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I probably thought when I was younger that people from other countries aren't that nice… 

And then when you actually get to know them, it feels like they're no different from anybody else. 

-Participant- 

 

INTRODUCTION 

The Northern Irish Context 

In recent years, the conflict in Northern Ireland has dissipated through various diplomatic 

and social means, and society has entered into a post-conflict period. As a response to post-

conflict Northern Ireland, initiatives have been implemented such as the European Union’s 

Special Support Programme for Peace and Reconciliation (EUSSPPR), which has 

contributed over €1 billion to ameliorating “structural and social/psychological dimensions of 

the conflict” (Racioppi & O'Sullivan See, 2007, pg. 362).  Currently, the EUSSPPR is in its 

third wave of funding for 2014-2020 budgeting an estimated €333 million with two objectives: 

Reconciling Communities and Contributing to a Shared Society (Community Arts 

Partnership, 2015).  Considering the extensive investments made to promote peace, there is 

a dire need for robust evidence into what actually works and why. 

 

Bottom-up Peacebuilding 

The phenomenon of peace is often explained in a top-down approach and to follow suite 

peace initiatives have tended to be implemented in a similar manner.  In recent decades, 

academics and practitioners have shifted toward a decentralized, multi-tiered, bottom-up 

approach (Lederach, 1997).  An often overlooked and underestimated bottom-up approach 

is the arts in the peacebuilding process. They provide a dynamic platform for peacebuliding 

considering their intra-personal, inter-personal and communal nature (Lederach, 2005).  

Bergh & Sloboda (2010) review various ways that music is used in conflict transformation, 

such as multicultural events/concerts whose aim is to create awareness around certain 

conflicts or to build bridges across conflict lines, joint exhibitions or music recordings 

whereby different groups/communities collaborate toward a common artistic goal, varying 

approaches to art, music, and drama therapy for victims of trauma and conflict, and the use 

of music in mediation processes. Shank & Schirch (2008, pg. 229-230) also list a wide-array 

of arts-based peacebuilding projects including but not limited to spoken word, hiphop, 

documentary filmmaking, public murals, installation art, chants, movement therapy, rituals, 

arts education, and so on.  

While the arts hold great peacebuilding potential, according to Racioppi & O'Sullivan See 

(2007) the EUSSPPR in Northern Ireland only includes two arts-related projects.  In an effort 

to bring more awareness to the dynamic potential of projects that intersect the arts and 

peacebuilding, the current study focuses on said intersection and its potential psychosocial 



 

 

benefits for participants.   The field of arts and peacebuilding is thriving in practice and yet 

stunted in research.   Academic pioneers in this field hail from various disciplines, and while 

they differ in theory and methodology, they do seem to agree on three points (Bergh, 2007; 

Bergh, 2008; Bergh & Sloboda, 2010; Koshland, Wilson, & Wittaker, 2004; Lance, 2012; 

Lederach, 2005; Pettan, 2010; Shank & Schirch, 2008; Zelizer, 2003).  First, they agree that 

the arts and peacebuilding should be tackled with a multidisciplinary perspective. Second, 

they agree that there is a grave lack of evidence-based initiatives in the field. Third, they 

reference that the programmes that do exist are often implemented ad hoc without strong 

theoretical underpinnings. The current study addresses these three points by: adopting a 

multidisciplinary perspective, expanding the evidence-base from a psychological 

perspective, and lastly, examining the theoretical underpinnings and potential benefits of one 

particular programme in Northern Ireland that merges art and peacebuilding.  

               

 

The Lens: Ecology of Childhood Development 

 According to Bronfenbrenner (1993), children develop in multi-layered ecological 

systems; they are not isolated in time, nor immune to the influence of those around them. 

Research shows that often these environmental factors have just as much of an influence on 

development as biological factors and/or genetic traits (NSCDC, 2015; Rutter, 2012). In 

Bronfenbrenner’s (1993) theory, children are surrounded by five concentric systems: the 

micro-, meso-, exo-, macro-, and chrono-systems. For example, the microsystem includes 

anyone/thing with direct impact on child’s development such as family, peers, and school 

environment; on the other hand, the chronosystem refers to the child’s overarching historical 

context, such as the influence of exactly when and where in history this child exists. In this 

study, the individual ecology of each participant is taken into account and is considered a 

crucial factor in data collection and analysis. 

 

Previous Studies 

Due to the multidisciplinary nature of the current study, previous research is drawn from 

contact theory, intercultural understanding (ICU), and arts-based peacebuilding (ABP). 

