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Abstract 

In 2025 New Performance Turku created a pilot to develop a more organic link with local 
communiBes, the Audience Ambassador Program. The pilot ran for four months and involved an 
open call, training a team of ambassadors, supporBng pedagogical experimentaBon, and 
bringing ideas to life during the 2025 performance Biennale week. The pilot reimagined how 
local audiences who do not belong to the art field could engage and acBvely parBcipate in a 
performance event and connect with this very experimental form of art. Our proposal was to 
create the figure of the audience ambassador (a translator role moving between art and 
society) and to design a training and producBon scheme to put it to pracBce. This document, 
prepared by NPT Curator of Audience Engagement, includes an overview of the aims of the 
pilot, pedagogical approach, components of the implementaBon, feedback collected from 
different professionals and agents involved, and the challenges and discoveries of the pilot.  
 
We hope this novel approach to audience engagement will be useful to our local and 
internaBonal partner organizaBons, and to anyone interested in the promoBon of a closer and 
richer relaBonship between art and its publics. The document is part of a larger online 
publicaBon featuring stories by the ambassadors themselves about their work with local 
communiBes and reflecBons on the learning process. 
 

https://www.yleisolahettilaat.fi/
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1. Objec;ves 

Deeply rooted in the city of Turku, its people, and its communiBes, the New Performance Turku 
Biennale (NPT) has been promoBng the visibility and development of performance and Live Art 
in Finland for more than a decade. The work has created a thriving scene that acBvates 
discussions and experimentaBon, and is supported by collaboraBons with varied local venues 
and art insBtuBons. In the process, NPT has progressively gained visibility as an internaBonal 
event and has more recently sought to expand the audiences it reaches beyond the specialized 
art public. In 2025 a pilot was created, the Audience Ambassador Program, with the support of 
the Arts Promo+on Centre Finland (Taiteen edistämiskeskus) to develop of a more organic link 
with local communiBes. The pilot involved training a team, pedagogical experimentaBon, and 
rethinking how audiences are regarded in the producBon process of the performance Biennale 
event itself.  

This document presents the aims of the pilot, pedagogical approach, components of the 
implementaBon, feedback collected, and the challenges and discoveries of the first pilot. The 
document is part of an online publicaBon featuring the stories wri\en by the ambassadors 
about their work with local communiBes and reflecBons on the learning process. We hope that 
this document, alongside the stories that bring the richness and challenges of the experiences 
of the pilot to light, will provide tools for future developments and creaBve iniBaBves dedicated 
to supporBng audiences in contemporary art events and venues in Finland and beyond.  

The New Performance Turku (NPT) Biennale is a unique performance art biennale that presents 
contemporary arBsBc currents to both local and internaBonal audiences. The biennale 
conBnues the ambiBous work of the New Performance Turku FesBval (2012–2021) in 
developing performance art producBons and works. Its acBviBes include arBst residencies and 
large-scale collaboraBons with local communiBes and organizaBons. NPT aims to further 
integrate the principles of social, ecological, and economic sustainability into its operaBons. It 
focuses on inviBng high-profile arBsts to Turku and fostering connecBons between arBsts, local 
and internaBonal communiBes, and diverse audiences. 

For the 2025 edition of the Biennale, we put together a novel audience program creatively 
exploring tools to facilitate people’s engagement with performance art. The aim was to get the 
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broader public to learn about this experimental art form but also be more comfortable talking 
and sharing about their experiences with it. We offered a training program in the spring 2025 
for a selected group of art enthusiasts that became NPT Audience Ambassadors. The group 
developed their own activities under themes of their choice, received tutoring, and 
implemented their proposals with varied communities in connection to the NPT Biennale 
performance week in September 2025.  
 
The program responded also to concrete needs. As many middle and small art events and 
insBtuBons today, performance fesBvals like NPT need to build and strengthen their connecBons 
with different communiBes and social groups. They have the challenge of promoBng 
engagement of broader society with diverse and non-mainstream art forms and pracBces. In 
many cases, the local audiences of varied generaBons have li\le awareness of the existence, 
richness, and cultural appeal of these contemporary art forms. On the other hand, insBtuBons 
are increasingly aware of the limited employment opportuniBes for pracBBoners and 
professionals within the art sector, and of the need to strengthen, diversify, validate, and 
recognize their creaBve input and varied supporBng roles and labor in the field. 
 
The ambassador program had five core aims: 

• Increase the accessibility of contemporary art pracBces in Turku to larger society by 
building new connecBons with diverse social groups in the short and long term. 

• AcBvate the local arts and cultural scene and promote inclusion in art spaces by 
facilitaBng encounters between local communiBes and art pracBBoners. 

• Build a training program for art enthusiasts and acBve residents of Turku who are 
members of local communiBes and wish to develop facilitaBon skills and engage with 
local art organizaBons.  

• Create a plaaorm to nurture innovaBve ideas for reaching and working with audiences in 
the New Performance Biennale and test them in pracBce. 

• Provide cerBficaBon of training that can support and qualify pracBBoners’ engagement 
work with different local venues and events in the long term. 

 
2. The 2025 Ambassador Pilot 
 
The Audience Ambassadors Program was designed as a first pilot to respond to all these aims in 
the context of the performance Biennale in Turku and test a pedagogical approach in pracBce. It 
aspired to provide valuable pedagogical and pracBcal insights to develop a broader audience 
ambassador concept in the future in collaboraBon with Turku City and several local and 
internaBonal partner organizaBons. This report is the first outcome of the process and an 
instrument we want to share to nurture this long-term dialogue. 
 
