, and issues of discrimination
and identity faced by the film‐makers. Each of these events were well attended and provided
accessible forums for putting the spotlight on issues affecting wellbeing of people from diverse
groups within the local community.

5.4.6 Strengthening Internal and External Community Networks
As discussed in detail in Section 5.3.1, inter‐organisational collaboration underpins the
organisation of both festivals and fosters opportunities for networking and collaboration
between local groups and agencies in support of the communities they serve. The Awakenings
Festival has almost 100 arrangements with sponsoring and partner organisations, while the
BBDO works closely with 19 community providers and has funding and other partnerships
with several external agencies. It is clear that one of the most important community functions
these festivals serve is providing the organisational vehicle for collaboration and networking
between local groups, organisations and agencies.
In addition, festival organisers are formally involved with a range of local and external agencies
and events. These include: local and external arts and cultural events; local and external
community service agencies and activities; and large‐scale auspicing and funding bodies.
Interviewees articulated a range of benefits generated by these networks, which included
individual benefits such as new skills developed through opportunities to work on different
projects. Some benefits for the festivals were also identified, including:
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•
•
•

attracting of new funding to the events as a result of external networks;
attracting of new performers and activities to the festivals; and
learning new approaches to event management as a result of participating in the
organisation of other events.

5.4.7 Influencing Practices in Other Communities
Qualitative data from interviews suggest both festivals have had some influence on practices in
other communities.
The Awakenings festival conducts a ‘First Steps’ planning and professional development
weekend which provides training for performance teachers and directors and carers who have
been involved with the festival. This event is attended by people from within and outside the
region.
Interviews with Awakenings performers indicated the festival has influenced activity in other
communities. One performer reported that she had initiated a performance group specifically to
perform at Awakenings, but this group now performs in its own town and other areas. Another
interstate performer reported she was motivated to initiate a similar event in her home state as a
result of participating in Awakenings, and that the festival had caught the attention and interest
of her agency’s chief executive officer.
Current and former staff of the BBDO suggested they had learned considerably from the
festival, in ways that influenced their professional practice in other communities. A former
organiser of the BBDO reported that the skills in community development she learned in that
role informed her current work in another region of Melbourne. The BBDO has also been
profiled as part of the Neighbourhood Renewal program of state government. There was some
suggestion by interviewees that, as a positive example of community organising, the BBDO may
influence policy practices in other communities experiencing social and economic disadvantage.

Cybil’s experience as a volunteer at Awakenings inspired her to bring performing arts to her
community through the care centre where she worked. A drama program was introduced into
the day program at the centre, and this led to the formation of a group that performed at
Awakenings. This group now gives regular performances in their own community and they have
formed links with the senior citizens group and the local shire.
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6.0 Discussion and Conclusion
The community‐based festivals evaluated here make a considerable contribution to mental
health and wellbeing at the individual, organisational, and community level. Outcomes for
individuals are more comprehensive for those who are centrally involved – either through
organisation or performance – in the processes of putting on the festivals. However, this relies
upon there being sufficient volunteer resources available to organise and manage such large‐
scale events without overburdening individuals involved.
Many of the processes of organizing the festivals are similar to other forms of community
organizing, and thus are reflective of the general effects of community‐led activities. Findings
from the evaluation suggest, however, that as forms of community‐led activity, these festivals
make several unique contributions:
1.

Shared culture – both festivals generate opportunities to create a visible expression of
shared culture that reflects the particular and diverse dimensions of their communities.
This creates a sense of belonging, generates community pride, and enhances collective
appreciation for community diversity. In this sense, the festivals evaluated are both
sites of social inclusion and positive articulations of community strength. Expression of
diverse cultures is not a natural consequence of all festivals, but is an explicit objective
of the festivals evaluated here. As the communities they reflect are dynamic,
representing community diversity is not a fixed activity, but an ongoing objective that is
regularly revisited by festival organisers in the planning of events, development of
outreach activities, and establishment of partnerships and sponsorship arrangements
with local organisations.

2.

