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Abstract 
 

This thesis seeks to understand, rather than measure, how participants and non-

participants value youth drama groups in their local communities, and the role 

which these groups play in ecologies of local cultural participation in Northern 

Ireland. In line with the approach of the Arts and Humanities Research Council’s 

Cultural Value Project, value is interpreted as a subjectively experienced 

phenomenon.  

Drawing on the theoretical frameworks of social capital and place, the aims 

of the study were to understand how youth drama groups can contribute towards 

wider social networks in a rural community, the nature of these networks, and how 

youth drama groups’ practice can be instrumental in shaping collectively felt 

senses of place. Key concepts include bridging and bonding social capital, 

‘structures of feeling’, place-identity and place-attachment, and Tim Cresswell’s 

idea of ‘place as event’. 

Primary research involved two case studies of youth groups with strong 

drama traditions: a youth theatre in a majority-Catholic small town and a Young 

Farmers’ Club, renowned for its three-act plays, in a majority-Protestant area. The 

approach was ethnographic but incorporated some applied drama techniques and 

sensibilities.  

Findings on place differed substantially between case studies: one group 

was found to have been instrumental in effecting positive transformation of the 

area’s place-identity, enticing outsiders into what was previously a ‘no-go area’. 

This group was also seen as a valuable alternative to a dominant local sporting 

culture, attracting young people who experience themselves as different to the 

norm. By contrast, the other group was seen as central to local culture and was the 

main nexus for place-identity in the area. In both cases, the groups’ performances 

were important arenas for enacting community and shaping place-identity.  

Both groups operate within tightly bonded networks of family and cultural 

community. A key finding was the extent to which wider segregation of the two 

main religious traditions in Northern Ireland, particularly the segregated education 

system, affects the demographics of these groups. I suggest that some of the groups’ 

practices may unwittingly feed this segregation. However, social bridging between 
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religious communities was found in relation to the audiences for the groups’ 

performances. While a distinction is made between inward-looking and outward-

looking drama practices, a salient finding is the potential of youth drama 

performance events to be inclusive spaces. 

Furthermore, both groups propagate collective identities unrelated to 

ethno-religious segregation, including the identities of ‘rural youth’ and ‘drama 

kids’. Differences were found in terms of local gender norms and how these 

especially relate to perceptions of male drama participation. 

The study concludes that youth drama can be a fruitful avenue for 

community development, attracting and fostering committed, civically minded 

people. However, in the context of rural segregation in Northern Ireland, more 

shared points of connection are needed for these cultural activists and their groups 

to reach beyond their local and institutional contexts. 

Findings around recruitment practices and ‘quiet cultural segregation’ have 

implications for Northern Irish arts, education and community relations policies. 

Findings with broader relevance include the relationship between drama 

participation and active citizenship, gender stereotypes around drama 

participation, and the potential of grassroots arts and cultural groups to shape and 

transform place-identity. 
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Introduction: genesis, relevance and study 

outline 

 

‘My husband and I did the Diploma in Drama Facilitation, with Smashing Times 
[theatre company]. When we were let go with our certificates, we came back home 
to Cookstown, thinking that we would move mountains. And we did.’ 

Carol Doey MBE, drama facilitator and community activist, Cookstown1 

 

This study investigates the relationship between two Northern Irish youth groups 

who practise drama and the communities and places in which they are based. 

Through exploring how participants and non-participants perceive and value these 

groups, I reflect on the nature of the social networks generated and how these 

relate to broader networks of cultural participation in Northern Ireland. I also 

explore how drama practice can influence place-identity in small places. The top-

line research question is: 

 

How is the social value of youth drama groups experienced and 

perceived in rural areas of Northern Ireland? 

 

Genesis: personal and academic  

 The genesis of this work was two-fold. At a basic level it stemmed from personal 

life experiences. I grew up in a small village in Northern Ireland, with a keen 

interest in drama. Although I loved performing in musicals at school, as a young 

person who felt ‘different’ to the norm I yearned for a creative community of peers 

with whom I could explore and experiment through performance. I did not find this 

in the urban youth theatre I attended for two years, where I was bullied. 

 In late adolescence, however, I became part of a network of cultural 

contributors through leading a youth drama summer scheme in the village’s 

 
1 Carol Doey, interviewed by Molly Goyer Gorman [in person], The Hub Bt80 (Cookstown), 1 
August 2013. 
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(Catholic) parochial hall. The ‘buzz’ generated by these youth drama performances 

was palpable. At the end of each summer show, participants, their parents and I felt 

10 feet tall. It was also around this time that a dream began in my village: a dream 

to turn an empty former Protestant church into a performance space for the 

community. A spirited campaign brought together residents from all backgrounds 

to win the Northern Ireland heat of the BBC television programme Restoration 

Village in 2006. At the Gala Final, waving the inclusive symbol of a glittery sheep on 

a stick, I saw how a community could come together around the dream of a space 

for performance.  

 Following several years studying and working in England, a move ‘back 

home’ and the commencement of an MA in Belfast provided opportunity to channel 

these personal yearnings into areas of academic interest. I completed a dissertation 

on youth drama groups and the built arts infrastructure in rural areas of Northern 

Ireland. Through this research I discovered a rich seam of community-based drama 

in Mid-Ulster, effecting nothing less than social transformation in places like 

Coalisland, Cookstown and Donaghmore. A key finding from this dissertation was 

that, simply put, ‘people are more important than buildings’. I met inspirational 

activists including Carol Doey (quoted above) who are taking the lead in 

empowering people through drama and in battling red tape to secure permanent 

homes for their groups. I felt that the contribution of these dynamic individuals and 

their use of drama productions as a means of shaping community invited further 

exploration. It also chimed with a growing academic movement towards 

recognising of the value of grassroots and amateur arts activities. 

 However, a significant absence in my MA work was the Young Farmers’ 

Clubs of Ulster. Friends working in education policy encouraged me to include the 

YFCU in any future research because their cultural contribution operated very 

much ‘under the radar’ of conventional understandings of the arts in Northern 

Ireland. It was intriguing, therefore, to see the YFCU cited in the UK-wide AHRC 

Cultural Value Project report as an example of arts activities being conducted under 

the auspices of a broader organisation.  Although the initial intention in this study 

was to focus on youth theatres, both the above factors led to an (easy) decision that 

Young Farmers’ drama practice should be a key element. 
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 Unfortunately, the shift in focus away from traditional youth theatre has 

meant the omission of early research into the history of youth theatre in Northern 

Ireland. The contribution, for example, of 12 centrally funded regional youth 

theatres from 1979 to 1998 is not discussed in detail.  

 

Relevance 

While aspects of the study have specific relevance to Northern Ireland, the work 

has broader relevance in several areas. 

 Firstly, its engagement with place theory speaks to the prevalence of 

discourse on place in both cultural policy and arts research in other parts of the UK. 

In a speech about the 2020-30 Strategy for Arts Council England, Deputy Chief 

Executive Simon Mellor signalled that most future public funding will be delivered 

through a ‘place-based lens’.2 The ‘Draft Culture Strategy for Scotland’, while less 

definitive about funding allocation, promises to ‘Recognise each community’s own 

local culture in generating a distinct sense of place, identity and confidence’.3  

In this project I focus on two in-depth case studies of community-led 

cultural groups, exploring the relationship between these groups and senses of 

place in their local areas. In doing so, I provide concrete instances of how the 

cultural policy discourse on place might work – and succeed – in practice.  

 My use of social capital theory is perhaps less in vogue. However, I contend 

that it provides a useful complement to place theory: a clear way of conceptualising 

the structures of social networks ‘on the ground’. The concepts of bridging and 

bonding social capital have allowed me to examine and question networks of 

cultural participation in Northern Ireland. 

 The methodology, combining traditional ethnographic practice with applied 

theatre and arts-based techniques, offers strong potential for development and 

application in future studies on the arts. The consultation drama workshops were 

 
2 Giverny Masso (2019), ‘Relevance not excellence will be the new litmus test for funding’, The 
Stage, 8 April 2019, accessed online at < https://www.thestage.co.uk/news/2019/arts-council-
relevance-not-excellence-will-be-new-litmus-test-for-funding/> [accessed 17 April 2019].  
3 Scottish Government, ‘A Culture Strategy for Scotland: draft for consultation’, Section 4: 
Ambitions, aims and actions, accessed online at < https://www.gov.scot/publications/culture-
strategy-scotland-draft-consultation/pages/5/> [accessed 17 April 2019]. 

https://www.thestage.co.uk/news/2019/arts-council-relevance-not-excellence-will-be-new-litmus-test-for-funding/
https://www.thestage.co.uk/news/2019/arts-council-relevance-not-excellence-will-be-new-litmus-test-for-funding/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/culture-strategy-scotland-draft-consultation/pages/5/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/culture-strategy-scotland-draft-consultation/pages/5/
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particularly successful in generating a rich picture of opinions and perceptions 

within a group. 

 Fieldwork for this project took place in 2016 and 2017, when I lived in 

Northern Ireland.  However, the writing up largely took place in Scotland. It has 

been a special type of challenge to balance a day job in the ‘establishment’ of an 

Edinburgh festival with a passion project taking my head to the country roads and 

community halls of small Northern Irish places. I have been inspired by the Scottish 

government’s commitment to the arts across its programme, and to youth arts in 

particular through the Time to Shine Youth Arts Strategy.4 At the same time, my 

heart has ached to see Northern Ireland’s political establishment stagnating, with 

even greater pressure and uncertainty being piled onto the arts sector there.  

 To conclude, I return to this study’s relevance to Northern Ireland. I hope 

that, in a small way, it may help bolster the case for trusting and empowering those 

dedicated community-based cultural activists, in the arts and beyond, who are 

creating more inclusive places and spaces – and slowly moving mountains.  

 

Outline of study 

Chapter 1, the literature review, situates the study within an academic movement 

that recognises the value of arts activities as subjectively experienced phenomena. 

Themes are introduced from studies on amateur drama and youth drama.  

 Chapter 2 situates this project within a Northern Irish context.  Its value as 

a contribution to knowledge is discussed in relation to a lack of NI-specific research 

in the field, and the existence of distinctive Northern Irish social and cultural 

features that impact on findings in this area. A comprehensive policy context is 

provided for the study, in preparation for a discussion of the policy implications of 

the findings in Chapter 9.  

Chapter 3 introduces the theoretical frameworks which shaped the data 

analysis and the interpretation of the findings: namely, social capital and place. My 

definition of social value is clarified. Relevant aspects of social capital theory and 

 
4 Creative Scotland, Time to Shine: Scotland’s Youth Arts Strategy (Edinburgh: Creative Scotland, 
2013). 
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place theory are discussed, with an emphasis on their complementary nature and 

mutual relevance to the arts and community well-being.  

Chapter 4 focuses on methodology, describing the study’s epistemological 

background (ethnography and applied drama) and justifying the research design, 

in particular the use of arts-based research methods to complement more 

traditional ethnographic ones. The research setting is described, focusing on 

cultural segregation in Northern Ireland, the nature of youth drama groups and my 

interpretation of rurality. The processes of sampling case studies, data collection 

and data analysis are described, and the chapter concludes with consideration of 

ethical practice. 

A brief Chapter 5 outlines the setting for the two case studies, combining 

demographic data and local history and geography with personal impressions. 

 Chapters 6 and 7 describe findings from the two case studies. Chapter 5 

focuses on CRAIC Youth Theatre, and Chapter 6 on Glarryford Young Farmers’ Club. 

Both chapters follow a similar structure, describing firstly social networks, then 

practices of community and creative/artistic practices within the respective 

groups, before proceeding to consider how the social spaces of these groups are 

perceived from ‘within’ and ‘without’. The second part of each chapter focuses on 

place. General impressions of place-identity encountered during the fieldwork are 

described, leading into discussion of the role of the case study groups in shaping 

these senses of place. 

Chapter 8 brings together findings from both case studies, to be analysed in 

relation to the theory and to themes identified in the literature review. This chapter 

is in three parts. The first looks at social capital, exploring the following research 

sub-question:  

 

In what ways do the case study youth drama groups contribute 
towards developing social capital in their local communities? What is 
the nature of this social capital? 

 

The complexities of bridging and bonding social capital around the groups are 

considered, including how these relate to the broader landscape of cultural 

segregation. 
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The second part of Chapter 8 focuses on place, via the following sub-

question: 

 

In what ways are the youth drama groups involved in crafting a 

collectively felt sense of place? What is the nature of this sense of place 

and how does it relate to wider local place-identities? 

 

As well as discussing the interplay between the case study groups and local place-

identities, the spaces of their dramatic performances are considered as live 

manifestations of place.  

 The final part of this chapter brings together the two theoretical lenses of 

social capital and place through a discussion of bridging and bonding, inward-

looking and outward-looking drama practice, and inward-looking and outward-

looking place-identities. 

 Chapter 9 outlines the implications of the findings for Northern Irish society 

and policy, and suggests areas for further research.  

 

Thank you for choosing to read my study. I hope you enjoy it.  
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Chapter 1: LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

 

Introduction  

 

This chapter situates the study within existing research on the social value of the 

arts, focusing on studies of amateur and youth drama groups, and within UK 

cultural policy discourse that is largely England-centric. Gaps in research are 

identified that this study aims to address. Given the study’s Northern Irish focus 

and the distinctive context for research in this region, relevant Northern Irish 

policy will be discussed in the following chapter.  

The first section discusses research trends on cultural value which inspired 

this project, notably the AHRC’s Cultural Value Project.  

The next four sections outline relevant themes and concerns from research 

on amateur drama and youth drama. The emphasis is on findings around drama 

groups as collectives, and/or their interactions with their local communities. 

Section 2 introduces the literature sources. Sections 3-5 discuss the internal social 

spaces of drama groups, the relationship between drama groups and their local 

communities, and correlations between drama participation and social and civic 

engagement. Section 6 concludes the review of drama-specific studies with an 

identification of the research gap which I aim to address: namely, the absence of 

perspectives of non-participants in research on the social value of drama groups.  

 

1.1 The Cultural Value debate: discourses and practices 

of valuing the arts 
 

Since the early 2000s, the term ‘cultural value’ has become increasingly employed 

in academic discussions about the relationship of the arts and culture to individuals 

and society. The phrase is particularly prevalent in discourse that seeks to critique 

or broaden frameworks traditionally employed by local and national government 
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for interpreting the value of the arts. This section discusses pertinent trends in 

recent research on cultural value. The AHRC’s Cultural Value Project is introduced 

as a key text in framing this study. Firstly, however, I will contextualise trends in 

cultural value research with a brief history of how the arts have been valued in UK 

central government policy from 1980 to the present day. 

 

1.11 Understandings of cultural value at policy level 
 

Contemporary debates about measuring the value of culture in Britain originate 

with the first Thatcher government. Prior to this, the British Arts Council’s 

approach was ‘driven more by aspirations than targets’5: aspirations which 

reflected a Keynesian view of intrinsic value or ‘art for art’s sake’. Thatcher’s 

introduction of the New Public Management (NPM) framework led to a seismic 

shift in policy conceptions of cultural value: ‘In effect, cultural value became 

attached to the delivery of other – economic and social – outcomes.’6 In the 1980s 

and early 1990s, it was the economic case for the arts which was predominant. The 

‘Myerscough report’, The economic importance of the arts in Great Britain, was 

particularly influential.7 It considered the arts’ contribution to tourism, 

employment and the creative industries. 

When New Labour came to power in 1997, the policy focus shifted towards 

social impact: the role which the arts can play in areas such as tackling poverty, 

reducing crime and building social cohesion. Arts funding increased under New 

Labour, accompanied by an increasingly target-driven approach, auditing practices 

and a rhetoric of impact measurement. Abi Gilmore notes how New Labour’s 

cultural policy also became increasingly ‘tied to places through the regionalisation 

agenda’.8   

 
5 Geoffrey Crossick and Patrycja Kaszynska, Understanding the value of arts & culture: The AHRC 
Cultural Value Project (Swindon: AHRC, 2016), p. 16. 
6 Geoffrey Crossick and Patrycja Kaszynska, (2014) ‘Under construction: Towards a framework 
for cultural value’, Cultural Trends, 23:2, pp. 120-131, p. 121. 
7 John Myerscough, The economic importance of the arts in Great Britain (London: Policy Studies 
Institute, 1988). 
8 Abi Gilmore (2013), ‘Cold spots, crap towns and cultural deserts: The role of place and 
geography in cultural participation and creative place-making’, Cultural Trends, 22:2, pp. 86-96, 
p. 87. 
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 The advent of the Conservative government in 2010 saw a continuation of 

social and economic instrumentalism, but in a harsher post-recession funding 

climate.  Dave O’Brien’s 2010 report for the Department for Culture, Media and 

Sport (DCMS) makes a bald case for pragmatism, urging the arts and cultural sector 

to adopt the government’s economic valuation methods as stated in HMRC’s Green 

Book in order to ensure its survival.9 In Northern Ireland, public arts funding has 

been at the mercy of successive unstable or collapsed governments and has 

suffered substantial cuts.  

 

1.12 The Cultural Value Project 
 

Since the early 2000s, there have been concerted attempts to broaden the 

conversation beyond government-endorsed, target- or outcome-driven 

understandings of the social value of the arts as described above. The AHRC’s 

Cultural Value Project was an important development in this movement. Running 

from 2012 to 2016, the Cultural Value Project funded 72 original pieces of work 

and was ‘one of the most in-depth attempts yet made to understand the value of the 

arts and culture – the difference that they make to individuals and to society’.10  

The project built substantially on earlier debates in the field, including the work of 

John Holden and the RAND Corporation’s 2004 study Gifts of the Muse.11  The final 

report on the Cultural Value Project, which analysed findings from all 72 studies, 

will be a key point of reference in this study.  

The following sections describe three themes from the Cultural Value 

Project and earlier studies that have inspired this thesis: the value of arts 

participation as a subjectively experienced phenomenon, the move towards greater 

recognition of amateur arts, and the concept of public ‘spillover’ benefits from 

individuals’ arts engagement. 

 

 
9 Dave O’Brien, Measuring the value of culture: a report to the Department for Culture, Media and 
Sport (London: DCMS, 2010). 
10 Andrew Thompson, ‘Foreword’, in Crossick and Kaszynska, Understanding the value of arts & 
culture (2016), p. 4. 
11 Kevin McCarthy et al., Gifts of the Muse: Reframing the Debate about the Benefits of the Arts 
(Santa Monica: The Rand Corporation, 2004). 
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1.13 The ‘use-value’ of the arts as experienced by arts 

participants 
 

Value is a complex and loaded term. John Holden (2004) argues that value cannot 

be limited to outcomes which the government deems to be socially useful: 

 

 

[…] value creation is essentially a subjective phenomenon (albeit a 
collective one) rather than an objective one. In other words, a 
community cannot be told that it is benefitting from an increase in 
value, rather that value only exists when it is experienced broadly 
within the community.12  

 

 

Holden describes a ‘mismatch’ between the differing conceptions of cultural value 

which funders, arts and cultural institutions and the general public may have.  He 

argues that: ‘what matters most is the public’s own assessment of value […]’.13  A 

2004 study by the RAND Corporation (USA) also focuses on ‘the arts experience […] 

as key to understanding the value of the arts in both private and public terms’, 

emphasising that members of the public are not usually drawn to the arts for their 

instrumental benefits.14    

This theme of exploring people’s lived experiences of arts engagement, as 

opposed to ‘outcomes’, was a key idea behind the Cultural Value Project. A 

recurring theme in studies funded under this project was ‘the attempt to see how 

value may be recognised phenomenologically from the first-person perspective’15 

and the focus is very much on seeking to understand the social value of the arts 

through people’s lived experiences, rather than to measure it with reference to 

externally imposed frameworks. For example, Ashley’s study of a Sikh war 

memorial in Brighton explored how both participants and onlookers in ceremonies 

 
12 John Holden, Capturing Cultural Value: How culture has become a tool of government policy 
(London: Demos, 2004), p. 26. 
13 John Holden, Cultural Value and the Crisis of Legitimacy: Why culture needs a democratic 
mandate (London: Demos, 2006) p. 35. 
14 Kevin McCarthy et al., Gifts of the Muse, p. 4. 
15 Crossick and Kaszynska, Understanding the value of arts & culture, p. 21. 
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at this site viewed the cultural importance of the memorial.16 Likewise, Manchester 

and Pett’s study Teenage Kicks looked at how young people in Bristol understand 

the value of their own cultural participation, rather than referring to any externally 

imposed ‘outcomes’ deriving from this participation (such as, for example, social 

development or educational attainment).17 

 

 

1.14 Broadening the conversation beyond publicly funded 
activities 
 

Up until the 2000s, academic and policy discourse tended to focus on the value of 

the publicly funded arts sector. However, the past ten years have seen a broadening 

of the debate to include amateur and ‘home-made’ arts activities: 

 

 

[…] no longer seen as the poor relation to ‘high’ art performed and 
exhibited by publicly funded professionals, amateur arts activity is 
starting to be recognised as an integral part of civil society that 
brings real benefits to communities and individuals.18  

 

 

This broadening of the debate is linked to the growing use of an ecological frame of 

reference for understanding the arts sector: the idea that the arts flourish within an 

ecosystem in which the publicly funded, commercial and amateur spheres are 

interconnected and mutually dependant.19 The 2012-2018 Understanding 

Everyday Participation Project (hereinafter UEP) broadens the concept of cultural 

participation further to include ‘the meanings and stakes people attach to their 

hobbies and pastimes’, considering supposedly ‘mundane’ activities like gardening 

 
16 Susan Ashley, Memorialisation as Valuation: Examining public culture at the Chattri Indian 
memorial, Brighton (Swindon: AHRC, 2014). 
17 Helen Manchester and Emma Pett, Teenage Kicks: Exploring Cultural Value from a Youth 
Perspective (Swindon: AHRC, 2014). 
18 Hilary Ramsden et al., The role of grassroots arts activities in communities (Birmingham: Third 
Sector Research Sector, 2011), p. 5. 
19 See, for example, John Holden, The Ecology of Culture (Swindon: AHRC, 2015). 
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or shopping as having cultural worth.20 The UEP had a particular focus on place and 

locality, aiming ‘to generate new understandings of community formation and 

capacity through participation’, which is of interest to this study.21 

 

1.15 The links between individual and community-level 

benefits of arts participation 
 

The RAND Foundation’s 2004 report Gifts of the Muse notes that many so-called 

‘individual’ benefits of arts participation may have ‘public spillover effects’,22 and 

posits that experiences of arts involvement ‘can open people to life and create the 

fabric of shared values and meanings that improves the public sphere’.23 The 

Cultural Value Project report builds substantially on this theme, suggesting that 

arts participation can play a key role in developing more reflective, empathetic 

citizens who feel more empowered to take action to improve society.  

The role of arts participation in inspiring increased social and civic 

engagement is one which is recognised not just in arts-focused research but also in 

studies on social capital including Robert Putnam’s influential book Bowling Alone, 

and his subsequent work with the Saguaro Seminar. The Saguaro Seminar’s Better 

Together report posits that: ‘the arts represent perhaps the most significant 

underutilised forum for rebuilding community in America’,24 and argues that arts 

participation, which ‘requires on-going interactions, co-ordination and trust’, is 

significantly more conducive to building social capital than arts spectatorship.25  

Several studies on this theme focus on young people: for example, a 2003 

British Cohort Survey found that young arts and cultural participants are much more 

likely to volunteer in later life.26  There also appears to be a particular association 

 
20 Understanding Everyday Participation (2012), ‘The Project’, 
<http://www.everydayparticipation.org/about/test-showcase-page/ > [accessed 13 June 
2016]. 
21 UEP, ‘The Project’<http://www.everydayparticipation.org/about/test-showcase-page/ >. 
22McCarthy et al., Gifts of the Muse, p. 69. 
23 Ibid., p. 52. 
24 Robert Putnam and Lewis Feldstein, Better Together: the report of the Saguaro Seminar: civic 
engagement in America; reprint of the 2000 report with a new introduction (Boston: Harvard 
University, 2001), accessed at < http://robertdputnam.com/wp-
content/uploads/2016/04/bt_30_87.pdf>, p. 47.   
25 Putnam and Feldstein, Better Together, p. 46. 
26 K. Robson, Teenage Time Use as Investment in Cultural Capital (Colchester: Institute for 
Economic and Social Research, 2003). 

http://www.everydayparticipation.org/about/test-showcase-page/
http://www.everydayparticipation.org/about/test-showcase-page/
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between the performing arts and volunteering: a 2008 study by the National 

Endowment for the Arts found that: ‘the odds that performing arts attendees will 

volunteer are 3.8 times greater than for non-attendees, regardless of their 

educational attainment, gender, and other selected demographic traits’, with similar 

correlations present for performing arts participants. 27  Jeannotte’s 2003 study 

found that among singing, theatre, writing, choreography, visual arts and music 

participants, by far the highest levels of volunteering were among theatre 

participants.28 The reasons for this particular correlation are unknown and there is 

little detail given on the nature of the volunteering itself.  

However, the potential for messianic interpretations of the role of the arts 

in inspiring social and civic engagement is mitigated by the caveat that: ‘It is rarely 

a question of [the arts] effecting direct changes, so much as creating conditions for 

change through a myriad of spillover effects.’29 The emphasis should be on 

understanding, rather than objectively measuring, these ‘spillover effects’. The 

Cultural Value Project report describes the difficulties in researching the 

relationship between individual and community-level benefits of arts participation 

and in tracing lines of causality:   

 

 

We must acknowledge the problem of aggregation for community 
arts impact studies: that of linking micro-level effects on individuals 
to the macro-level of communities when, economic impact apart, 
almost all impact studies examine how the arts affect individuals, by 
improving their health, confidence, self-esteem, skills and so on.30  

 

 

There are no easy answers to this problem, but it invites further exploration. 

 
27 National Endowment for the Arts, (2009), Art-Goers in their Communities: Patterns of Civic and 
Social Engagement (Washington DC: National Endowment for the Arts, 2009), accessed at 
<https://www.arts.gov/publications/art-goers-their-communities-patterns-civic-and-social-
engagement>[accessed 12 July 2017],  pp. 6 and 11. 
28 M. Sharon Jeannotte (2003), ‘Singing alone? The contribution of cultural capital to social 
cohesion and sustainable communities’, International Journal of Cultural Policy, 9:1, 35-49 
29 Crossick and Kaszynska, Understanding the value of arts & culture, p. 153. 
30 Ibid., p. 81. 
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I have focused here on public ‘spillover’ benefits of individuals’ arts 

engagement, but of course participatory arts groups are part of social and cultural 

ecosystems and will have impacts as a collective on the communities and places in 

which they are based. In terms of research into participatory youth arts groups, my 

literature review suggests a tendency to focus on individual benefits at the expense 

of considering these groups as collectives. 

 

This section has highlighted three trends in research on cultural value which have 

inspired this study: value as a subjectively experienced phenomenon; the 

importance of amateur and ‘everyday’ arts and cultural participation; and the 

concept of ‘spillover effects’ by which arts and cultural involvement can benefit 

communities and civic life.  Of course, ‘culture’ is a broader term than ‘the arts’, 

which is itself broader than my focus on drama. The following section introduces 

studies specifically on amateur and youth drama, which all consider subjective 

perceptions and experiences of value. 

 

1.2 Shedding light on dark matter: amateur and youth 

drama groups as part of our cultural ecosystem 
 

This section introduces pertinent research on amateur and youth drama groups. 

Here, youth drama refers to any kind of regular extra-curricular drama activity 

undertaken voluntarily by people aged 10-25. More precise definitions and types of 

youth drama practice will be given in Chapter 4. 