The 2025 Audience Ambassador program had two disBnct components essenBal to fulfill its 
mission: an intensive training program for facilitators in the spring (36 hours), and a local 
implementaBon of the engagement approach with the New Performance Turku Biennale in 
September 2025. Both components were designed and led by María Villa Largacha, NPT Curator 
of Audience Engagement, a contemporary art curator and educaBon researcher with experience 
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in both Finland and LaBn America, specializing in developing audience engagement and with a 
background working with parBcipatory methods and criBcal museum pracBces. The approach to 
local publics, and the two components (training and implementaBon) was informed by her 
experiences working with varied audiences, araorms, art educators, and public venues, and a 
criBcal view of the relaBonship between art producers, narraBves, and consumers. In such view, 
engagement with communiBes needs to stop relying on impersonal communicaBon or mass 
markeBng between the insBtuBon and its potenBal new audiences. Instead, the program is 
inspired in a concepBon of contemporary art circulaBon that focuses on its creaBve 
appropriaBon by the public; it works to foster a true dialogue across different visions of 
aestheBc experience and of the world. This approach stresses three ingredients as crucial:  
 

• Create meaning together. We acknowledge the importance of providing informaBon and 
varied tools for audiences to approach the artworks. InformaBon is vital for 
understanding for example the basic grammar of visual or performaBve strategies that 
arBst work with but the public might not consider as “art” in tradiBonal terms. However, 
we also propose to create meaning together, in a dialogue where knowledge travels both 
ways. Our approach takes distance from tradiBonal art promoBon ideas focused solely 
on what the arBst or the curator intends (art literacy). It rejects the assumpBon that 
audiences are ignorant and need to acquire all the complex theorical apparatus of “art 
talk” to be able to have a meaningful experience with art or appreciate it. The program is 
successful when anyone in the public can feel welcome to events and art presentaBons 
regardless of their knowledge of specialized art discourses, and can connect them with 
their own arBsBc thinking, criBcal approach to reality, or creaBvity.  

• Deep and meaningful encounters. Looks criBcally at the cultural industry: takes a step 
away from the drive to increase art consumpBon and Bcket sales as main goals. Such 
logic oien relays on large spectacles, volume of a\endees, and inevitably fast-paced and 
shallow experiences. In contrast, the spirit of audience engagement of this program 
proposes a slow-food perspecBve: we look for means to make the experience a 
nurturing meeBng or dialogue between people and art. The approach aims for deep and 
meaningful journeys as the audience encounters art forms, arBsts, and art perspecBves; 
and we take all the Bme, material, space, flexibility, and investment needed for that to 
happen.   

• Puts the human component at the centre. Both in the support and empowerment of 
the facilitators of engagement (the ambassadors) and in fostering a real encounter 
between these facilitators and the audiences they work with, people are at the heart of 
the project. When museum guides mechanically speak following scripts of the curators, 
or try to implement pedagogical materials or acBviBes designed by someone else, the 
work may seem to be streamlined and simplified; but in truth these tools are oien 
dysfuncBonal, and the human encounter suffers as well. People at both ends of the 
exchange (‘guide’ and visitor) risk to feel their interacBon is an empty protocol: feigning 
experBse and feigning interest or comprehension. Instead, we propose facilitators to 
build dialogues they are passionate about, choosing the artworks, topics, local audiences 
and means for the engagement that they consider would best suit a meaningful 
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encounter. This requires actual creaBve work on their part and mentorship. It makes 
them the leaders of the experience and fairly compensates their labour. Every word and 
every acBvity proposed is fully owned by the facilitator, and the audience can be 
embraced by that same enthusiasm and curiosity. 

 
The program proposes these features as the only condiBons that will enable sustained 
parBcipaBon in the art scene of people who do not belong already to the art field. The gap 
between a very specialized art field (focused on elite consumpBon) and society has been 
historically huge, and it is not one that can be easily bridged by giving in to the consumpBon 
logic of mass events and entertainment. If art insBtuBons are interested in embracing larger 
society in the long term, they need to move away from tradiBonal engagement tools (heavy 
media adverBsement, developing generic didacBc materials, etc.). Instead, a real connecBon 
must be forged with local groups. They need to make long term investments training and 
supporBng professionals, and the process (and progress) might be slow. This is why the program 
was built around the figure of the ambassador as someone who is able to move between two 
very different worlds, who translates across worldviews and sensiBviBes: bringing communiBes 
into contact with art, and offering unexpected ideas for the community to reflect and create 
with. Experiences like the ones shared by the Ambassadors in the online publicaBon make 
evident that such relaBonship is rich in possibiliBes, very nurturing to all the parBes involved 
(including the arBsts) and ulBmately worth pursuing. 
 
3. The Training - Pedagogical Approach 
 
The pilot project was designed to involve a diverse group of parBcipants including art 
enthusiasts, arBsts, educators, and any acBve residents of Turku who are members of local 
communiBes (no age limits, professional skills or art experience required) and wished to engage 
with local art organizaBons and arBsBc acBviBes. The group of 16 people was selected through 
an open call requiring a simple moBvaBon le\er and commikng to receive the 36-hour training 
in English. Upon compleBon, parBcipants submi\ed audience engagement projects, received a 
cerBficaBon, and 12 of the projects were selected for possible implementaBon. In the end, 8 
people were available and hired as Audience Ambassadors for the 2025 NPT Biennale. They 
received further tutoring, as well as support from the producBon staff for logisBcs during the 
outreach of their groups and for the implementaBon.  
 
It is important to bear in mind that this was a pilot of small scale and it operated with a very 
Bght Bmeline (see fig 1.). The Biennale happens the first week of September, shortly aier the 
summer break, but the program is published only in May, when the training took place, with 
very basic informaBon about the artworks. The summer vacaBon spans two full months in 
between (June-July) where li\le or no progress can be done insBtuBonally. Whatever acBviBes 
are prepared to work in relaBon to the performances rely on a very broad connecBon to the 
arBsts poraolios and the informaBon provided at that stage, and can be tested only very quicky 
before the Biennale. 
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We worked to ensure the best preparaBon possible in the short Bme available (one month), and 
three professionals were involved: the Curator of Audience Engagement, a Local LogisBc 
Producer, and one producer. The ambassadors were hired for the work done during the month 
prior and during the Biennale week. We provided meals and snacks during the May weekend 
modules and made it out number one priority to offer the students a space for meaningful 
interacBon. We also stressed this training program was something they could use and 
appropriate for their professional development and community or educaBonal projects more 
broadly. At the same Bme, they had the prospect of compleBng the modules and building a 
proposal to get hired for the Biennale if they wished to get involved aier the summer and apply 
the learning to pracBce. 
 

 
Figure 1. 