Contact theory, surprisingly under-represented in the field of ABP, is based namely on 

theories by Allport (1954) and Pettigrew (1998) and posits that when out-groups and in-

groups come into contact there is a reduction in prejudice between groups.  Allport (1954) 

suggests that for successful intergroup contact both in- and out-groups must have common 

goals, the support of authorities, and equal status; they must cooperate toward those goals 

and must be engaged in casual, ongoing interaction.  Two studies with adolescents in 

Northern Ireland illuminate the benefits of cross-community programs as well as areas for 



 

 

improvement.  In a quantitative study, Turner et al. (2013) found intergroup contact reduced 

prejudice and increased positive intergroup relationships for schoolchildren. Additionally, 

Tomovska’s (2010, pg. 133) qualitative study found that children in cross-community 

programmes desired a more relaxed, positive atmosphere to ‘help them get more personal 

information about each other’.   

Tomovska’s findings are similar to those of a systematic review of intercultural 

understanding (ICU) programmes in schools (Walton, Priest, & Paradies, 2013); both 

emphasizing the quality of relationships formed by participants.  The review included 70 

studies from 2000-2012. In their findings, they write that “only building cultural knowledge 

and cultural awareness can have little if any effect on attitudes or behaviours” (Walton, 

Priest, & Paradies, 2013, pg. 185). Instead, for true long-term intercultural understanding to 

take place, participants need to form prolonged, personal connections in a positive, 

supportive environment ‘in ways that are meaningful and relevant to students’ lives’ (Walton, 

Priest, & Paradies, 2013, pg. 185).    

Lastly, there are many studies investigating the effectiveness of ABP yet typically from a 

non-psychological perspective (Bergh, 2007; Bergh, 2008; Bergh & Sloboda, 2010; 

Lederach, 2005; Pettan, 2010; Shank & Schirch, 2008 Zelizer, 2003).  These studies tend to 

be retrospective in nature, sporadically drawing from themes in contact theory. Vetting the 

validity of ABP from a psychological perspective would provide the groundwork for creating 

more evidence-based educational, psychological, and social services and programmes.  

One consensus in these studies is that long-term effects hinge on the duration and quality of 

relationships formed during programmes.  Interestingly, findings across disciplinary lines are 

pointing in a similar direction - toward the importance of forming prolonged personal 

relationships in a relaxed, positive atmosphere. Hence the current study is based on a 

community programme that does just that.   

 

THE CURRENT STUDY 

Aim and Rationale  

The research question is What are the psychosocial benefits for young people who 

participate in a cross-community dance programme in the post-conflict society of Northern 

Ireland?   

The general consensus in literature is that participants’ perspectives are gravely 

underrepresented in ABP programs (Bergh & Sloboda, 2010; Lance, 2012) and contact 

theory studies (Tomovska, 2010; Connolly, 2000).  Previous studies tend to focus on 

implementers’ perspectives or predetermined components of contact theory, respectively. 

Therefore the aim of the current study is to add young people’s voices to discourse on ABP 

and cross-community programmes.  The programme Heroes on the Hill was selected 



 

 

because, as recommended by Walton, Priest, & Paradies (2013), it offered young people an 

ongoing opportunity to engage with each other in a positive, relaxed way.  Heroes on the Hill 

was a free dance programme for young people 9-16 years old in Dungannon, a small 

Northern Irish town that is no stranger to the recent Troubles and yet is rich with racial and 

linguistic diversity.  The programme aims were to improve community relations, promote and 

celebrate the town’s diversity, increase social inclusion/integration, and increase 

participation within the arts (Byrne, 2014). 

 

METHODS 

 

Design 

Semi-structured interviews were used to gather qualitative data from the participants 

and facilitators and lasted from 30 minutes to 1.5 hours (Christensen & Prout, 2002).  Ten 

young people (n=10) were interviewed before the programme and then followed up after the 

programme, providing comparative data for analysis.   Two participants were lost due to 

attrition; therefore, a total of 18 interviews were conducted with participants.  Supplementary 

data consists of interviews with the dance and music facilitators (n=2) and an observation of 

the final dance performance. Interviews were held in the Dungannon Youth Resource Centre 

(DYRC) in a familiar, safe, private room (Connolly, 2003). The researcher participated in a 

dance rehearsal prior to the first interviews to build rapport and attended a final performance 

to conclude the participant-researcher relationship in a supportive way (Connolly, 2003).  

