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“interesting, quirky and fascinating for children” audience 
comment 



introduction & background summary
Young at Art is a childrenʼs arts charity and organiser of 
the Belfast Childrenʼs Festival.  Set up in 1998, its 
mission is to bring artistic brilliance and adventure to 
children today and inspire creativity and curiosity for their 
future.It does this through an annual international festival 
and a year-round programme of outreach and 
development work, including touring and workshop 
programmes, partnerships and new commissions.

The 2012 Belfast Childrenʼs Festival delivered a week 
long programme of theatre, puppetry, music, storytelling, 
dance and visual arts for children aged 0-14 and their 
families. The festival schedule changed significantly in 
2012 and this was its first in a new time-slot - March.  As 
such it presented a challenge and a new opportunity.

“Personally I found it incredibly inspiring. So 
professional and well thought out.” audience comment

brief summary of festival events
With the theme of ʻEscapeʼ this yearʼs Belfast Childrenʼs Festival was packed with an exciting 
international programme the very best in local and international childrenʼs theatre, music, dance, 
visual art and literature.

Over its eight days the festival:
• mounted over 214 events, with a total of 90 free events and 124 ticketed events
• used 14 venues throughout the city
• hosted 4 exhibitions 
• was attended by over 22,618 children and adults
• involved over 177 local and international artists
• was supported by over 30 volunteers,  8 interns, 48 event staff and 12 core, technical and 

production staff

Most ticketed events sold out with an average capacity of 97%. Total attendance of the festival was 
over 22,618 children and adults. This included participation by over 1,200 school children from 30 
schools and groups, many from areas of high deprivation.

“First Class! Great staff and volunteers.”audience comment

festival highlights
International programme  - The standard of the international programme was exceptional with 
visiting companies from Germany, France and Ireland. Award-winning artists from Compagnie 
Arcosm and Theater Mummpitz as well as M6 Theatre Company gave brilliant performances in 
various artforms to local audiences and received very positive feedback.

All-island Showcase - In a special programme, Northern Irish and Irish companies worked with 
Young at Art to showcase some of their best theatre performances for children. Companies 
presenting included Cahoots NI, Replay Theatre Company, Púca Puppets, Theatre Papilio and the 
artists represented by Young at Art Events.



Open House - A free open space was created in the 
Assembly Rooms on Waring Street, Belfast. The space 
acted as a central hub for the festival with free drop in art 
activities, reading areas, exhibitions and installations 
alongside performances. The building allowed families, 
school groups, youth groups and after schools groups to 
drop into the space without pre-booking and enjoy free 
events everyday throughout the festival.

Throughout the festival, Young at Art presented a range 
of workshops, special activities, and author events.  
Many foregrounded existing organisations such as 
Belfast Exposed and PLACE, while Belfast Waterfront 
presented a successful 2-day long Festival in a Weekend 
as part of the festival.  In addition, Young at Art produced 
a number of discrete projects which greatly enhanced 
the festival and broadened the experience of children, 
schools and families.

Cardboard Cities -  Cardboard Cities, a 2010 Young at Art commission returned after its previous 
overwhelming success. Created by artists Caragh O’Donnell and Ryan OʼReilly, it was an 
interactive exhibition - a cardboard city which the public could build and rebuild every day.

The Giant is Coming - Young at Art is a lead partner in one of four national Community 
Celebrations connected to the Olympics - Land of Giants. To engage children in the concept of 
“giants” and how great things can come from small beginnings, Young at Art commissioned The 
Giant is Coming, a unique interactive installation & live performance.  It went on to tour throughout 
Northern Ireland. 

Many Hands - Young at Art and the Belfast Print Workshop worked with artists and schools to 
explore the child:artist relationship and support “child-inspired” artistic practice.  The resulting 
exhibition was presented throughout the festival.

Big Ears - Young at Art worked with the Sonic Arts Research Centre to deliver a 2nd round of post-
graduate training for music/sonic arts students on facilitation.  The project ended in a 2-day 
residency for children as part of the festival and a concluding showcase.