 
The crucial profile to select the ambassadors was not then familiarity with the art form, but 
familiarity with the local context and connecBons with communiBes, as well as their desire to 
explore arBsBc ideas and moBvaBon to work with people. The call highlighted as well NPT’s aim 
to support professional and personal development through the training. It was a successful call 
because it offered educaBon and included a paid job prospect. Instead of treaBng them as 
interns or free labour, as many insBtuBons do with guides, we wanted to highlight the value we 
place on the know-how involved and the crucial creaBve and human role ambassadors play in 
making the art experience accessible and meaningful for new local publics. 
 

§ The ambassador team. The open call gathered a very diverse group of 16 Turku 
residents with professional backgrounds in the culture sector, non-formal educaBon, and 
leadership roles in community organizaBons. They were also an intergeneraBonal group: 
with a few young arBsts, 30 to 40 year-olds, and several people well into their 60s. Four 
of them were immigrants. The wide range of professional and cultural perspecBves they 
brought in supported a very rich discussions around how art moves people and 
broadens perspecBves, and helped them reflect on how to promote opportuniBes for 
intercultural inclusion. Over the Bme spent together, the group developed good personal 
connecBons and became itself a great moBvaBng force for the project. 
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• Training modules. The pilot training was given in three intensive weekends. The content 
and methods used in the training modules aimed to provide the students with the 
essenBal tools to develop and lead engagement projects, and act as bridges between art 
and local audiences of their choice. Through it, they had the opportunity to immerse 
themselves in the world of performance art, connect with the local art scene and its 
pracBBoners, and develop skills in facilitaBng meaningful interacBons through art. Last 
but not least, the training was meant as a plaaorm where they could assemble a group 
for creaBve exchange and peer support that may outlive the implementaBon. The 
content of the training was organized in 3 modules: 

o Module 1. IntroducBon of the training program, presentaBon of the New 
Performance Turku Biennale program in full (arBsts and basic informaBon of their 
proposals), and acBviBes to get to know each other. 

o Module 2. Diving deep into performance art forms and history. Due to the Bme 
constraints and the non-academic approach to engagement itself, we prioriBzed 
storytelling, visual and video examples (students were not required to read 
textbook materials) to build a more intuiBve connecBon with performance 
pracBces. Direct performaBve and embodied experimentaBon and discussion by 
the students was essenBal to unpack the art form or the grammar of the art: how 
to work with acBon, Bme, materiality, objects, interacBon, improvisaBon, scores, 
ritual, movement, parBcipaBon, etc. 

o Module 3. An immersion in pedagogical reflecBons on what is performance art 
and how to create meaningful audience engagement with it. And a workshop to 
slowly guide students in their choice of topics, audiences, and performances for 
the ideaBon of personal engagement proposals. 
 

• Local art venue visits: simultaneously, the program planned 8 visits to art venues in the 
city, coordinated by the Local LogisBc professional, Jenny Maria LaiBla, with experience 
in audience work in theater. This coordinator was fluent in Finnish and supported the 
logisBcs of the Ambassador program in the city (booking rooms, communicaBon with 
partner organizaBons for the visits, managing access of reserved spaces, supporBng the 
use of equipment and preparing materials). The venue visits were spread across 
weekdays in the evenings in May, and Ambassadors choose 4 of the venues based on 
their Bme availability and interests. This way, they were exposed to very different art 
forms, local cultural spaces (some of them included in the NPT program), and types of 
audiences.  
The venues included 8 of the 14 local art organizaBons and venues that NPT collaborates 
with: Aurinkobalek, Tehdas Theatre, Kutomo/Ehkä, Titanik gallery, Turku City Theatre, 
Turku Art Museum, Art House Turku (WAM), and Aura of Puppets. 
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Figure 2. 

 
During the visits (2 hours each) they received the basic audience experience, but the 
Curator of Audience Engagement made sure as well that they would get an insider 
presentaBon of how each of these partner venues currently works with audiences. 
InsBtuBons were asked in advance to share informaBon about the challenges they 
encounter, and what works best for them. It was an opportunity for the professionals of 
each insBtuBon to meet the ambassadors personally, build a connecBon with them, and 
visibilize and reflect on their own pedagogical pracBces and public programs. 

 
These training modules proposed for the pilot respond to several needs and constraints proper 
of a fesBval event that presents new works, and works that are by nature ephemeral. 
Contemporary art performances are by definiBon unexpected, open-ended, even to the arBsts 
themselves; and in the case of NPT, the art events are developed in the months preceding the 
Biennale. This poses a challenge for audience engagement work that art galleries and theatres 
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do not normally have because they know in advance all the details and final form of the 
artworks presented.  
 
On the other hand, performance art works with very parBcular strategies known to the insiders 
and experts, but li\le understood by the broad public (which oien has very limited exposure to 
it, or only knows very controversial works that might have made the news in the past decades 
for their harsh or daring aestheBcs). Even for many people who regularly a\end music, dance, 
theatre and visual art events, “performance art” does not tell much. But we cannot expect to 
pack what a professional arBst learns in four years, or a lifeBme (and all the complicated terms 
of art history and theory) into our exchange with the audience. If anything, art discourses are 
likely to make people withdraw and shy away from conversaBon, not get involved. So how can 
we work with new audiences?  
 
The Audience Ambassador method of engagement proposed in the modules brought the 
general vision of audience engagement menBoned above to pracBcal applicaBon. It translated 
the ideas into tools for the concrete encounter between facilitator and their groups: 
 

• Engaging the whole being, not just the intellect: Engagement needs to be supported on 
a rich experience, not solely on providing informaBon. As educaBonal research and 
museum studies have shown for decades, people engage and learn in very personal 
ways when relaBng with artworks, events and informaBon more generally. Therefore, a 
good engagement strategy needs to have different entry points and use varied modes of 
a\enBon at different moments, including the verbal, but also the sensorial, problem 
solving, and interacBon (see fig. 3). The more the merrier. That way facilitators can be 
flexible and responsive to their groups and to unpredictable performances. 

 
• The focus is the audience: The aim of audience engagement is not to praise the 

artworks. And the quesBon of matching the art to personal taste is a complicated trap. 
Instead of liking or disliking, discussing if something is art or not, the focus is to find out 
what the experience of the artwork suggests, the memories it triggers, the issues it is 
trying to address. That allows to explore what the work gives to members of the 
audience (and the world) personally and collecBvely. In fact, an unconvincing or 
quesBonable work can be the beginning of very interesBng discussion about life, art, and 
what ma\ers to people, and a provocaBon for their own creaBve exploraBons. Audience 
engagement is designed therefore to open pockets of creaBve, low-threshold, and 
criBcal responses to the artworks. 