Interview questions were based on previous studies investigating cross-community and 

ABP programmes (Bergh, 2007; Connolly, 2000; Tomovska, 2010; Turner et al., 2013; 

Zelizer, 2003).  The first interview focused on participant expectations and perceived aims of 

the programme, past friendship experiences, and school/family contexts. The second 

interview focused on overall experience in the programme, skills gained, suggestions for 

improvement, and new friendships formed.  Questions related to contact theory were based 

on a study in Northern Ireland with a similar age group and explored: experienced diversity, 

cross-group friendship, perceived peer attitudes, self-disclosure, out-group empathy, and 

out-group attitudes (Turner et al., 2013). 

 

Participants  

The sample includes ten (10) participants, 11-15 years old, who attended Heroes on the 

Hill, as well as two programme facilitators.  All dancers and drummers were invited to 

participate. Due to rigid time constraints, a cut-off date for participant consent was 

implemented. The first ten (10) participants to provide consent were dancers.  The few 

interested drummers did not provide consent in time to participate in the study.  The 



 

 

researcher scaffolded one participant’s interviews due to limited English proficiency. The 

participants were born in six (6) different nations and had five (5) different home languages. 

Two were born in Northern Ireland; the rest immigrated to Northern Ireland at ages ranging 

from 1 to 10 years old from East Timor, Lithuania, Poland, Portugal, and the United States.  

Such a diverse sample population enhanced the richness of the data. 

 

TABLE 1 Demographics of Participants (n=10) and Facilitators (n=2) 

 

Heroes on the Hill: A Description 

Heroes on the Hill was conceptualized and implemented by DU Dance, a professional 

dance company based in Belfast, Northern Ireland.  To the authors’ knowledge, only one 

longitudinal study has been conducted on a previous DU Dance programme; it called for 

further investigation into the impact of cross-community friendships in future programmes 

(Muldoon, 2009). 

Young people from various backgrounds and schools, who may not have otherwise 

interacted, were recruited predominantly through Taster Sessions in local schools.  They 

participated as either a drummer or a dancer.  The programme lasted six (6) weeks and 

consisted of biweekly 1.5 hour small-group rehearsals in the DYRC, a sectarian-neutral 

community space in Dungannon.  In other words, there were about 12 total rehearsal days 

or 18 hours of rehearsal.  They were then brought together at the end for three intensive 

dress-rehearsals before the performance.  Rehearsals were led by a Dance 

Facilitator/Choreographer and a Music Facilitator/Composer, both experienced practitioners 

and local to Dungannon.  DU Dance estimates that 70 young people participated in the final 

four final performances, which intertwined dance, music, and storytelling, to an audience of 

approximately 700 people. The performance integrated the young people’s cultures by 

having them raise their national flags and place them together on a symbolic hill; therefore 

making them all the heroes of their community and hence the name Heroes on the Hill. 

The NISRA (2014) reported that in 2011 Dungannon’s population was 64% Catholic and 

33% Protestant/other Christian.  The town experienced a recent influx of immigrants 

between 2004 to 2010, when the largest proportion (20%) of international migrants to 

Northern Ireland moved to Dungannon (Russell, 2012).  This duality of recent immigration in 

conjunction with the Troubles offers an extraordinary platform for exploring an ABP from 

both racial and post-conflict lenses.    

 

 

Data Analysis 



 

 

 Thematic analysis was used to investigate latent themes in an inductive approach 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006; Lyons & Coyle, 2007). The epistemological stance is critical realism 

recognizing that data are influenced by greater social contexts in addition to the 

psychological realities of the participants themselves (Bhaskar, 1978; Bruner, 1991; Willig, 

1999).  The researcher read and transcribed interviews and then highlighted meaning units.  

Themes were generated based on these meaning units and validated by another researcher 

in multiple sessions. All data were accounted for, including outlying information, in order to 

enhance the richness of the data.  

 

Ethical Considerations 

Research was approved by the Queen’s University Belfast School of Psychology 

Research Ethics Committee.  Consent was granted by all participants and their guardians. 

Confidentiality and right to withdraw was explained at the beginning of each interview (Band-

Winterstein et al., 2014; Connolly, 2003).  Interviews were audio recorded; electronic files 

and transcriptions were stored on a password locked computer in a locked room.  A 

debriefing form was provided at the end of the first interview, and a Certificate of 

Appreciation and a developmentally-appropriate synopsis of findings were provided to 

participants at the completion of the research (Connolly, 2003). 