Making Space - Young at Art presented its annual forum for practitioners and professionals to 
come together and explore good practice.  This yearʼs focus was on theatre practice with the 
showcase (above) attracting international delegates, a programme on early years work and 
another exploring collaborative practice.

“Every year it gets better” audience comment

conclusions 
Despite a gap since the previous festival in 2010, the 2012 Belfast Childrenʼs Festival successfully 
broke records with new heights of attendance and a consistently high standard of work.  The 
presence of children in many new and established arts venues was significant and, in the 
Assembly Rooms, the use of exhibitions and drop-in spaces alongside performances had added 
value and worked extremely well.  Young at Art greatly enhanced the festival with an array of extra 
projects.  Working in partnership with supporters and venues, a high level of media coverage was 
achieved throughout the festival and in advance.  Praise for the high standard of activities was 
consistent (from international peers and public) and the quality of work on offer was very high.  



Appendices 

funding & finance
Young at Art is core funded by ACNI, Belfast City Council and YCNI, which combined covered 3.5 
staff, office, insurance and basic administration.  The festival could only be delivered with a range 
of support, and its lead funder, the National Lottery Fund through ACNI provided around 51% of 
the total budget (excluding project costs).  Other supporters came in with lower levels of support - 
Northern Ireland Tourist Board and DSD through its Laganside Events Scheme but these too were 
critical in delivering a high quality and affordable not-for-profit event.

A patchwork of other support helped deliver all aspects including British Council, Foras na Gaeilge, 
Belfast City Councilʼs Rolling Programme, a range of cash and in-kind sponsors and the input of its 
many event partners.  The Giant is Coming event was funded through the Legacy Trustʼs 
significant support of Land of Giants.  While challenging to manage, it also demonstrated a level of 
support across the public and private sector for the festival and Young at Art.  Tickets were 
deliberately priced low to remain affordable in the current recession but after the National Lottery 
support, represented the largest income block for the event.

Delays in funding announcements, multiple funders, and heavy layers of administration/monitoring 
all put strain on the small management team and a number of events were cut from the festival 
due to the late confirmation of the budget and the inadequate funding levels.  However, new 
elements were added due to the support of other organisations and the festival leveraged 
additional support through discrete projects (see footnote). 

Table 1: Breakdown in % of income of festival1
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1 Excludes project funding of Big Ears, Many Hands and The Giant is Coming (total est value: £47,000) and 
certain in-kind costs Festival in a Weekend, box office splits between local artists and venues (est minimum 
value £25,000)



evaluation & audience feedback
Young at Art explored new evaluation methods through the festival and conveyed these to core/
freelance staff and volunteers through training.  Qualitative feedback from children and adults that 
attended the festival was captured by Young at Art. Festival volunteers encouraged audience 
members to complete comments slips which could be posted into comments boxes located at 
various points throughout the festival venues.  Staff also filed daily reports and noted comments 
and issues arising.  In addition, a picture wall was created at a number of venues for children to 
visually document what they had seen.

Feedback was also captured on-line via an online feedback survey. All those who provided 
feedback were automatically entered into a free draw to win a £150 voucher for The Merchant 
Hotel, Belfast.

Sample of comments
• As usual, everything was terrific. I was really impressed by some of the simple, imaginative 

things on offer. for example - Cardboard Cities.
• Really good quality theatre/dance/drama for children and for us as parents
• I really enjoyed the Ice Book as it was the most novel show I attended, ingenious and 

atmospheric.
• It was great, we really enjoyed it, staff friendly and helpful, variety of performances and 

reasonably priced.
• Traverse was one of the most exciting innovative and inspiring shows I have seen for some 

time.
• It was interesting, quirky and fascinating for children. A little off the wall for the parents at 

times but fantastic to see the children so enthralled
• My 2 year old and I really enjoyed My House! It was a fabulous production for young 

children!! 