Creating connections – the festivals foster the development of networks and
communication between individuals and organisations. Many community
strengthening activities focus their interventions on people experiencing particular
forms of disadvantage. While each of the festivals evaluated are explicitly concerned
with responding to forms of social exclusion, they bring diverse people and
organisations together through both the processes of festival organisation and the
festival events themselves. This generates new bridging links – and thus new social,
cultural and some economic opportunities ‐ between individuals and groups within the
communities they serve.

3.

Strengthening organisational collaboration – the festivals provide a range of formal and
informal opportunities for community groups and organisations to work together in
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pursuit of shared objectives. The processes of collaborating around festival organisation
and the opportunities for interaction created at the events have considerable flow‐on
effects. These include: generating new knowledge to support locally responsive service
provision, stimulating new community projects; and mobilizing volunteers in support
of a wider range of local organisations and events.
4.

Inclusiveness and accessibility – the publicly‐oriented and low‐cost nature of the
evaluated festivals makes them accessible forms of community activity. They provide a
tangible reason for groups
and individuals to come
together, thus providing new
pathways for people to
become involved in
community activity.

5.

Recreational benefits – each of
the festivals provide attractive
and affordable recreational
opportunities for people who
participate. It was clear that
participants in both festivals
looked forward to the events
and placed great value on the social and recreational opportunities they generated.
These opportunities are particularly important for people who face systemic barriers to
participating in mainstream recreational activities.

6.

The value of celebration – above all else, the festivals evaluated are celebratory
expressions of community. At its simplest, celebration makes people happy, improving
individual wellbeing. More broadly, the festivals are positive articulations of
community strength. They reflect the creative and cultural assets of their communities
back to the communities themselves in ways that inspire and stimulate new forms of
community action.

Evaluating the Mental Health and Wellbeing Impacts of Community‐Based Festivals

45

Discussion and Conclusion

A fundamental strength of the festivals evaluated here is that they are driven by
community needs, rather than market demand. This creates challenges for financial
sustainability where festivals are responding to the needs of communities experiencing
significant barriers to socio‐economic participation. As several interview respondents from
both festivals observed, there is a tension between achieving financial sustainability and
maintaining the original strengths and purposes of the festivals. That is, the festivals’
strengths rest in their commitment to grassroots community organising, representation and
celebration, while achieving financial self‐sufficiency may require a level of
professionalisation that undermines their capacity to meet these commitments. This
suggests we need to understand the sustainability of community‐based festivals in terms of
their capacity to deliver on their community objectives, rather than in narrow terms of
financial self‐reliance. There is a need for continued funding support and partnership
arrangements that support festival activities. A core sustainability issue for the festivals
evaluated is the fixed term and piecemeal funding they receive, which pose a significant
administrative burden on already limited staff/volunteer resources. An enabling and
coordinated funding environment has the potential to support strong mental health and
wellbeing outcomes generated by community‐based festivals.
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Appendix A: Evaluation Framework
Communities Together: Detailed Evaluation Plan
Aim: To evaluate the mental health outcomes for individuals, organisations and communities of
two community festivals funded under the Communities Together: Festivals and Celebrations
Scheme.

Questions:
•

To what extent, and how, do the festivals foster participation by groups experiencing
social, geographic or economic disadvantage?

•

To what extent, and how, do the festivals create new links and strengthen supportive
relationships between individuals and diverse groups within the community?

•

How do the festivals facilitate the engagement of a broad range of community members
in planning and decision‐making processes?

•

How do the festivals contribute to the development of self‐efficacy and self
determination amongst participants?

•

To what extent, and how, do the festivals foster new partnerships and/or strengthen
existing partnerships between community based organisations?

•

How do the festivals increase community skills and capacity to plan, implement and
evaluate community‐based initiatives in response to community identified priorities

•

How do the festivals contribute to community awareness of the links between social
inclusion, valuing diversity and positive mental health outcomes?

•

How do the festivals challenge negative stereotypes about particular groups and/or
communities?

•

How do the festivals contribute to a sense of community pride and wellbeing?

•

To what extent, and how, do the festivals foster new links between the community and
external groups and agencies?