 
• Discovering together: We prepare well (with informaBon and with well-thought and 

tested creaBve acBviBes) and we enter a collecBve process with the audience. In it, we 
prioriBze what builds an interesBng dialogue between the specific artworks and 
audience members we encounter. Just like a musician that is ready to do a master 
improvisaBon and enjoys the thrill of discovering what resonates with their audience. 
We are ready for happy accidents to surprise us. If something doesn’t work we are 
interested to understand why; the learning happens regardless. 
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What is engagement? How does it happen? These are quesBons that have long been studied by 
social sciences, psychology, educaBon, and cultural industries. For this program, we presented a 
summary of these different approaches, understandings of cultural experience, and theories of 
learning that are important to take the guiding ideas menBoned here to pracBce (figs. 3 and 4). 
These approaches helped ambassadors reflect on the type of experience they could propose to 
the audience, and to be aware of the different tools available to open a space of collecBve 
reflecBon and experimentaBon with their groups.  
 

    
Figure 3.                                                                                                  Figure 4. 

 
 
The basic raBonale of the approach was to go beyond fast consumpBon of the art event and 
open up Bme for personal and collecBve reflecBon, and space for real parBcipaBon. Audience 
engagement is not primarily about adverBsement or lecturing, but about storytelling and taking 
the Bme to unpack the mystery each of the works presented might hold, to explore personal 
connecBons with it. Engagement is based on creaBng real and open-ended dialogues with the 
community and the artworks. It is a two-way bridge where art event must find who the public 
is, and the public must move out of the comfort zone of consumers giving “likes”, and get 
involved. 
 
Engagement proposals. Ambassadors were oriented to create acBviBes and guiding quesBons 
that would help them unpack NPT performances with their groups as they happened (based on 
the topics of the works, the target communiBes, and the ambassador interests). They were also 
expected to explore different forms of percepBon, expression and interacBon, inspired in the 
acBviBes given in the modules. Finally, knowing some of them had limited experience 
facilitaBng or teaching, we focussed on facilitaBon exercises. That way, the group reflected on 
the skills of a facilitator, how to work with quesBons that support dialogue, and how to create a 
balanced flow that doesn’t overwhelm people but incorporates breathers and keeps them 
interested. 
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The emphasis for the design of the engagement proposals was creaBng a good themaBc flow 
that would connect several performances of the program meaningfully, and would have all 
these components working well. We aimed to tune them to concrete potenBal target groups: 
children, teenagers, reBred adults, family groups, specialized or academic audience, hobby 
groups, minority communiBes, neighborhood associaBons, student collecBves, school groups, 
etc. The proposals were outlined in English for team discussion and feedback (English is also the 
working language of NPT as internaBonal event). However, all informaBon of the NPT program 
and the pilot was given in Finnish and Swedish as well in online press, and ambassadors were 
free to work in the language of their choice based on their communiBes: most of them worked 
in Finnish, one in English, and another in French. 
 
At the end of the training modules, students were given over a week to submit their wri\en 
proposals. CerBficaBon of the training was provided to everyone compleBng 80% of a\endance 
and submikng a proposal. NPT team received 14 proposals that were considered from many 
angles for implementaBon: the appeal of the topic proposed; a good fit between performances, 
topics and potenBal groups; feasibility and material needs. ConsideraBons on ethical and social 
dynamics required by the acBviBes designed were also important: ensuring that the topics and 
performances chosen were amenable to people not acquainted with the medium and generally 
age appropriate; creaBng low-threshold acBviBes abut also ones promoBng safe spaces for 
parBcipants of different groups. The Curator of Audience Engagement provided detailed 
pedagogical feedback to all of them, and NPT staff accepted 12 proposals to move on to the 
next phase. This last feedback round was an important ingredient for the learning process itself, 
and in the case of ambassadors that could not conBnue to the next phase, it allowed them sBll 
to get insights on their proposals and encouragement to conBnue developing them in different 
contexts. Due to different personal circumstances of the students (Bme availability one of 
them), only 8 of the proposals were finally implemented in the fall. 
 
In sum, with the approach adopted to engagement there were no one-size-fit-all formulas or 
pre-defined pedagogical materials. It led to very customized acBviBes, fully situated in context 
and responsive to groups. In the process of experimentaBon and dialogue we had, and the 
feedback loops between peers and with the Curator of audience engagement, the ambassadors 
also were able to test in pracBce how concrete strategies drive conversaBon or creaBvity with 
people in varied direcBons, how to work with simple materials, and how to unpack what is 
happening in the performances themselves collecBvely. We rehearsed together how to creaBng 
a safe zone for exploraBon, disagreement, storytelling and imagining.  
 
In the long term the training also allowed ambassadors to apply these same tools to other 
contexts and artworks and engage with different communiBes meaningfully. Art insBtuBons can 
be working with very different art forms, but regardless of those, true engagement is the result 
of building an actual relaBonship where the insBtuBon is both learning about social groups and 
their sensiBviBes, gekng close to them, opening space for experimentaBon for educators and 
for the audience, and able as well to teach these potenBal new communiBes how to approach 
contemporary art forms it works with.  
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4. Audience Work in the New Performance Biennale 
 
At the end of the summer, contracts were draied and a team of 8 ambassadors was 
incorporated to the NPT Biennale staff, and producBon meeBngs were organized to understand 
the operaBon of the Biennale, locaBons and logisBcs more clearly. Introducing the proposals to 
the general program meant that producBon had to accommodate the audience groups 
alongside other pracBcal needs, for example, reserving parallel spaces to host short workshops, 
or booking advanced Bckets, and buying materials and snacks for the acBviBes. Each 
ambassador was tasked to bring two audience groups (5 to 10 people) with them to the 
Biennale and a\end several performances with them. 
 