An independent economic impact study was commissioned from COGENT NI (due in May 2012).  
Independent audience evaluation is also being carried out by Audiences NI (date TBC).  Prior to 
the release of these evaluations, initial findings from box office analysis show an upsurge in 
attendance from the Belfast area with increased attendance across all areas and in particular, 
growth from the west of the city.  This signifies increased profile and ownership of the festival by 
the cityʼs people and added to an overall increase in attendance without “extra” large scale events 
compared to previous years.  Attendance from outside Belfast was substantial with audiences 
coming from as far afield as Limavady, Coleraine and Enniskillen.  4% of attendees came from 
outside Northern Ireland (excluding artists).

Young at Art also benefitted from the attendance and participation in the festival of a range of 
visiting international programmers and artists.  In discussion with them, there was a lot of valuable 
feedback about programme content, delivery communication and the range of artforms.  Although 
informal, it enabled Young at Art to successfully began a process of benchmarking itself against 
other similar organisations.

festival management
The pre-planning, fundraising and overall management was undertaken by Young at Art core staff - 
Director (artistic/executive), General Manager (operations/policy/HR/finance) and Marketing 
Development Officer (press/marketing/distribution/sponsorship) with part-time support from a 
finance/admin assistant (book-keeping/general admin).  Existing approaches, written procedures 
and templates enabled the organisation to expand significantly to bring on board a range of 



freelance staff in the months leading up to the festival, covering aspects of event delivery, box 
office, production & technical management and logistics. 

In addition to this, Young at Art engaged a team of voluntary interns (8 in total) who were assigned 
roles in support of production management, marketing, admin and operations support as well as 
assisting at events and workshops.  This provided a number of current 3rd level students and 
recent graduates a much needed opportunity to explore a career in performance and events.  A 
further 48 freelance events staff were recruited to host performances, events and assist with ticket 
sales.  Many of these were people working in related fields who will go on to be employed by 
Young at Art and other organisations.  A lot of support was secured from participating venues for 
the delivery of events.  Overseeing so many teams of staff and volunteers, training them in 
procedures and ensuring a consistent approach across the company was challenging but delivered 
a high standard of customer care and professional operational management.  

festival marketing 
The festival marketing campaign rolled out over a three-month period through advertising and 
direct mail.  It was supported by a strong PR campaign generating significant local coverage and 
significantly supported by in-kind sponsorship from the Festivals Forum, McGowan Print, Clear 
Channel NI and Paperjam design.

A significant promotional schedule was also carried out in the month leading up to the festival. 
Balloon hand outs, art workshops and leaflet distribution was carried out in a number of retail 
outlets throughout Belfast and the Greater Belfast Area.  Capacity for marketing across the 
province and outside Northern Ireland was hampered by budget and efforts to increase 
promotional support from TICs and NITB were unsuccessful.

Print

• 35,000 x Belfast Childrenʼs Festival brochures 
• 5,000 x folded A5 Festival Highlights Leaflets  
• 5,000 x folded A5 All Island Showcase Leaflets 
• 5,000 x folded A5 Open House Leaflets 
• 200 x A4 full colour window stickers
• 2,500 x A5 Schools Postcards 
• 1,600  x printed balloons 
• 3 x pop-up stands 
• 40 x A0 posters
• 2 x Billboards 
• 100 x staff/volunteer t-shirts 
• 300 x A5 Launch invite
• 25 x Adshel posters
• 4 x Festival Flags 
• 1 x Large Building Wrap 

Additional Print 
• 5,000 x A5 One Little Word Leaflets 
• 200 x A3 One Little Word Posters 
• 1 x pages in Grand Opera House seasonal brochure
• 2 x pages in Waterfront seasonal brochure
• 1 x pages in Lyric seasonal brochure 



Advertising
• 20 x festival adshel sites (Belfast & Greater Belfast Area)
• 1 x adverts with editorial in NI4Kids
• 1 x advert with editorial in Sunday Life 
• 15 x sponsored radio adverts on Cool FM
• 2 x Billboard Sites 