•

Are there ‘flow on’ effects of the festivals’ activities to other communities?
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Investigating the Questions in Terms of Individual, Organisational and
Community Outcomes
Outcomes for Individuals:
Outcome

Interacts with a range of new
people

Quantitative Measures
Number and types of groups
represented in festival
activities; number of people
involved in festival
organisation

Qualitative Measures
Self‐reporting (via
interviews with
participants and
audience survey)
Observational reporting
(via key informant
interviews)
Self‐reporting (via
interviews with
participants)

Develops strong, supportive,
interdependent relationships

Observational reporting
(via key informant
interviews)
Self‐reporting (via
interviews with
participants and
audience survey)

Develops a sense of community
belonging

Public discourse in local
media

Develops new skills

Number and types of skills
workshops; number of
participants in workshops

Self‐reporting (via
interviews with
volunteers and
performers)

Gains new
employment/professional
opportunities

Number of employment
positions created through
festival funding; number of
known professional awards,
commissions, work
opportunities generated
through participation/exposure
at festivals

Self‐reporting (via
interviews with
volunteers and
performers)

Takes responsibility for
initiating, planning & carrying
out activities

Number and types of
volunteers in leadership roles
in festival organisation

Self‐reporting (via
interviews with
volunteers and staff)
Observational reporting
(via interviews with
partner organisations &
key informants)
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Participates in a wider range of
community activities

Number of groups and
voluntary activities
participants identify as being
involved in

Self‐reporting (via
interviews with
participants)
Observational reporting
(via key informant
interviews)
Self‐reporting (via
interviews with
participants)

Has improved self‐esteem/feels
valued for their contribution

Has greater knowledge and
understanding of the relationship
between mental health and
wellbeing

Has greater knowledge and
appreciation of community
diversity

Observational reporting
(via key informant
interviews and
participant observation
in meetings)
Self‐reporting (via
interviews with
participants and
audience survey)
Observational reporting
(via key informant
interviews)
Self‐reporting (via
interviews with
participants and
audience survey)
Observational reporting
(via key informant
interviews)
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Outcomes for Organisations:

Outcome

Quantitative Measures

Qualitative Measures

The host organisation has
been welcoming of diverse
population groups

Number and types of
groups involved as partners,
sponsors, stallholders

Self‐reporting (via interviews
with participating organisations)

The host organisation has
recruited and involved a
range of people

Number and types of
volunteers, performers, and
staff involved in festival
organisation and execution

Self‐reporting (via interviews
with volunteers, host
organisations, participating
organisations, and
performers/stallholders)

The host organisation
provides opportunities for
stakeholders to contribute
ideas & feedback

Number and types of
consultations, feedback
sessions, open planning
meetings held as part of
festival organisation and
review

Documented evidence from past
reports to funders/annual reports

New partnerships between
organisations have been
generated &/or existing
partnerships strengthened

Number and types of
partnerships generated by
festival organisation

Self‐reporting (via interviews
with host organisations and
partner organisations)

Organisational
collaboration in support of
the festival has led to
collaboration on other
community projects

Number and types of other
community activities that
festival staff/volunteers are
involved in as festival
representatives

Self‐reporting (via interviews
with host organisations and
partner organisations)

Partner organisations have
changed their practices or
objectives as a result of
participation in the festival

Self‐reporting (via interviews
with volunteers,
performers/stallholders, and
partner organisations)

Self‐reporting (via interviews
with partner organisations)
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Outcomes for Communities:

Outcomes

Quantitative Measures

Qualitative Measures

The festival has fostered
accessible and inclusive
public environments

Number and types of public
infrastructure improvements brought
about as part of festival organisation

Self‐reporting (via
interviews with all local
informants)
Participant observation at
the festivals

The festival reflects the
identity of people who
are members of that
community (or
communities)

Number and types of performances,
groups, and public activities included
in the festivals

The festival has
strengthened informal
community networks

Number and types of community
activities fostered by festival
organising; number and types of other
community activities that festival
staff/volunteers are involved in as
festival representatives

Self‐reporting (via
interviews with local
community groups, host
organisations and other
key informants)