August: Outreach and prepara;on 
 
For a full month Ambassadors started doing the outreach process to find and confirm their 
audience groups. NPT producBon team entered to support them in this process and support 
with press to reach audiences when ambassadors were not already connected to them. We had 
stressed the importance of having a connecBon with communiBes or building it throughout the 
summer, but progress in many of the projects was very slow because they required insBtuBonal 
mediaBon and insBtuBons were closed for the season. And in some cases, the members of 
many communiBes were sBll away during August. 
 
One month soon proved to be a very short Bme for this work. ambassadors invested several 
hours sending emails, calling insBtuBons, and adverBsing their ideas in different online 
channels, but the response was rather disappoinBng. In the case of ambassadors who worked 
with acquaintances and communiBes they were already part of the results were much be\er 
and the preparaBon process smoother.  
  
On the other hand, the ambassadors were tutored in on one-on one meeBngs to check many 
pedagogical aspects of the proposals, as well as many pracBcal issues with the support of 
producers and the Local LogisBc Producer. We organized also full-day teaser sessions to test and 
give feedback pedagogical ideas, facilitaBon styles, and acBviBes. These proved to be very 
enriching, fun and empowering for the ambassadors individually and as a team. We also 
followed up on the outreach process of each of them, guiding them on how to drai invitaBons. 
We suggested to frame these invitaBons as a journey of collec:ve discovery with art where 
performances were an important part, but not the ul:mate goal. Several ambassadors were 
quite proacBve and generous supporBng each other in this process, leading those with e.g. 
be\er digital skills to support those who had limited knowledge of the tools and plaaorms.  
 
September: Biennale Week 
 
The internaBonal New Performance Turku Biennale took place in Turku from 2–7 September 
2025, presenBng works by 25 arBsts. The Biennale’s theme, On the Threshold, reflected on 
transformaBon, embodiment and survival in a world shaped by ecological grief, social crises, 
and shiiing idenBBes. This ediBon of NPT was an exercise in understanding the Bme we live in 
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—a moment of unprecedented transiBon that is at once disorienBng, uncertain, and full of 
possibility. Stepping into this transiBonal space, the arBsts shared their ways of navigaBng a 
changing reality through contemporary rituals. They presented acBons that examined the 
tensions of our Bme and opened unexpected connecBons to help us make sense of where we 
are today. The performances invited people to face the mulBple crises we are not just 
witnessing but inherently part of —and to pause, parBcipate, and open space for reflecBon. 
How do we care for ourselves and each other as power structures shii? Can history offer 
direcBon? And how can society respond to profound and inevitable change? 
 
In this context, audience ambassadors were introduced publicly in the general program in the 
opening as a novel iniBaBve and vital part of NPT investment in a deeper long-term connecBon 
with the city. Within the general theme, On the threshold, the ambassadors represented the 
threshold between performance art and society —a space of surprise, discussion and 
enjoyment. But also a team willing to invesBgate what experimental and unusual art proposals 
can give to everyone in society, regardless of background or profession; invested in learning 
what varied local communiBes have to say about art, and creaBng tools to facilitate resonance 
and parBcipaBon. Finally, we stressed they have a vital role parBcularly today, when the art 
sector needs society to be fully aware of its value and protect its existence. 
 
The Biennale’s program was structured around five themaBc clusters: Ecological Threshold, 
Social Jus:ce and Power, ShiCing Iden::es and Transformed Bodies, Technology and Specula:ve 
Futures, and Contemporary Rituals. The fully-packed program of performances spread through 
11 different locaBons around Turku’s centre and Aura river. In parallel, the program of 
ambassador acBviBes unfolded with their groups with the support of the NPT staff.  
 
Several elements need to be highlighted about the implementaBon: 
 

• A support structure. Ambassadors effecBvely worked as a team throughout the week, 
sharing informaBon about their acBviBes and someBmes joining each other’s work. We 
made sure they had a home base space with a working area and a kitchen located right 
in the centre (the Mielenterveysyhdistys ITU space, an organizaBon dedicated to 
supporBng mental health). There materials and the snacks for their parBcipants would 
be picked up there or ready for them to host the groups. We also booked spaces where 
they could comfortably spend Bme with before or aier watching the performances, in 
the same venues, to develop acBviBes. Ambassadors were welcome to a\end all the 
events and gatherings of the Biennale. As the stories wrote by them in the online 
publicaBon a\est, all these preparaBons allowed for the process of meeBng the groups 
to flow organically and for newcomers to feel warmly welcomed into a local arBsBc 
community. They also had the permanent support presence either of the Curator of 
Audience Engagement or the Local LogisBc Producer while they facilitated.  

 
• Visibility and recogni;on. As part of the general programming, the Biennale hosted a 

dedicated event, the Coffee and Cakes with Ambassadors at Bar Ö, where each of them 
gave a short presentaBon of their proposals and experiences for the professional guests 
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of NPT (including curators, arBsts, and cultural managers of varied fesBvals around the 
globe). This was an important moment to make the audience engagement staff 
appropriately visible and recognized in their role and the important value created 
through their iniBaBve. They were also invited to the closure of the Biennale in Ruisalo 
island, to enjoy sauna, swimming, drinks and food with NPT staff, connecBng firther with 
the internaBonal group of arBsts and professionals. In sum, we made sure that the 
ambassadors were included in the most important events that enable arBsBc exchange 
and entering the extended network and the temporal community that NPT nurtures in 
each ediBon. 

 
• Storytelling the impact. The impact of a pilot such as this is not adequately shown by 

numbers. Rather than aiming to bring large groups of audience. Our stakes lay in a 
deeper experiment: changing the way we relate to audiences; discovering if we could 
open real connecBons with complete strangers to these art forms. This is why the 
evaluaBon of the impact focusses on wriBng stories of what happened and what 
happened with each group. The impact is qualitaBve. We also wanted ambassadors to 
be vocal about the shortcomings of the process, and to make sense of the overall 
experience as a collecBve learning experience. The stories received feedback and 
editorial support from the Curator of Audience Engagement, this Bme to encourage a 
rich reflecBve process (instead of producing dry and impersonal insBtuBonal reports). 
Publishing them is a way to make visible the creaBve work, investment, and resilience of 
the ambassadors, and to give inspiraBonal examples of the concrete yet simple 
strategies that can render beauBful results with groups. 