  The amateur arts sector is a key component of the ‘cultural ecosystem’ 

discussed in the Cultural Value Project report. The report concludes that: 

‘Notwithstanding some important work, the amateur arts remain an area that 

needs more attention if we are to understand its value.’31  A useful metaphor for 

illustrating the amateur arts could be the concept of ‘dark matter’. This metaphor 

casts the theatre sector as a galaxy. The ‘brightest stars’ could be large professional 

companies and venues, the fainter stars, the smaller professional and larger 

amateur companies and youth theatres, and in between these stars is apparently 

 
31 Crossick and Kaszynska, Understanding the value of arts & culture, p. 27. 
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dark matter.  It is not so visible but we know it is there, affecting the energy of the 

galaxy. This dark matter might include informal, community-based drama activities 

taking place under the auspices of non-arts-specific bodies including schools, 

church groups, Women’s Institutes, Young Farmers’ Clubs, etc. An important caveat 

to this metaphor is that the topography of the galaxy changes depending on the 

position of the viewer. For a London-based regular theatregoer, the National 

Theatre might be a ‘bright star’ and a Young Farmers’ drama festival might be 

viewed as ‘dark matter’. However, for a 12-year-old keen performer who has just 

joined a Young Farmers’ Club, their county drama festival might be a very bright 

cultural star indeed, and the National Theatre a relative unknown.32   

The UK’s first fully funded academic study of amateur theatre, Amateur 

Dramatics: Crafting Communities in Time and Space (2013-2016), is one initiative 

that aimed to shed light on this dark matter. The study’s subtitle illustrates its 

interest in the role which amateur drama groups can play in community-building, 

both internally (creating a group which is a community in and of itself) and 

externally, in the villages, towns and cities where the groups are based.  

There is no comparable study on the social role of youth drama groups. 

Academic studies on youth drama tend to focus on the benefits of participation for 

individual young people. Other, sectoral, studies aim to map provision rather than 

pursue a research question. The extent of any published research on youth drama 

outside of formal education appears to be limited. I engaged with three academic 

(i.e. University-led) studies in this field.33 The largest of these is Playing a Part: A 

study of the impact of youth theatre on the personal, social and political development 

of young people (2003).34 Commissioned from the University of Manchester by the 

National Association of Youth Theatres, Playing a Part uses psychological theories 

of youth transitions to explore the ‘impacts of participation in youth theatre in 

young people, as perceived by youth theatre participants’.35 Bruce Burton’s 

Australian study Staging the Transitions to Maturity (2002) also focuses on 

adolescent transitions.36 The third academic study – What’s it Worth? (2014) – 

 
32 Thank you to my supervisor, David Grant, for the use of his analogy. 
33 I define ‘academic’ here as referring to studies conducted within a university. 
34 Jenny Hughes and Karen Wilson, Playing a Part: A study of the impact of youth theatre on the 
personal, social and political development of young people (Darlington: NAYT, 2003). 
35 Hughes and Wilson, Playing a Part, p. 2. 
36 Bruce Burton (2002), ‘Staging the Transitions to Maturity: Youth Theatre and the Rites of 
Passage Through Adolescence’, Youth Theatre Journal, 16:1, pp. 63-70. 
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explores ‘the value that young people place on their own experiences of engaging 

with drama’ and findings focus on personal and career development.37   While all 

three studies consider value to be subjectively experienced, their focus is on 

individual rather than collective experiences, and information on the nature of the 

youth drama groups and the communities where they are based is limited. 

Swimming in the Shallow End (2012) is another England-centric study, this 

time conducted by an arts development organisation. It explores the important 

issue of gender differences in experiences of youth drama participation.38 Unlike 

the other studies, it accords significant space to negative experiences of youth 

drama. Issues discussed include the discrepancy between the high proportion of 

female youth drama participants and the relatively low number of interesting roles 

available for women. The study also highlights prevalent attitudes in some 

communities and among some peer groups that male participation in drama is not 

‘socially acceptable’ and that sport is a much more suitable pursuit for young men. 

The other youth drama works included in this literature review – sectoral 

publications, journal articles and project evaluations – mostly relate to youth 

theatre in the Republic of Ireland. Ireland has a well-established and active sectoral 

development body, Youth Theatre Ireland, which unlike its sister organisations in 

England and Scotland has a Research Officer on the staff team. Youth Theatre 

Ireland produces a comprehensive review of youth theatre in the country every 10 

years. I focused on the 2009 edition of this work, Centre Stage + 10.39 Although little 

is published on youth drama in Northern Ireland, I did find articles on NI youth 

theatre in the 1987 Youth and Community issue of Theatre Ireland.40 I also 

consulted unpublished works from the (now defunct) Ulster Association of Youth 

Drama including strategic plans and evaluations. 

Given the existence of several studies focusing on individual benefits of 

youth drama participation, my focus will be on the collective and on the 

relationship between youth drama groups and the communities and places in 

which they operate. The following sections discuss three salient themes in research 

 
37 Catherine McNamara, What’s it Worth? Evidencing the value of participation at Theatre 
Peckham (London: The Royal Central School of Speech and Drama, 2014), p. 12. 
38 Lucy Kerbel, Swimming in the Shallow End: Opportunities for girls in youth drama, focusing on 
the quantity and quality of roles available to them (London: Tonic Theatre, 2012). 
39 Rhona Dunnett, Centre Stage + 10: A Report on Youth Theatre in Ireland (Dublin: NAYD, 2009). 
40 Theatre Ireland, No. 12, Youth and Community Issue (1987). 
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on amateur drama and youth drama which relate to this study: the internal social 

spaces of drama groups, the role of drama groups in crafting communities, and the 

links between drama group participation and active citizenship. Key to these 

discussions will be the interplay between internal and external communities: the 

social spaces of groups, and the geographic localities and communities in which 

they are based.  

 

1.3 Alternative families and communities of spirit: the 

internal social spaces of amateur and youth drama 

groups 
 

This section discusses findings on how youth and amateur drama participants 

perceive the internal social spaces of their groups. It highlights three broad 

common themes across the research: alternative families, spaces for identity 

development and the importance of group ethos, practice and norms. 

 

1.31 Friendships, ‘good gangs’ and second families  

 

In both amateur drama and youth drama research, friendships and a ‘sense of 

belonging’ are cited as significant motivating factors for participation. In Centre 

Stage + 10, friendships were the second thing which young people valued most 

about their youth theatre, after ‘togetherness / group experience’.41 Likewise, 

Playing a Part cites ‘Friendship/Socialising/Relationships with peers’ as a key area 

of youth theatre experience that young people find extremely rewarding.42  A 

facilitator quoted in Centre Stage + 10 discusses the adolescent desire to affiliate 

with a group or ‘gang’: 

 

  

  

 
41 Dunnett, Centre Stage + 10, p. 176. 
42 Hughes and Wilson, Playing a Part, p. 78. 
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Often in youth theatre, the first struggle is to use drama and theatre 
ritually to help the group see themselves as a community […] and 
out of that sense of community comes a sense of power. We know 
that about young people: that’s the attraction of gangs […] – it makes 
you feel powerful. Part of what we’re offering in youth theatre is an 
opportunity to feel that power in a very different way, as a positive 
force […].43 

 

 

This reflection suggests that, by providing young people with a ‘good gang’ or tribe, 

youth theatre could have a diversionary function in steering them away from ‘bad 

gangs’. This is a theme brought up by participants themselves in What’s it Worth44 

and Playing a Part.45 

 The term ‘family’ recurs with striking frequency across the four largest 

studies reviewed here, mostly employed by young people in describing their youth 

drama group. One young person in What’s it Worth reflects on their group: ‘It’s not 

a second home, it’s like my first home out of home.’46 The Reflecting on Amateur 

Theatre Research report on amateur drama in England suggests that the 

appreciation of an ‘alternative family’ is not limited to adolescence: 

 

 

Those who participate in amateur theatre-making often employ the 
rhetoric and emotional register of ‘family’ when they talk about their 
involvement […] the relationships within amateur companies often 
echo the complex inter-personal dynamics of extended family life – 
the hierarchies, varying roles, allegiances and squabbles […] but 
above all the term ‘family’ in this context is used to suggest the often 
deep and lasting bonds.47 

 

 

 
43 Dunnett, Centre Stage + 10, p. 169. 
44 McNamara, What’s it Worth?, p. 19. 
45 Hughes and Wilson, Playing a Part, p. 17 and p. 53. 
46 McNamara, What’s it Worth?, p. 18. 
47 Helen Nicholson et al., Reflecting on Amateur Theatre Research (2016), report available to 
read online at < http://amateurdramaresearch.com/reflecting-on-amateur-theatre-our-
report/> [accessed 2 February 2017], p. 13. 

http://amateurdramaresearch.com/reflecting-on-amateur-theatre-our-report/
http://amateurdramaresearch.com/reflecting-on-amateur-theatre-our-report/
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The report employs the phrase ‘communities of care’ to describe the manner in 

which drama groups can function as caring alternative families.48 This phrase, 

derived from healthcare, describes ‘“a collaborative model of care” that rejects 

transactional models and favours strong relationships and relational 

communities’.49 Reflecting on Amateur Theatre Research describes how participants 

credit their sustained involvement in amateur drama for helping them negotiate 

stressful life events such as divorce, illness and redundancy.50 This process of 

voluntary groups facilitating the wider well-being of members chimes with social 

capital theory, which will be discussed in the following chapter. 

 It must be emphasised, however, that not all drama groups are seen as 

‘communities of care’ by all participants.  Indeed, 11% of young people in Playing a 

Part said that their worst experiences of youth theatre were to do with friendships 

and relationships. Experiences cited included peers ‘messing about’, arguments, 

feeling left out or being bullied.51  

 

1.32 Youth drama groups as safe spaces for identity 

development 
 

The sphere of identity development is another key way in which youth drama 

participants value the internal communities of their groups. Psychological research 

suggests that a stable sense of identity is a vital ‘intangible asset’ for young 

people.52 Burton asserts that: ‘The field of developmental adolescent psychology 

has consistently recognised the potential power of theatre in normative 

development in adolescence.’53  

The literature reviewed here suggests that many young people experience 

the benefits of youth drama in helping to craft a sense of identity. Playing a Part 

found that youth theatre can provide a supportive, inclusive environment in which 

young people can ‘be different’ or ‘stand out whilst still being accepted by peers’.54  

 
48 Nicholson et al., Reflecting on Amateur Theatre Research, p. 13. 
49 Ibid. 
50 Ibid. 
51 Hughes and Wilson, Playing a Part, p. 78. 
52 Ibid. 
53 Burton, ‘Staging the Transitions to Maturity’, p. 64. 
54 Hughes and Wilson, Playing a Part, p. 56. 
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Similar findings emerge in Centre Stage + 10, as encapsulated by one young 

person’s revelation that: ‘Youth theatre is the one place where I don’t have to act.’55 

There is a seemingly paradoxical process at work here through which, by 

experimenting with different characters and personae in an accepting, supportive 

environment, young people become more secure in their own sense of themselves.  

Once again, however, the characterisation of youth drama as a utopia of 

inclusion and identity experimentation must be avoided because the research 

reviewed here does not reflect the breadth of the youth drama sector. It is 

predominantly focused on not-for-profit youth theatre, which tends to promote 

inclusive ensemble practice. I have found no research, for example, on commercial 

stage schools. Furthermore, Swimming in the Shallow End highlights some instances 

where drama participation actually led to diminished self-esteem. Many of the 

young women interviewed felt that physicality and ‘attractiveness’ influenced the 

nature of the parts they were given and could lead to them being repeatedly 

typecast in roles which they found boring.56 

 

1.33 Group ethos and ‘communities of spirit’ 
 

Group ethos, culture and traditions are important facets of the social spaces of 

drama groups. Reflecting on Amateur Theatre Research discusses the ‘culture of 

practice’ of amateur drama groups as ‘a lived social practice during which people 

share ideas and pass on the traditions that define their approach to production’.57 It 

emphasises the ‘cultural heritage’ of many groups, citing the importance of 

traditions such as sharing food at the end of rehearsals: ‘All these performative 

gestures and traditions are “used to construct, re-construct and negotiate a range 

of identities and social and cultural values and meaning in the present”.’58 

In his 2007 study of xiqu, the Chinese Opera tradition in Singapore, Lee 

Tong Soon describes a key difference between amateur and professional xiqu 

troupes as being the amateur groups’ emphasis on communal practice: 

 
55 Dunnett, Centre Stage + 10, p. 168. 
56 Kerbel, Swimming in the Shallow End, p. 26. 
57 Nicholson et al., Reflecting on Amateur Theatre Research, p. 10 (quote is from Laurajane Smith, 
Uses of Heritage, 2006, p.3). 
58 Ibid. 
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The focus [of amateur xiqu groups] is on presenting a persuasive 
performance through communal interaction, rather than a focus on 
individual technicalities. Indeed, by extending their technical 
proficiency as a means of educating and relating to others, the 
amateur performer fosters “a community of spirit” (Cahill 1964: 
87).59 

 

 

Amateur xiqu groups in Singapore typically practise several evenings a week and 

rehearsals are generally preceded by a communal dinner: a tradition that ensures 

the development of a ‘community of care’ as well as a ‘community of practice’. Tong 

Soon posits that the ethos of amateur xiqu corresponds to a Confucian ideology 

which promotes self-cultivation and rejects monetary profit as the driving motive 

in life. James Cahill’s quoted phrase ‘a community of spirit’ is a useful way of 

encapsulating the inclusive ethos of many amateur and youth drama groups. 

 Parallels can also be drawn between Tong Soon’s description of ‘presenting 

a persuasive performance through communal interaction’ and the ensemble 

theatrical practice which is a distinctive artistic feature of youth theatre, one 

highlighted by Youth Theatre Ireland in its description of what youth theatre is. 60 

One could speculate than the emphasis on the ensemble in performance might have 

spillover benefits in terms of fostering a supportive, egalitarian group ethos. 

 Having considered findings on the internal social spaces of drama groups, I 

will now move to the relationship between drama groups and the places and 

communities in which they are based. 

  

 
59 Lee Tong Soon, ‘Chinese Theatre, Confucianism, and Nationalism: Amateur Chinese Opera 
Tradition in Singapore’ (2007), Asian Theatre Journal, 24:2, pp. 397-421, p. 409. 
60 Youth Theatre Ireland, ‘What is Youth Theatre?’, < http://www.youththeatre.ie/youth-
theatre/what/> [accessed 18 July 2018]. 

http://www.youththeatre.ie/youth-theatre/what/
http://www.youththeatre.ie/youth-theatre/what/
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1.4 Crafting communities and place-identity: drama 

groups in relation to their local communities 
 

Holden posits that the arts and culture can help to craft local identities and 

engender a ‘sense of belonging to a community’.61 Arts organisations which are 

well embedded in their local communities can play a role in crafting what Yi-Fu 

Tuan calls ‘the affective bond between people and place’.62 Several recent research 

initiatives explore local ecologies of arts and cultural participation and the 

relationships between the arts infrastructure and a sense of place.  For example, 

the UEP project involved six case studies of local cultural ecosystems, including two 

in rural areas.63  The UEP project defines a cultural ecosystem as ‘a historically 

wrought, physically situated assembly of formal and informal cultural resources, 

participation contexts, practices and communities’.64 The project’s case study 

approach elucidated ways in which arts and cultural activity helps to craft 

communities of locality and assists the ‘sociocultural construction of places and 

communities’.65 Work funded under this project included ‘an ethnography of 

performance-based participation’ in Moretonhampstead, Devon.66  

This section discusses research on the relationship between drama groups 

and the local places and communities in which they are based. The first part 

outlines observations from Reflecting on Amateur Theatre Research on the content 

and contexts of drama groups’ performances, followed by an ‘aside’ differentiating 

the practice of amateur drama groups from community and applied theatre. The 

next part explores findings on the role of drama groups within their local 

communities, and the final part considers the relationship between drama 

participation and social and civic engagement. 

 

 
61 Holden, Cultural Value and the Crisis of Legitimacy, p. 24. 
62 Yi-Fu Tuan, Topophilia: A study of environmental perceptions, attitudes and values (New Jersey: 
Prentice Hall, 1974), p. 4. 
63 Dartmoor and Eilean Siar, Stornoway. See <http://www.everydayparticipation.org/ 
>[accessed 4 February 2017]. 
64 Andrew Miles and Leanne Gibson (2016), ‘Everyday participation and cultural value, Cultural 
Trends, 25:3, 151-157, p. 153. 
65 Miles and Gibson (2016), ‘Everyday participation and cultural value’, p. 152. 
66 Kerrie Schaefer, Delyth Edwards and Jane Milling (2017), ‘Performing Moretonhampstead: 
rurality, participation and cultural value’, Cultural Trends, 26:1, 47-57, p. 51. 

http://www.everydayparticipation.org/
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1.41 Celebrating place through amateur performance events 
 

The Reflecting on Amateur Theatre Research report asserts: ‘Making and staging 

amateur performance is a key way in which geographical communities represent 

and celebrate their communal life.’67 It argues that, while professional productions 

are often driven by the need to create ‘“destination”  events’, amateur theatre 

shows generally cater to local audiences.68  They therefore have freedom to include 

‘in-jokes’ and local references which foster a sense of community identity: 

 

 

The many groups that stage an annual pantomime frequently write 
their own, and all adapt and customise scripts to celebrate a 
communal understanding of their localities for audiences. In this 
dynamic way, amateur theatre companies contribute to creating 
vibrant localities and enhance the unique qualities of the places 
where they live for audiences.69 

 

 

Furthermore, many of the performers onstage will be known to local audiences. At 

amateur theatre events, ‘local teachers, vicars, electricians, politicians and 

plumbers are recognised onstage but seen in a different guise’.70  This creates a 

special dynamic not present at larger-scale professional performances: ‘For the 

audience, the felt experience of being together, sharing the aesthetic double-ness of 

seeing people you know onstage, is close to Cresswell’s view that places are 

continually re-imagined through everyday encounters.’71   Reflecting on Amateur 

Theatre Research argues that: ‘Amateur theatre is a space where communities 

represent themselves back to local audiences, taking charge of their collective 

symbolic life.’72 It is possible that these phenomena of shared local references, and 

the aesthetic doubleness of recognition, are especially potent in relation to small, 

tightly knit communities. Theatre critic Lyn Gardner writes of rural amateur 

 
67 Nicholson et al., Reflecting on Amateur Theatre Research, p. 4. 
68 Ibid. 
69 Nicholson et al., Reflecting on Amateur Theatre Research, p. 5. 
70 Nicholson et al., Reflecting on Amateur Theatre Research, p. 12. 
71 Ibid. 
72 Nicholson et al., Reflecting on Amateur Theatre Research, p. 4. 
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theatre: ‘The show that is presented in a village hall is a manifestation of a much 

deeper network of relationships than those depicted between the characters 

onstage.’73 This special conviviality of ‘village hall performances’ will be a key 

theme in this study. 

 However, the study by Schaefer et al. of performing arts practices in the 

Dartmoor town of Moretonhampstead provides a useful problematisation of the 

concept of ‘local’. The authors’ ethnographic research revealed that, while many 

recent incomers to the town participated in its amateur theatre groups as a way of 

belonging or ‘being in place’, those who didn’t participate in these groups or other 

cultural bastions in the town could be seen as ‘outsiders’. Furthermore, some 

incomers found aspects of the town’s performing arts traditions to be problematic: 

homophobic jokes in the pantomime, for example, or a racist carnival float. This 

adds a dark side to the picture of cosy village hall performances painted by 

Gardner, suggesting that these performances may exclude as well as include, and 

may serve to create a somewhat idyll-ised or dated representation of rural life, at 

odds with reality.  

 

1.42 Community theatre, applied theatre and place 
 

For purposes of clarity, and to introduce terms which will be used henceforth, it is 

worth mentioning here two traditions distinct from the practice of amateur drama 

groups but which also often involve the staging of productions by non-professional 

local actors for local audiences: community theatre and applied theatre.  The older 

of the two, community theatre emerged in the UK in the 1950s through the work of 

Joan Littlewood and Theatre Workshop. In Britain and Northern Ireland, the term 

describes theatre that is made by professional artists with and/or for particular 

communities.74 Although a community theatre project could potentially involve the 

participation of an amateur drama group, it will be led by professional directors, 

producers and performers. David Grant posits that community theatre is rooted in 

 
73 Lyn Gardner, ‘What we can learn from the wandering stars of rural theatre,’ The Guardian, 
Tuesday 21 June 2015, available online at 
https://www.theguardian.com/stage/theatreblog/2015/jul/21/rural-theatre-
touring?CMP=share_btn_tw [accessed 13 June 2017]. 
74 Confusingly, the term in America refers to what British people would understand as ‘amateur 
drama’. 

https://www.theguardian.com/stage/theatreblog/2015/jul/21/rural-theatre-touring?CMP=share_btn_tw
https://www.theguardian.com/stage/theatreblog/2015/jul/21/rural-theatre-touring?CMP=share_btn_tw
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the local community, tends towards its benefit, reflects local themes and 

experience, and places greater emphasis on process than on product.75   

As well as aiming to empower and develop the confidence of non-

professional participants, community theatre productions often aim to create a 

sense of positive, unified place-identity. It might be argued that, compared with an 

amateur theatre pantomime (for example), community theatre productions have a 

more explicit connection to place and place-identity through their subject matter 

and content. However, community theatre projects tend to be time-bound, so after 

the project ends the professionals will leave that community, whereas amateur 

drama groups are a more permanent feature of local cultural ecosystems. 

 Community theatre has a particular history in Northern Ireland. In 1978 

Peter Melchett, NI Education Minister under direct rule, identified community arts 

as a potential means of addressing the fixed identity politics and social deprivation 

which he believed were fuelling the Troubles. Melchett gave the Arts Council of 

Northern Ireland the following aim: ‘To encourage the artistic efforts of people 

living in deprived areas, particularly when the artistic activity […] is especially 

relevant or linked to the lives and experience of local people’.76 In his survey of 

community drama 15 years later, Grant notes how far this objective had become a 

reality through many professional-led, community-rooted productions. As part of 

the response to Melchett’s directive, 12 state-run youth theatres were established 

across Northern Ireland, which initially followed a central curriculum influenced by 

the process drama methodology of applied theatre practitioner Dorothy Heathcote. 

 This brings us to a second tradition, related to community theatre: applied 

theatre, or applied drama. Whereas community theatre is often rooted in place, 

applied theatre is more rooted in social issues. Applied theatre uses the theatrical 

form to explore issues in the real world with the aim of effecting positive change: 

‘drama with an ulterior motive’. Its practitioners use drama techniques and 

activities, as well as the staging of performances, to achieve non-drama-related 

objectives in a particular social group and setting. For example, the work of 

Cardboard Citizens, who tell stories related to homelessness ‘through theatre 

performed on the stage, in the street, in hostels, centres and prisons’, draws heavily 

 
75 David Grant, Playing the Wild Card: a survey of community drama and smaller-scale theatre 
from a community relations perspective (Belfast: Community Relations Council, 1993), p. 5. 
76 Peter Melchett quoted in Grant, Wild Card, p. 7. 
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on applied theatre practice.77 Applied theatre is a key influence in the methodology 

of this study and will be discussed in further detail in Chapter 4.  

 

1.43 Youth drama productions and place-identity 
 

There is no research on the engagement of youth drama productions with place to 

match the breadth of the Amateur Dramatics: Crafting Communities project. 

However, many youth drama groups do engage artistically with the places in which 

they operate. For example, in the Republic of Ireland in 2016, at least 16 youth 

theatres mounted productions about the Easter Rising, many of which took a local 

angle on the theme.78 One of these groups was County Limerick Youth Theatre, who 

produced a play in the village of Knocklong, near where the youth theatre is based. 

This play recreated the historical narrative of the rescue of a 17-year-old 

combatant from Knocklong railway station. It was performed in a disused building 

in the village, and involved a large cast including adults and children from the local 

community.79 This production provides a powerful example of a youth drama 

group engaging with and helping to creatively shape local identities. However, I 

have not come across any academic research on youth drama productions such as 

this. 

 

1.44 Drama groups building community, and ‘spaces to be 

different’ 
 

Public productions are not the only ways in which amateur and youth drama 

groups engage with the places where they are based. The very existence of a drama 

group in a specific location constitutes a contribution to the social and cultural life 

of that area. The Crafting Communities project included a case study of how 

amateur drama groups were instrumental in building a sense of community in 

 
77 Cardboard Citizens, ‘What We Do’, www.cardboardcitizens.org.uk, 
<https://www.cardboardcitizens.org.uk/what-we-do> [accessed 12 February 2019]. 
78 ‘Youth Theatres Across Ireland Mark 1916’ (2016), Youth Drama Ireland, Issue 17, pp. 10-13. 
79 Informed by ‘“There'll Be No Locks or Bolts Between Us”: rural youth theatre as a means of 
building social capital’, talk delivered by Fiona Quinn (Artistic Director of County Limerick 
Youth Theatre) at the Changemakers Youth Theatre Practice Symposium, 23 November 2016, 
Mary Immaculate College, Limerick. 

http://www.cardboardcitizens.org.uk/
https://www.cardboardcitizens.org.uk/what-we-do
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English new towns and Garden Cities. The Schaefer et al. study of 

Moretonhampstead reveals how many incomers participated in amateur theatre as 

a way of feeling ‘in place’. In a similar vein, a facilitator quoted in Centre Stage + 10 

illustrates how a youth theatre has helped to build social connections in Celbridge, 

a developing town within the Dublin commuter belt: 

 

 

Loads of [the youth theatre participants] said that they had come into 
Celbridge relatively recently and didn’t know that many people here. 
But now they know loads of people and didn’t have that sense of 
loneliness anymore, didn’t feel so isolated.80 

 

 

Of course, the building of social networks in a place is not unique to participatory 

drama: the same ends can be achieved through other activities such as sports 

groups. However, there is some evidence suggesting that youth drama activities are 

particularly attractive as ‘spaces to belong to’ for ‘young people who experience 

themselves as different’ within other settings such as home and school.81 

Furthermore, findings in Centre Stage + 10 indicate that (in the Republic of Ireland 

at least), youth theatre attracts an above-average percentage of young people who 

are not engaged in sports. A 2005 study found that 88% of young people in Ireland 

were involved in sport,82 but just 32% of Centre Stage + 10 research participants 

(involved in youth theatre) were also involved in team sports, and just 26% in 

individual sports.83  

At the Place Matters 2017 conference in Dublin, Diarmuid Lawlor, Director 

of Place in a non-departmental body of the Scottish government, made a powerful 

case for the value of participatory arts activities in providing spaces to ‘be different’ 

in culturally homogenous communities. Speaking of rural communities, Lawlor 

asked:  

 
80 Dunnett, Centre Stage +10, p. 170. 
81 Hughes and Wilson, Playing a Part, p. 42. 
82 Áine de Róiste and Joan Dinneen, Young People’s Views about Opportunities, Barriers and 
Supports to Recreation and Leisure in Ireland (Dublin: Office of the Minister for Children, 
Formerly National Children’s Office, 2005), p. 5. 
83 Dunnett, Centre Stage + 10, p. 126. 
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What is it like to be odd in a place like that? What is it like not to be a 
hurler in a place? […] What is it like to be black, gay and Muslim in a 
place? Where are the spaces in these places that allow people to 
create their own coherence, to be the best that they can be? And one 
of the ways that it can be done is through arts and culture.84  

 

 

Lawlor’s reflections imply that the spaces created through participatory arts 

activities may work to challenge the predominant social norms within the places 

where these groups are based.  