 

RESULTS 

 

Data analysis resulted in four themes.  The first theme contextualizes the participants’ 

lives and experiences: Identity, Bullying, and Racism.  The other three themes highlight the 

psychosocial benefits of the programme: Building Self-Confidence, Forming Cross-

community Friendships, and Developing Intercultural Awareness and Pride.  These findings 

confirm that the programme’s aims (Byrne, 2014) to promote and celebrate the town’s 

diversity, increase social inclusion/integration, and increase participation within the arts were 

indeed met.  It is unclear whether the aim of improving community relations was met due to 

lack of data on this topic.  The dance facilitator explained that “there’s not so much 

integration” amongst Dungannon’s different cultural dance groups.  She reported that often 

young people get categorized based on their nationality or family culture.  Her vision was to 

pull together their different cultures in a contemporary style, “engage them at the start and 

make them really interested in dance” before introducing the intercultural aims of the 

programme.   Participant feedback on their general programme experience is not included in 

this analysis, but is available upon request.    

 

Identity, Bullying, and Racism 



 

 

Throughout the interviews, the young people reported complex notions of identity and 

were acutely aware of multiple divisions (in- and out-groups) in their community.  Many 

participants shared a sense of dual-identity, belonging to both their home country/culture 

and Northern Ireland. Bullying and racism were incredibly prevalent and unanticipated 

themes in their interviews; all of their accounts, as victims and/or witnesses, were based 

outside of Heroes on the Hill.  This made the programme stand out even more as a safe 

haven for the young people.  The only participants who specifically referenced the term 

“race” or “racism” in their interviews were the four (4) participants of color and the dance 

instructor, highlighting the fact that their lived experience requires them to be more aware of 

the concept of race and the community’s opinions of their “race”.  The other six (6) 

participants used the term bullying to describe their experiences and/or what they witnessed 

in the community. None of these six participants, all of whom were white, use the term “race” 

nor “racism” in their interviews.  This aligns with sociological research about whiteness. 

Because whiteness is considered the default standard in society, whiteness and its benefits 

are often invisible to those that are white (Sue, 2006).  Virtually anything appeared to serve 

as grounds for othering including physical appearance, sexuality, race, socio-economic 

status, nationality, etc.  The following illustrations of victimization are based on race and 

nationality: 

 

It wasn't really bad words but she was just like offending her. She was calling her an ugly old rat 

and black thing… She bullies people that are different than her. (P6, Female, 12, Portugal) 

 

These travelers… called this man, I don’t know where he was from, but he was coloured, and 

they called him a black monkey. (P2, Female, 15, East Timor) 

 

People call me foreigner…  Go back to your country… like outside [in the town]. [I was] really 

sad and I didn't wanna say anything back so I just didn't say anything. [It happened] more than 

once. One year ago…we were playing with this boy. And then his friend came over and was like 

“Go away. Nobody likes you. Nobody likes foreigners. Go back to your country and all.” [He was 

the] same age as me. He’s from here.  (P4, Female, 11, Lithuania) 

 

Interestingly, for many participants, sectarianism did not appear to be a concern in 

Dungannon; a few said ‘Belfast [is] the place where it mostly happens.’ It is possible that 

incidences of sectarianism are underreported due to the sensitive nature of the subject or 

that sectarianism is not perceived as an issue by the young people.  The heightened 

emphasis on the post-conflict status of Northern Ireland could quite possibly undermining the 

visibility of other issues such as racism, bullying, and prejudice-based behaviors.  In other 

words, through a post-conflict lens, in-groups and out-groups in Northern Ireland are much 



 

 

more clearly divided on sectarian lines; yet this overlooks various other forms of tension in 

the community.  The majority of the young people’s stories of bullying and victimization were 

not related to sectarianism.  Furthermore, the intersectionality of identity-labels, such as 

race, class, sexuality, etc., often go overlooked when it comes to identifying discrimination 

and marginalization in societies (Chakraborti, 2015). 

In the face of such adversity, the young people appeared to have begun the process of 

understanding bullying before their participation in Heroes on the Hill.  Many recognized the 

bully’s underlying motivations such as ‘jealousy’, trying to be ‘cool’, and trying to get 

‘attention’.  They reported gaining these insights through self-reflection, the influence of 

family and teachers, and a support group for foreign nationals. In addition to understanding 

bullying, all of the participants confirmed a conscious desire not to participate in bullying or 

othering. The following are direct quotes in relation to participants’ resilience in the face of 

bullying. 