 
 
5. Discoveries and Outcomes 
 
What worked well 
 

• The open call. The response to the open call was very good to find versaBle, experienced 
and moBvated professionals working in the vicinity of the arts in Turku, and with very 
varied profiles. The call circulated on NPT social media and was sent as well to local civil 
organizaBons. It had a good balance between offering training and a job opportunity, 
and it communicated the value of the work well, considering most people registering 
had li\le or no idea what performance art was when they signed up. The drop-out rate 
was the expected (due to the specificity of the work and people’s job and personal 
situaBons changing over the summer). The size of the final group (8) was ideal for the 
pilot, which aimed originally for 10 people hired. 

• The pedagogical approach. Judging from the proposals received and the stories wri\en 
aier implementaBon, it is evident that the ambassadors understood and appropriated 
the engagement method in very personal and interesBng ways. The stories are 
demonstrate what this method can create in pracBce and how deep and rewarding the 



 15 

experience can be both for the facilitators and for their groups, despite the pracBcal 
challenges that some of them had. Both the conversaBons and the creaBve moments 
with the groups, show the rich potenBal that lies in proposing acBviBes to unpack the 
works and giving Bme and a\enBon to members of the public to explore their thoughts 
and the art forms. Disagreement was used as a sign that we are onto something 
important, and being okay with it helped broaden people’s perspecBves on art, the 
world and themselves. Welcoming divergent points of view proved to be a place of 
producBve and fun collecBve invesBgaBon for many of the groups. Or how the Local 
LogisBc Producer put it “audience ambassadors can break down hierarchies and 
prejudices and encourage everyone to expose themselves to art experiences that, at their 
best, can awaken, inspire, and change their own behavior in a more construc:ve way."  

• The training modules. Ambassadors had a remarkable learning curve, considering how 
many skills were required for the training and later for the proposals to work. Several of 
them showed an impressive sense of commitment to the project. They were resourceful 
pracBcally, showed solidarity, and found themselves to be part of a group that saw and 
appreciated their human, intellectual, and arBsBc contribuBons. One of them, a senior 
ciBzen, said in her feedback: “It had been interes:ng to use this much English. I never use 
my English, there’s no opportuni:es but only when travelling in a country which own 
language I can’t. And it's quite demanding  —made me, my brain, so :red. But it has 
been surprise for me how friendly and nice everybody has been.  My experience in 
theatre and dance is that there is a lot of not so nice things. I was a liSle bit afraid if and 
stressed about that beforehand. I feel now that I have got several new friends and I hope 
the connec:on will be kept. I don’t know if I am accepted but I hope I am. NPT has been a 
wonderful experience for me. I am thankful I was part of it all.” 

• Team building and expanding networks. Some of the ambassadors have conBnued 
meeBng aier the fall both socially and started collaboraBng professionally in 2026. To 
other ambassadors, immigrants recently coming to Turku, the program was also a way to 
get to know the city and the local art scene and expand their professional connecBons 
and possibiliBes. People from Turku, in turn, reconnected or found new local art and 
culture spaces they were surprised about and have conBnued to a\end since. 

One ambassador later said in the feedback: “I would very much like to con:nue this 
work... Indeed, many of us have begun to open and push doors, to build a 
communica:on network with ins:tu:ons to promote these ac:ons. For my part, I have 
received posi:ve feedback and most people have shown interest in these proposals. But 
these new ac:ons require :me and coordina:on in order to iden:fy and understand each 
other's poten:ally different perspec:ves, find common ground, and build trust to jump in 
something new or unexpected.”  

• The venue visits. Happening in parallel to the classroom work of the modules, these 
visits were an important anchor in the reality of audience work. Ambassadors praised 
how enjoyable it was to do these visits together, and said these allowed them to 
discover new spaces locally they didn’t know existed. They also gained a strong sense of 
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the extent to which cultural spaces shape interacBon, and how widely varied audiences 
approach venues and art forms in the city for different reasons and require different 
engagement strategies.  

• New audiences. The ambassadors brought in two groups each, visiBng several 
performances. Together, they contributed a total of 107 a\endees who were enBrely 
new to performance art in the city. Both very young (teenagers with limited exposure to 
contemporary dance, stage or experimental arts), senior ciBzens (who had not seen 
anything of the sort and were highly surprised by the works), and people from different 
walks of life. Some of them traveled long distances to meet in Turku and a\end the 
event. Many declared they wanted to conBnue a\ending fesBvals like this in the future, 
and one of the groups in effect did that later, in Kuopio. 

• Empowerment and human connec;on: When asked in an anonymous feedback form 
“What made this program memorable or a learning opportunity for you? Has NPT given 
you something valuable for your personal or professional development?”  Some of them 
answered: 

“The people!! But also the visits to different art organisa:ons, learning something new 
about performance art, just a general all round amazing, fun, educa:onal, enjoyable 
experience. It's been a great personal AND professional opportunity. A real highlight of 
2025 for me” 

Others highlight the impact of the program it in their stories:  

"My sister said that one of the best things about the day was to see me so dedicated and 
passionate about this performance art thing, and facilita:ng the workshops; how I and 
all the other ambassadors believed in what we were doing and were so enthusias:c 
about it, owning the material that we were delivering. I am sure this is due to the way in 
which María Villa had designed the audience ambassador approach so that it was not 
based on praising the performances art pieces per se. Instead, we were guided to design 
our ac:vi:es and group calls according to our own interests and passions in rela:on to 
the NPT programme. … Then both her and my mom said they really want to go to see 
more contemporary art in general, even if they felt it was "so weird... we are such normal 
people!” … They went to see the An: Fes:val in Kuopio the following week. And 
aCerwards my sister was expressing how she felt they had been missing out on this 
scene. "Like, what the hell is going on?” 