Young people consulted in both Playing a Part85  and What’s it Worth86 

spoke of the feelings of belonging and acceptance that they experienced in youth 

drama groups. Section 1.32 outlined findings around the value of youth drama 

groups as safe, supportive spaces for identity development. Although I have found 

no research on the role of youth drama groups in relation to their local 

communities, several studies suggest a certain mismatch between youth theatres 

and the external communities where they are based. This ‘mismatch’ often relates 

to the experiences of young men involved in drama, which invites further 

exploration. 

 

1.45 Male youth drama participants and ‘local culture’ 
 

Datasets on youth theatre demographics reveal that males are in a minority, and 

the ratio of one-third male membership to two-thirds female is consistent across 

two of the studies consulted here.87 Several studies suggest that in some 

communities there is a stigma associated with young men being involved in drama. 

 
84 Diarmuid Lawlor, talk entitled ‘Why Places Matter’ at the Places Matter 2017 Conference, 
Dublin Castle, 12 January 2017. Audio recording of keynote address accessed at < 
http://www.artscouncil.ie/Places-Matter/> [accessed 23 February 2017]. 
85 Hughes and Wilson, Playing a Part, p. 40. 
86 McNamara, What’s it Worth?, p. 20. 
87 Hughes and Wilson, Playing a Part, p. 14; Dunnett, Centre Stage+10, p. 119.  
See also data in Kerbel, Swimming in the Shallow End, p. 14, which suggests that males are in an 
even smaller minority. 
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Three studies refer to experiences of young men being teased or bullied by their 

peers for doing drama. Swimming in the Shallow End reflects that ‘for many boys, 

participating in drama is not socially acceptable’, and cites ‘fear of homosexual [sic] 

bullying’ as the main reason why young men are ‘reticent to take part in drama’.88  

In Centre Stage + 10, a youth theatre facilitator speculates that peer pressure led to 

a young man ceasing involvement in her group: 

 

 

We have one boy and 13 girls. We had two boys but one of them… 
it’s quite hard in a small town like Manorhamilton. I think he was 
having a real hard time from his friends and he came to me and he 
said: “Look I don’t want to be onstage”.89  

 

 

The facilitator implies that the local culture does not support the involvement of 

adolescent males in drama. This speaks to Diarmuid Lawlor’s implication that for a 

young man ‘to not be a hurler’ in some places in Ireland may be difficult. It also 

resonates with findings from my own MA dissertation: interviews with young men 

involved in drama revealed that, in certain rural communities in Northern Ireland, 

sport is viewed as the most appropriate activity for adolescent males and one 

which carries considerable social cachet among peers, whereas drama 

participation does not. One research participant from a village with a strong Gaelic 

Athletic Association culture asked rhetorically: ‘What 15-year-old boy in 

Cushendun [village] is going to put down his hurling stick and say: “No, I’m going to 

do drama”?’90   

Centre Stage + 10 reveals that a common feature of youth theatres with an 

above-average male membership is a local culture ‘which supports the 

participation of boys in the arts’.91 This suggests that young men are less likely to 

do drama in areas where drama is seen as ‘uncool’ or inappropriate for their 

gender. The relationship between the norms and traditions of a drama group and 

 
88 Kerbel, Swimming in the Shallow End, p. 14. 
89 Dunnett, Centre Stage + 10, p. 120. 
90 Seamus O’Hara, interviewed by Molly Goyer Gorman [in person], Cushendun, 14 July 2013. 
91 Dunnett, Centre Stage + 10, p. 120. 
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the norms in the community where that group operates is a key area of inquiry in 

this study, and attitudes towards gender may be an important litmus test for this.  

 

1.46 Drama groups and wider community involvement 
 

As well as having the potential to be spaces for alterity, many drama groups engage 

in community-building activities outside of their immediate ‘drama’ remit, such as 

fundraising for local causes and participation in festivals. The Crafting 

Communities project report provides several examples of this in relation to 

amateur drama groups,92 as does my personal experience working for youth drama 

groups in North Antrim, where Quadrangle Youth Theatre held regular fundraising 

events for refugees and took part in the annual Lammas Fair street entertainment. 

Indeed, those community members with no personal connections to the drama 

groups may well be aware of them only through general community activities such 

as these. 

 

1.5 Drama participation, spillover effects and social and 
civic engagement 
 

Having discussed drama groups’ internal social spaces in Section 1.3, and in Section 

1.4 relationships between drama groups and their local places, I will now briefly 

consider evidence for the links between benefits to individuals and benefits to 

communities.  

In my earlier discussion of Gifts of the Muse and the Cultural Value Project 

report, I introduced the concept of ‘spillover effects’: the idea that the individual-

level benefits of arts participation can have a positive effect on the public sphere or 

the community in which individuals are based. The 2011 review by Ramsden et al. 

concludes that participation in amateur arts activities can ‘make a very significant 

and positive contribution to the development of the attributes of Civil Society’.93  

The Cultural Value Project report refers to Stein and Seifert’s ‘three theories of 

 
92 Nicholson et al., Reflecting on Amateur Theatre Research, pp. 11-12. 
93 Ramsden et al.’s report referred to in Crossick and Kaszynska, Understanding the value of arts 
& culture, p. 60. 
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action – didactic, discursive and ecological – which help to categorise how the arts 

influence patterns of civic engagement’.94  Through didactic action, the arts can 

‘instruct or persuade people in campaigns or movements’; through discursive 

action, the arts ‘provide settings for people to discuss issues and share thinking as a 

basis for civic action’; and through ecological action the arts can, through ‘spillover 

effects’, increase ‘the social capital and community capacity fundamental to civic 

and political engagement’.95  

It is ecological action which is of greatest relevance here. Literature 

suggests that many young people dislike overtly ‘issue-based’ drama activities, that 

is to say ‘didactic action’.96  Evidence across all studies reviewed here indicates that 

young people attend drama groups for the social experience, and because of an 

interest in drama, rather than to engage with ‘issues’. It is telling that 78% of youth 

theatre leaders in Centre Stage + 10 felt that youth theatre ‘improves young 

people’s knowledge about social and personal issues’, but only 16% of young 

people surveyed felt that youth theatre had helped them ‘know more about issues 

that affect me and my community’. 97 

Nonetheless, the prevalence of the word ‘learn’ in young people’s responses 

in Playing a Part suggests that youth theatre participants do value a broad creative 

engagement with the world through drama. The theme of increased social empathy 

among youth drama participants emerges strongly. Playing a Part reflects: 

‘Exploring dramatic material widens young people’s frame of reference […] and 

knowledge about themselves, their community and the wider world.’98  As well as 

growing out of theatre practice, social empathy is fostered through ‘ecological 

action’ in the dynamics of the drama group if it promotes an inclusive, caring ethos. 

One might speculate that, through experiencing being part of an inclusive 

collective, young people may be better disposed and better equipped to contribute 

to ‘communities of care’ in other areas of their lives. A longitudinal study of 

participants and former participants in this area would be beneficial. 

Is there evidence that youth drama participation contributes to young 

people’s social or civic engagement? In the studies reviewed here, youth theatre is 

 
94 Crossick and Kaszynska, Understanding the value of arts & culture, p. 59. 
95 Ibid., p. 70. 
96 See, for example, Hughes and Wilson, Playing a Part, p. 44. 
97 Dunnett, Centre Stage + 10, p. 175. 
98 Hughes and Wilson, Playing a Part, p. 64. 



 

40 

characterised as an art form that fosters a spirit of active participation. The 

decision-making structures within a youth drama group may provide an 

introduction to democratic participation, helping young people see that their voice 

can influence the realisation of collective aims. Roger Hill posits that youth theatre 

can help young people become more connected to democratic processes in 

general.99  However, the evidence for this appears to be largely anecdotal, limited 

to opinion pieces from youth theatre facilitators.  Again, longitudinal research in 

this area would be useful. 

 A 2005 DCMS literature review calls for more research on ‘the impacts 

which [people’s] engagement with cultural, arts and sporting activities has on their 

relationship with the wider community’.100  Direct causality between youth drama 

involvement and wider social engagement is impossible to ‘prove’ definitively but 

research (including this study) might help us understand the conditions for change 

that arts involvement can foster. 

 

1.6 Research gap: lack of audience and non-participant 
perspectives in research on drama groups and place 
 

A notable absence in the research reviewed here is the perspectives of non-

participants. The Reflecting on Amateur Theatre Research report does not discuss 

the views of audience members for amateur drama, and none of the youth theatre 

studies reviewed includes the opinions of participants’ families, friends or 

members of the wider community. This absence of non-participant perspectives 

appears to me as a significant lack. Asking participants how they think their group 

relates to the community is only one side of a coin: to understand social value more 

holistically one must also consider the viewpoints of other people in that 

community on the youth drama group. This research gap is one which my study 

aims to address.  The focus on small, rural, geographically bounded communities 

means that, in the areas of study, community members not involved in the youth 

 
99 Roger Hill, ‘Republics of Feeling – Youth Theatre’s Social Purpose’, in a collection of essays by 
Exeter University Education (date unknown), pp. 63-69. Essay accessed by kind permission of 
the author. Cited in Playing a Part (2001), p. 50. 
100 Siobhan Daly, Social Capital and the Cultural Sector: Literature Review prepared for the 
Department of Culture, Media and Sport (London: Centre for Civil Society, 2005), p. 39. 
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drama groups are more likely to be aware of and have an opinion on these groups 

than they would be in more sprawling urban areas.  

 

The past three sections have focused on research about drama groups considered 

in relation to their wider social, cultural and geographic contexts. I have identified 

three broad methods of engagement with place: through the content, subject 

matter and social contexts of performances, through the drama group’s practice as 

part of the local cultural ecosystem and through the potential public ‘spillover 

benefits’ of individuals’ membership of a drama group. Key themes have been 

identified including the potential for amateur drama performance events to be 

spaces in which a community takes charge of its ‘collective symbolic life’,101 the 

idea of drama groups as spaces ‘to be different’, and the particular experiences of 

male youth drama participants in some communities. A significant gap was 

identified in the absence of non-participant perspectives. 

 This literature review has also highlighted several sensitising constructs 

that I will look for in my data analysis, namely: the idea of youth drama groups as 

alternative families or ‘good gangs’, and the view that they can be safe spaces for 

identity development and also ‘spaces to be different’, particularly within relatively 

conservative communities. However, as highlighted earlier, almost all the research 

relates to not-for-profit youth theatres, which are likely to have an explicit social 

agenda. This model of practice may not fit my chosen case studies.  

 

The following section introduces the Northern Irish context: a key element of this 

project and its contribution to knowledge.  

  

 
101 Nicholson et al., Reflecting on Amateur Theatre Research, p. 4. 
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Chapter 2: NORTHERN IRELAND: 

BACKGROUND AND POLICY 

CONTEXT 
 

Introduction 
 

This thesis is situated in the context of current literature on cultural value and 

cultural participation, particularly the AHRC’s Cultural Value Project and the 

Understanding Everyday Participation Project, both of which emphasise the 

importance of locating cultural participation ‘in place’. However, consideration of 

Northern Ireland in these large-scale national studies is negligible. The legacy of 

recent civil war, cultural segregation along ethno-religious lines, and the value 

placed on kinship ties all contribute to the region’s distinctiveness. In terms of the 

arts, there is a tradition of putting arts practice at the service of social inclusion and 

conflict transformation. 

 This section situates the thesis firmly ‘in place’ in Northern Ireland, 

providing contextual information on its distinctive features that will impact on the 

findings. It also reviews Northern Irish policy on good relations, general 

government strategy, the arts, and children and young people, discussing how the 

role of the participatory arts is framed (or not) in these documents. Links are 

highlighted between objectives of Northern Irish policy, and themes which have 

emerged in this literature review, notably place-identity and civic engagement. The 

regional policy context is provided here to set the scene for some Northern-

Ireland-specific policy recommendations that will be made at the conclusion of my 

analysis.  

 Section 2.3 of this chapter is dedicated to a recent study on young people’s 

perceptions of culture in NI, that provides more useful context for this project.  
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2.1. Distinctive social features of Northern Ireland 
 

Before looking at policy I will summarise some distinctive aspects of the Northern 

Irish context that are relevant to this research.  

Firstly there is the legacy of civil conflict and associated segregation. Since 

1969, the civil conflict between unionist paramilitaries, nationalist paramilitaries 

and the British army, known as the Troubles, has claimed more than 3,400 lives. 

This conflict served to ignite and/or amplify segregation between the region’s 

(largely Catholic) nationalist population and its (mainly Protestant) unionist 

population. The signing of the Good Friday Agreement in 1998 ended armed 

conflict among the main parties. Although the years since the Agreement have seen 

increased mixing among Catholic and Protestant young people, identity politics are 

still relatively fixed, with ‘little substantial change in how Catholics and Protestants 

see themselves in terms of their national identities.’102 Schubotz and McKnight 

point out that: ‘While often regarded as a ‘post-conflict’ generation, segregation and 

polarisation remain features of teenagers’ everyday lives and the political 

landscape.’103 Many rural and urban areas remain segregated, and as the Together 

Building a United Community strategy notes: ‘Separation is a state of mind as well 

as a specific local or physical issue.’104  

Young people’s attitudes to segregation are complex. On the one hand, 78% 

of 16-year-olds believe that ‘religion will always make a difference to the way 

people feel about each other in Northern Ireland’, and only 31% believe that 

relations between Protestants and Catholics will be better in five years’ time.105 

Other results of the Young Life and Times surveys confirm a certain cynicism about 

the future of community relations. However, young people seem to want de-

 
102 Dirk Schubotz and Martina McKnight, ‘Shared future – shared values? Taking stock of the 
peace process in Northern Ireland: teenagers’ perspectives’ (2017), Cultural Trends, 26:3, p. 1. 
103 Schubotz and McKnight, ‘Shared future – shared values?’, p. 9. 
104 NI Executive, Together Building a United Community (2013), accessed at 
<https://www.executiveoffice-ni.gov.uk/articles/together-building-united-community> 
[accessed 23 March 2016>, p. 56. 
105 YLT: Northern Ireland Young Life and Times survey 2018, accessed at < 
https://www.ark.ac.uk/ylt/2018/Community_Relations/> [accessed 13 May 2020]. 

https://www.executiveoffice-ni.gov.uk/articles/together-building-united-community
https://www.ark.ac.uk/ylt/2018/Community_Relations/
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segregation: 54% would prefer mixed-religion schools, 61% mixed-religion 

neighbourhoods and 77% mixed-religion workplaces.106  

An associated distinctive feature of Northern Irish society is the greater 

importance of church attendance and involvement in church activities compared 

with other regions of the UK: 30% of Northern Irish residents surveyed in 2013 

had participated in the activities of a church or religious organisation at least once 

in the past year, compared with just 14% in Britain as a whole.107 While 

segregation is often too simplistically linked to religious differences in NI, the value 

placed on religion is a significant aspect of the region’s culture. This is particularly 

strong in rural areas, including among young people. 

Another distinctive feature is the value placed on kinship ties: 39% of 

Northern Irish respondents, compared with just 27% of British respondents, got 

together with relatives daily or several times a week.108  

A 2019 study on young people’s understandings of culture in NI concluded 

that there is need for further research into ‘“situated cultural practices, internal 

logics, histories and structures” in understanding and establishing cultural 

meaning, attitudes and value’ in Northern Ireland: a need that this study helps to 

address.109  

 

2.2 Arts policy in Northern Ireland 
 

In discussing the role of the arts and culture in conflict transformation, the AHRC’s 

Cultural Value Project report uses the metaphor of a ‘double-edged sword’.110  The 

arts and culture can open up safe spaces for cross-community dialogue, help 

challenge dominant discourses and imagine alternative futures; but they can also 

 
106 YLT: Northern Ireland Young Life and Times survey 2018, accessed at < 
https://www.ark.ac.uk/ylt/2018/Community_Relations/> [accessed 13 May 2020]. 
107 Paula Devine and Lisanne Dowds, Understanding society: Culture, arts and leisure in the UK 
regions (2013), accessed at < 
https://warwick.ac.uk/fac/cross_fac/warwickcreativeexchange/resources/understanding_soci
ety_dcal_report.pdf> [accessed 13 May 2020], p. 36. 
108 Devine and Dowds (2013), Understanding Society, p. 35. 
109 Victoria Durrer, Grace Kelly, Martina McKnight and Dirk Schubotz (2019), 
‘Exploring young people’s understanding of culture: a study from Northern Ireland’, Cultural 
Trends, 29:1, 4-18, p. 14. 
110 Crossick and Kaszynska, Understanding the value of arts & culture, p. 66. 

https://www.ark.ac.uk/ylt/2018/Community_Relations/
https://warwick.ac.uk/fac/cross_fac/warwickcreativeexchange/resources/understanding_society_dcal_report.pdf
https://warwick.ac.uk/fac/cross_fac/warwickcreativeexchange/resources/understanding_society_dcal_report.pdf
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‘reinforce existing discourses about a conflict’.111  The AHRC cites the ‘power of 

murals and marching bands in the cultural and political imagination’ of Northern 

Ireland, as an example of the latter.112  The word culture itself can be politically 

loaded in Northern Ireland, where: ‘Notions of collective culture, identity and 

belonging are bound up in a range of emotional and intangible dimensions and 

attachments.’113  Nevertheless, there is a long tradition of the arts serving wider 

social agendas in the region, including social inclusion and conflict transformation. 

This section gives a brief overview of the policy context for this study in terms of 

arts and youth policies, discussing these in relation to community relations and to 

drama practice in Northern Ireland.  

 

2.21 Arts policy, community relations and drama groups 
 

Hamayon-Alfaro charts the priorities of Northern Irish arts policy since the late 

1970s. She highlights the importance of the 1979 directive by Peter Melchett, 

which launched a pilot community arts programme as well as 12 state-run youth 

theatres.114 The previous chapter noted the particular importance of the 

community arts movement in Northern Ireland. Large-scale community drama 

projects like The Stone Chair (1990) and The Mourning Ring (1995) empowered 

residents of ‘single-identity’ (Catholic or Protestant) communities to tell their 

stories publicly, while also prompting deeper interrogation of their cultural 

identities. The Wedding Community Play (1999), depicting a ‘mixed’ marriage, 

involved participants from the two main religious traditions and was NI’s largest 

yet cross-community drama project.  

It should be noted that for many years the Arts Council of Northern Ireland 

funded community as opposed to amateur drama: it reserved support only for 

projects led by professional artists. The difference with community drama projects 

is, of course, that they are time-bound, whereas amateur drama groups continue 

year-round and often through generations. One might argue that by virtue of their 

 
111 Crossick and Kaszynska, Understanding the value of arts & culture, p. 66. 
112 Ibid., p. 69. 
113 Schubotz and McKnight, ‘Shared future – shared values?’, p. 3. 
114 Hélène Hamayon-Alfaro, ‘Sustaining Social Inclusion through the Arts: The Case of Northern 
Ireland’, The Canadian Journal of Irish Studies, Vol. 37, No. 1/2 (2011), pp. 120-137, p. 123. 
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sustainability the latter have more potential for lasting transformation of 

community relations than the former.  In 1993, Grant reflected:  

 

 

While Amateur Drama tends not to conform to the community relations 
agenda, in view of the strength and following of the amateur drama 
movement in Northern Ireland, serious attention should be given to 
encouraging it to do so, especially outside ’Derry and Belfast.115  

 

 

The advent of the National Lottery’s Awards for All fund in 2001 – a programme 

that focused on community-based arts activities – benefitted many adult amateur 

drama groups and festivals across Northern Ireland in terms of funding for annual 

productions and competitions. However, the amateur drama movement does not 

seem to have been strategically harnessed at any point to further community 

relations, as Grant suggests doing. 

  The Arts Council’s state-run youth theatres, which ran from 1979 to 1998, 

were designed to ‘focus first on the encouragement of group interaction and 

individual response; and then on the development of allied theatrical skills and 

crafts’: in other words, firstly on young people’s personal and social development, 

secondly on their artistic growth.116 There was not an explicit community relations 

focus and no data has been found on the composition of these groups nor their 

recruitment practices. It would be interesting to know whether there were any 

explicit measures taken to make the groups religiously mixed. Limited religious 

data was found on the Ulster Youth Theatre (UYT): an annual Northern-Ireland-

wide summer production programme that was also run by the Arts Council. In 

1993, 58% of UYT auditionees were Protestant, 42% Catholic: a proportion 

corresponding roughly to population demographics at the time, suggesting that 

youth theatre was a pursuit that did encourage mixing between young people from 

different religious backgrounds. However, Grant notes the high prevalence of UYT 

 
115 David Grant, Playing the Wild Card: a survey of community drama and smaller-scale theatre 
from a community relations perspective (Belfast: Community Relations Council, 1993), p. 36. 
116 Michael Vernon and Imelda Foley, 'Management, Ricochets and Musicals: The Development 
of Youth Theatre in Ulster', Theatre Ireland, 12: Youth and Community Issue (1987), pp. 53-58, 
p.53. 
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participants from Grammar schools indicates a ‘middle-class dominance’ in the 

artform and contends: ‘it is essential to see this as a class issue as well as one of 

religion or tradition.’117 

 Clive Priestley’s influential 1992 report highlighted class issues on a 

broader level, arguing that Northern Irish arts policy should prioritise access and 

outreach for those currently ‘excluded from the artistic experience’.118 Hamayon-

Alfaro argues that this social inclusion agenda tied in well with the Blair 

government’s arts policy a few years later.119 However, she notes that, ten years 

after the Priestley Report, ‘social inclusion objectives had been far more easily met 

than community relations ones’. Support increased after this point for community-

based arts projects concerned with fostering good relations.120 Nevertheless, 

amateur or youth drama still did not seem to be a priority.  

 A flagship initiative as part of the shift towards community relations was 

the Re-imaging Communities Programme, a public art initiative designed to help 

communities erase visible signs of sectarianism and racism and replace them with 

non-sectarian, non-paramilitary representations of their communities or of the 

wider community. Hamayon-Alfaro argues that this programme was successful in 

generating debate and empowering marginalised communities. I contend, however, 

that its prioritisation may have been to the detriment of grassroots, year-round 

participatory arts groups like youth theatres – particularly given the vacuum left by 

the cessation of the 12 state-run groups.  Foley argues that UYT and the Arts 

Council’s Youth Drama Scheme helped to establish a strong ‘community of interest’ 

across Northern Ireland ‘who can enjoy an informed and life-long interest in 

theatre.’121  Vernon reflected that the success of the Youth Drama Scheme was ‘the 

establishment of a community-wide support structure which encourages long term 

development rather than fragmentary, one-off experiments’.122 This NI-wide 

support structure for youth theatre was severely reduced after the demise of the 

Arts Council’s Youth Drama Scheme. It was matched by a significant rise in private 

youth drama providers – mainly ‘stage schools’ – throughout the 2000s and 2010s.  

 
117 Grant, Wild Card, p. 18. 
118 Hamayon-Alfaro (2011), p. 125. 
119 Ibid. 
120 Hamayon-Alfaro (2011), p. 131. 
121 Vernon and Foley, ‘Management, Ricochets and Musicals’, p. 57. 
122 Ibid., p. 55. 
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By virtue of their commercial nature, these groups are less likely to build 

relationships between each other for the wider development of the sector, or to be 

interested in social objectives like improving community relations. 

 

2.22 The arts, community relations and young people in NI 

policy 
 

It is clear that, at least since the late 1970s, arts policy in Northern Ireland has been 

tied to a social inclusion and/or community relations agenda. My own review of 

relevant policies at the time of writing suggests that the NI government places 

much greater emphasis on the role of sports in conflict transformation, particularly 

when it comes to young people. 

 Together Building a United Community (hereinafter TBUC) is the NI 

Executive’s strategy for ‘building a united and shared society’.123  It is based on four 

key priority areas, one of which is children and young people. The strategy 

recognises that: 

 

 

The make-up and demography of our society can mean that some 
people, including our young people, can grow up without 
substantive opportunities to meet someone from a different 
tradition, cultural background or political opinion.124   

 

 

In order to address this segregation in youth and childhood, the strategy makes a 

series of commitments. These are heavily weighted towards sports interventions. 

TBUC commits to piloting a Youth Sports initiative in ‘urban and rural interface and 

contested space areas’125 and to rolling out a cross-community summer camps 

programme where the focus will be on ‘sport and developmental activities’.126  It 

recognises that some sports facilities ‘have already become exemplars of good 

 
123 NI Executive, TBUC, p. 1. 
124 Ibid., p. 34. 
125 Ibid., p. 37. 
126 Ibid., p. 39. 



 

49 

practice in terms of creating shared spaces’.127  By contrast, there is no mention of 

arts activities or facilities in relation to building good relations among young 

people.   

 The Draft Children and Young People’s Strategy 2017-2027 recognises that 

providing children and young people with ‘safe, accessible, inclusive spaces for play 

and socialisation’ can contribute to ‘wider community cohesion’.128  However, the 

strategy places more emphasis on outdoor play than it does on creative and artistic 

‘spaces to play’. There is no mention of the arts’ role in promoting good relations.  

It would appear that at Executive level, at the time of writing, relatively 

limited value is placed on the role of the arts in promoting good relations among 

young people in Northern Ireland. By contrast, in Arts Council of Northern Ireland 

policy, the role of the arts in conflict transformation is foregrounded. The Council’s 

Youth Arts Strategy 2013-2017 (its first ever such strategy) asserts that ‘the arts can 

play a transformational role by bringing young people together from all 

backgrounds, helping to promote dialogue, respect and tolerance’.129  

 The arts feature very little at NI Executive policy level in general by 

comparison with (for example) Scottish government policies on children and young 

people. ACNI states in its Youth Arts Strategy: ‘It is important for the youth arts 

sector to articulate the value of its work’ and calls for ‘more evidence-based 

research and evaluation’.130  

 Active citizenship is a key theme in the Draft Children and Young People’s 

Strategy 2017-2027, through the proposed outcome that ‘Children and young 

people make a positive contribution to society’.131 A ‘Key Indicator’ by which this 

outcome will be measured is the frequency of young people’s participation in 

community and voluntary work, and ‘youth organisations and groups’ are 

 
127 NI Executive, TBUC, p. 57. 
128 NI Executive and NI Department for Education, Draft Children and Young People’s Strategy 
2017-2027 (2016), accessed at < https://www.education-ni.gov.uk/consultations/children-and-
young-peoples-strategy-2017-2027>, [accessed 13 July 2017], p. 49. 
129 Arts Council of Northern Ireland, Youth Arts Strategy 2013-2017 (2013), accessed at < 
http://www.artscouncil-ni.org/images/uploads/publications-
documents/Youth_Arts_Strategy_2013_2017.pdf> [accessed 4 August 2017], p. 7. 
130 ACNI, Youth Arts Strategy, p. 10. 
131 NI Executive, Draft Children and Young People’s Strategy, p. 76. 

https://www.education-ni.gov.uk/consultations/children-and-young-peoples-strategy-2017-2027
https://www.education-ni.gov.uk/consultations/children-and-young-peoples-strategy-2017-2027
http://www.artscouncil-ni.org/images/uploads/publications-documents/Youth_Arts_Strategy_2013_2017.pdf
http://www.artscouncil-ni.org/images/uploads/publications-documents/Youth_Arts_Strategy_2013_2017.pdf


 

50 

identified as key delivery partners – though there is no specific mention of the 

participatory arts.132  

 The Arts Council’s Youth Arts Strategy prioritised the following 

commitments for 2013-17: 

• Acting as a broker between the arts and education sectors 

• Strengthening the provision of arts-related careers advice and 

implementing an apprenticeship programme 

• Piloting an interagency youth arts initiative that targets young people at 

risk 

• Strengthening engagement with early years providers 

• Maintaining and promoting access to quality youth music provision.133 

A Youth Arts Policy Statement issued by ACNI in 2014 made additional 

commitments to: supporting youth arts to explore and express cultural diversity; 

developing arts-based programmes focused on addressing disadvantage; 

increasing opportunities for young people to be involved in planning, 

implementing and evaluating arts projects; and increasing the participation of 

marginalised and vulnerable young people.134 The focus on ‘at-risk’, marginalised 

and disadvantaged young people reflects the departmental focus at that time on 

promoting equality and tackling poverty and social exclusion. 