The festival has
mobilized external
resources in support of its
activities

Number of funding sources,
sponsorship arrangements with non‐
local agencies/businesses; number of
non‐local
performers/vendors/contributors to
festival activities

Self‐reporting (via
interviews with festival
staff and volunteers)

The festival has
generated new
employment and training
opportunities within the
community

Projected number of local employment
and training opportunities generated
through economic impact of the
festivals

Self‐reporting (via
interviews with all local
informants)

The festival has expanded
the opportunities of local
people and particular
groups to participate in
community activities and
organisations

Audience participation numbers;
number and types of community
groups participating; number and
types of volunteers involved in
festival organisation

Self reporting and
observational reporting
(via interviews with
volunteers, festival staff,
partner organisations; &
via festival survey)

The festival has initiated
public discourse about
the relationship between
mental health and
wellbeing

Number and types of public
events/activities related to the festival
that address this issue; audience
numbers at these events/activities

Public discourse in local
and non‐local media

Self‐reporting (via
interviews with
volunteers, participating
groups & performers; &
audience survey)
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Public discourse in local
media
Observational reporting
(via interviews with key
informants, host
organisations and partner
organisations)

The festival has initiated
public discourse about
community diversity

Participant observation at
the festivals
Public discourse in local
and non‐local media

The festival has raised
internal and external
awareness of the
community’s strengths

The festival has
generated new links
between the community
and external
organisations and
agencies
The festival has
influenced practices in
other communities

Participant observation at
festivals
Observational reporting
(via interviews with key
informants)

Number and types of external links
generated by festival organisation

Self‐reporting (via
interviews with host
organisations and
volunteers)
Observational reporting
(via interviews with non‐
local performers,
sponsors, & key
informants)
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Appendix B: Awakenings Evaluation Survey
VicHealth, in partnership with Wimmera Uniting Care, have commissioned the University
of Melbourne to explore the effects of the Awakenings Festival on the wellbeing of
individuals and the community. Please take a few minutes to fill out this survey on your
experience of the festival. We welcome your feedback and your answers will remain
anonymous.

A bit of information about you…
How far away from the festival venue do you live?
{

{

{

{

Less than
5kms

Between
5 & 10
kms

Between 11 and 50
kms

Over 50 kms

How old are you?
{

{

{

{

{

{

Under 15

15-24

25-34

35-44

45-54

55+

Are you male or female?
{

{

Male

Female

With how many people did you attend the festival today?
{

{

{

{

On my own

With 1
person

With 2-3
people

With 4 or more people

Who did you attend the festival with today (including people you arranged to meet
here)?
{

{

{

{

{

No-one

My family
only

Friends
only

Friends
and family

Other
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Did you run into friends or acquaintances at the festival who you weren’t planning
to meet?
{

{

Yes

No

Your experience of the festival…
Have you attended the festival before?
{

{

{

Yes, once
before

Yes, more
than once
before

No

How many days will you attend this year?
{

{

{

{

{

1 day

2-4
days

5-7
days

More
than
7
days

Not
sure

How many performances or events have you/are you planning to attend?
{

{

{

{

1

2-4

More than 4

Not sure

Are you involved in the organisation of the festival in any way (choose as many as
apply)?
{

{

{

{

{

Yes, I am a
volunteer

Yes, I am a
performer

Yes, I am a
local sponsor

Yes, I am
involved in
another way

No, I am not
involved in
organising the
festival

What are your reasons for attending the festival (choose as many as apply)?
{

{

{

{

{

I’m here to
enjoy the
activities

I am
performing/volunteering

I’m here to
support a
family
member or
friend

I’m here to
support my
community

I have another
reason

or working here
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Overall, how would you rate the festival?
{

{

{

{

{

Great

Okay

Neutral

Could be
better

Terrible

Which of the following statements about the festival do you agree with?
Agree Neutral Disagree Not Applicable
It gave me a good
opportunity to socialise