Direct marketing
• Direct mail to 2,000 schools and groups 
• 2nd Direct mail to 40 schools and groups including brochure
• Direct mail to 2,500 families nationwide
• 300 festival launch invitations 
• Telemarketing to schools 
• E-marketing to groups & schools on YAA database 
• E- marketing to over 2000 families on emailing list 
• E-marketing on Young at art facebook – over 3,900 friends 
• E-marketing on Belfast Childrenʼs Festival fan page –  over 1,500 fans
• E-marketing on Twitter with updates followed by over 1,000 people and various blogs were 

also regularly updated

Print Distribution 
Brochures were distributed to family friendly retail outlets, cafes, visitor attractions, leisure centres,  
community centres and libraries etc. across Belfast and the Greater Belfast area, brochures were 
also distributed in Bangor, Larne, Lisburn, Lurgan, Moira, Newcastle and the Newtownards area.  
Brochures and information were also distributed through a range of youth and community 
networks, including early yearʼs centres and organisations like Clanmil Housing. Schools were 
asked to give brochures to pupils in over 50 schools and information was also circulated through 
NICCSA Club Marketing with a circulation of over 100,000 people throughout the civil service in 
Northern Ireland.  

press and media campaign 
Launch
The Premier Inn served as the perfect setting for the 2012 Belfast Childrenʼs Festival Launch. In 
attendance was Conor Maskey of Belfast City Council, Nick Livingston of the Arts Council of 
Northern Ireland and Patricia Freedman, Chair of Young at Art. 

A photocall and interview opportunity information pack was sent to all major newsdesks and as a 
result the photocall and interview opportunity at the launch event was well covered by local media 
such as the Irish News, Community Telegraphs, Daily Mirror and the Newtownards Chronicle.

Summary of media coverage of the 2012 festival
The festival generated a high level of media coverage including several features on BBC Radio 
Ulster News Arts Extra, Good Morning Ulster, the Saturday Magazine Show, Alan Simpson Show, 
Frank Mitchell Show,U105 FM, Cool FM, Downtown Radio, DTR /COOL FM News, CityBeat, 
Daybreak, The festival also had a very high presence on the web –  websites listing information on 
the festival are included in the appendix.

Print coverage included  About Belfast, Andersonstown News, County Antrim News, Armagh 
Observer, Ballyclare Gazette, Ballymena Guardian, Ballymena Chronicle, Ballycastle Chronicle, 
Ballymoney & Moyle Times, Bandbridge Chronicle, Bandbridge Leader, Belfast Telegraph, Belfast 
Telegraph – City Edition, Belfast Telegraph – Early Edition , Belfast Telegraph – Final Edition, 
Belfast Telegraph – Special Supplement, Carrickfergus Advertiser, Carrick Times, City Matters, 
Community Telegraph – East Belfast, Community Telegraph – North Belfast, Community Telegraph 
– North Down & Ards, Community Telegraph – South Belfast, County Down Spectator, County 



Down Outlook, County Down Spectator - Holywood Edition, County Down Spectator - Ards Edition, 
Crumlin News, Daily Mirror NI, Down Observer, Farm Week, Fermanagh Herald, Irish News, IN 
Magazine, Larne Times, Licensed & Catering News, Lurgan and Portadown Examiner, Newry 
Reporter, Newry Democrat, Newsletter, Newtownabbey Times, Newtownards Chronicle, NI4Kids, 
North Belfast News, North West Telegraph, Northern Constitution - Limavady, Mid-Ulster Mail – 
South Derry, Roe Valley Sentinel, South Belfast News, Strabane Chronicle, Sunday Life, Sunday 
World NI Edition, Sunday Journal, Tyrone Courier, Tyrone Constitution, Ulster Tatler, What about 
Guide,The Sunday Times - Ireland, The Times, The Big List, Ulster Gazette and Women in 
Business.