 

Challenges and limita;ons of the pilot 

• Outreach difficul;es. We had hoped and suggested ambassadors to reach to 
communiBes they knew closely, but several of them wanted to work with communiBes 
they were inspired by, and gekng in touch with those communiBes and persuading 
them to come to the Biennale was not easy. We cauBoned not to rely on internet posts 
for registraBons, but reaching new people in person in August was as difficult as gekng 
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them to sign up online. In the end, in many of the proposals it was personal connecBons 
that saved the day. When those connecBons showed up even if unsure about their 
a\endance, they clicked with the acBviBes and the performances and results were good. 
In hindsight, it seems clear we should have put more work Bme of the NPT staff to forge 
the bridges with communiBes and educaBonal insBtuBons earlier and directly, and lay 
the ground for a smoother approach by ambassadors later.  
One of the ambassadors expressed this also: “I think the produc:on team could inform 
people about the workshops - and get the par:cipants to the groups. That is the way to 
keep the info of different workshops equal and clear. I think that trying to find people  —
anyone, please, someone!— to workshops was such a different and really hard process, 
something far away from the workshop work itself”.  
That said, working through personal networks with local communiBes rather than 
insBtuBonal channels is actually central to the program's logic. The challenge is giving 
ambassadors enough Bme and support to acBvate them. 

• Ins;tu;onal connec;ons. Partly due to the Bme of the year (August) and partly due to 
novelty of the idea, the responses of local organizaBons, schools and communiBes were 
slow or negaBve. This was very disappoinBng and discouraging for ambassadors, who 
generally had no experience in this type of outreach. Some of them were quite 
resourceful and asserBve to get their proposals through. The basic lesson is the 
Ambassador Program needs to build and nurture these connecBons long in advance of 
the Biennale year to make the process smoother and build insBtuBonal trust in what is 
offered. 

• Timeline. The availability of the funding and the Biennale schedule itself were too 
compressed. Future implementaBons will benefit from acquiring funding and starBng 
training in the gap year, and preparing insBtuBonal connecBons with the direcBves of 
e.g. schools or community organizaBons way in advance. This will allow new 
ambassadors to make proposals within a partnership or collaboraBve framework where 
they are trusted, so their groups can be arranged more reliably and smoothly. 

• Time investment of ambassadors. The esBmaBon of Bme investment for the training 
should be adjusted. The pedagogical approach requires (and the ambassador students 
were eager to have) more hours of experimentaBon, rehearsal and collaboraBve acBvity 
design.  
The esBmaBon of Bme and payment for the Biennale work would be adequate if the 
right interinsBtuBonal work is laid out in advance. They could also benefit from a module 
that helps them in the local outreach process to connect to new communiBes, which 
requires reaching communiBes in person (part of the approach insists that online adds 
have very li\le impact, but today people very easily default to these).  

• Logis;cs. LogisBcs were demanding for the planning, especially considering the Biennale 
is spread out in the city and calculaBng Bme moving from one venue to another, plus 
arranging snacks and materials, was tricky someBmes. The process was smooth for most 
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ambassadors, but on the producBon side managing group acBviBes in parallel to the 
packed programming was novel and, in some cases complex to plan. 

• Ar;s;c surprises. AcBviBes and discussion topics were planned based on limited 
informaBon available about each performance. Unexpected elements in the 
performances are always part of the experience of a performance fesBval and what 
makes it interesBng for the audience, and are directly related to the high arBsBc 
freedom of performance and Live Art forms themselves. Proposals needed to account 
for that flexibility, but in some cases the surprises really changed the situaBon for the 
ambassador and they had to improvise on the go. As the stories a\est, the ambassadors 
were actually quite good at adjusBng, and overall, our priority with the audience was 
sustained: groups found their voice was heard, even when they were disconcerted by 
the artworks, and conversaBons drove unexpected personal reflecBons. A criBcal 
conversaBon was not just possible, but encouraged and fruiaul. 

 
Feedback 
 

• From the audience: members of the audience groups spend several hours in the 
Biennale having joint acBviBes and a\ending the works (in some cases full days), and 
interlocking moments of rest or walks, the ambassadors were able to keep them 
engaged and moBvated. People expressed surprise and delight at being received and 
hosted in such a careful way. Even if the art was strange to many of them, shocking even, 
it was expressed over and over that these events were very interesBng and gave them 
many things to think about. As the stories show, numerous memories, emoBons and 
personal stories acBvated, and the ambassadors supported a collecBve reflecBon and 
sense of trust between strangers that is hard to come by. The space for dialogue was 
praised as a safe and engaging thing to be part of, which is parBcularly relevant within a 
rather quiet Finnish culture: people tend to not discuss works openly during events, let 
alone their personal views, and are generally shy to voice criBcal opinions.  
 
The acBve engagement and a\enBon given to them were crucial as well, as one 
ambassador said: “People were most excited about doing something crea:ve themselves 
and being open-minded about trying something new. People were most grateful for 
being cared for with food and good communica:on. I have observed that one person 
already started applying one of the communica:on techniques I used to engage with the 
group in their own work!”. 
 

• From the ar;sts and art professionals. The pilot was welcomed with curiosity and 
appreciated as a daring proposal. People in the field recognized the importance of this 
iniBaBve and the need for fesBvals to be proacBve and more audience aware. They saw 
the importance of creaBng parBcipatory strategies, hear back and learn from the public 
as a clear step into more sustainable arBsBc pracBces. ArBsts whose performances were 
chosen by ambassadors to work with were very interested in the group acBviBes and 
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curious about the recepBon of the works. It suggested also possibiliBes of exchange that 
are very rare for them as creators. 

 
• From the ambassadors: As evidenced in the results of the anonymous feedback form 

(see fig. 5) the content and methods of the training and local venue visits were highly 
appreciated. However, several ambassadors noted that the training should be much 
longer, allowing for a slower process to take informaBon in, and more opportuniBes for 
experimentaBon. Some expressed it was cogniBvely demanding (due to the amount of 
informaBon as well as working in English). Many praised the support received all 
throughout by their peers, the Curator of Audience Engagement, and the Local LogisBc 
Producer of the visits. 
The outreach process was perceived as stressful and too compressed by several of them, 
parBcularly those who were newcomers to Turku and did not have extensive 
communiBes to work with or many local acquaintances. The feedback evaluaBon given 
at the end, however, shows a clear overall saBsfacBon with the program: “This 
programme provided me with a very useful theore:cal introduc:on to building learning 
rela:onships. It opened up new perspec:ves and reminded me of good prac:ces. It has 
provided me with new tools from the field of performance arts to promote crea:vity in 
art sensibilisa:on-‘educa:ve’ programmes.”  
 