 There are some notable differences between the Arts Council’s ‘Draft Youth 

Arts Strategy’ and its final strategy document, to be discussed in subsequent 

sections. I note that this strategy has not been renewed beyond 2017.  

  

  

 
132 NI Executive, Draft Children and Young People’s Strategy, p. 78. 
133  ACNI, Youth Arts Strategy, pp. 82-83. 
134 ACNI, Art Form and Specialist Area Policy 2013-2018: Youth Arts (2014), accessed at < 
http://www.artscouncil-ni.org/images/uploads/artform-
documents/Youth_Arts_Policy_2014.pdf> [accessed 13 May 2020]. 

http://www.artscouncil-ni.org/images/uploads/artform-documents/Youth_Arts_Policy_2014.pdf
http://www.artscouncil-ni.org/images/uploads/artform-documents/Youth_Arts_Policy_2014.pdf
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2.3 Young people’s perceptions of culture 
 

While the term ‘culture’ in Northern Ireland may be a loaded one, at UK level there 

are debates about widening understandings of culture to encompass more 

‘everyday’ activities.  

In 2016, the annual Northern Ireland Young Life and Times Survey 

consulted 16-year-olds about their understanding of the term ‘culture’. The 

findings add to my picture of the distinctive Northern Irish context. The study 

concluded that: 

 

 

[…] the activities in which young people engage during their spare 
time are commonly perceived by them to be part of everyday life, 
yet they are not what they perceive to be of cultural value, unless, 
generally, they are attached to heritage, tradition, family, religion 
and/or local identity.135 

 

 

‘Culture’ was seen as something that young people are born into: religion, national 

identity, language. The everyday pursuits that young people chose for themselves 

were not seen by them as cultural unless they expressed wider familial or ethno-

religious identities – for example, playing Gaelic sports. Furthermore, there was a 

striking difference between the 74% of rural young people who said they 

expressed their cultural identity through religious beliefs and practice and the 54% 

of urban young people who did so.136 These findings reinforce the picture of 

Northern Irish society as imbued by religious identity and kinship ties.  

 Madeleine Leonard’s 2006 and 2008 studies offer another way of looking at 

young people’s understanding of culture in NI.137 While her findings and analysis 

 
135 Durrer et al. (2019), ‘Exploring young people’s understanding of culture’, p. 14. 
136 Grace Kelly and Martina McKnight, ‘Culture Matters: Young People’s Perspectives’, accessed 
at < https://www.ark.ac.uk/publications/updates/update118.pdf> [accessed 13 May 2020], 
p. 2. 
137 Madeleine Leonard (2006) ‘Teens and territory in contested spaces: Negotiating sectarian 
interfaces in Northern Ireland’, Children's Geographies, 4:2, 225-238; and                                            
Leonard, (2008), ‘Social and Subcultural Capital Among Teenagers in Northern Ireland’, Youth 
and Society, 40:2, pp. 224-244. 

https://www.ark.ac.uk/publications/updates/update118.pdf
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acknowledge the prevalence of segregated cultural identities among young people, 

she argues for greater investigation of youth subcultures in the region as a means 

of better understanding young people’s experiences and perspectives in a way that 

is less mitigated by adult concerns.  Perhaps the word ‘culture’ itself is seen by 

many teenagers as an ‘adult’ word, remote from their personal passions. Leonard 

found that, even among young people in sectarian urban interface areas, ‘being a 

teenager was often a more significant badge of identity that being Catholic or 

Protestant’.138 Durrer et al’s study suggests that young people do see the term 

‘culture’ as somewhat institutional, and unconnected to what Leonard would call 

their subcultures. What Durrer at al’s study does not do is engage in deeper 

ethnographic investigation of any of these subcultures that contribute to 

alternative types of youth identity. While acknowledging the importance of the 

traditional ethno-religious cultural identities as they may arise in my findings, I 

hope this project may contribute to the better understanding of youth subcultures 

in Northern Ireland, that do not necessarily relate to faith, nation or family.  

 

2.4 Place-identity and the arts in Northern Ireland 
 

The rhetoric of developing positive place-identities and place-attachment through 

the arts is more prevalent in NI policy than the rhetoric of explicit arts-led conflict 

transformation, although transformation of place-identity is clearly part of conflict 

transformation. The NI Executive’s Draft Programme for Government 2016-2027 

pledges to support the arts and culture in order to make Northern Ireland ‘a place 

where people want to live and work’.139  It asserts that: ‘Culture is key to our sense 

of identity as individuals and as communities.’140  This assertion could, of course, be 

‘a double-edged sword’.141 

 It would seem that the state considers access to dedicated arts facilities to 

be a channel that may lead residents to develop more positive place-identities. As 

 
138 Leonard (2006), ‘Teen and territory in contested spaces’, p. 229. 
139 NI Executive, Draft Programme for Government Framework 2016-2021 (2016), accessed at < 
https://www.northernireland.gov.uk/consultations/draft-programme-government-
framework-2016-21-and-questionnaire>, [accessed 4 July 2016], p. 39. 
140 NI Executive, Draft Programme for Government Framework, p. 90. 
141 Crossick and Kaszynska, Understanding the value of arts & culture, p. 66. 

https://www.northernireland.gov.uk/consultations/draft-programme-government-framework-2016-21-and-questionnaire
https://www.northernireland.gov.uk/consultations/draft-programme-government-framework-2016-21-and-questionnaire
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part of its To The Millennium strategy, the Arts Council of Northern Ireland 

launched a Capital Build Programme, with the aim of ensuring there was a 

dedicated arts facility within a 20-mile radius of every NI resident. Between 1994 

and 2008, 39 projects received capital funding. The 2013 evaluation of this 

programme, Standing Ovation, sets out to look at the social impact of these venues 

as well as their economic impact. Focusing on 11 key venues, it notes that:  

 

 

Social capital has been built where the venues have helped 
individuals widen their social circles, providing opportunity for 
cross-community integration, reducing isolation for people and 
boosting self-esteem and confidence (particularly in young 
people).142 

 

 

It also argues that the venues have aided social and economic regeneration in some 

areas, and in at least one case – at The Burnavon arts centre in Cookstown – the 

venue has provided new opportunities for social mixing between Catholics and 

Protestants. The Burnavon, apparently, is perceived as a ‘neutral’ venue, unlike the 

old town hall that it replaced.143 The idea of ‘neutral’ venues helping to create more 

inclusive place-identities is relevant to this study.  

 However, I contend that the methodology in Standing Ovation for gauging 

social impact is somewhat scant: just three case studies were chosen for 

investigating social impact, and within each of these, just one focus group was held, 

involving very small numbers of regular attendees at the venue. The very title of 

the report indicates its positive bias. An academic study involving longer-term 

engagement with these venues and mixed qualitative methods, including 

participant-observation and consultation with the wider community outside the 

venue, might have yielded more nuanced findings.   

The Arts Council’s strategic plan for 2013-18 foregrounds the Re-imaging 

Communities programme, noting that it ‘engenders considerable local civic pride’, 

 
142 ACNI and Deloitte, Standing Ovation: a strategic evaluation of the Arts Council’s Capital Build 
Programme (Belfast: ACNI, 2013), p. 8. 
143 ACNI, Standing Ovation, p. 5.  



 

54 

suggesting that public art can have a strong bearing on sense of place and place-

attachment.144 It also acknowledges that ‘the voluntary arts are important to the 

vitality of local communities’, but there are few concrete commitments in this area.  

In both TBUC and the Arts Council’s five-year plan, festivals are cited as 

important arenas for crafting a more unified and outward-looking community 

identity. TBUC asserts: ‘Community festivals are about participation, involvement, 

and the creation of a sense of identity and are important in contributing to the 

social well-being of a community’, adding that they can celebrate ‘cultural identity’ 

and also ‘strengthen community relations’.145  In general, it seems that NI arts 

policy places greater emphasis on the impact of community festivals and public art 

in relation to place, neglecting the role that year-round, participatory voluntary 

arts groups can have in contributing to positive place-identities. 

 

2.5 Policy context: rural youth arts  
 

I have already noted some NI studies that find significant differences between 

urban and rural areas. The first part of this section considers the place of rural 

young people in Northern Irish policy, and the second considers the broader case 

for rural distinctiveness in relation to research on the arts.  

 

2.51 Rural young people in NI policy 
 

Despite clear evidence of need, rural youth arts does not appear to be a priority in 

NI arts policy. In 2011, as part of the development of its new Youth Arts Strategy, 

ACNI consulted young people about their current engagement with the arts and 

their ideas for improving provision. Responses revealed that young people in rural 

areas experience particular difficulties in accessing arts activities, and a lack of 

physical space to engage in the arts was highlighted by a significant proportion of 

the sample from rural areas.146 The strategy notes: ‘There was an opinion that 

 
144 ACNI, Ambitions for the Arts, p. 15. 
145 NI Executive, TBUC, p. 90. 
146 NI Executive, TBUC, pp. 61-62. 
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more could be done to help increase access to the arts for young people living in 

rural areas.’147 However, these findings were not addressed in the final strategic 

objectives.  In the ‘Draft Youth Arts Strategy’, released for consultation a year 

before the final document, there were two strategic objectives that would have 

been particularly beneficial to rural areas. These were: a commitment to youth arts 

programmes aimed at ‘disadvantaged and hard-to-reach’ young people including 

(specifically) those experiencing rural isolation;148 and a pledge to ‘encourage local 

councils and arts venues to provide young people with regular use of rehearsal 

space and opportunities to showcase their work’.149  Both these objectives were 

dropped from the final strategy document. 

 Rural arts does not seem to be a priority for the Arts Council in general: its 

2013-17 strategic plan, Ambitions for the Arts, declares in passing that: ‘we will 

increase the proportion of arts activities delivered in rural areas’, but this is not 

linked to any target.150  The demographic focus of Ambitions for the Arts is on the 

top 20% most deprived Super Output Areas, most of which are urban. 

Rural young people are often sidelined in policymaking outside of the arts 

too.  Ferguson’s 2013 study provides an overview of general, economic, and higher 

education policies from the NI Executive, considering the implications of each 

policy for rural youth.151 She concludes that rural young people, especially in the 

16-24 age range, tend to be ‘invisible’ in Northern Irish policy.152   

However, it is possible that this has improved slightly since 2013. The Draft 

Children and Young People’s Strategy for 2017-27 recognises that:  

  

 
147 NI Executive, TBUC, p. 78. 
148 ACNI, ‘Draft Youth Arts Strategy 2012-2016’ (unpublished, accessed by kind permission of 
Gavin O’Connor, ACNI Arts Development Officer for Youth Arts), p. 82. 
149 ACNI, ‘Draft Youth Arts Strategy’, p. 87. 
150 ACNI, Ambitions for the Arts, p. 14. 
151 Sara Ferguson, ‘“Escape the Country?” A study of how higher education and employment 
opportunities impact how young people experience rurality’ (2013), unpublished MA thesis, 
accessed by kind permission of Sara Ferguson, pp. 129-135. 
152 Ferguson, ‘“Escape the Country?”’, p. 30. 
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Children and young people living in rural areas often face additional 
challenges in the area of economic well-being [because they] have to travel 
further to access education, training or employment. Access to transport 
poses another challenge and cost.153  

 

 

Likewise, the youth-work strategy at the time of writing, Priorities for Youth, 

identifies ‘young people living in rural isolation’ as one of 11 groups in need of 

targeted provision.154  

Nevertheless, the absence of targeted provision in relation to rural youth 

arts remains problematic. 

 

2.52 The case for rural distinctiveness 
 

The AHRC’s  Cultural Value Project report warns against overstating the case for 

rural distinctiveness.155 However, it does cite research that shows several 

distinctive features of rural arts projects: these include the ‘embeddedness in local 

social relations’ of rural touring schemes and the importance of ‘intangible 

heritage’, such as oral history in the Outer Hebrides.156 The fact of rurally produced 

shows being ‘embedded’ in networks of personal relations is reminiscent of Lyn 

Gardner’s characterisation of village hall theatre as a ‘manifestation of a much 

deeper network of relationships’.157 A 2008 report suggests that voluntary arts 

groups are ‘particularly important in rural areas’ and that they can bring ‘a 

vibrancy and life’ to village communities.158  

 
153 NI Executive (2016), Draft Children and Young People’s Strategy, p. 74. 
154 Department of Education NI, Priorities for Youth: Improving Young People’s Lives through 
Youth Work (2013), accessed at https://www.education-ni.gov.uk/publications/priorities-
youth [accessed 2 June 2017], p. 20. 
155 Crossick and Kaszynska, Understanding the value of arts & culture, p. 83. 
156 Ibid., p. 84. 
157 Gardner (2015), ‘What we can learn from the wandering stars of rural theatre’, The Guardian. 
158 Fiona Dodd, Andrew Graves and Karen Taws for DCMS, Our Creative Talent: the voluntary 
and amateur arts in England. (London: DCMS/ACE, 2008), accessed at  < 
http://www.culturehive.co.uk/resources/our-creative-talent-the-voluntary-and-amateur-arts-
in-england/> [accessed 13 July 2017], p. 45. 

https://www.education-ni.gov.uk/publications/priorities-youth
https://www.education-ni.gov.uk/publications/priorities-youth
http://www.culturehive.co.uk/resources/our-creative-talent-the-voluntary-and-amateur-arts-in-england/
http://www.culturehive.co.uk/resources/our-creative-talent-the-voluntary-and-amateur-arts-in-england/
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Two distinctive aspects of rural communities relate to this study’s Northern 

Irish focus. Firstly: the AHRC’s Cultural Value Project report suggests in passing 

that many arts activities in rural areas may be delivered ‘through other social 

organisations, such as churches, Women’s Institutes, and, in Scotland and Northern 

Ireland in particular, Young Farmers’ Clubs’.159 This assertion inspired my interest 

in exploring arts activities in the Young Farmers’ Clubs of Northern Ireland.  

Secondly, TBUC suggests that ethno-religious segregation may take 

particular forms in rural areas of Northern Ireland, reflecting that ‘many of our 

rural towns and villages are divided not by walls or fences – but by an invisible line 

in the road or a local landmark’.160 TBUC also posits that, within rural contexts: 

 

 

[…] community facilities have taken on a particular significance as 
part of the life of the community. Often, these facilities can be 
attached to “single-identity” organisations and are important 
meeting places and venues for social events within the 
community.161  

 

 

This assertion chimes with findings from my MA research on youth theatre and the 

built arts infrastructure in rural areas of Northern Ireland.162 Across case studies, I 

found that when youth drama groups met in venues associated with a particular 

culture, such as Catholic parish halls, they tended to be less religiously mixed than 

when they met in dedicated arts venues, which were perceived as culturally 

‘neutral’. It also recalls findings from Standing Ovation around The Burnavon arts 

centre’s apparent ‘neutral’ status.  

 

 
159 Crossick and Kaszynska, Understanding the value of arts & culture, p. 84. 
160 NI Executive, TBUC, p. 55. 
161 Ibid., p. 57. 
162 Molly Goyer Gorman (2013), ‘Space to Play: youth theatre and the built arts infrastructure in 
rural areas of Northern Ireland’, unpublished MA Dissertation (graded 76%), available to 
download online at <https://mollygoyergorman.com/publications/> [accessed 7 August 2020]. 

https://mollygoyergorman.com/publications/
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2.6 Conclusion 
 

This project is situated within the context of still-segregated Northern Irish society 

and engages with key themes in Northern Irish policy such as young people’s active 

citizenship, conflict transformation and the creation of more positive place-

identities.  It will provide a counterpoint to the prevalent policy focus on youth 

sports and outdoor play. At a broader level, it also constitutes an important 

contribution to literature on cultural value through its Northern Irish focus. The 

lack of NI-specific research has been highlighted, and distinctive features of NI 

society, including ethno-religious segregation and the importance of faith and 

kinship ties, have been discussed.  

Having reviewed relevant literature and policy, my interest in the 

relationship between Northern Irish youth drama, community and place can be 

distilled into a top-line research question for this study. This is: 

 

How is the social value of youth drama groups experienced and 

perceived in rural areas of Northern Ireland? 

 

This question chimes with the Cultural Value Project’s focus on subjective 

experiences of value, and it addresses gaps both in Northern Irish policy and in 

academic research on the community-level impact of participatory arts groups. 

However, the ostensibly vague concept of social value demands a clearly defined 

theoretical framework: this will be the subject of the following chapter. 
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Chapter 3:  

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS: 

CULTURAL VALUE, SOCIAL 

CAPITAL AND PLACE 

 
Introduction 
 

This chapter plots out the theory and discourses which have shaped my 

interpretation of social value and which will provide the framework for data 

analysis.  

There are three strands to the theoretical framework, which function as 

guiding threads throughout this study. These are: cultural value, social capital and 

place. In the literature review I situated this project within a contemporary 

academic movement towards understanding – rather than measuring – the value of 

the arts, a movement spearheaded by the AHRC’s Cultural Value Project. 

‘Community’ and ‘place’ are familiar referents in studies on cultural value. 

However, the literature review demonstrated that research into youth arts tends to 

focus on the benefits of participation to individuals, with little consideration of the 

relationship between youth arts groups, communities and place. Particular 

concerns were noted regarding the relationship between arts groups, community 

and place in Northern Ireland, because of the context of ethno-religious 

segregation. Social capital theory offers a useful lens through which to explore 

these issues. The literature review also showed that while transforming place-

identity through the arts is a salient theme, the NI policy focus tends to be on 

festivals and public art as tools for this, rather than permanent participatory arts 

groups. My exploration of the relationship between youth drama groups and sense 

of place offers a counterpoint here. 

 The chapter begins by unpacking the concept of ‘social value’ and outlining 

my interpretation of it. The second part explains my use of social capital theory, 
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and the final section discusses place. The theme of cultural value will be threaded 

throughout this chapter, with the arts and culture being discussed as they relate to 

social capital and place.  

 

3.1 Social value and cultural value 

 

The first two definitions of ‘value’ in the Oxford English Dictionary are: ‘worth or 

quality as measured by a standard of equivalence’163 and ‘worth based on esteem; 

quality viewed in terms of importance, usefulness, desirability’.164  The former 

definition involves an external framework of measurement, whereas the second 

appeals to more personal judgement and potential affective ties. Because my 

research question focuses on subjective experiences and perceptions of social 

value, it is the latter definition that is most relevant: I am examining the esteem in 

which youth drama groups are held by participants and by individuals within a 

community, in terms of their ‘importance, usefulness’ and ‘desirability’.  

 The above two definitions of value correspond roughly to Lewis Hyde’s 

contrasting concepts of ‘use-value’ and ‘exchange-value’, as outlined in his book The 

Gift: how the creative spirit transforms the world.165 For Hyde, use-value refers to: 

‘the value we sense in things as we use them and make them a part of ourselves’, 

whereas exchange-value denotes: ‘the value we assign to things as we compare 

them or alienate them from ourselves’.166 

 The former definition appeals to personal experience and affect, whereas 

the latter requires an external comparative framework. Hyde considers meaningful 

arts experiences to be social gifts upon which one cannot put a price. He cautions 

that if one attempts to consider arts experiences in relation to their ‘exchange-

value’, their transformative power as social gifts becomes diminished or lost. It is 

the ‘use-value’ of youth drama groups which I am interested in exploring: the 

 
163 Definition of ‘value’ in Oxford English Dictionary, Entry I. 
164 Definition of ‘value’ in Oxford English Dictionary, Entry II. 
165Lewis Hyde, The Gift: how the creative spirit transforms the world, 2012 edition with 
introduction by Margaret Atwood, (Edinburgh: Canongate, 2012), p. 157. The first edition of The 
Gift was published in 1979. 
166 Hyde, The Gift, p. 157. 
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esteem in which they are held by both participants and members of wider 

community. 

 It should be acknowledged that the term ‘value’ itself might be read as pre-

supposing an existing worth. ‘Value’ often has beneficial connotations: if something 

‘has value’ it is deemed worthy. It could be argued that my focus on the value of 

youth drama groups belies a certain bias towards youth drama which may skew 

the research. However, whilst mindful of the need to avoid advocacy, using the 

term ‘value’ in the research question does not preclude the exploration of negative 

or problematic perceptions of youth drama. I am examining the viewpoints and 

experiences of both participants and non-participants. The opinions of some non-

participants may well include the view that the local youth drama group is of little 

or no ‘use-value’ to the local community.  

 It could also be argued that pairing ‘value’ with ‘social’, to some extent 

instrumentalises ‘value’: it no longer refers to intrinsic worth, but instead to the 

usefulness of a subject (youth drama groups) as applied to an object (a particular 

community). However, the supposed polarity between the intrinsic and the 

instrumental value of the arts has been robustly challenged in many recent studies, 

which argue that intrinsic value and instrumental benefits are intertwined and 

mutually sustaining. The sheer enjoyment of participation in an arts group could 

have ‘spillover’ effects which help improve broader community life. In focusing on 

the role of youth drama groups within communities, I do not intend to downplay 

the intrinsic value of these groups or their artistic practice. Indeed, the creative 

practice of youth drama groups will be an important area of inquiry. 

Furthermore, although I am drawing on social capital and place theory, the 

focus will be on people’s actual experiences and perceptions of the ‘use-value’ of 

youth drama groups in relation to their local communities. The ‘outcomes’ of youth 

drama activities will not be compared with any other form of activity. This is not, 

therefore, a study of the instrumental social benefits of youth drama groups, but 

rather an exploration of the relationship between arts practice, social practice, 

community and sense of place. Hyde’s concepts of the arts’ circulation as ‘social 

gifts’ offers a useful way of considering social value while avoiding the instrumental 

discourse of ‘social impact’ and acknowledging the importance of the arts in 

society. 
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Before discussing social capital and place, it will be useful to consider briefly 

my interpretation of social value. 

 

3.2 Social value and ‘community’ 

 

My interpretation of ‘social’ relates to the local community. ‘Community’ is included 

in Raymond Williams’ collection of Keywords. These are words which ‘involve ideas 

and values’, and whose multiple and evolving meanings are inextricably bound up 

with the problems they are used to discuss.167 On community, Williams writes that 

‘unlike all other terms of social organization (state, nation, society), it never seems 

to be used unfavourably’.168 In the past two decades the term ‘community’ has 

become ubiquitous in UK policy: since 2006 there has been a ‘Communities 

Secretary’ in Westminster and in 2015, Northern Ireland gained a ‘Department for 

Communities’. 

Vered Amit asserts that community invokes: ‘the appeal of a collective 

connection that is not merely or even primarily instrumental’, suggesting that 

unlike ‘nation’ or ‘state’, the bonds of ‘community’ are seen as organic and 

therefore especially valuable.169 Furthermore, whereas ‘state’ refers to an 

administrative unit, which may include land as well as its residents, the term 

‘community’ is focused on connections between people. Amit’s arguments confirm 

Williams’ assertion that ‘community’ carries positive connotations: 

 

 

[…] the resonance of a term like community makes it a useful 
rhetorical adjunct to a wide variety of public appeals seeking to 
exploit the term’s generally positive connotations of “inter-personal 
warmth, shared interests and loyalty.” […] Expressions of 
community […] thus require sceptical investigation, rather than 
providing a ready-made social unit upon which to hang analysis.170  

 
167 Raymond Williams, Keywords: A vocabulary of culture and society, 4th edition (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2015), Introduction, p.xxvii. Keywords was first published in 1976. 
168 Williams, Keywords, p. 40. 
169 Vered Amit and Nigel Rapport, The Trouble with Community (London: Pluto Press, 2002), 
p. 13. 
170 Amit and Rapport, The Trouble with Community), p. 14. 
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Drawing on Amit, Helen Nicholson observes that: ‘A sentimental picture of local 

communities as comfortable social systems has re-entered the popular imagination 

[…] at a time when an actual sense of belonging has become increasingly 

problematic.’171 One might conclude that the increasing use of ‘community’ by 

governments is a response to a widespread insecurity about ‘belonging’, fuelled by 

factors such as de-industrialisation and migration. Nicholson argues that 

communities of location ‘are often romanticised, harking back to an imagined era in 

which homogeneity, unity and shared values formed the basis of social 

interaction’.172   

 In this study, the ‘local community’ is interpreted broadly as the aggregate 

of people living in a particular small place. Depending on the case study, this area 

may be characterised by designations such as village, small town, townland or 

parish. However, these categories are by no means fixed or simple. Nicholson 

asserts: ‘My experience of working practically in communities of locality has led me 

to believe that they are often rather messy and imprecise places.’173  Even when a 

clear designation such as ‘village’ exists, the village itself be a ‘messy and imprecise’ 

place. My own experiences of growing up in a rural village of under 1,000 

inhabitants are testament to this. Tiny as it is, Cushendun stretches from tall 

expensive apartments on one side of the river, owned mainly by city-dwellers who 

use them as second homes, to the neat, basic social housing estate on the other. 

Older residents refer to specific townlands and agricultural divisions. Although the 

majority of Cushendun’s population remains white and catholic, diversity is there 

in the form of an indigenous protestant minority and several more recent arrivals. 

It is mostly outsiders who impose a perception of homogenous locality on 

Cushendun. Informed by these personal experiences, I will be wary of delimiting 

my case study areas by rigid geographical boundaries. I will be attentive to organic 

local divisions and diversities as my research participants describe them.  

 
171 Helen Nicholson, Applied Drama – Second Edition (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), p. 
85. 
172 Ibid., p. 90. 
173 Ibid. 
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As well as ‘community of location’, the concept of ‘communities of identity’ 

is also relevant. ‘Communities of identity’ describes the way in which social 

groupings that are ‘not primarily instrumental’ can transcend geographical 

boundaries, coalescing around shared narratives, histories and experiences 

relating to categories such as religion, politics, culture, class, gender, sexuality or 

race.  Phrases such as ‘the LGBT community’ are commonplace. These categories 

may be employed proactively by a subjective agent, but they are also often 

employed by an external party, sometimes as a lazy shorthand to denote a social 

grouping which is in reality much more mutable and complex. In Northern Ireland, 

politicians and the media frequently refer to ‘the nationalist/republican/Catholic 

community’ and the ‘Protestant/unionist/loyalist community’. While recognising 

that Northern Irish society is to a certain extent characterised by these ethno-

religious divisions, I wish to avoid any facile conflation of people, place, identity 

and culture. I will be sensitive to the ways in which research participants speak of 

their own identities and of collective local identities.  These matrices of 

identification might include affiliations with local sports teams, identification by 

occupation, identification by social class or identification by cultural pursuit. Where 

national social narratives such as sectarianism and the Troubles do surface, they 

are likely to be refracted by particular local contexts and concerns. 

In considering the concepts of ‘local’ and ‘community’, Nicholson advocates 

paying attention to everyday practices and performances rather than to any 

imposed geographic boundaries or ‘grand narratives’ of identity. She asserts: 

‘Communities become formed and reformed as habitual enactments of locality, or 

maintained through other forms of commonplace or everyday interactivity.’174 

Drawing on Nicholson, I will approach the concept of community through the 

‘everyday’ social practices by which it is crafted, both within the youth drama 

groups and in the wider local area. I will also be attentive to people’s perceptions of 

community: their characterisations of local culture, identity and place, and how 

these might relate to wider cultural narratives. 