 

Sometimes someone bullied me before and my mom would explain it to me. Maybe why they’re 

doing it to make me feel better or something. That they maybe have problems too and they try 

to make others feel bad and that makes them feel better. (P7, Female, 15, Poland) 

 

I talked to my mom but I went around the subject [bullying]… A couple of weeks later, [she said] 

‘About that subject, was it you?’ And then we talked about it like two hours and she really 

helped me... I would cry in the toilets in school... [Now] I try to dodge them. I try to keep my 

head down low and if they would say anything to me, I would stand up and I would definitely tell 

my mom this time and tell an adult. It is hard what you go through. (P9, Male, 13, Lithuania) 

 

I probably thought when I was younger that people from other countries aren't that nice…And 

then when you actually get to know them it feels like they're no different from anybody else…It’s 

a small world. We’re all the same. She [my best friend] was the first one from a different country 

I actually knew. So yea, she turned the whole thing around. (P3, Female, 11, N. Ireland) 

 

It’s hard, like don’t judge a book by its cover... I don’t think they [parents] really care. My 

mommy works with a Protestant and so does my daddy. I think they've realized themselves that 

there really is no big difference.  (P3, Female, 11, N. Ireland) 

 

These experiences reveal that participants have a sense of out-group empathy.  This aligns 

with Piaget’s stage theory in childhood development that adolescents of at least about 11 

years have entered the formal operational stage of thinking more abstractly and 

hypothetically (Piaget, 1958). They can step outside of themselves, using metacognition, to 

view their own actions and the possible feelings of others (Miller, 2009).  Participants also 



 

 

appear to be highly influenced by their perceived family attitudes, which is typical in the 

ecology of childhood development, where the family is a microsystem that has a direct 

impact on children’s development (Bronfenbrenner, 1993) and with contact theory, which 

claims that perceived peer/family attitudes influence cross-community relationships (Allport, 

1954; Pettigrew, 1998), and more recently Muldoon, O’Donnell & Minescu, (2017) who 

reiterate the importance of family in children’s national identity development. Recognizing 

the participants’ complex senses of identity and their stories of bullying helps contextualize 

their lives; it not only highlights their experiences of adversity but also reinforces their need 

for a programme like Heroes on the Hill that contributes to the ongoing process of 

understanding and overcoming such adversity.  By promoting diversity, inclusion, and 

psychological/social development, the programme offers participants a unique way to 

continue their processes of building resilience. 

 

Building Self-Confidence 

 The results reveal the programme's positive impact on young people’s mental health 

by enhancing their self-confidence. Participants were asked the following question in pre-

interviews, “What do you think the dance facilitator wants you to learn?”; many responded to 

gain confidence, feel accomplished, express him/herself, have fun, work in a group, learn 

the dance/new skills, and make new friends.  When asked what they learned in post-

interviews, participants described that they incrementally gained a sense of confidence 

during rehearsals and performances. Participant 8 said she was proud that she could ‘dance 

in front of large crowds of people’.  Another said: 

 

I was nervous and all so I was just thinking don't fall, don't fall...on the first performance I was 

so scared and nervous and on the second one I was still a bit nervous but not as much...I 

started to get a wee bit more confidence since we started doing it for an audience. (P5, Female, 

14, Portugal) 

 

In the first interview, Participant 6 said ‘I was shy and I didn’t really want to dance or do 

anything,’ but by her second interview she said of the experience: 

 

[It] gave me confidence to perform in front of people, so it gave me confidence to speak as 

well… [like at] the assemblies where we have to do like speaking stuff and I never get picked 

because I never want to do it. Maybe [now I would consider it]. (P6, Female, 12, Portugal) 

 

This participant recognized that confidence is a transferrable skill that would impact other 

realms of her life.  One participant who had never danced in her life said in her first interview 



 

 

‘I was all nervous... I don’t know if I’m doing this right.  I didn’t really want to go too wrong’, 

but in her post-interview her nerves had transformed: 

 

I wouldn’t say I was too nervous. I was more excited than nervous like yay I’m gonna do 

something, but I wasn't really nervous just kind of. Since we had done it so many times, I was 

more confident like we can do this! (P1, Female, 14, USA) 

 

This sense of mastery and increase in confidence, often referred to as self-efficacy, 

contributes to psychosocial wellbeing and positive mental health. Various studies have 

confirmed the link between self-efficacy and resilience. For example, if a young person has a 

sense of self-confidence and mastery, then they are more likely to adapt actively in the face 

of adversity rather than passively succumb to it (Masten, 2001, 2007; Masten, Best, & 

Garmezy, 1991; NSCDC, 2015).  In this sense, it is possible that the self-confidence 

participants gained in their dance abilities could contribute to greater overall self-efficacy and 

positive well-being.  Further research would be required here. 