{

{

{

It gave me a chance to
catch up with
friends/family

{

{

{

I met new people at the
festival

{

{

{

The events and
activities are enjoyable

{

{

{

I feel safe while
attending the festival

{

{

{

It makes me feel proud
of my community

{

{

{

{

It has improved my
knowledge of groups in
the community

{

{

{

{

It has improved my
knowledge of services
available to me in the
community

{

{

{

{

It has inspired me to
get more involved in my
community

{

{

{

Additional Feedback
What was your festival highlight?
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
Are there any aspects of the festival that you think could be improved?
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
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Information for Prize Draw
Please complete this section if you wish to be in the prize draw. This section will be
removed from your survey responses before we analyse them, to protect your
privacy
Your name:
Telephone:

Email:

Thank you for taking the time to fill out this survey. Your feedback is greatly appreciated.
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Appendix C: Braybrook’s Big Day Out Survey
VicHealth, in partnership with Braybrook & Maidstone Neighbourhood Association, have
commissioned the University of Melbourne to explore the effects of the Big Day Out on
the wellbeing of individuals and the community. Please take a few minutes to fill out this
survey on your experience of the festival. We welcome your feedback and your answers will
remain anonymous.

A bit of information about you…
How far away from the festival venue do you live?
{

{

{

{

Less than
5kms

Between
5 & 10
kms

Between 11 and 50
kms

Over 50 kms

How old are you?
{

{

{

{

{

{

Under 15

15-24

25-34

35-44

45-54

55+

Are you male or female?
{

{

Male

Female

Were you born in Australia?
{

{

Yes

No

Do you speak a language other than English at home?
{

{

Yes

No

With how many people did you attend the festival today?
{

{

{

{

On my own

With 1
person

With 2-3
people

With 4 or more people
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Who did you attend the festival with today, including people you arranged to meet
here? (please choose one)
{

{

{

{

{

No-one

My family
only

Friends
only

Friends
and family

Other

Did you run into friends or acquaintances at the festival who you weren’t planning
to meet?
{

{

Yes

No

Your experience of the festival…
Have you attended the festival before?
{

{

{

Yes, once
before

Yes, more
than once
before

No

How long are you planning to be here this year?
{

{

{

{

Less than
2 hours

2-4
hours

More
than
4
hours

Not
sure

How many performances or activities will you attend?
{

{

{

{

1

2-4

More than 4

Not sure

Are you involved in the organisation of the festival in any way (choose as many as
apply)?
{

{

{

{

{

Yes, I am a
volunteer

Yes, I am
performing

Yes, I am
working for a
community
group at the
festival

Yes, I am a
stallholder/vendor

No, I am not
involved in
organising the
festival

What are your reasons for attending the festival (choose as many as apply)?
{

{

{

{

{

I’m here to

I am

I’m here to

I’m here to

I have another

Evaluating the Mental Health and Wellbeing Impacts of Community‐Based Festivals

61

Appendix C: Braybrookʹs Big Day Out Survey

enjoy the
activities

performing/volunteering
or working here

support a
family
member or
friend

support my
community

reason

Overall, how would you rate the festival?
{

{

{

{

{

Great

Okay

Neutral

Could be
better

Terrible

Which of the following statements about this year’s festival do you agree with?
Agree Neutral Disagree Not applicable
It gave me a good
opportunity to socialise

{

{

{

It gave me a chance to
catch up with
friends/family

{

{

{

I met new people at the
festival

{

{

{

The events and
activities were enjoyable

{

{

{

I feel safe while
attending the festival

{

{

{

It makes me feel proud
of my community

{

{

{

{

It has improved my
knowledge of groups in
the community

{

{

{

{

It has improved my
knowledge of services
available to me in the
community

{

{

{

{

It has inspired me to
get more involved in my
community

{

{

{

Additional Feedback
What was your festival highlight?
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
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Are there any aspects of the festival that you think could be improved?
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
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Information for Prize Draw
Please complete this section if you wish to be in the prize draw. This section will be
removed from your survey responses before we read them, to ensure that your
anonymity is protected
Your name:
Telephone:

Email:

Thank you for taking the time to fill out this survey. Your feedback is greatly appreciated.
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