The practice of crafting communities demands that attention be paid to the 

nature of social networks within those communities. The concept of social capital 

will be central to this. 

 
174 Nicholson, Applied Drama, p. 103. 
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3.3 Social capital 

 

3.31 Introduction  

 

Social capital is one of the theoretical frameworks through which I will explore 

social value. As Robert Putnam states: ‘the core idea of social capital theory is that 

social networks have value’.175 Social capital refers to the inherent worth of formal 

and informal social connections, whether for individuals, communities or society. I 

will focus on social capital as a community-level attribute. I am interested in 

exploring the relationship between social capital in youth drama groups and social 

capital in the communities where these groups are based. 

In an era when place-based communities have become increasingly 

fragmented, and populations increasingly heterogenous, the concept of social 

capital as a public good has gained considerable traction at policy level, 

‘championed as a conceptual remedy to society’s modern ills with possibly 

something of a “cure-all” notion attached’.176 However, in both policy and academia, 

there remains a lack of clarity around the term.177 This section draws out aspects of 

various social capital theories that relate to this project. It then addresses critiques 

of social capital, before discussing ways in which the concept has been related to 

the participatory arts, and to young people. First, however, it is necessary to justify 

my choice of such a contentious concept through which to explore social value. 

 

3.32 Why social capital? 

 

The basic premise of social capital is simple: that social networks have value to 

individuals and to communities. Robert Putnam details ‘an impressive and growing 

 
175 Robert Putnam, Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community (New York: 
Simon and Schuster, 2000), p. 19. 
176 Kent County Council, Social Capital: What is it and can it be measured? (Maidstone: Kent 
County Council, 2009), p. 1. 
177 Martin Phillips (2016), ‘Assets and Affect in the Study of Social Capital in Rural 
Communities’, Sociologica Ruralis Vol. 56, No. 2, pp. 220-247, p. 221. 
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body of research’ suggesting that social and civic connections ‘make us healthy, 

wealthy and wise’.178 I will briefly address the first of these claims. 

 Putnam argues that the relationship between social capital and health and 

well-being is the most important of all the domains of social capital which he has 

researched.179 The links between tight-knit communities and well-being can be 

traced back to Émile Durkheim’s 1897 research on suicide, which concluded that 

‘suicide rates were higher in populations with low levels of social integration, and 

lower in closely knit communities’.180 The past two decades have seen a renewed 

interest in the promotion of social capital as a facet of public health. White and 

Robson observe a recent shift in public health discourse towards ‘understanding 

health as a communal experience’181, and Taylor et al. assert: ‘Community well-

being is closely related to the concept of social capital.’182 This is evident in the UK 

Department for Health’s campaign ‘Five ways to mental wellbeing’, which involved 

the promotion of five actions that individuals can take to improve their mental 

health.183 One of these is to volunteer or join a community group, and people are 

advised: ‘Seeing yourself, and your happiness, as linked to the wider community 

can be incredibly rewarding.’184 

While this project does not examine youth drama groups from a public 

health angle, it may feed into discourses around community well-being. This has 

particular relevance to Northern Ireland, which at the time of writing has the 

highest suicide rate per capita of the four regions in the UK,185 and where there is a 

strategic policy focus on young people’s mental health.186 However, it should be 

noted that this study does not consider social capital to be straightforwardly 

 
178 Putnam, Bowling Alone, p. 287. 
179 Ibid., p. 326. 
180 John Field, Social Capital (London: Routledge, 2003), p. 63. 
181 M. White and M. Robson (2011) ‘Finding sustainability: University-community 
collaborations focused on arts in health’, Gateways: international journal of community research 
and engagement, 4,  pp. 48-64, p. 11. 
182 Peter Taylor et al., A review of the Social Impacts of Culture and Sport (Sheffield: Sheffield 
Hallam University, 2015), p. 75. 
183 Foresight, Five ways to mental wellbeing (2008), available to download at < 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/five-ways-to-mental-wellbeing> [accessed 
3 July 2017]. 
184 Foresight, Five ways to mental wellbeing, p. 5. 
185 BBC News, ‘Suicide: Northern Ireland has UK's highest rate for second year in a row’, 
4 February 2016, http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-35491402, [accessed 
4 June 2017].  
186 NI Executive, Draft Children and Young People’s Strategy, p. 42. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/five-ways-to-mental-wellbeing
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-35491402
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positive. I shall not assume an automatic link between social capital and 

community well-being before examining the nature of the social networks in 

question. 

Apart from its links to community well-being, I have chosen social capital 

because of its relationship with my other theoretical frameworks: cultural value 

and place. Many studies explore the associations between arts and cultural 

participation and social capital. The 2015 literature review for the Culture and 

Sport Evidence (CASE) Programme suggests that the arts may have a special 

capacity to ‘help bring people from different backgrounds together’187 and my 

literature review demonstrates that social experiences and relationship building 

are aspects of youth drama engagement which participants value highly.  

In relation to place, the nature of social networks in a community has a 

strong effect on how people view an area as a place to live. While Shortall claims 

that social capital theory has given ‘renewed impetus to romantic and naïve views 

of rural communities, where civic harmony and inclusion triumph’,188 more recent 

debates have sought to move away from this assumption, exploring ‘the dark side 

of social capital’,189 and the ‘gritty’ lived realities of rural social networks.  

Finally, social capital theory offers a useful framework for understanding 

how the social value of youth drama groups is perceived and experienced. My 

research question refers to both perceptions and experiences, and exploring these 

demands knowledge of the structures and practices through which youth drama 

groups are experienced, including the nature of the communities in which they are 

based. The nature of these communities, in particular their social networks, may 

also affect the analysis of people’s perceptions of social value.   

 

The following section details key features of social capital theory which will be 

drawn upon to examine perceptions and experiences of the social value of youth 

drama groups.  

  

 
187 Taylor et al., A Review of the Social Impacts of Culture and Sport, p. 81. 
188 Sally Shortall (2004), ‘Social or Economic Goals, Civic Inclusion or Exclusion? An Analysis of 
Rural Development Theory and Practice’, Sociologica Ruralis, 44:1, pp. 109–123, p. 109 (Article 
Abstract). 
189 Field, Social Capital, p. 71. 
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 3.33 Relevant aspects of social capital theory 
 

There is no unified body of social capital theory, but rather the differing 

interpretations of several ‘founding father’ theorists, and considerable subsequent 

debate. I will briefly describe these various interpretations of social capital before 

drawing out concepts relevant to this project. 

 

3.33.1 Historical development of social capital theory 

One of the earliest records of the term is in a 1916 article by L.J. Hanifan, state 

supervisor of rural schools in West Virginia. It is interesting that this early use of 

social capital relates to rural communities. Hanifan defines social capital as follows: 

 

 

I do not refer to real estate, or to personal property or to cold cash but 
rather to that in life which tends to make these tangible substances count 
for most in the daily lives of a people, namely good-will, fellowship, mutual 
sympathy and social intercourse among a group of individuals and families 
who make up a social unit, the rural community […].190  

 

 

Hanifan uses a case study of one rural district to illustrate his theory of how social 

capital can be developed to effect positive social change. He argues that residents of 

a community must first build up stocks of social capital softly, by forming ‘a habit of 

coming together on occasions for entertainment, social intercourse and personal 

enjoyment’.191 Once residents become habituated to coming together for these ‘soft’ 

events – such as evening classes and baseball leagues – then the accumulated social 

capital ‘may easily be directed towards the general improvement of the community 

well-being’.192  In Hanifan’s case study, residents became civically engaged through 

adult evening classes: experiences which prompted them to take collective action. 

 
190 L.J. Hanifan (1916), ‘The Rural School Community Center’, The Annals of the American 
Academy of Political and Social Science, Vol. 67 (September 1916), pp. 130-138, p. 130. 
191 Hanifan (1916), ‘The Rural School Community Center’, p. 131. 
192 Ibid. 
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The final ‘dividends’ of this process included improved adult literacy and a 

successful campaign to upgrade the local road network.  

A salient feature of Hanifan’s article is the tension between social capital as 

a non-material concept – involving ‘fellowship’, ‘goodwill’ and messy, affective, 

people-centred processes – and the repeated use of an economic frame of 

reference, through language of ‘investment’ and ‘dividends’.  

The next academic uses of the term occur in the work of Glen Loury193 and of 

Pierre Bourdieu.194 These are less relevant here because they focus on social capital 

as a resource facilitating the development of individuals, not communities.  

By contrast, James Coleman considers social capital to be a public good. 

Coleman defines social capital by its function, as ‘a variety of different entities, with 

two elements in common: they all consist of some aspect of social structures, and 

they facilitate certain actions of individuals who are within the structure’.195 

Coleman outlines aspects of social structures which constitute social capital. These 

include: obligations and expectations; information sharing; norms and effective 

sanctions; and appropriable social organisations. 

Coleman also describes certain features of social organisation which 

enhance social capital. One of these is ‘multiplex relations’: the fact of community 

members being connected in multiple social spheres, for example two fathers who 

are PTA members, work for the same firm and socialise in the same pub.196 

Coleman argues that in communities where there are significant multiplex relations 

between people, it is easier to maintain social norms, share information and foster 

mutual trust through a flow of obligations and expectations.  Another key 

characteristic of societies with high social capital is ‘intergenerational closure’, 

which refers to strong relationships between families in the same community.197  

Coleman posits that if two pairs of parents have a good mutual relationship, then 

 
193 Glen Loury, ‘A Dynamic Theory of Racial Income Differences’ in P.A. Wallace and A. La Mond 
(eds), Women, Minorities and Employment Discrimination (Lexington, M.A.: Lexington Books, 
1977), pp. 153-186. 
194 Pierre Bourdieu, ‘The Forms of Capital’ in John G. Richardson (ed.) Handbook of Theory and 
Research for the Sociology of Education (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1986), pp. 214-258. 
195 James Coleman, Foundations of Social Theory (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University 
Press, 1994), p. 302. 
196 James Coleman, ‘Social Capital in the Creation of Human Capital’, American Journal of 
Sociology, Vol. 94, Supplement: Organizations and Institutions: Sociological and Economic 
Approaches to the Analysis of Social Structure (1988), pp. S95-S12, p. S108-109. 
197 Coleman, ‘Social Capital in the Creation of Human Capital’, p. S106. 
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through this combined power they will be better equipped to enforce effective 

norms and sanctions to regulate their children’s behaviour.  

 Robert Putnam is the theorist who popularised social capital for non-

academic audiences. Drawing on Coleman, Putnam also interprets social capital as 

features of social organisation such as trust, norms, and networks. However, while 

Coleman examines the benefits of community-based social capital for individuals, 

Putnam maintains a focus on benefits to the collective. His seminal work Bowling 

Alone charts the decline in social cohesion, mutual trust and civic engagement in 

American society. Putnam argues for the need to re-build social capital and accords 

a central role to voluntary groups in this process. He distinguishes between 

‘bridging’ and ‘bonding’ social capital, terms which have been widely adopted in 

research and policy. Bonding refers to the formation and maintenance of 

connections within one community and it ‘tends to reinforce exclusive identities 

and homogenous groups’, whereas bridging refers to links between communities 

and is therefore more inclusive.198   

 Another relevant concept from Putnam’s book Bowling Alone is the 

distinction which he makes between ‘machers’ and ‘schmoozers’ when describing 

people’s behaviour in informal social networks. Putnam explains: 

 

 

In Yiddish, men and women who invest lots of time in formal 
organizations are often termed machers – that is, people who make 
things happen in the community. By contrast, those who spend many 
hours in informal conversation and communion are termed 
schmoozers. This distinction mirrors an important reality in 
American social life. Machers follow current events, attend church 
and club meetings, volunteer […] give speeches, follow politics and 
frequent local meetings.199  

 

 

Although Putnam’s research focuses on American society in the late 1990s, his 

distinction between machers and schmoozers may have broader relevance.  

 
198 Putnam, Bowling Alone, p. 22. 
199 Ibid., p. 94. 
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3.33.2 Key concepts in social capital theory 

I will now detail aspects of social capital theory which will be drawn upon in this 

project, referring not only to the work of the ‘founding fathers’ outlined above but 

also to subsequent academic debates and to Hyde’s gift theory. 

 

1. Social networks and sociability 

The key premise of social capital is that social networks have value.  

 The literature review discussed the internal communities of participatory 

arts groups, with many participants considering them as families.200 It also 

discussed ways in which amateur drama societies have been instrumental in 

creating and strengthening community networks, for example in the New Town 

and Garden City case studies in Reflecting on Amateur Theatre Research.201 By 

contrast, a 2017 study of cultural participation in Moretonhampstead argues that 

participation can ‘produce both inclusive and exclusive modes of community’.202 It 

revealed that involvement in the Moretonhampstead amateur drama society could 

serve ‘to distinguish between different groups of people’ and to describe ‘bounded, 

contained and exclusive modes of community’.203 

The findings from this latter study call for attention to be paid to ways in 

which social networks are viewed ‘from without’ as well as from within, a need 

which my project addresses. Putnam’s distinction between ‘bridging’ and ‘bonding’ 

social capital may be relative: whereas participants within an amateur drama 

group might feel that their membership bridges social divides of age, class etc., 

others who are not involved might perceive the group as cliquish. 

Putnam has been criticised for paying too little attention to what John Field 

calls ‘the dark side of social capital’: the ways in which communities with shared 

social networks and norms can reinforce dangerously exclusive identities.204  The 

context of ethno-religious segregation in Northern Ireland demands that particular 

 
200 Nicholson et al., Reflecting on Amateur Theatre Research, p. 13. 
201 Ibid., p. 11. 
202 Kerrie Schaefer, Delyth Edwards and Jane Milling (2017), ‘Performing Moretonhampstead: 
rurality, participation and cultural value’, Cultural Trends, 26:1, 47-57, p. 53. 
203 Schaefer et al. (2017), ‘Performing Moretonhampstead’, p. 53. 
204 Field, Social Capital, p. 79. 
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attention be paid to the distinctions between bridging and bonding social capital. 

Leonard reflects: ‘Within Northern Ireland, the norms and networks generated by 

social capital may be community-specific and reproduce the religious divide.’205 

 In examining the social networks in and around youth drama groups, I will 

consider the ways in which the groups facilitate bonding within a particular 

religious, geographic or cultural community, and the ways in which they contribute 

towards the bridging of ethno-religious (or other) social divides. 

 

2. Structures of social capital 

Coleman provides useful terminology for describing structures of social 

organisation. ‘Multiplex relations’206 and ‘intergenerational closure’207 (explained 

previously) are both structural features of communities with high levels of social 

capital. Features of social systems which constitute social capital include 

information sharing, appropriable social organisations, norms and effective 

sanctions, and obligations and expectations, all of which are relevant to this study. 

Information sharing is self-explanatory. My case study groups may play a role 

in sharing information that relates to the local community. Linked to information 

sharing is Coleman’s concept of ‘appropriable social organisations’: the idea that 

organisations ‘brought into existence for one set of purposes can also aid others’, as, 

for example, a community choir that gets involved in a campaign to save local 

services.208  

 Another of Coleman’s key features of social capital is norms. A norm refers 

to a ‘standard or pattern of social behaviour that is accepted in or expected of a 

group’.209 My case study groups may challenge as well as reinforce norms in the 

wider local community: the literature review revealed a common view of youth 

drama groups as ‘spaces to be different’. The interplay between norms in the youth 

drama group and those in the wider community may be a rich source of insight. 

 
205 Leonard, ‘Social and Subcultural Capital Among Teenagers in Northern Ireland’, p. 233. 
206 Coleman, ‘Social Capital in the Creation of Human Capital’, pp. S108-109. 
207 Ibid., p. S106. 
208 Ibid., p. S108. 
209 Definition of ‘norm’ in Oxford English Dictionary, Entry I, definition 1 b).  
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 A final important aspect of social capital for Coleman is obligations and 

expectations, the practice of favour-giving that generates abstract ‘credit slips’. 

Coleman explains:  

 

 

[…] if A does something for B and trusts B to reciprocate in the future, 
this establishes an expectation in A and an obligation on the part of B 
to keep the trust. This obligation can be conceived of as a “credit slip” 
held by A to be redeemed by some performance by B.210 

 

 

The practice of favour-giving in communities is also a key feature of Putnam’s 

interpretation of social capital. However, while Coleman focuses on practices of 

specific reciprocity, where favours are repaid directly between the same two 

parties, Putnam argues that the ‘norm of generalized reciprocity’ is even more 

important to social capital.211 Putnam explains this norm as such: ‘I’ll do this for 

you without expecting anything specific back from you, in the confident expectation 

that someone else will do something for me down the road.’212  

 Putnam’s ‘norm of generalized reciprocity’ lends itself to comparison with 

Hyde’s work on ‘the gift community’. Hyde describes tribal social systems which 

are characterised by a similar sense of non-specific mutual obligation. He views 

gift-giving in these societies as an embodiment of strong, affective social 

relationships. Hyde argues that ‘circular giving’ is key to the cohesion of these 

tribes: ‘when the gift moves in a circle, its motion is beyond the control of the 

personal ego, and so each bearer must be a part of the group and each donation is 

an act of social faith’.213 The suggestion that gifts have a circular momentum which 

facilitates bonding can usefully be connected with Helen Nicholson’s reflections on 

gift theory in Applied Drama: the gift of theatre. Nicholson writes: ‘By refusing to 

reduce the gift to reciprocity, Derrida replaces the homogeneity of a fixed system of 

economic exchange with the heterogeneity of generosity, in which the gift becomes 

 
210 Coleman, ‘Social Capital in the Creation of Human Capital’, p. S102. 
211 Putnam, Bowling Alone, p. 21. 
212 Ibid. 
213 Hyde, The Gift, p. 16. 



 

74 

associated with shifting roles, spontaneity, desire, loss and risk’.214 This challenges 

Coleman’s conception of favour-giving as a system of ‘abstract credit slips’.  

 While Putnam portrays the norm of ‘generalised reciprocity’ as a social 

characteristic which complements or compensates for a lack of economic capital in 

communities, Hyde and Nicholson’s work on the non-binary circulation of gifts 

invites us to consider ways in which social systems might function wholly outside 

of a capitalist paradigm, and the role of the arts in sustaining these non-market ‘gift 

communities’. I will consider whether, and how, the practice of my case study 

groups contributes to creating such ‘gift communities’, both within the groups 

themselves and in the wider community. 

 Key to Hyde and Nicholson’s theories is a focus on the capacity of gifts to 

establish affective bonds. I will now turn to the relationship between social capital 

and affect. 

 

3. The role of affective relationships in social capital 

Hanifan describes attributes of social systems using the language of emotional 

relationships, with terms such as ‘goodwill’, ‘fellowship’ and ‘mutual sympathy’.215 

By contrast, Coleman and Putnam frame social capital in functional, structural 

terms, neglecting the role of the emotions. However, the past 15 years have seen 

increased academic interest in exploring the affective nature of social networks.  

Phillips (2016) charts an overlap between social capital theory and ‘recent 

moves to recognise more affective and emotional dimensions of social life’.216 In 

their 2008 study of belonging in the Women’s Institutes and Young Farmers’ Clubs 

in England, Neal and Walters posit that: ‘there is a space between the yearning for 

human togetherness and a sensibility of community, and this space is taken up by 

the routine practices and performances of community-making’.217 They emphasise 

the role of affect in these ‘everyday labours’ of building community.218 Likewise, 

 
214 Nicholson, Applied Drama, p. 169  
215 Hanifan, ‘The Rural School Community Center’, p. 130. 
216 Phillips, ‘Assets and Affect in the Study of Social Capital in Rural Communities’, p. 238. 
217 Sarah Neal and Sue Walters (2008), ‘Rural Be/longing and Rural Social Organizations: 
Conviviality and Community-Making in the English Countryside’, Sociology, Volume 42(2), pp. 
279–297, p. 282.  
218 Neal and Walters (2008), ‘Rural Be/longing and Rural Social Organizations’, p. 282. 
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Holt (2008) proposes a challenge to the Putnamian orthodoxy which views social 

capital ‘as exclusively institutionalized social networks and/or sociocultural 

values’.219 Her ‘alternative vision’ of social capital suggests: 

 

 

the need to explore how individuals become embodied 
subjects/agents within informal (along with formal), everyday […] 
emotionally painful and gratifying social relationships that make up 
the gritty lived ‘reality’ of social life, along with having a critical view 
to how such relationships variously confer capitals and thus 
(re)produce or transform broader sociospatial axes of inequality.220 

 

 

Holt’s suggestion that consideration of social capital should encompass the ‘gritty 

lived reality of social life’ is relevant to this project’s focus on communities. She 

advocates paying attention to the affective quality of social relationships and to the 

evolving everyday practices by which these relationships are maintained. 

Furthermore, her exhortation to contextualise social capital in relation to 

‘sociospatial axes of inequality’ reminds us that the value of social capital is 

relative.  The 2015 Warwick Commission report posited that amateur arts 

participation in England tends to ‘correlate with a more comfortable socio-

economic background’.221 I will be alive both to ways in which the social capital 

generated by my case study groups may enhance or challenge broader social 

inequalities and to the role of emotions in these processes. 

 The practice of youth drama itself is one which invites self-expression and 

emotional engagement. Nicholson posits that drama participants recognise ‘their 

dependency on a network of affective relations that is emotionally, culturally and 

politically productive’.222 This is corroborated by evidence from my literature 

review regarding the perception of youth drama groups as ‘alternative families’. 

Hyde, who views arts practice as a social gift, asserts: ‘It is the cardinal difference 

 
219 Louise Holt (2008), ‘Embodied social capital and geographic perspectives: performing the 
habitus’, Progress in Human Geography, Vol. 32(2), pp. 227–246 p. 241. 
220 Holt (2008), ‘Embodied social capital and geographic perspectives’, p. 241. 
221 The Warwick Commission, Enriching Britain: Culture, Creativity and Growth (Coventry: 
University of Warwick, 2015), p. 36. 
222 Nicholson, Applied Drama, p. 42. 
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between gift and commodity exchange that a gift establishes a “feeling-bond”.’223 

There may be a particular relationship between arts practice and affective social 

capital. However, while Hyde’s characterisation of the arts as a social gift is wholly 

positive, Nicholson recognises the potential ambiguities inherent in the ‘arts as gift’ 

metaphor.224 Therefore, in exploring the affective relationships within my case 

studies, I will bear in mind Holt’s assertion that: ‘The ways in which dominant and 

marginalized identity positionings, and a variety of inclusions and exclusions, can 

be (re)produced within community groups […] require further exploration’.225 

 

4. Social capital and participation in voluntary groups 

For Putnam, membership of voluntary associations is a key measure of social 

capital. He argues that grassroots voluntary groups have a pivotal role to play in 

developing and maintaining social capital in communities. Neal and Walters’ study 

of Young Farmers’ Clubs and the Women’s Institute concludes that these two 

organisations are highly instrumental in creating a sense of place-community:  

 

 

[…] the sociality of the place-based local community that was much in 
evidence in our data does not so much spring from spontaneous, 
organic bonds but is produced and achieved through the remarkable 
energies of semi-formal leisure organizations.226 

 

 

I aim to explore the role of social networks generated by participatory arts groups, 

and broader umbrella organisations, in crafting a collectively felt and experienced 

sense of place.  

  

 
223 Hyde, The Gift, p. 58. 
224Nicholson, Applied Drama, pp. 169-172. 
225 Holt, ‘Embodied Social Capital’, p. 230. 
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5. Social capital and civic engagement / active citizenship 

Putnam sees active involvement in voluntary groups as key to the advancement of 

civil society. He argues that voluntary associations are ‘schools for democracy’: 

places where ‘social and civic skills are learned’ by instilling in their members 

‘habits of cooperation and public-spiritedness’ as well as ‘practical skills necessary 

to take part in public life’.227  

My interpretation of civic engagement, although inspired by Putnam, also 

draws on the concept of ‘active citizenship’ as outlined by Nicholson with reference 

to the work of political theorist Chantal Mouffe. Mouffe posits that an ‘active citizen’ 

is ‘not a passive recipient of rights’ but ‘makes an active contribution to creating a 

more equitable society’.228 Nicholson argues that active citizenship is an ‘embodied 

social practice’ which encompasses not only political activity but also volunteering, 

cultural pursuits, and domestic practices that involve caring for others or 

community-building.229 I interpret ‘active citizenship’ as referring to people’s social 

engagement at the service of advancing the collective rather than the pursuit of 

atomised self-interest: it is about feeling connected to a community beyond one’s 

immediate circle, and taking action to facilitate the development of this community. 

I am interested in whether participation in youth drama groups can inspire young 

people to become involved in other areas of community life.  

The literature review discussed the potential ‘spillover effects’ of arts 

participation in fostering civic engagement but highlighted the problems in 

determining causality in this area. The effects of selection bias must also be 

acknowledged. A 1998 study concluded from an international survey of association 

members that: ‘People who join associations are significantly more trusting than 

people who do not join.’230 One might posit that arts participants tend to be what 

Putnam calls ‘joiners’: a self-selecting group with a pre-existing disposition towards 

social engagement.231 Class differences may also be a factor. The 2015 Warwick 

Commission report asserts: ‘In 2014 Britain, high socio-economic background, 

 
227 Putnam, Bowling Alone, p .338. 
228 Nicholson, Applied Drama, p. 35. 
229 Ibid. 
230 Dietlind Stolle (1998), ‘Bowling Together, Bowling Alone: The Development of Generalized 
Trust in Voluntary Associations’, Political Psychology, Vol. 19, No. 3, 1998, pp. 497-525, p. 520. 
231 Putnam, Bowling Alone, p. 48. 
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university-level educational attainment and a professional occupation are still the 

most reliable predictors of high levels of engagement and participation in a wide 

range of cultural activities.’232  

However, correlations between arts participation and increased social 

engagement should not be dismissed as the effects of class or selection bias alone.  

A 2003 British Cohort Survey demonstrated that, even after controlling for the 

effects of wealth and income, young arts and culture participants are much more 

likely to volunteer in later life.233 I will be guided by the Cultural Value Project 

report’s idea that arts participation can create ‘the conditions for change’ rather 

than directly causing greater civic engagement.234  

 

3.33.3 Conclusion 

This section has outlined key aspects of social capital theory which will be drawn 

on in this project. The nature and value of social networks will be explored, both 

within youth drama groups and in wider communities where these groups are 

based. I will examine perceptions and experiences of inclusion and exclusion 

relating to these social networks, paying attention to the distinctions between 

bridging and bonding social capital. I will also examine potential relationships 

between youth drama participation and ‘active citizenship’. Key concepts, such as 

multiplex relations, norms, and obligations and expectations, will help me to 

understand and describe social capital in the case studies. However, my 

interpretation of social capital will not be only structural: in examining the 

‘everyday practices’ by which communities are crafted and maintained, I will 

accord a key role to affective relationships, whether positive, ambivalent or 

negative.  

 Social capital theory has been the subject of considerable critique because 

of the way in which it has been adopted by neo-liberal capitalist economists. The 

following section addresses key criticisms of social capital.  