 

Forming Cross-Community Friendships 

 Increasing social inclusion and integration was one of the four main aims of the 

programme (Byrne, 2014). The dance facilitator further explained this in her interview:  

 

I think young people are ... the best tool to start to break down racism. If they're making friends 

with people from different cultures, they may go home and chat about them.  You kind of start to 

break down the prejudice... and then with the performance, the wider community can engage in 

it.  

 

 Based on the data this aim was met; almost all participants who completed post-

interviews reported forming new cross-community friendships with friends who were different 

from themselves.  This result is especially notable considering the fact that bullying often 

stems from perceived “otherness” and “differences” between social groups; in Heroes on the 

Hill there was no reported bullying and instead students of different backgrounds and 

identities managed to form friendships.  Participants showed a great deal of enthusiasm for 

these new relationships saying ‘I've made loads of new friends’; ‘Everyone got along so well. 

And were just open’; the kids at Heroes are ‘a lot easier to make friends with’. The only 

participant to report no new friendships was one male who made contradictory statements 

saying ‘I don't get to meet them’ and yet at another point said ‘You get to meet new friends, 

meet new people.’  The participant was recently sick and appeared noticeably tired in the 

second interview; he was also one of only five males in the programme. This calls into 

question a potential negative consequence of low male involvement in dance:, males who 



 

 

are involved have a more limited opportunity to meet other male dancers, which could 

possibly contribute to the stigma for male dancers. 

 Although participants expressed a high interest in maintaining these new friendships, 

their dominant concern was that they attended different schools or lived far away.  Social 

media, Facebook, Instagram, and Snapchat appeared to be their main hope of maintaining 

these new relationships. Participants also mentioned specific facilitator strategies that 

helped promote a friendly environment: introductory ice-breaker exercises, partnering up 

with someone they didn’t know, and splitting into small groups to help/teach each other. A 

few participants felt that the small rehearsal groups made it easier to make friends. For 

example, one participant shares: 

 

There’s this one time in practice ... they said go around and shake hands with people and ask 

them what their names are and get to know them and all with everybody.  And probably if 

people saw me on my own, they'd come over to me. (P3, Female, 11, N. Ireland) 

 

This participant’s words highlight the incredible impact that teacher/facilitator strategies can 

have on young people’s experiences in such programmes.  This topic of specific 

educational/learning pedagogies may be too technical to dive into in the current study. Yet it 

brings attention to an interesting point for future research: to investigate the specific 

strategies and scaffolding that teachers and facilitators can implement in peacebuilding 

programmes that help promote engagement and positive culture amongst participants.  In 

the current study, a majority of participants reported a bicultural identity and also reported a 

high-level of intergroup contact and new cross-community friendships.  Interestingly enough, 

this aligns closely with a recent editorial by Leman & Cameron (2017), which explores how 

young people’s identities impact their experiences of intergroup contact.  One particular 

study by Jugert et al. (2017) found that “ethnic minority children were more likely to have 

friends from other ethnic groups if they identified with a superordinate and shared identity’, 

or in other words if they had a bicultural identity  (Leman & Cameron, 2017, pg. 343).  In 

Heroes on the Hill, even though participants came from different backgrounds and 

nationalities many of them reported a sense of community with their peers; this could 

possibly be due to the fact that many of them were foreigners or in some way outsiders in 

Northern Ireland. This shared identity as outsiders may have been serving as a 

superordinate, shared identity.  In summary, the programme encouraged these cross-

community friendships and facilitators used specific, effective strategies to foster a safe, 

positive environment. 

 

Developing Intercultural Awareness and Pride 



 

 

 Another programme aim was to promote and celebrate the town’s diversity (Byrne, 

2014), and in the post-performance interviews, participants’ intercultural awareness and 

pride had flourished astoundingly.  They reported that they learned about different cultures, 

gained pride in their own culture and/or the diversity in Dungannon, and saw the importance 

of integration in their community.  Comments illustrating the perceived power of dance to 

teach were:  

 

I learned things about different places and all and how people actually live their lives… We 

were learning stuff about different cultures while dancing at the same time. (P3, Female, 11, N. 