Another ambassador wrote in her story: “Very diverse people were par:cipa:ng in the 
training, and I quickly saw that being open-minded was a common treat in the group. 
María Villa used innova:ve pedagogical approaches such as ac:va:ng par:cipa:on, 
learning by doing, and reflexivity. She guided us to develop thoughts, delivered rich 
informa:on, and encouraged us to freely create our own space in the world of 
performance. Weekends flew one aCer the another, and in our last mee:ng we draCed 
our proposals. María took us step by step logically from zero to something holis:c. 
Before I knew it, I had the concept of what I wanted to do, who was my audience, and to 
which performances I would like to connect my work.”  
 
The feedback form was also sent to cerBfied ambassadors who were not able to take the 
job and implement their proposals for one reason or another. One of them, who showed 
up for the whole Biennale as audience member, said: “Even if I didn’t quite perform, I 
found the training programme very interes:ng and useful, as well as entertaining. Not to 
men:on the biennale week itself!

💋

” 
 
Anonymous Feedback  
 
At the end of the implementaBon, Ambassadors were asked to express their saBsfacBon with 
the different components of the pilot. The form was sent to the 14 students compleBng the 
training. We received 7 responses from the ones hired and 2 from those who only took the 
training. The form included short open-ended quesBons (some the answers have been 
incorporated above to this summary) as well as numerical evaluaBon. 
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We asked them to grade their saBsfacBon with the program on many fronts, in a scale from 1 
(lowest saBsfacBon/disagreement, to 5 (highest saBsfacBon /full agreement): 
 

• Training Program (3 weekend Modules with lectures and workshops) 
• Art Venue visits in Turku (NPT partner insBtuBons and their audience work) 
• Pedagogical support received in the development of your strategy. 
• CoordinaBon and communicaBon of pracBcal ma\ers by NPT staff was clear and 

opportune 
• ProducBon and logisBc support received (for preparaBon in August and implementaBon 

in Biennale week) 
• Personal experience doing the engagement with your groups (regardless of how many 

people you got) 
• The NPT Biennale week experience itself (performances and hangouts) 
• Team work, mutual support, and feeling included in NPT 
• Do you feel your work and Bme investment were well compensated by NPT? 
• Did valuable personal, professional, or social connecBons come out of the program? 

 
The overall saBsfacBon was high across the different quesBons. Results were very similar in 
most aspects evaluated, so we present here only the average responses.  

 

Figure 5. 
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Where the ambassadors were most criBcal was in their percepBon of producBon tasks; some 
explicitly noted the importance of NPT addressing producBon challenges for the group 
recruitment more directly. For two of them the training was demanding cogniBvely (the volume 
of informaBon to parse through and having to work in English). Finally, for one ambassador the 
venue visits were not so interesBng, and the actual work with performance art and the Biennale 
wasn’t as enjoyable as they had imagined. 
 

6. Conclusions 

A pilot is a small-scale, Bme-limited test of a concept or intervenBon designed to assess 
feasibility, idenBfy obstacles, and generate learning before commikng to full implementaBon. 
Its purpose is not to succeed enBrely but to produce evidence about what works, what does 
not, and what condiBons need to be ensured for the full-scale version to funcBon. A pilot is 
supposed to surface structural tensions and unexpected challenges. 

This report on the different components and implementaBon of the 2025 Audience Ambassador 
Pilot shows that innovaBon in audience engagement work in experimental arts in general is not 
just possible but worth pursuing. The project takes a leap in audience development pedagogy 
away from usual markeBng outreach and didacBsm. Instead, it embraces facilitaBon-as-
translaBon, mulBmodal engagement, and community embeddedness.  
 
However, the project also reveals structural tensions that should be addressed in future 
iteraBons. Perhaps the most important tension is between insBtuBonal Bmelines and 
community relaBonship-building: deep community engagement requires building trust and 
happens through repeated interacBon. In contrast, performance programming of new material 
follows the creaBve process Bmelines of individual art pracBBoners. On top of that, 
performance art is widely open-ended, parBcularly hard to package for consumpBon. The 2025 
implementaBon makes clear that the preparaBon for this type of intervenBon with the audience 
requires more Bme and insBtuBonal cooperaBon to lower the threshold for parBcipaBon.  
 
The pedagogical approach stayed true to this arBsBc freedom and unpredictability and tried to 
work with it. We started by recognizing (and adequately compensaBng) the crucial creaBve role 
and labor of the ambassador in forging a relaBvely autonomous space between the artworks 
and the audience. The ambassador became the guarantor of that flexibility as performances 
unfolded in unexpected ways. As the stories make evident, this improvisaBonal skill is not easy 
to embrace, but it has proved to be a graBfying experiment that empowered many of them. 
 
Beyond the Bmeline challenges, a second tension occurs between scaling up and depth of the 
engagement. The Audience Ambassador Pilot put significant resources in supporBng a relaBvely 
small group of audience. Yet its merit lies not in drawing numbers instantly up, but in what the 
pilot revealed about the engagement and the opening of curiosity that many members of the 
public experienced, which might have a ripple effect over several implementaBons. Making the 
audience experiences visible through the stories will also contribute to help new audiences 
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envision what an event like NPT can offer them beyond the pa\erns of more tradiBonal cultural 
consumpBon.  
 
As the stories in the publicaBon show, engagement proposals can mobilize local connecBons 
and create spaces of encounter and reflecBon about the art events that are meaningful for 
audiences (tradiBonal and new ones) by giving them visibility and listening to what they have to 
say. But it also opens up the repertoire of art experiences they might seek and resonate with in 
the future. To art pracBBoners, it provides a window on what the art experience does to people, 
how it communicates (or not!), beyond the strict art codes of the field, and how people may 
appropriate its content and respond creaBvely to it. To the art organizaBon, the program shows 
how invesBng in a team and adequately supporBng and compensaBng the labor of the audience 
workers can translate into built capacity for sustained work around art events, as well as into 
promising local collaboraBons between art workers. 
 
The project's strength is not resolving these tensions but making them visible and workable. 
Aier this pilot implementaBon, we believe a well-supported ambassadors cohort model where 
local ambassadors could learn together over Bme, in tandem with varied art venues and art 
forms in the city, holds great potenBal to build long-term dialogues with communiBes. 
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