 

 
232 Warwick Commission, Enriching Britain, p. 32. 
233 2003 Cohort Survey findings cited in Emily Keaney, From Access to Participation: Cultural 
Policy and Civil Renewal (London: Institute for Public Policy Research, 2006), pp. 23-24. 
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3.34 Criticisms of social capital theory 

 

Putnam’s ideas on social capital have been widely adopted in policy, including in 

the USA and Britain. Holt posits: 

 

 

The causal, universally applicable status accorded to social capital in 
Putnam’s theorizations are implicitly bound up with a particular 
neoliberal politics that shifts the cause of inequality, hardship, socio-
economic exclusion and poverty away from the operations of the 
political economy and ultimately onto individuals’ and groups’ civic 
engagement.235 

 

 

Law and Mooney point out that in Bowling Alone, Putnam downplays the effects of 

the ruling political and economic interests on the social structure of communities: 

‘There is little sense […] that capitalism itself shatters and breaks apart social 

networks around long-established workplaces, like coal mining areas.’236 While 

Putnam refutes the charge that his theories are an argument for ‘shutting down the 

welfare state and relying on civil society to solve problems’,237 it is undeniable that 

his ideas were readily adopted by neo-liberal governments with an agenda of 

cutting state welfare provision.  

 Law and Mooney also argue that Putnam promotes only ‘conformist’ 

voluntarism: that is, participation in voluntary groups and activities which do not 

challenge the financial and political status quo. Examples of ‘conformist 

voluntarism’ cited by them include choirs, PTAs, sports groups, Rotary clubs and 

the Red Cross.238 These are referred to as ‘quaint, worthy’ and ‘de-politicised’ 

pursuits.239 Law and Mooney argue that Putnam neglects to consider what they call 

 
235 Holt, ‘Embodied Social Capital’, p. 230. 
236 Alex Law and Gerry Mooney (2006), ‘The Maladies of Social Capital II: Resisting Neo-liberal 
Conformism’, Critique, 34:3, pp. 253-268, p. 261. 
237 Robert Putnam interviewed by Rory J. Clarke (2004), ‘Bowling together’, OECD Observer, 
No. 242 (March 2004), available online at < 
http://oecdobserver.org/news/archivestory.php/aid/1215/Bowling_together.html> [accessed 
19 October 2017].  
238 Law and Mooney, ‘The Maladies of Social Capital II’, p. 264. 
239 Ibid., p. 259. 
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‘recalcitrant voluntarism’: involvement in groups and activities which are explicitly 

political, such as campaigns to defend jobs and services, anti-capitalist protests and 

trade unions.240 By confronting inequalities these activities may not lead to facile 

social cohesion, but they may create considerable bridging and bonding social 

capital among those involved.  

While I agree with the argument that Putnam ‘focuses idealistically on a de-

politicised, de-classed ‘civic’ consciousness’,241 I take issue with Law and Mooney’s 

stark distinction between ‘conformist’ and ‘recalcitrant’ voluntarism. Choirs, 

painting clubs or indeed youth drama groups are not all ‘quaint and worthy’: they 

can be powerful sites of resistance and even transgression, although this may not 

take the form of direct activism.  Furthermore, while recalcitrance suggests 

obstinate disobedience of the status quo, and conformism total acceptance of it, the 

experiences of many arts participants are of transportation to another realm: a co-

created space of imaginative play. This space may allow for critical reflection on a 

society or community via a process of temporary transportation – what theatre 

director Tim Etchells refers to as ‘going into another world and coming back with 

gifts’.242 

Nicholson argues: ‘Theatre, as the most public of arts forms [can be] a space 

and place in which society might be reshaped through the imagination.’243 A youth 

drama group may be valuable as a site of alterity and ambiguity within a 

community – a ‘space to play’ for participants and audience members alike, where 

dominant social norms do not always apply.244 Furthermore, in rural communities 

that have suffered ill-effects of global capitalism such as youth emigration, loss of 

public services and supermarket pressures on farming, the very act of bringing the 

community together to watch a youth drama production may constitute a small but 

significant act of grassroots resistance to capitalism.  I therefore contend that it is 

not helpful to classify participatory arts groups as either ‘recalcitrant’ or 

‘conformist’.  

 Many criticisms of the neo-liberal alignment of social capital theory relate 

to its adoption by councils and governments. However, my focus is on small-scale, 
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local, grassroots networks: I am not championing social capital theory to serve any 

ulterior political agenda. Furthermore, while Holt and Field have rightly argued 

that Putnam neglects ‘the darker side’ of social capital, my interpretation of the 

concept includes dynamics of inclusion and exclusion, and consideration of social 

inequalities. I therefore hope to avoid accusations of positivistic bias in relation to 

social capital. 

 

3.35 Social capital and the arts 

 

Earlier I cited studies suggesting that the arts have a special capacity to create 

bridging social capital, and I highlighted correlations between arts participation 

and above-average levels of volunteering. This section considers more deeply the 

relationship between social capital and the arts. 

 The Better Together report accords a central role to arts engagement in the 

project of rebuilding social capital in America, arguing that arts participation 

‘requires on-going interactions, co-ordination and trust’, and as such is significantly 

more conducive to building social capital than arts spectatorship.245 The report 

asserts that voluntary arts groups provide a vital form of localised social capital.246  

The 2015 literature review for the UK CASE programme concluded that: ‘the arts 

may contribute to social capital through opportunities for social interaction and the 

development of social relationships, networks, communication skills, self-esteem 

and trust’.247 However, these benefits might equally apply to other forms of 

voluntary activity. Does arts participation have any particular associations with 

forms of social capital, distinct from those which apply to other activities? 

 I have highlighted correlations between arts involvement (particularly 

participation in theatre) and above-average levels of civic engagement. Although 

these correlations are likely to be influenced by the effects of ‘selection bias’ and 

class, they are still worthy of consideration.  

 Another area in which the arts might have a particular association with 

social capital relates to social cohesion. Better Together places emphasis on the 

 
245 Putnam and Feldstein, Better Together, p. 46. 
246 Ibid., p. 45 and p. 46. 
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arts’ potential to create bridging social capital ‘because they can provide a safe 

space to shelve political and ideological differences, or at least manage those 

differences without conflict’.248  The 2015 CASE literature review concludes: ‘There 

is some evidence to suggest that arts may help bring people from different 

backgrounds together.’249  

 I have previously highlighted the loaded nature of the term ‘culture’ in 

Northern Ireland, and the potential for certain artistic activities – such as mural-

painting or marching bands – to reinforce homogenous identities around a conflict. 

Nonetheless, it was noted that youth drama does not carry associations with either 

Catholic or Protestant culture. My review of studies on participatory drama 

suggests that drama groups can be spaces in which participants experiment with 

identity and come to recognise identity as socially constructed. Writing on applied 

theatre, Nicholson posits that drama ‘has the potential to wear away fixed 

narratives of self and other, identity and difference, and open up the spaces in-

between where new insights might be generated’.250 This suggests that dramatic 

practice in itself could contribute towards developing bridging social capital in 

Northern Ireland. Indeed, this is the motivation behind a rich tradition of 

community theatre projects with a cross-community remit. 

 However, as described in the previous chapter, professional-led, time-

bound community drama differs from amateur and youth drama. Although one 

might assume that, given its politically ‘neutral’ status, youth drama might attract 

young people from diverse backgrounds, many youth drama groups may simply 

reflect the demographics of the areas where they are based, which may be 

predominantly Catholic or Protestant. Furthermore, it should not be assumed that, 

just because they practise drama, groups must therefore create bridging social 

capital. The artistic practice of my case study groups might be quite different from 

community theatre’s traditions of socially engaged practice. Leonard’s 2008 study 

notes that the experience of Northern Irish young people is mainly that of bonding 

within their own ethno-religious communities: one in three NI young people 

surveyed did not have any friends at all from the ‘other’ main religious tradition. 251 
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In summary, while it would seem that voluntary arts participation can have a 

certain special capacity to facilitate social bridging, and the potential to engender 

civic engagement, a healthy scepticism is recommended in this area and I will avoid 

making assumptions around this in relation to my case study groups. I now turn to 

the relationship between social capital and youth development. 

 

3.36 Social capital, youth development and community 

development 

 

This section reflects on the triangular relationship between social capital, youth 

development and community development. 

 

3.36.1 Situating young people within our social ecology 

Young people – understood here to denote individuals between the ages of 12 and 

25 – occupy a transitional space in our social ecologies. While old enough to 

socialise independently and in some cases to work, many people in this age bracket 

have not fully entered the labour market and are not tied to place by factors such as 

occupation, children or home mortgages. As such they are somewhat outside of the 

structures which uphold our capitalist society. Young people undergo a process of 

being ‘socialised’ – or not – into the dominant norms and standards of behaviour in 

a particular society. There is a popular media stereotype of ‘disengaged youth’ 

being involved in anti-social behaviour and negatively impacting on their 

communities. As Coleman’s research into high-school dropout rates suggests, those 

young people who live within a community of adults with strong ‘multiplex 

relations’, who have the capacity to reinforce norms in multiple contexts, are more 

likely to thrive within that community.252  

Several studies on young people and social capital suggest that participation 

in voluntary groups, including arts groups, can help to socialise young people into 

shared norms within their communities. Jeannotte asserts that ‘the evidence so far 

 
252 Coleman, ‘Social Capital in the Creation of Human Capital’ , S111-S116. 



 

84 

seems to suggest that cultural participation helps to encourage “buy-in” to 

institutional rules and shared norms of behaviour’.253  However, as suggested 

earlier, participatory arts groups might promote norms which are different from 

the dominant social norms in the local area. The social capital which young people 

develop through their participation in arts groups could play a key role in 

determining the nature of their relationship with the wider community. 

Furthermore, while membership of voluntary associations is a key measure 

of social capital for Putnam, Leonard notes what she sees as relatively low levels of 

participation in such groups among Northern Irish young people. Sixty-two per 

cent of 16-year-old males and 42% of females are members of ‘sports/hobbies 

clubs’ and these are by far the highest levels of involvement in any type of group. 

Over a quarter of young people are not involved in any organisation at all, and yet 

these same young people report high levels of social capital when gauged by other 

measures: kinship ties or sense of trust and safety in their neighbourhoods, for 

example. For Leonard, this suggests that ‘social capital networks may operate 

differently for young people compared with adults, and they may express 

adherence to networks in ways other than membership of associations’. Leonard 

proposes the concept of ‘subcultural capital’ as an additional and different 

indicator, more appropriate to young people’s lived experiences in the present. 

Although thinly drawn in her study, subcultural capital encompasses areas of taste, 

trend and fashion – for example, hip-hop culture. Leonard posits:  

 

 

Subcultural capital enables children and young people to assert 
their distinctive character. It enables children and young people to 
create social spaces not contaminated by existing adult values and 
cultural norms. 

 

 

Leonard makes a valid general criticism of Putnam and Coleman for tending to 

view young people as ‘human becomings rather than human beings’, that is, 

interpreting young people’s social capital solely as those features and structures 
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that will help ‘socialise’ them into society and will be useful for their future adult 

lives. Although this project is a study of organised groups, it will be helpful to pay 

attention to the existence of subcultural capital in order that the findings reflect 

young people’s lived experiences in the present. 

 

3.36.2 Tribes and alternative families  

Adolescence is a time in which ‘the peer group takes over socialising functions in 

the sphere of personal development’.254 Psychological research into youth 

transitions shows that ‘good peer support networks’ and ‘strong attachments 

outside of the family […], especially when they provide positive role models’ are 

two key ‘protective factors’ that can safeguard young people at risk of social 

exclusion.255  One might argue that social capital is of particular importance to 

young people because lack of it, or ‘the wrong kind’, in their environments could 

have serious impacts on their future development.  

My literature review revealed that many youth and amateur drama 

participants see their groups as alternative families.  By providing a large, 

supportive peer group, youth drama groups can provide an intensive concentration 

of positive social capital for young people’s benefit. These groups may also have a 

diversionary function by engaging young people who might otherwise become 

involved in more negative gangs.  

 

3.36.3 Youth development benefitting whole communities 

The diversionary potential of youth drama groups as ‘good gangs’ is one way in 

which the positive development of young people can benefit entire communities. 

While this is clearly valuable, one must be cautious with the argument that 

voluntary groups benefit communities by ‘taking young people off the streets’. 

Earlier I discussed critiques of the way in which social capital theory has been 

implicated in a neo-liberal agenda. Claire Bishop argues that the British New 

Labour government used the participatory arts as a tool for addressing social 

inclusion, which was often a euphemism for ‘the elimination of disruptive 
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individuals’.256 There is balance to be struck between the potential for participatory 

arts groups to be ‘good gangs’, preventing destructive behaviour, and the need to 

avoid quashing young people’s critical spirit by using the arts to impose a socially 

conformist agenda – seen by at least one young person as a litany of didacticism 

against ‘drugs, sex, pregnancy’.257  Young people have a right to rail against the 

status quo and to imagine alternative futures through their artistic and social 

practice. 

Another area in which youth development relates to community 

development is active citizenship. This accords young people more agency than 

simply ‘taking them off the streets’ and socialising them into dominant norms. 

Active citizenship implies that young people are encouraged to see how their active 

participation in social structures can make a positive difference, both to them and 

their communities. A 2005 study by Jarrett et al. found that the relationships 

between young people and adult group leaders were key to this process: ‘Through 

relationships with prosocial adults, youth are socialized into shared norms, 

encouraged to develop meaningful social roles, and prepared for leadership roles 

within their local communities.’258  

 

A final area in which social capital theory is particularly relevant to young people 

relates to the rural context of my project. 

 

3.36.4 Young people, social capital and rural areas 

Ferguson argues that out-migration by young people, whether for education and 

employment opportunities or because of general dissatisfaction, is a ‘significant 

barrier to the long-term sustainability of rural areas’.259 Out-migration dismantles 

the social networks that sustain community life. Ferguson’s study of how young 

people experience rurality in the Omagh district reveals significant barriers to the 

accessibility of higher education, employment and housing opportunities for these 
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young people, all of which were regarded as ‘push factors’ making them keen to 

‘escape the country’. Ferguson concludes: ‘Young people may appreciate the visual 

scenery of rurality; however, the challenges associated with the lived realities 

result in increasing desires to out-migrate; hence weakening rural 

sustainability.’260  

 However, one might speculate that long-term involvement in a cultural 

group such as a sports club or a youth drama group, and the embeddedness in a 

web of social relations that this entails, might constitute something of a ‘pull factor’ 

enticing young people to remain in rural areas. This is an area in which social 

capital discourses overlap with place theory, which will be the subject of the next 

section. 

 

3.4 Place 

 

3.41 Introduction  

 

Place is another lens through which I will examine the social value of my case study 

groups. The philosopher Jeff Malpas has argued that ‘place is perhaps the key term 

for interdisciplinary research in the arts, humanities and social sciences in the 

twenty-first century’.261  

 Tim Cresswell posits that the most straightforward definition of place is as 

a ‘meaningful location’.262 He explains: ‘When humans invest meaning in a portion 

of space then become attached to it in some way […] it becomes a place.’263 

Although the concept of place can encompass areas as small as a child’s bedroom, 

in this project the focus will be on place as a broadly defined geographic locale. I am 

interested in collectively felt senses of place-identity and place-attachment in my 

case study areas, and in exploring how these relate to local youth drama groups. 

 
260 Ferguson, ‘“Escape the Country?”’, p. 88. 
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The previous section on social capital referred frequently to ‘communities’: 

I would like to emphasise here that I consider community to be distinct from place. 

When referring to ‘the local community’ I will be referring to people who share a 

common residential location. By contrast, place encompasses the physical and 

material environments as well as the social environment in a particular locale. 

Place is created in the encounter between people and their environments. 

 This section explains my rationale for employing place as a theoretical 

framework, before outlining aspects of place theory which will be drawn on.  

 

3.42 Why place? 

 

Cresswell posits: ‘At a time when multiple alienations of modern society threaten 

our sense of belonging, the importance of “place” to creative possibility in life and 

art cannot be underestimated.’264  One of these ‘multiple alienations’ is what Relph 

refers to as a ‘general condition of creeping placelessness’,265  whereby the forces of 

globalisation ‘flatten out difference’266, for example through the homogenisation of 

town centres with chains of nationally or globally recognised brands. Another 

‘alienation’ is the dramatic recent increase in population mobility, meaning that 

people are less ‘rooted’ in place. Nevertheless, what Lippard refers to as ‘the pull of 

place’ prevails in popular culture and discourse, as the ‘geographical component of 

the psychological need to belong somewhere’.267 Lippard argues: ‘Even as the 

power of place is diminished, and often lost, it continues – as an absence – to define 

culture and identity. It also continues – as a presence – to change the way we 

live.’268  

 

3.42.1 Place in public discourse 

This ‘power of place’ is manifested and manipulated in myriad ways. Real-estate 

agents attempt to marketise a sense of place. Popular nationalist movements draw 

on, and fuel, people’s identification with particular characterisations of place. In her 
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speech at the 2016 Conservative Party conference, Teresa May criticised ‘citizens of 

the world’ by labelling them ‘citizens of nowhere’, suggesting that the need to 

‘belong somewhere’ is incompatible with a sense of global identity.269 In contrast to 

this, the global Transition Network movement draws on people’s sense of place-

attachment to their neighbourhoods while simultaneously connecting them into an 

international network which promotes environmental change, making people feel 

that ‘they are creating a new story for their place’.270  

The contrast between the above examples shows the variety of ways in 

which place can be interpreted and used politically. Cresswell illustrates these 

contrasts by comparing articles on place by Harvey, who worries about place as 

being ‘constantly implicated in the construction of “us” (people who belong in a 

place) and “them”’,271 and Massey, who argues that place can be viewed as a 

‘constellation of social relations’, an ever-evolving meeting point of identities.272 

The previous chapter highlighted the Northern Irish government’s aim of 

creating a more positive place-identity for the people of a region that has been seen 

by both outsiders and many residents as a ‘bad place to live’ after decades of 

conflict.  

 

3.42.2 Place and well-being 

Studies in environmental psychology show that people’s affective attachment to the 

places where they live is linked to well-being. Atkinson, Fuller and Painter argue 

that: ‘Wellbeing, however defined, can have no form, expression or enhancement 

without consideration of place.’273 

The previous section discussed links between well-being and social capital. 

There is a strong relationship between social capital and place. While social capital 

relates to features of community organisation, place-attachment and a ‘sense of 
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place’ operate at a more conceptual level. A 2011 study of people’s attachment to 

place in areas of urban deprivation found that: ‘People who feel their 

neighbourhood is cohesive and close-knit report significantly higher levels of 

attachment [to that place].’274 So high levels of social capital can contribute to a 

positive sense of place, which in turn makes people more likely to stay in an area 

and continue to develop its social capital.  

Leonard also contends that:  

 

 

[…] the emergence and development of social capital takes place 
within varied geographic settings, so it may be particular places 
rather than particular communities that foster the development of 
social capital.275 

 

 

Although Northern Irish segregation in densely populated urban interfaces and in 

rural areas alike might seem to militate against Leonard’s suggestion, physical 

geographies (such as the difference between tower block housing, or a rural glen) 

undoubtedly also play a part in the formation of social capital.  

 

3.42.3 Place and the rural idyll 

The relationship between social capital and a sense of place has particular 

relevance to rural areas. I have previously mentioned a popular characterisation of 

rural communities as tightly knit, harmonious units: a stereotype which studies 

into the ‘gritty’ lived realities of rural social capital have shown to be misleading, as 

Shortall argues.276 The myth of tightly knit rural communities is part of a broader 

popular place-related stereotype known as ‘the rural idyll’. Ferguson explains this 

as representing ‘the synthesis of innocence, wildness, adventure, companionship, 
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contact with nature, agricultural spaces and practices, healthiness, spatial 

independence and freedom from surveillance’.277 Cresswell observes that the rural 

idyll ‘has deep roots in British history with the romantic vision of a “green and 

pleasant land”’.278  

It is debatable, however, whether this stereotype is quite as strong on the 

island of Ireland, where the legacy of the potato famine and subsequent mass rural 

out-migration is a prominent part of popular history, or specifically in Northern 

Ireland, where some rural areas were the scenes of horrific violence during the 

Troubles. In 1984, in the middle of the conflict, Northern Irish poet John Hewitt 

wrote of his home area: ‘[…] the whole tarnished map is stained and torn / not to 

be read as pastoral again’.279   Although the rural idyll may still be present as a 

cultural stereotype in Northern Ireland, people’s views on some rural places may 

also be shaped by segregation and, in some cases, memories of violence. 

 

3.42.4 Place-identity and artistic and cultural participation  

The arts and culture have long been recognised as agents for shaping, reinforcing 

or changing people’s sense of place. However, Abi Gilmore argues that large-scale 

arts policy research often does not pay sufficient attention to the specifics of place:  

 

 

Current arts policy research undermines the due consideration of 
the articulation of place in cultural participation. Practices and 
values associated with everyday, quiet and vernacular participation 
are obscured by official knowledge which privileges legitimate forms 
and institutions and neglects the local contexts of participation.280  

 

 

One initiative which aims to address that problem is the Understanding Everyday 

Participation project (UEP). The UEP investigators explain that their inclusion of 

 
277 Ferguson, ‘“Escape the Country?”’, p. 16. 
278 Cresswell, Place, p. 177. 
279 John Hewitt, ‘Post Script, 1984’, The Collected Poems of John Hewitt (Belfast: Blackstaff, 
1991), p. 388. 
280 Gilmore, ‘Cold spots, crap towns’, p. 94. 
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‘place as a frame for analysis provides a way of locating participation as a set of 

processes, relationships and structures of feeling, which enact, define and 

discriminate communities’281 and ‘which are impacted by and shape the material 

spaces, environments and institutions in, and through, which they occur’.282 

Drawing on the UEP  model, this study explores the relationship between cultural 

participation and sense of place at a local level. This is particularly relevant given 

that the transformation of place-identity is a governmental priority in Northern 

Ireland but there is little research into the role of voluntary arts groups in this 

process. 

 I will also draw on the Reflecting on Amateur Theatre Research report, 

which relates Cresswell’s concept of place-as-event to the cultural practices of 

amateur theatre group productions.  

 

In summary, the reasons for choosing place as a framework for analysis include: 

the links between place-attachment and community well-being; the relationship 

between social capital and sense of place; and the prioritisation in Northern Irish 

policy of building a positive place-identity at macro level. The following section 

discusses key aspects of place theory which will be drawn upon in this study. 

 

3.43 Relevant aspects of place theory 

 

As with social capital, there is no single cohesive body of ‘place theory’: it is an 

interdisciplinary concept. However, ideas around place are particularly developed 

in human geography and environmental psychology. The literature discussed here 

will be drawn primarily from these fields. 

 

3.43.1 Place as a ‘centre of felt value’ 

Cresswell explains that the early human geographers were not so much interested 

in the characteristics of particular places, but in ‘“place” as an idea, concept, and 

 
281 Andrew Miles and Leanne Gibson (2016), ‘Everyday participation and cultural value’, 
Cultural Trends, 25:3, 151-157, p. 152. 
282 Miles and Gibson, ‘Everyday participation and cultural value’, p. 1. 
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way of being-in-the-world’.283 Tuan called places ‘centres of felt value’ and his book 

Topophilia is a philosophical exploration of the ‘affective bond between people and 

place’.284 Likewise, Leonard reflects that places are ‘not just physical landscapes, 

they are experienced, remembered, understood and imagined by the people who 

occupy them’.285 Her 2006 study on young people living at sectarian interfaces in 

Northern Ireland found that: 

 

 

For many teenagers, a sense of place was less to do with the physical 
features of their locality or the political conflict than with the 
affective bond that emerges between people and locations over 
time.286 

 

 

Drawing on Tuan, I will examine the role of my case study groups in creating a 

sense of local rootedness for both participants and non-participants. It may be that 

the social and material space of the group itself, rather than its locality, feels like 

home for participants. Leonard’s findings suggest that young people’s perceptions 

of place as locality are also likely to be influenced by their familial ties and 

(perhaps) affective bonds within the case study group.  

  

3.43.2 Place as a re-iterative social practice 

The work of the early human geographers has been criticised for constructing a 

somewhat ‘essentialist and exclusionary’ concept of place, based on outdated 

notions of ‘rooted authenticity’.287 By contrast, the work of Seamon, Pred, Thrift 

and Certeau emphasises the socially constructed and ever-changing nature of place, 

suggesting that place is ‘never finished’288 but ‘constituted through re-iterative 

social practice’.289 David Seamon introduced the term ‘place-ballet’ to explain how 

 
283 Cresswell, Place, p. 35. 
284 Tuan, Topophilia, p. 4. 
285 Leonard, ‘Teens and Territory in Contested Spaces’, p. 235. 
286Ibid., p. 234. 
287 Cresswell, Place, p. 41. 
288 Ibid., p. 69 
289 Ibid., pp. 70-71. 



 

94 

‘places are performed on a daily basis through people living their everyday lives’, 

by ‘the mobilities of bodies in space and time’.290 The concept of ‘place-ballet’ will 

be useful as I study the practices and rhythms of both the youth drama group and 

the community where it is based. It will allow me to include my own observations 

of practices, as well analysis of other people’s perceptions, in my consideration of 

place. 

 Drawing on the work of Nigel Thrift, Cresswell writes that: ‘Places are 

constructed by people doing things and in this sense are never “finished” but are 

constantly being performed.’291 The performance, or dramatisation, of place is a 

common theme in place theory.292 Cresswell reflects that ‘thinking of place as 

performed and practised can help us think of place in radically open and non-

essentialized ways, where place is constantly struggled over and reimagined in 

practical ways’.293 This need to avoid the ‘essentialisation’ of place is pertinent to 

the context of segregated society in Northern Ireland. While acknowledging the 

importance of segregation as it may arise, I do not wish to overplay the 

omnipresent characterisation of Northern Ireland as a divided society. Thinking 

about place as an ever-changing performance will help me to see beyond these fault 

lines towards new grassroots insights. 

 

3.43.3 Place as performance and event 

Thinking about place as a performance also speaks directly to my consideration of 

the artistic practice of drama groups. Cresswell introduces in passing the concept of 

‘place-as-event’, arguing that ‘place as an event is marked by openness and change 

rather than boundedness and permanence’.294 Reflecting on Amateur Theatre 

Research  applies this concept to amateur theatre performances, considering them 

as ‘place-events’ where ‘communities represent themselves back to local 

audiences’.295 The particular ‘ballet’ of youth drama performances – comprising 

performers who are well known to the audience, a local venue, audience members 

 
290 Cresswell, Place, p. 64. 
291 Ibid., p. 69. 
292 Yi-Fu Tuan, Space and Place, p. 178. 
293 Cresswell, Place, pp. 70-71. 
294 Ibid., p. 71. 
295 Nicholson et al., Reflecting on Amateur Theatre Research, p. 4. 
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who know each other, and (perhaps) local references in the performance itself – 

can constitute a live manifestation of place.  

Reflecting on Amateur Theatre Research argues that amateur theatre is a 

space where communities ‘[take] charge of their collective symbolic life’.296 I am 

interested in exploring this idea in relation to youth drama productions. I will 

consider youth drama performances as ‘place-events’, analysing both the artistic 

content of productions as it relates to place, and the ‘network of relationships’ – 

onstage and off – which is made manifest through these performances. One might 

speculate that if amateur theatre helps to shape a community’s ‘collective symbolic 

life’, then productions by young people, who embody the future of a community, 

might have particular significance in providing a repository for people’s hopes and 

aspirations for a place.297  Harvey posits that ‘the preservation or construction of a 

sense of place’ can constitute ‘an active moment in the passage from memory to 

hope, from past to future’.298 Reflecting on Amateur Theatre Research posits: 

‘Amateur theatre […] has enabled generations to imagine what places are, and what 

they might become.’  Community-based youth drama productions may have a 

particular role to play in the symbolic construction of place-identity for the future.  