Ireland) 

 

A number of participants expressed a sense of pride in relation to their performances; 

Participant 8 said for her it was ‘not just an ordinary dance’ because it was ‘about the history 

and the heritage of Dungannon’.  Participants referenced various ways that the performance 

promoted diversity and inclusion.  Dancers began the performance by displaying various 

flags that represented the wealth of nationalities represented in Dungannon.  Also, 

participants were invited to record, in their native language, “This is Dungannon. This is our 

home”; that recording was then integrated into the soundscape of the performance.  

Participant 2 shared that in her opinion, the performance’s message to the community was: 

 

The fact that there are talented people and the community is just kind of hiding it.  It’s a good 

chance to see that there is cultural diversity in this town. You know the flags, the banners? …It 

was like “This is Dungannon. This is our home.” in different languages. (P2, Female, 15, East 

Timor) 

 

Participant 6 shared a comprehensive message of the intersection of the performance, 

diversity, and inclusion: 

 

For us [the performance was] to give us more confidence to be able to speak up and do what 

we want to do... People do get a lot bullied, because they're not from this country, and we did 

put a lot of cultural things into the dance.  (P6, Female, 12, Portugal) 

 

This participant’s words emphasize the fact that the programme allowed participants the 

opportunity to share their culture with pride and to develop a sense of confidence in a 

context where their ‘differences’ are not always accepted or appreciated by the community.  

Her comment stresses a crucial link between cultural pride, confidence and bullying.  

This link is encapsulated in one concept: resilience.  In essence, resilience is what allows 

people to overcome and persevere through adversity (such as bullying), and a few of the 



 

 

foundational blocks of resilience are cultural pride/identity and self-confidence (NSCDC, 

2015).   Evidence for this concept will be further explored in the discussion. In the dance 

facilitator’s opinion, young people are ‘the people who will change the town’ by integrating in 

and outside of their school environments.  When asked, participants shared their opinions of 

the final message of the programme:  

 

That Dungannon is our home, and we feel comfortable here and all and everyone’s welcome... 

Cause we’re all working together. It doesn’t matter where you’re from or anything…have like a 

friendlier closer community. Cause if they see that the children are doing it maybe they'll want to 

do it too, just to like be an example...  we got to know each other here. And sometimes adults 

don’t really get to know each other very well. But here we just do it and try to have fun with each 

other.  (P5, Female, 14, Portugal) 

 

That even though you're from a different country you can still meet with each other and 

basically like, as they put the flags on the stone, you can always make friends with a different 

nationality person… and connect with other peoples from other countries. (P9, Male, 13, 

Lithuania) 

 

The overall message not only reached the young people themselves, but in a few cases 

extended to their families.  One participant said that her family commented after the 

performances: 

 

They thought the stone was cool showing that Dungannon is full of different types of people 

from all over the place. And that's how the narrator said about new stories coming, bringing 

their own traditions and everything… they were showing that there's like all different people 

from everywhere. (P1, Female, 14, USA) 

 

Such comments confirm participants are not only proud of the intercultural nature of the 

performance, but also conscientious of its potential impact on the community. This increased 

sense of efficacy and agency within their families and the community is yet another positive 

outcome contributing to the participants’ psychological wellbeing. 

 

DISCUSSION 

In this section, the following highlighted themes and topics are discussed in relation to 

relevant current literature: the prevalence of bullying in Northern Ireland, the role of 

resilience, and the role of cross-community friendships. In the conclusion, the programme is 

evaluated based on its initial four aims to improve community relations, promote and 



 

 

celebrate the town’s diversity, increase social inclusion/integration, and increase 

participation within the arts (Byrne, 2014).  

First, the high incidents of bullying in participants lives are noteworthy, especially 

considering the accounts were voluntarily offered by participants.  Recent studies mirror 

these findings such as one based in Northern Ireland which found that almost one-fifth of 

respondents reported being a victim of bullying behaviour (McGuckin, Cummins, & Lewis, 

2009).  A similar study found that school bullying in Northern Ireland may occur at a higher 

incidence than in the rest of the United Kingdom and Ireland (McGuckin & Lewis, 2006).   