 

3.43.4 Place, identity and place-identities 

Environmental psychologists have explored the ways in which people characterise 

and identify with the places where they live. Livingston et al. highlight the 

relationship between place-identity and place-attachment:  

 

 

We become emotionally attached to places if they support our self-
identity: places do this if they offer distinctiveness from others; if 
they offer continuity of experience over time; and if they enable us to 
make a positive evaluation of ourselves, thus supporting our self-
esteem.299 

 

 
296 Nicholson et al., Reflecting on Amateur Theatre Research, p. 4. 
297 Ibid. 
298 David Harvey, Justice, Nature and the Geography of Difference (Cambridge, Massachusetts: 
Blackwell, 1996), p. 306. 
299 Livingston et al., People’s Attachment to Place, p. 9. 
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Two interrelated ideas emerge from my reading on place and identity. The first of 

these is the concept of ‘place-identity’, referring to the ways in people characterise 

places – the ‘distinctiveness’ alluded to in the above quote. For instance, Tuan cites 

the way in which city nicknames in America, such as ‘Motor City’ for Detroit, ‘claim 

to capture a unique distinction’.300 Twigger-Ross and Uzell discuss more emotive 

types of ‘place identification’: characterisations of parts of London as (for example) 

‘posh’ Kensington or ‘dodgy’ Croydon301. I aim to capture a sense of such place-

identities in my case study communities. 

The second, related idea drawn from the reading is the relationship 

between place-identity and people’s sense of personal identity and self-esteem. 

Cresswell asserts that ‘place is the raw material for the creative production of 

identity’.302 Twigger-Ross and Uzzell provide examples of how the characteristics 

of particular places can boost self-esteem: ‘Through living in an historic town a 

person can feel a pride by association.’303 They also discuss ‘settlement 

identification’: people’s sense of pride in being a ‘city’, ‘town’ or ‘country’ person, 

which may be relevant to this study. Conversely, the Livingston et al. study suggests 

that people’s self-esteem can be adversely affected by living in deprived areas: so-

called ‘crap places’.  

While characterisations of place are subjective and relative, place-identity 

can be a collectively experienced phenomenon. Layard et al. posit: 

 

 

Understandings of the phenomenology of place […] are often 
personal. Yet people experience places both subjectively and as part 
of a collective ‘ballet’. This raises questions about the extent to 
which there might be a ‘collective’ phenomenology of place […]304 

 
300 Tuan, Topophilia, p. 204. 
301 Claire Twigger-Ross and David Uzzell, ‘Place and Identity Processes’, Journal of 
Environmental Psychology (1996), 16, 205–220, p. 207. 
302 Cresswell, Place, p. 71. 
303 Twigger-Ross and Uzzell, ‘Place and Identity’, p. 208. 
304 Antonia Layard, Jane Milling and Tom Wakeford, Connected Communities: Creative 
Participation in Place-Making (2012), accessed at: https://prsc.org.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2019/01/AHRC-Final-Report-Creative-Participation_ANTONIA_LAYARD.pdf 
[accessed 13 May 2020], p. 5. 
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Raymond Williams’ concept of ‘structures of feeling’ is a recurring phrase in many 

studies on place, particularly those focusing on the role of the arts. In Marxism and 

Literature, Williams explains that by ‘structures of feeling’ he refers to ‘meanings 

and values as they are actively lived and felt’, or ‘practical consciousness of a 

present kind, in a living and interrelating continuity’, as opposed to ‘official 

consciousness’.305 Although Williams is concerned with the relationship between 

literature and the historical moment, his concept of ‘structures of feeling’ has been 

usefully applied to place, to help explore the ‘meanings and values people attribute 

to their particular social and cultural experiences and relationships – that underpin 

the cultural life of places’.306 In examining the ‘local cultural structure’ of the 

communities where my case study groups are based, and in exploring people’s 

sense of place-identity, this study may reveal some ‘structures of feeling’ about a 

place.307 

An important caveat is the fact that I may not find much of a collectively 

experienced sense of place at all. Tuan reflects that a collective sense of place may 

only come into being in situations of conflict, such as when a community facility is 

under threat of closure, and campaigns create a sense of neighbourhood that may 

have not been there beforehand.  Tuan’s example of a community campaign leads 

one to consider the ways in which place-identity can be consciously crafted, rather 

than arising organically.  

At this point it may be worth clarifying that my focus is on place-identity as 

opposed to placemaking: a concept with a growing research tradition in relation to 

the arts, but one which did not form part of this study’s framework. Placemaking is 

usually associated with economic regeneration and is a common term in urban 

planning. Creative placemaking strategies, which often involve the arts, can be 

employed to help push up the value of property or to attract investment to an area. 

Crossick and Kaszynska posit that such large-scale arts projects for the 

‘regeneration of place’ can often involve ‘the disruption and exclusion of 

communities’.308 While the concept of placemaking has clear links to place-identity, 

 
305 Raymond Williams, Marxism and Literature (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977), p. 131. 
306 Nicholson et al., Reflecting on Amateur Theatre Research, p. 4. 
307 Taylor et al., A Tale  Of Two Cities: Global Change, Local Feeling and Everyday Life in the North 
of England (Abingdon: Routledge, 2014), p. 32. 
308 Crossick and Kaszynska, Understanding the value of arts & culture, p. 8. 
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it is not considered in this project due to limited scope. Place is considered here in 

terms of perceptions of place-identity and place-attachment at grassroots level.  

 

3.43.5 Young people and place 

Leonard emphasises how young people’s ‘ability to claim ownership of space and 

place is curtailed by their dependent status in society’.309 At a micro level, adults 

determine the division of space into age-appropriate places – including playparks 

and youth centres  – but sometimes these ‘adult-sanctioned’ spaces for young 

people are not where young people want to spend their time. Leonard found cases 

in which both Catholic and Protestant young people appropriated particular places 

in their local areas, such as abandoned houses or specific street corners, only to be 

chased away from them by adults and, in some cases, local paramilitary groups.  

 She also differentiated between ‘place’ and ‘territory’ in relation to the 

Northern Irish context: for example, a park in North Belfast was a ‘place’, but local 

young people saw it as divided into two ‘territories’: one for Catholics, one for 

Protestants.310 This recalls the idea of ‘neutral’ territories, such as dedicated arts 

venues.  

 In general, Leonard’s study revealed that young people’s sense of place-

attachment was more to do with friendship and kinship ties in a particular place 

than with physical or geographic features: a finding that brings us back to the links 

between place-attachment and social capital.  

 

3.44 Conclusion: my use of place theory 

 

This section has justified my use of place as a theoretical framework, referring to 

‘the pull of place’ in contemporary cultural and political discourse, the links 

between place-identity, social capital and well-being, and the prevalent use of place 

theory in studies on cultural value. I have outlined relevant aspects of place theory 

which will be drawn upon in the data analysis, including place-attachment, place-

identity and ‘structures of feeling’, as well as Cresswell’s concept of ‘place-as-event’. 

 
309 Leonard (2006), ‘Teen and territory in contested spaces’, p. 231. 
310 Ibid., p. 226. 
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To conclude this section, I will describe three manifestations of place which will be 

the focus of this study. 

Firstly, I will explore local senses of ‘place-identity’: the ways in which 

people characterise the place where they live. As well as examining perceptions, I 

will look at local cultural structures, including local history and the current cultural 

ecosystem. Place will be interpreted as a broad geographic locale, but I will 

endeavour not to impose too rigid boundaries on this. I will work towards gauging 

whether there is a collective phenomenology of place, and identifiable ‘structures 

of feeling’, in my case study areas.  

Secondly, I will examine the relationship between the case study groups and 

these local senses of place. This will include considering how the groups are seen 

and situated in relation to the community. Ideas which emerged in the literature 

review on youth drama may come into play here, such as the view that a youth 

drama group can be a ‘home’ or a ‘space to belong to’ for young people who 

experience themselves as different in a place. I will consider whether and how the 

youth drama group is implicated in shaping broader place-identities. Is it seen as 

contributing towards a positive place-identity? Is it seen as a fundamental part of 

local identity, not just for participants? Or not? Does it contribute towards greater 

place-attachment in its participants? 

Finally, using Cresswell’s concept of ‘place-as-event’ as developed in 

Reflecting on Amateur Theatre Research, I will analyse youth drama productions as 

live manifestations of place. A starting point will be the assertion by Nicholson et al. 

that amateur theatre performances are spaces where communities take charge of 

their ‘collective symbolic life’.311  

 

3.5 Conclusion 

 

This chapter has outlined and justified the use of social capital and place as 

frameworks for exploring how youth drama groups are experienced and perceived 

in relation to their local communities. Social capital focuses on networks, social 

structures, affective relationships and the ‘gritty’ lived realities of social life that 

 
311 Nicholson et al., Reflecting on Amateur Theatre Research, p. 4. 



 

100 

form a community. Place offers a more strategic, potentially imaginative 

perspective on a locality which includes its landscape, history and culture as well as 

social networks. Both concepts have a relationship with collective well-being. 

Together, they offer an innovative framework for exploring the place of youth 

drama groups in relation to their local contexts. Although applicable anywhere, this 

framework has particular relevance to Northern Ireland as a segregated society in 

need of more bridging social capital, and a region striving to create a more positive 

place-identity. 

 The previous chapter introduced the following topline research question: 

 

How is the social value of youth drama groups experienced and 

perceived in rural areas of Northern Ireland? 

 

Following this discussion of social capital and place, the following sub-questions 

can now be posed: 

 

1. In what ways do the case study youth drama groups contribute 

towards developing social capital in their local communities? What is 

the nature of this social capital? 

 

2. In what ways are the youth drama groups involved in crafting a 

collectively felt sense of place? What is the nature of this sense of place 

and how does it relate to wider local place-identities? 

 

 

Throughout this chapter, social capital and place have been discussed in relation to 

the arts and to literature on amateur and youth drama. Given this study’s 

positioning within discourses on cultural value, a third sub-question can be 

introduced: 
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3. How can the role of the groups’ artistic and creative practice be 

understood within the above processes? 

 

Having justified and contextualised these research questions, I will now turn to the 

methodology.
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Chapter 4: METHODOLOGY 
 

Introduction 

 

This necessarily substantial chapter discusses the methodology for the study. The 

first section, 4.1, describes and justifies the research design, discussing its 

epistemological background (which draws on ethnography and applied drama) and 

reflecting in detail on the value of certain arts-based methods as complementary to 

more traditional ethnographic ones. Section 4.2 describes the research setting: 

Northern Ireland, rural areas and youth drama. Section 4.3 outlines how the case 

studies were identified and highlights key differences between them that should be 

borne in mind when considering the findings. Section 4.4 focuses on data collection 

– explaining how certain methods were carried out in practice – and section 4.5 on 

data analysis. The final section, 4.6, discusses questions of ethics including ethical 

practice when working with research participants, and my own positioning in the 

study as researcher. 

 

4.1 Research design and practice 

 

This section begins with a summary of the research design. This is followed by 

discussion of the rationale for this design: why case studies were used, the reason 

for an ethnographic approach, and the congruence between ethnography and the 

arts-based methods used. These arts-based methods are described in detail and 

their value demonstrated with reference to other studies. The use of interviews as 

a key research method is also justified, and the specific approach to interview 

practice outlined. The section ends with reflections on validity and how it applies to 

this qualitative, small-scale, mixed-methods study. 
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4.11 Summary of research design 

 

The primary research involved two in-depth case studies of rurally based youth 

groups who practise drama. It was determined that one case study should be a 

Young Farmers’ Club with a strong drama tradition. The other group was selected 

following a scoping exercise of youth drama groups across Northern Ireland. 

Selection criteria were established relating to my interpretation of social value. 

These criteria were: 

• The group works with young people aged 12-25 

• The group operates on a year-round basis, with at least one annual 

production 

• It operates outside the formal education sector 

• It is based in a community of 10,000 people or fewer, situated at least 25 

miles from either of the two major urban areas in Northern Ireland 

• It has an inclusive ethos, i.e. it does not audition for members and 

membership is not contingent on participants’ ability to pay fees.  

 

A period of intensive participant observation was undertaken within each 

case study group, taking an ethnographic approach. This period ended with a 

consultation drama workshop in which applied drama and other arts-based 

methods were used as means of inquiry. A second phase involved conducting an 

audience consultation exercise at groups’ performances. In the third and final 

phase of data collection, the perspectives of key ‘bellwether’ adults were sought in 

the wider communities where the groups are based. This design was intended to 

move the research’s perspective gradually ‘from inside to outside’: from being 

embedded within the group, into engaging with the group’s supporters (the 

audience members) and finally into the relatively external arena of the wider 

community. 

Data was analysed thematically, with reference to the theoretical 

frameworks of social capital and place, and drawing on themes and sensitising 
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constructs identified in the literature review. Themes which emerged from this 

analysis are described in Chapters 6 and 7. 

 

4.12 Rationale for research design 

 

This section discusses why a case study design was chosen, then outlines the 

overall rationale for employing an ethnographic approach incorporating arts-based 

methods. The following section reflects in further detail on the value of specific 

arts-based methods used. 

 

4.12.1 Case study design 

Yin argues that the more a research project seeks to explain or describe some 

present circumstance or social phenomenon, the more the case study method will 

be relevant.312 My research question is exploratory and focuses on people’s 

perceptions and experiences in their present circumstances: a case study approach 

was therefore apt. Purposefully selected case studies offer an accessible entry point 

for exploring the social value of youth drama groups, providing concrete points of 

reference to consider in dialogue with theories of place and social capital.  

Another benefit of the case study approach is that it necessitates detailed 

contextual analysis. As rural youth drama is an under-researched area, I felt that a 

thick description of local contexts would be valuable in illuminating aspects of an 

uncharted field. 

Flyvbjerg suggests that a common misconception about case study research 

is that ‘general, theoretical (context-independent) knowledge is more valuable than 

concrete, practical (context-dependent) knowledge’.313 He refutes this assumption 

by asserting that: ‘Social science has not succeeded in producing general, context-

independent theory and, thus, has in the final instance nothing else to offer other 

than concrete, context-dependent knowledge.’314 By examining how the social 

value of youth drama is perceived and experienced in selected rural communities, I 

 
312 Robert K. Yin, Case Study Research – 4th Edition (London: SAGE, 2009), p. 4.  
313 Bent Flyvbjerg (2006), ‘Five Misunderstandings About Case Study Research’, Qualitative 
Inquiry, 12:2, pp. 219-245, p. 221. 
314 Flyvbjerg (2006) ‘Five Misunderstandings about Case-Study Research’, p. 224. 
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do not aim to produce a grand general theory, but rather a detailed analysis of 

complex local contexts. My analyses may produce insights which speak to one 

another, or which relate in interesting ways to other research into the social value 

of participatory arts. 

I could have confined my scope to a single in-depth case study. However, 

Yin argues that multiple case studies offer more substantial analytic benefits than a 

single case.315  Comparison of case studies is an effective way of opening up the 

‘how’ and ‘why’ questions, and exploring ‘why this way and not another’.316  Within 

the constraints of the research timescale, two case studies were decided upon, to 

offer scope for fruitful comparison without compromising the depth and detail of 

engagement with each case. 

 

4.12.2 Rationale for an ethnographic approach 

O’Reilly describes ethnography as an ‘iterative-inductive process’, which: 

 

 

[…] draws on a family of methods involving direct and sustained contact 
with human agents, within the context of their daily lives (and cultures), 
watching what happens, listening to what is said, and asking questions […]. 
It results in richly written accounts that respect the irreducibility of human 
experience.317  

 

 

Kruger posits that ethnography is ‘particularly suitable when the characteristics of 

a culture, or the outcomes of a phenomenon are unclear, unknown or unexplored’, 

as is the case here.318 

Fetterman reflects that in ethnography, observed behaviours are ‘placed in 

a culturally relevant and meaningful context’.319 My focus on perceptions and 

experiences of youth drama calls for an interpretivist paradigm whereby observed 

 
315 Yin, Case Study Research, p. 53. 
316 Ibid., p. 13. 
317 Karen O'Reilly, Key Concepts in Ethnography (London: Sage, 2009) p. 3. 
318 Simone Krüger, Ethnography in the Performing Arts: a Student Guide (Liverpool: 
Palatine/JMU, 2008), p. 50. 
319 David Fetterman, Ethnography: Step by Step (London: SAGE, 2010), p. 1.  
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behaviours, and individuals’ reflections in interviews, are contextualised and 

interpreted through understanding of local contexts, including the internal culture 

and history of the youth drama group and the culture and history of the wider 

community.  O’Reilly observes that ‘ethnographic methods lend themselves well to 

an interpretivist stance’.320  

However, my project is not a classic ethnographic study, which according to 

Fetterman would require spending anything from six months to two years in the 

field, ‘working with people, day in and day out’.321 I did not have the resources to 

become fully immersed in my case study communities by moving to live there for 

the duration of fieldwork. Bryman suggests that shorter-term, focused fieldwork 

utilising ethnographic methods can be termed ‘micro-ethnography’, which may be 

an appropriate term for the nature of this study.322  

Kruger observes that: ‘ethnography as a means of research and way of 

writing has long been employed in the performing arts’.323 It is important to clarify, 

however, that this study does not fall into the rich tradition of performance 

ethnography, involving the researcher’s ‘participation in actual performance as a 

privileged means of access to embodied knowledge and fellow feeling, which can 

also lead to performative outcomes’.324 This is not a practice-as-research study and 

I was engaged in cultural, not performative, immersion.  

At the same time, I do not wish to position the study as a piece of ‘pure’ 

social science research. Although ethnographic in nature, my methodology drew on 

applied drama theory and involved arts-based research methods. I aimed to 

approach the entire ethnographic enterprise with an artistic sensibility. The 

following section discusses this hybrid epistemological background and introduces 

my rationale for an arts-based approach. 

 

 
320 O'Reilly, Key Concepts, p. 112. 
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4.12.3 Epistemological background and rationale for an arts-based approach 

As a youth arts practitioner investigating participatory youth drama groups, I 

would have been remiss not to use my arts practice as a tool for research. At a basic 

level, I felt that incorporating arts-based methods would make the enterprise more 

enjoyable for both researcher and participants, generating an inspiring 

environment that would lead to new insights, different from those potentially 

gleaned through participant observation alone. It was also hoped that drama games 

and arts-based exercises could constitute a shared language for dialogue with the 

young people, using an idiom with which they are relatively familiar in a novel way 

– to facilitate reflection (individually and collectively) and dialogue. The idea of 

‘making the familiar strange’ was a key motivating factor in combining an 

ethnographic and an arts-based approach. Here I will reflect on the epistemological 

background which underpinned my choice of this hybrid methodology. 

 Section 1.52 introduced the concept of applied drama. There is considerable 

overlap between the role of a reflective applied drama practitioner and that of an 

ethnographic researcher. The first role is one with which I was familiar prior to 

commencing this study, the second was relatively unknown to me.  

Applied drama practitioners use drama techniques and activities to achieve 

non-drama-related objectives in a particular social group and setting. An important 

part of their practice involves research into the specific contexts and concerns of 

their target group. Applied drama practitioners and ethnographic researchers alike 

are engaged in an iterative process of generating insights from sustained 

engagement with a particular group within a given social, cultural or institutional 

context. Professor Philip Taylor, a leading applied theatre researcher, makes 

explicit the links between the two fields, advocating that applied drama 

practitioners draw on ethnographic techniques such as ‘“thick”, rich descriptions’, 

the use of narrative accounts to examine ‘the truths people have constructed for 

themselves’, and a deep respect for context.325  

Likewise, ethnographer Karen O’Reilly posits that having an ‘imaginative 

sensibility’ is one of the key qualities of an ethnographer, suggesting that creative 

practice is required in all ethnography, whether or not it relates to the arts.326 An 

 
325 Phil Taylor, Applied theatre: creating transformative encounters in the community 
(Portsmouth: Heinemann, 2003), p. 118. 
326 O'Reilly, Key Concepts, p. 13. 
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‘imaginative sensibility’ is needed in order to think beyond the surface of what the 

ethnographer is observing, interrogate how it has come to be this way, identify 

tensions or motives which may lie underneath, and make lateral connections across 

the data corpus. I aimed to take this ‘imaginative sensibility’ one step further, by 

using applied drama and other arts-based methods as part of the ethnographic 

inquiry, complementing more traditional methods of interviews and participant 

observation.  

As well as facilitating an overall imaginative approach to ethnography, the 

use of arts-based methods was instrumental in a process of ‘de-familiarisation’ 

necessary to this study.  O’Reilly observes that a key challenge in ethnography is to 

‘balance attempts to make the strange familiar and the familiar strange’.327 Taylor 

posits that: ‘To make the familiar strange is what an applied theatre event is about 

so that participants can explore recognisable occurrences through new eyes.’328 

Because I was close to my subject matter in terms of professional, personal and 

cultural background, some ‘de-familiarisation’ would be necessary in order to have 

‘fresh eyes’ as a participant-observer. The use of arts-based methods – in particular 

the consultation drama workshops, and my creative reflection on photographs 

taken within the local community – helped facilitate this process. 

A degree of ‘de-familiarisation’ was also helpful for my research 

participants, particularly but not exclusively for young people in the drama groups, 

who took part in consultation drama workshops. Applied drama practitioners 

encourage participants to explore, through ‘alienating’ theatrical techniques, their 

present life circumstances, with the aim of empowering them to effect positive 

change. Now, I did not aim to inspire my research participants to effect change. 

However, through the consultation drama workshop young people were 

encouraged to examine their group and its role in the community through new 

eyes, to de-familiarise themselves temporarily. The ‘alienating’ theatrical 

techniques and creative play helped to foster an auto-ethnographic spirit among 

the group, lending a small participatory dimension to the research design.  

 
327 O’Reilly, Key Concepts, p. 158. 
328 Taylor, Applied Theatre, p. 131 
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Having identified a fruitful congruence between the practices of 

ethnographic research and applied drama, it is now necessary to delve into the 

detail of specific arts-based methods in order to illustrate their value to this study.  

 

4.13 Arts-based research: practice and rationale 

 

4.13.1 The value of arts-based methods 

This section describes and justifies specific arts-based methods employed in the 

study. The term arts-based methods ‘refers to instances where music, performance, 

dance, the visual arts, poetry and so on are used to elicit, convey and/or analyse 

information as part of inquiry’.329 In this project, a consultation drama workshop 

was used to elicit information, combining drama techniques and the visual arts. 

Another creative method employed was analysis of photo and film: I used photos 

(my own and the groups’) and videos (the groups’) to elicit, convey and analyse 

information about these groups and their local communities. The photos and 

videos often featured artworks: community murals or drama performances. 

 Crossick and Kaszynska describe how arts-based approaches have 

increasingly been combined with hermeneutics-based methods. Hermeneutics is 

‘an umbrella term for a range of interpretative methods which acknowledge the 

mediated nature of human understanding, its location, historicity, the role of 

language and the context more broadly’.330 Unlike arts-based methods, I cannot 

claim any expertise in hermeneutics, but the ways in which I have interpreted arts-

based findings do, I believe, fall into this category. The Cultural Value Project report 

explains: 

 

 

 

 

 

 
329 Crossick and Kaszynska, Understanding the value of arts & culture, p. 143. 
330 Ibid. 
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Arts-based techniques, it has been claimed, can register the haptic, 
multisensory, non-verbal aspects of human experience […]. Working 
with hermeneutic techniques, this data can in turn be articulated 
verbally. These approaches have therefore been developed in 
response to the specific problem of communicating non-linguistic 
experiences, and those that are difficult to translate into words.331 

 

 

With reference to the work of Matthew Reason on drawing participants’ 

experiences of dance and drama performances, the Cultural Value Report argues 

that: 

 

 

When they are used as a means of understanding cultural engagement, 
these methods involve reflective meaning-making and imaginative re-
visiting of the original experience, accessing thoughts that go beyond 
immediate responses.332 

 

 

Reason’s studies invited people to reflect on specific dance and drama 

performances that they had seen, by drawing and talking about their experiences. I 

will be inviting youth drama participants to reflect on their experiences of 

participation in a drama group through the medium of drama and visual-arts-based 

games. While there are clear differences in project aims and methods, the process 

of using the arts to facilitate ‘reflective meaning-making’ on experiences of cultural 

engagement is comparable, and the potential for rich data the same.  

 Having warmed up these academic muscles a little, it is now high time to 

move into the joyful space of the drama workshop. 

 

 
331 Crossick and Kaszynska, Understanding the value of arts & culture, p. 143. 
332 Ibid., p. 145. 
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4.13.2 The consultation drama workshop and the value of ‘embodied 

knowledge’ 

Drama games, image-based activities and the creation of tableaux all have the 

potential to generate types of knowledge which are different to, and perhaps more 

dynamic than, themes generated from a conventional interview. It is for this reason 

that I decided to include a consultation drama workshop during my period of 

participant observation in each group.  

 It has been argued that arts-based methods are able to demonstrate a 

special type of ‘artistic knowledge’ that cannot be put into words at all. However, 

while recognising the special type of knowledge generated through artistic 

research methods, I believe that the attempt to verbalise this knowledge can be 

fruitful. In any case, most of my drama-based methods involved considerable 

conversation and reflection with the research participants. 

  A full outline of the consultation drama workshop can be found in the 

appendix. Here, I will describe and reflect on three of the key exercises employed 

within it to generate knowledge. 

 

• Walking debates 

Walking debates are a familiar part of the applied drama toolkit, and also common 

in youth-work practice aiming to tease out opinions within a group and interrogate 

these opinions constructively. The exercise involves a facilitator acting as a 

journalist, researcher or talkshow host. In my practice, I assume the comic persona 

of fictional talkshow host ‘Mary Springer’.  Mary wields a microphone which is the 

only way for participants to contribute to the discussion. She makes a series of 

statements relating to the topic of inquiry and asks participants to position 

themselves within a space according to the extent to which they agree or disagree 

with that statement. The space is organised whereby one wall of the room 

represents complete agreement with a statement, an opposite wall represents 

strong disagreement, and the rest of the space is the platform for a spectrum of 

attitudes in between these two poles.  

The positioning of participants along this spectrum provides a visual 

snapshot of opinions within a group. In between each statement there is time for 
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discussion. ‘Mary Springer’ facilitates the debate by inviting selected people to 

justify their positions and try and persuade others to join them. During this debate 

time, participants are free to change their position in the space. 

 Nisha Sanjani argues that, in research based around artistic improvisation, 

knowledge emerges ‘as a verb rather than a noun’, ‘a process filled with sentiment, 

tension and temporary investments’.333  This resonates with Nicholson’s 

description of praxis in applied theatre – an ‘embodied knowledge’ which is 

‘produced through interaction with others’.334 The walking debate exercise offers 

the opportunity to generate such ‘embodied knowledge’ and to illustrate 

knowledge as a ‘verb’, which is socially produced and in flux. Walking debates 

enable researcher and participants to respond in the moment to one and other, to 

follow up hunches through action as well as words, and to turn spontaneity to an 

advantage, enacting Sanjani’s conception of knowledge as a process rather than 

‘cold, hard fact’.  

This activity is particularly relevant to my inquiry into youth drama groups, 

because I am investigating the collective ethos, identity and culture within these 

groups – none of which is a fixed or static entity. As is the case in a ‘regular’ drama 

workshop, there will be no right or wrong answers: the products of the walking 

debate will be closer in function to deep conversation and insightful dialogue than 

they will be to error-free conclusions. Interviews and participant observation alone 

do not offer the opportunity for such rich, focused ‘ensemble research’ with an 

entire group.  