Studies in Colombia found that high levels of bullying are associated with factors such as 

exposure community/family violence, racism, sexism, and the belief that violent behaviour is 

an effective solution to problems (Chaux & Velásquez, 2009; Chaux, Molano & Podlesky, 

2009). Considering the fact that bullying is associated with family/community conflict and 

racism, it should not be overlooked nor underestimated; instead it must be considered a 

crucial issue and must be addressed by initiatives that aim to reduce sectarianism and 

racism in Northern Ireland. Interestingly, a recent study found that an arts-based bullying 

prevention programme was successful in increasing bullying knowledge and decreasing 

victimization (Haner, Pepler, Cummings, & Rubin-Vaughan, 2010). Linking bullying 

specifically to dance, Koshland, Wilson, and Wittaker (2004) found that a movement/dance 

therapy programme reduced aggressive behaviour in a school setting.  Both of these studies 

imply that art- and dance-based anti-bullying efforts can be effective, yet it cannot be 

assumed that Heroes on the Hill decreased future victimization.   

Next, it is argued that the programme fostered resilience in the young people. 

Resilience is considered the process through which people overcome and adapt despite 

experiences of adversity (Rutter, 2012).  Many theorists have examined the building blocks 

of resilience in efforts to identify what actually makes someone resilient.  The National 

Scientific Council on the Developing Child (NSCDC, 2015) presents a set of factors that 

foster resilience and promote positive outcomes despite adversity.  According to the NSCDC 

(2015), supportive relationships, a sense of mastery, and the affirmation of cultural traditions 

all contribute to a child’s resilience. Heroes on the Hill exposed the young people to all three 

of these precursors for resilience. They formed a supportive relationship with the facilitators, 

they gained self-confidence though mastering the skill of dance, and their cultural traditions 

were affirmed by being integrated into the dance and performance.  The current study’s 

findings also align with previous, qualitative studies.  Lance (2012) found that participants 

who joined music/dance peacebuilding programmes in Northern Ireland, Uganda, and the 

United States experienced a high increase in self-confidence.  These findings are similar to 

Hanebrink & Smith’s (2013) study which used a creative photoessay project with young 

people to promote peacebuilding and reconciliation in Uganda.  Results found that via the 



 

 

project the participants explored their identities, formed positive relationships, and gained 

confidence. Research shows that when children are resilient, they can grow, despite 

adversity, toward more positive mental and physical health outcomes (NSCDC, 2015).  In 

this sense, Heroes on the Hill offered young people a way to develop their resilience and 

grow toward more positive, healthy futures. 

According to studies in contact theory, cross-community relationships break down 

prejudices and hence breaks down cycles of direct and structural violence in societies 

(Tomovska, 2010; Turner, et al. 2013).  In the current study, almost all participants 

integrated and formed new cross-community friendships.  Additionally, the programme met 

Allport’s (1954) guidelines for contact theory to be successful: a common goal, support of 

authorities, equal status, cooperation, and ongoing interaction.  The study provides 

insufficient data as to whether the relationships formed during the programme indeed 

reduced prejudices and whether these new relationships will be maintained over time.  

Nonetheless, the participants were allowed to start that process of integration, something 

often lacking in Northern Ireland where pupils ‘rarely have the opportunity to meet and 

interact in a school setting’ (Borooah, & Knox, 2015, pg. 196).  Future research should 

consider the longevity of the cross-community relationships formed and the role social media 

plays. 

 

Conclusion  

 The programmes aims, to improve community relations, promote and celebrate the 

town’s diversity, increase social inclusion/integration, and increase participation within the 

arts (Byrne, 2014), are revisited here as a final evaluation of the programme.  There is not 

sufficient data in the interviews to claim that the first aim of improving community relations 

was met. Participants only rarely mentioned their families’ impressions of the programme, 

and to measure community impact would have required additional, more elaborate methods.   

On the other hand, three of the programme aims were indeed met.  First of all, the 

programme undoubtedly promoted and celebrated the town’s diversity, something that was 

frequently referenced in participant interviews.  Secondly, based on sheer numbers, the 

programme increased participation in the arts. An estimated 70 young people participated in 

the final performances, and an estimated 700 community members attended the 

performances. In other words, almost 800 people participated in the arts due to Heroes on 

the Hill.  Lastly, the aim of increasing social inclusion and integration was met; young people 

from various ethnicities and nationalities were brought together to work toward a common 

goal and reported forming friendships with those were were different from themselves. The 

programme was not only inclusive of young people of diverse backgrounds, but also 

successfully supported their integration with each other.  In a recent report, the UN 



 

 

Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination emphasizes ‘the intersectionality 

between racism and sectarianism which must be addressed in a holistic manner in Northern 

Ireland” (NICEM, 2014, pg. 23).  Arts-based programmes like Heroes on the Hill should not 

be underestimated in their dynamic ability to address such complex issues; in fact they must 

be considered crucial in promoting integration, diversity and inclusion in Northern Ireland. 
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