 

• Tableaux 

Tableaux – the French word for pictures – are static images developed rapidly by 

actors, which tell a story or present a situation in response to a topic, question or 

other type of stimulus. Tableaux often serve as springboards for discussion. They 

may be interpreted by the audience in ways which the actors did not intend, and all 

interpretations are valid. In my consultation workshop, participants worked in 

groups of four to five people to produce tableaux responding to the stimulus: ‘A 

 
333 Nisha Sanjani, ‘Improvisation and Art-Based Research’ in McNiff (ed.) Art as Research: 
Opportunities and Challenges (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2013), pp. 77-82, p. 80. 
334 Nicholson, Applied drama, p. 44. 
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time when I felt proud to be part of CRAIC Youth Theatre’. Within their small 

groups they shared individual responses to this, then were asked to create one or 

two tableaux as a collective response to the stimulus. These tableaux were then 

performed to the wider group, with discussion ensuing.  

In Art-based Research, Sean McNiff argues that: ‘the images and processes of 

artistic creation are always at least one step ahead of the reflecting mind’.335 

Tableaux present an opportunity for young people to express ideas, opinions and 

feelings which may be easier to enact (especially for youth drama participants) 

rather than to verbalise. By inviting my research participants to create images, and 

by listening to their reflections on each other’s images, I hoped to attain some 

‘embodied knowledge’ which could best be reached through drama-based inquiry. 

The stimulus of ‘a time when they felt proud’ to be part of the group was chosen in 

order to elicit reflection on the deep emotive connections, the feelings of belonging 

and family, that I had come across in the literature review on youth drama groups 

and also during the weeks of participant observation that preceded the 

consultation drama workshop. 

Tableau work – or Image Theatre – has long been employed by community 

drama and applied theatre practitioners in Northern Ireland, particularly since the 

visit by Augusto Boal in 1992, when he trained NI facilitators in his techniques. In 

‘Ripples in the Pond’, Grant makes the case for Boal-inspired applied theatre as 

being an effective and democratic means of sharing the stories of diverse 

communities in NI, reflecting: ‘The more interactive the process, the more effective 

the work has been in releasing the power of human experience in the pursuit of 

constructive change.’336 He discusses a particular tableau created by participants in 

the Ulster Youth Theatre in 1997, in a workshop on Boal techniques led by Grant 

himself. He gave young people the brief of creating an image representing Northern 

Irish society. One of the images created (included below) was, for Grant, ‘a 

snapshot of the attitudes of a generation’, provoking rich discussions among the 

young people.337 He argues that a significant element of its value is the fact that it is 

 
335 Sean McNiff, Art-based Research (London: Jessica Kingsley, 1998), p. 27. 
336 David Grant, ‘Ripples in the Pond: Community Drama and the Development of Interactive 
Theatre in Northern Ireland’, in Michael Balfour and John Somers (eds.), Drama as Social 
Intervention (Ontario: Captus University Publications, 2006) pp. 142-152, p. 151. 
337 Grant, ‘Ripples in the Pond’ (2006), p. 143. 
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collectively authored, as were the young people’s tableaux in my own consultation 

drama workshop. 

 

 

Figure 1: Example of tableau work in an applied drama workshop led by Grant 

 

Elsewhere, Grant talks of how Image Theatre calls for ‘kinaesthetic empathy’, 

drawing on cognitive psychology to explore the way in which ‘we think through our 

bodies’ in tableau work.338 However, the process is not simply about mute, 

kinaesthetic understanding and reflection – it also involves the audience engaging 

in discussion among themselves and with the image-makers about what they see in 

the tableau, discussions which may also lead to new insights. Grant muses: 

 

 

[…]. the most remarkable aspect of my own Image Theatre practice 
has been the many occasions on which the makers of stage images 

 
338 Grant, ‘Unknown Knowns: Kinaesthetic Empathy in the making and understanding of Image 
Theatre’, paper given at Cities of Memory conference, Queen’s University Belfast Drama and 
Film Centre, Thursday 4 April 2013. 
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acknowledge the validity (or at least the possibility) of the 
unexpected meanings others see in them.339 

 

 

My own consultation workshop made time, after the sharing of each image, for the 

audience of fellow youth theatre participants to discuss its possible meanings. In 

most cases, the images that the young people created depicted occurrences or 

anecdotes in the group’s shared history, so the audience identified them easily and 

there were relatively few ‘multiple meanings’ in their interpretations. I found this 

interesting in itself: the fact that occurrences such as ‘the time Lucy’s backing track 

failed and everyone helped her sing a cappella from behind the wings’ formed part 

of a shared group history which the young people celebrated collectively.  

 Grant quotes psychiatrist Glenn Roberts who argues that: ‘stories give 

cognitive and emotional significance to experience [and] are a means of 

constructing and negotiating a social identity’.340 Grant reflects that Roberts’ 

argument can be seen as ‘a rationale for the whole field of community drama as it 

has been applied in Northern Ireland’.341 Of course, my arts-based research practice 

does not have the social change objectives of community drama. Nevertheless, I 

believe in the value of story-making, telling and sharing as powerful tools for 

research, and the tableau exercise proved an engaging and modestly fruitful 

instance of this. Insights generated will be discussed in further detail in sections 3.6 

and 3.7, on data collection and data analysis. 

 

• Image association exercise 

This exercise involved laying pictures on the floor representing different images of 

what a youth theatre might be perceived as. These images were informed by 

various conceptions of youth theatres identified through the literature review, as 

well as a pilot consultation workshop which I conducted with Queen’s University 

Belfast drama students, and feedback from them. The pilot workshop included 

discussion about perceptions and stereotypes around drama involvement which 

 
339 Grant (2013), ‘Unknown Knowns’. 
340 Grant (2006), ‘Ripples in the Pond’, p. 150. 
341 Ibid. 
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they had encountered as youth theatre participants then subsequently as drama 

students. It also explored how they viewed their own status as ‘drama people’ and 

what they aspired to (not always to careers in theatre). The images included in the 

final consultation workshops were: 

 

Pictures from the image association game                                                                           

 Figure 2: Still from the Disney and Pixar film Monsters University (2013) 

Figure 3: Dafydd, 'the only gay in the village', a character in the BBC comedy series Little Britain 
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Figure 4: Generic image of a sports team 

 

 

 

Figure 5: Generic image of a large family 
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Figure 6: Image with ‘jazz hands’: a musical theatre cliché 

 

 

Figure 7: Generic image of a somewhat eccentric 

performing arts participant 

       

Figure 8: Hollywood star Eddie Redmayne 
accepting his Oscar 
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Figure 9: Amateur drama group performing Oklahoma! 

 

 

Figure 10: Cartoon of a female-centred drama stereotype 

 

 

       Figure 11:  Poster for the 2006 Disney film High School Musical 
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Figure 12: ‘Serious actor’ Lawrence Olivier plays Hamlet in the 1948 Universal Pictures 

/ Two Cities film 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Youth drama participants were asked to stand beside the image that best 

represents firstly how they see their group, then secondly how they think others in 

the community see it. Time was made for discussion around these choices. This 

exercise generated substantial discussion between participants in the QUB pilot 

 

Figure 13: Participants in a National Youth Theatre of Great Britain 
production 
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workshop, so I suspected – rightly – that it would lead to interesting insights from 

the youth theatre groups too. 

 This image association exercise came from my practice as a youth arts 

facilitator. The idea to include it was inspired by youth-work activities which I had 

encountered as a year-long, live-in volunteer in the Corrymeela Community, a 

Northern Irish centre for peace and reconciliation. On several occasions, I watched 

Corrymeela youth worker Ivan Cross lead ‘the flags game’ with both single-identity 

and cross-community youth groups, where a variety of flags were laid around the 

room and young people were asked to stand beside the ones to which they felt 

most affiliation, and to discuss why they felt that way.  

 The discussions that ensued during my own image association exercise 

were understandably more light-hearted than those that I remember from the flags 

exercise in Corrymeela – but they nevertheless revealed strong feelings of 

belonging and attachment among the youth theatre participants, to be discussed 

later.   

 Having outlined the three main exercises that generated insights in my 

consultation drama workshop, the dynamics of how the workshop went ‘on the 

day’ will be discussed in section 3.42 and in Chapter 5. It remains to say here that I 

felt these activities were successful as research tools and brought new dimensions 

to my findings, as well as a sense of playfulness and collaboration to the research 

with the young people.  

 

In summary, I have identified a fruitful congruence between ethnographic research 

and applied drama and have justified the use of arts-based research techniques. 

The primary research method, however, was the more conventional technique of 

the semi-structured interview. The following section discusses the rationale for 

engaging in interviews and the approach used. 

 

4.14 Interview practice 

 

Interviews are common practice in the latter stages of ethnographic engagement in 

a community. Fetterman posits that: ‘interviews explain and put into a larger 
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context what the ethnographer sees and experiences’.342 They allowed me to 

explore in greater depth, and to get a variety of perspectives on, themes that 

emerged during my participant observation and the consultation workshops.   

In terms of my approach to the interviews, I aligned myself with Brinkmann 

and Kvale’s view that knowledge in interview research is not a one-way transaction 

from interviewee to researcher, but is instead created through the interaction 

between the two.343 My line of questioning, my tone and bearing, and my use of 

anecdotes and vignettes all played a role in knowledge production. In many cases, I 

shared aspects of my cultural background and life history, which helped fuel the 

conversation and led into some more sensitive topics. 

 Secondly, I bore in mind my interpretivist paradigm. This study explores 

experiences and perceptions of the social value of youth drama: I was not attempting 

to objectively determine its social value. I conducted and analysed interviews with 

the phenomenological assumption that ‘the important reality is what people 

perceive it to be’,344 with an emphasis on the interviewee’s understanding and 

framing of the subject matter. When I received contradictory accounts, I did not 

challenge or ‘correct’ my interviewee. However, it was also vital to maintain an 

awareness of the difference between a research interview and a straightforward 

conversation. No matter how informally framed it may be, a research interview is 

an artificial set-up and the interviewee will be conscious that the researcher is 

actively seeking something from them. This leads to the potential for constructed 

narratives, whereby the interviewee crafts answers to suit what they think the 

researcher might want to hear. Kvale suggests that interview narratives can be 

understood as ‘accounts’ rather than ‘reports’, a useful distinction, reflecting that: 

 

 

The potentialities of meanings in the original stories are differentiated and 
unfolded through the traveller’s interpretations of the narratives he or she 
brings back to home audiences.345 

 
342 Fetterman, Ethnography, p. 40. 
343 Svend Brinkmann and Steinar Kvale, InterViews: Learning the Craft of Qualitative Research 
Interviewing – Third Edition (London: SAGE, 2014), p. 4.  
344 Brinkmann and Kvale, InterViews, p. 30. 
345 Ibid., p. 58. 
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I endeavoured to bear in mind the characterisation of interview knowledge as 

‘produced, relational, conversational, contextual, linguistic, narrative and 

pragmatic’, particularly when undertaking data analysis. The use of what Kvale and 

Brinkmann call ‘thick ethical description’ to contextualise data from transcripts 

was vital so that I was not relying only on what people said, but also considered 

external circumstances that affected the nature and content of the interview – the 

setting, what was going on around us – as well as considering the interviewee’s 

non-verbal responses and body language.346 To aid this process I recorded field 

notes after each interview. 

Fetterman asserts that ‘an overarching guide in all interviews is respect for 

the person’.347 Having endeavoured to adhere to this, I hope that my interviews 

were as positive an experience for the interviewees as they were for me.  

 

4.15 Validity and the crystallisation metaphor 

 

Validity is a measure for judging the quality of a study, denoting the ‘integrity of the 

conclusions that are generated from a piece of research’.  

Bryman distinguishes between external validity of research findings – their 

potential for wider generalisation – and internal validity, which is concerned with 

ascertaining ‘whether a conclusion that incorporates a causal relationship between 

two or more variables holds water’.348 Because my research question is exploratory 

rather than explanatory, the findings of this study may not incorporate clear causal 

relationships. Instead, Yin’s concept of ‘construct validity’ offers a useful way of 

gauging the integrity of the findings: ‘construct validity’ refers to the effective use 

of ‘multiple sources of evidence’ and the establishment of a ‘chain of evidence’.349 

Yin writes that ‘the most important advantage presented by using multiple sources 

of evidence is the development of converging lines of inquiry, a process of 

 
346 Brinkmann and Kvale, InterViews,. p. 90. 
347 Fetterman, Ethnography, p. 47. 
348 Bryman, Social Research Methods, p. 47. 
349 Yin, Case Study Research, p. 124. 



 

124 

triangulation and corroboration’.350 Effective triangulation of findings is a key 

contributing factor in ensuring the ‘construct validity’ of an ethnographic study. 

 Bryman defines triangulation as ‘the use of more than one method or 

source of data in the study of a social phenomenon so that findings may be cross-

checked’.351 Yin argues that good data triangulation enhances construct validity 

because ‘the multiple sources of evidence essentially provide multiple measures of 

the same phenomenon’.352 My study involves multiple sources of evidence, 

including tableaux, photographs, and recordings of walking debate activities as well 

as field notes, interview transcripts, vox-pops from audience members and 

audience surveys. However, the aim of strict data triangulation in a positivist sense 

is problematic. My incorporation of arts-based techniques, open to multiple 

interpretations, meant that it was difficult to determine definite points of 

convergence where multiple data sources triangulate into measures of exactly the 

same phenomenon.  

 Instead, I use the concept of data triangulation in a post-positivist way, 

drawing on the idea of data ‘crystallisation’. Richardson argues that positivist 

triangulation is an unhelpful goal for hybrid and mixed-method qualitative 

research. She writes: 

 

 

In triangulation, a researcher employs “different methods” – such as 

interviews, census data, and documents – to “validate” findings. 

These methods however carry the same domain assumptions, 

including the assumption that there is a “fixed point” or “object” that 

can be triangulated. But in postmodernist mixed-genre texts, we do 

not triangulate; we crystallize. We recognise that there are far more 

than “three sides” from which to approach the world.353  

 

 

 
350 Yin, Case Study Research, p. 115-116. 
351 Bryman, Social Research Methods, p. 392. 
352 Yin, Case Study Research, p. 116. 
353 Laurel Richardson, ‘Writing: A Method of Inquiry’ in Handbook of Qualitative Research, 
Second Edition, edited by N. Denzin and Y. Lincoln (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2000), pp. 923-48, 
p. 927. 
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Unlike Richardson, I do not reject triangulation per se; rather, I see her idea of 

crystallisation as a post-positivist interpretation of the concept, one which invites 

researchers to be cautious of proclaiming definitive ‘truths’ from their data 

analysis, especially in a study exploring people’s perceptions and experiences. 

Discussing Richardson’s concept of data crystallisation in reflections on the 

evaluation of applied theatre practice, Taylor asserts that ‘crystal’ serves as an apt 

metaphor because ‘it contains a variety of different shapes and patterns and both 

refracts and reflects’.354  For Taylor, the art of data crystallisation continually 

‘opens us up to new possibilities of seeing, and new ways of knowing’.355  These 

reflections invite me, as researcher, to be open to multiple interpretations of my 

findings. I shall not presume to any grand ‘truths’ or revelations, but instead hope 

to give a platform to a variety of perspectives (including my own), allow them to 

enter into dialogue with one and other and with the theory, and in doing so, 

generate insights.  

One should, however, be mindful not to get carried away in a vista of 

crystals so far as to lose sight of the research question. Although arts-based 

methods were used, the majority of data analysis was thematic. Thematic analysis 

lends itself to achieving some degree of corroboration – or ‘truths’ – about the 

specific localities and contexts in which this research was conducted. 

 

The following section begins to hone in on the specificity of these contexts, by 

describing three broad parameters of my research setting: Northern Ireland, 

rurality, and my definition of a youth drama group.  

 

4.2 Research setting 

 

This section describes the overall setting for my research. The first part discusses 

features of Northern Irish society which had implications for my fieldwork and the 

findings. The second part explains my interpretation of rurality, the third my 

 
354 Taylor, Applied Theatre, p. 129. 
355 Ibid. 
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definition of a youth drama group, and the final section outlines what a Young 

Farmer’s Club is. 

 

4.21 Northern Ireland: a segregated society 

 

Chapter 2 introduced the Northern Irish context. Here, I provide a fuller illustration 

of the nature of segregation and its impact on young people. 

According to the 2011 census, 42% of the Northern Irish population self-

identify as being of a Protestant, or Protestant-related Christian, faith, and 41% as 

Catholic.356 An interactive map showing the spread of Northern Ireland’s religions 

according to electoral ward illustrates the extent of segregation along religious 

lines.357  Many wards have over 80% of their population belonging to either the 

Catholic or Protestant faiths and there are distinct clusters of these wards with a 

dominant majority faith.  

At a more local level, territorial segregation is evident in divisions within 

towns and cities. There are more ‘peace walls’ and barricades separating Catholic 

and Protestant urban neighbourhoods across Northern Ireland now than there 

were in 1998.358 Besides these obvious physical symbols of segregation, ‘informal 

territorial boundaries, easily missed by the “outsider”, abound’.359 In rural areas, 

these ‘informal boundaries’ could be as innocuous as a building, a field boundary or 

a crossroads.  

As well as geographic and demographic segregation, segregation in 

Northern Ireland’s education system is a form of division with clear impact on 

young people. The majority of Northern Irish schools are either ‘controlled’ or 

‘maintained’. Controlled schools are run by the state’s Education Authority, 

whereas maintained schools are run by an authority other than the state, in most 

 
356 Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency (hereinafter NISRA), Census 2011 – Key 
Statistics for Northern Ireland (Belfast: NISRA, 2012), p. 19. 
357 NISRA, ‘Religion or Religion Brought up in (KS212NI)’, accessed online at < 
http://www.ninis2.nisra.gov.uk/public/InteractiveMapTheme.aspx?themeNumber=136&them
eName=Census+2011> [accessed 20 March 2019]. NB: This map must be adjusted to feature 
either the Catholic or Protestant faiths. 
358 BBC news online (2018), ‘Will NI's peace walls come down by 2023 to meet 10-year target?’, 
www.bbcnews.co.uk, 3 May 2018, <https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-
43991851> [accessed 7 May 2018]. 
359 Schubotz and McKnight, ‘Shared future – shared values?’, p. 218. 

http://www.ninis2.nisra.gov.uk/public/InteractiveMapTheme.aspx?themeNumber=136&themeName=Census+2011
http://www.ninis2.nisra.gov.uk/public/InteractiveMapTheme.aspx?themeNumber=136&themeName=Census+2011
http://www.bbcnews.co.uk/
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cases the Council for Catholic Maintained Schools. Catholic maintained primary and 

secondary schools educate approximately 37% of pupils.360 These pupils are taught 

a religious education curriculum influenced by Catholic Church teachings, and their 

school year is punctuated by Catholic religious celebrations. Pupils from Protestant 

backgrounds are unlikely to attend these schools: they generally attend controlled, 

or state, schools, which educate 39% of Northern Ireland’s pupils.361  

The third main type of school in Northern Ireland, which educates just 7% 

of pupils, is integrated schools.362 Integrated schools bring together children and 

adults from Catholic, Protestant and other backgrounds, striving to achieve a 

religious balance of pupils, teachers and governors. The curriculum and calendar 

acknowledge and respect the cultural diversity within the school community. Given 

TBUC’s stated commitment to building a shared future for Northern Irish young 

people, outsiders might assume that increasing integrated education is a policy 

priority – however, this is not the case. Instead, the NI government is championing 

shared education: the sharing of campuses and facilities by controlled and Catholic 

maintained schools, with each partner school retaining a distinct identity. The 

Shared Education Act of 2016 placed a duty on the Department of Education and 

the NI Education Authority to encourage, facilitate and promote shared 

education.363   

 A final, important area of segregation to note is cultural segregation. By this 

I mean the tendency of people of certain religious backgrounds to gravitate 

towards certain types of cultural pursuit. There is little data available on this but it 

is nonetheless a powerful feature of Northern Irish society.  

A clear example of segregation in cultural pursuits can be seen in relation to 

the Gaelic Athletic Association (GAA). Formed in 1884, the GAA promotes, develops 

and celebrates Gaelic games such as hurling, camogie and Gaelic football, as well as 

promoting traditional Irish music, song and the Irish language. It incorporates 

 
360 Department of Education (NI), ‘Enrolments by school management type 2000/1 to 2018/19’ 
(2018/19 figures cited here), www.education-ni.gov.uk, https://www.education-
ni.gov.uk/publications/school-enrolments-northern-ireland-summary-data [accessed 21 March 
2019]. 
361 Department of Education (NI), ‘Enrolments by school management type 2000/1 to 2018/19’. 
362 Ibid. 
363 NI Executive, Shared Education Act (Northern Ireland) 2016, accessed online at < 
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/nia/2016/20/contents> [accessed 3 February 2019]. 

http://www.education-ni.gov.uk/
https://www.education-ni.gov.uk/publications/school-enrolments-northern-ireland-summary-data
https://www.education-ni.gov.uk/publications/school-enrolments-northern-ireland-summary-data
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/nia/2016/20/contents
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2,200 amateur sports clubs across the island of Ireland.364 Local Gaelic Athletic 

Clubs are often key organisations in their communities. Indeed, the GAA’s mission 

statement declares: ‘We foster a clear sense of identity and place.’365 While a 

commitment to being anti-sectarian is part of the GAA core values, the organisation 

remains heavily associated with Irish nationalism in Northern Ireland and there 

are very few Protestant members.  

 There is no direct sporting/cultural equivalent to the GAA in 

Protestant/unionist communities. However, in these communities, the Orange Order 

– which makes comparable claims to foster identity and community development – 

carries a similarly strong association with just one political and cultural tradition. 

Members of the Orange Order pledge to ‘uphold the Protestant faith and liberty 

under the law’.366  The Order organises annual parades on or around 12 July, to 

celebrate the victory of Protestant King William of Orange over Catholic King James 

at the Battle of the Boyne in 1690. While the Order itself denounces all forms of 

violence,367 ‘Orange’ parades and associated celebratory bonfires can be flashpoints 

for sectarian tension in some communities across the North. Like the GAA, the 

Orange Order claims to be a cornerstone of community life, stating that: ‘The Orange 

Institution was the original provider of the community hall or leisure centre and 

Orange Halls continue to play a central role in the life of the community.’368 As with 

the GAA, the ‘communities’ referred to are likely to contain a majority of one 

religious tradition.  

 While not directly comparable in terms of their remits, the GAA and the 

Orange Order are powerful examples of segregation in Northern Ireland. They share 

a commitment to local community development, suggesting that the ethno-religious 

segregation of culture impacts strongly on the politics of place. This is important to 

bear in mind given this study’s focus on place-identity.  

 
364 ‘About the GAA’, www.gaa.ie, < https://www.gaa.ie/the-gaa/about-the-gaa/> [accessed 14 
October 2018].  
365 ‘GAA Mission, Vision and Values’, www.gaa.ie, <https://www.gaa.ie/the-
gaa/administration/> [accessed 14 October 2018]. 
366 Grand Orange Lodge, ‘What does Orangeism stand for today?’, 
http://www.grandorangelodge.co.uk, http://www.grandorangelodge.co.uk/what-does-orangeism-
stand-for-today#.XJQIMCj7TIU, [accessed 12 January 2019]. 
367 Grand Orange Lodge, ‘What does Orangeism stand for today?’. 
368 Ibid. 

http://www.gaa.ie/
https://www.gaa.ie/the-gaa/about-the-gaa/
http://www.gaa.ie/
http://www.grandorangelodge.co.uk/
http://www.grandorangelodge.co.uk/what-does-orangeism-stand-for-today#.XJQIMCj7TIU
http://www.grandorangelodge.co.uk/what-does-orangeism-stand-for-today#.XJQIMCj7TIU
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Apart from such obvious instances of cultural segregation, there are other 

organisations and types of pursuit which tend to be more strongly associated with 

one rather than both of the two main religious traditions. In Protestant culture, these 

include the Boys’ and Girls’ Brigades and the sport of rugby. A pursuit traditionally 

associated with Catholic culture is speaking the Irish (Gaelic) language. It is, 

however, vital to note that all these pursuits are becoming less segregated in general, 

and that their inclusivity varies from area to area.  

 Although no data was available, it is my impression that drama participation 

in general carries little explicit association with either Catholic/nationalist or 

Protestant/loyalist culture. 

 

The Northern Irish setting is a key component of this research and it is expected 

that many findings will be specific to this context with limited potential for 

generalisation elsewhere. However, another key component is the focus on rurality, 

which may offer potential for broader generalisation. This will be the subject of the 

next section. 

 

4.22 Interpreting rurality 

 

The Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency classifies any settlement with 

a population of 4,999 people or fewer as ‘rural’.369 The urban/rural delimitation of 

the Office for National Statistics, covering England and Wales, is considerably 

higher: the ONS defines any settlement of under 10,000 people as ‘rural’.370  The 

Scottish government has a variety of urban/rural classifications, and their more 

complex categories take into account the community’s level of remoteness from an 

urban settlement. 371 This factor of relative remoteness may be key to 

understanding how the term rural is conceptualised at grassroots level. In my MA 

fieldwork, interpretations of rural varied depending on context: for example, 

interviewees from sizeable towns such as Cookstown referred to their groups as 

‘rural’ when making comparisons with Belfast, but interviewees from small villages 

 
369 NISRA, Review of the Statistical Classification and Delineation of Settlements (Belfast: NISRA, 
2015), p. 14 and p. 21. 
370 NISRA, Review, p. 3. 
371 Ibid. 
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referred to their situations as ‘rural’ when compared with larger towns.  The term 

rural might usefully be considered as another of Raymond Williams’ ‘keywords’. 

I did not impose a framework for determining rurality until after I had 

analysed findings from the scoping research into youth drama groups across NI. At 

the outset of this exercise, the only parameter was that Belfast and Derry, as major 

urban centres, would not be included. The inclusion of all regions besides Belfast 

and Derry allowed me to extend my interpretation of ‘rural’ beyond NISRA’s 

bracket of communities of under 4,999 inhabitants if need be, and to gauge the 

extent of youth drama ‘hotspots’ and ‘cold spots’.   

A key finding from the scoping exercise was that there are not enough youth 

drama groups in settlements of under 4,999 people to make any kind of purposive 

sample using NISRA’s classification of ‘rural’. However, there were sufficient groups 

in communities of 10,000 inhabitants or under to make an informed selection from 

this bracket, so I extended my interpretation of ‘rural community’ to refer to 

settlements of 10,000 people or under. I added the criterion that I would engage 

only with groups operating at a distance of 25 miles or more from the Belfast 

Metropolitan Urban Area or the Derry Urban Area. In retrospect, as mentioned 

earlier, the concept of ‘small places’ is perhaps more relevant to this study than that 

of rurality.  

Having set these initial parameters, the next aspect of the research setting 

to consider is the nature of a youth drama group itself. 

 

4.23 What is a youth drama group? 

 

A simple definition of youth drama is any kind of dramatic activity involving young 

people as participants. However, the term encompasses a wide variety of practice 

and types of group. This section begins with a definition of young people, before 

moving on to discuss different forms of youth drama group. 
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4.23.1 Defining young people 

According to UK Child Protection law, anyone under the age of 18 is technically a 

‘child’,372 but the phrase ‘children and young people’ is common in policy.373 ‘Child’ 

generally refers to people of primary school age, whilst ‘young person’ tends to 

refer to adolescents and young adults, often in the 12-25 age range.  

 The four most recent large-scale studies into youth theatre in these islands 

all focus on the 12 or 13 to 25 age range. Playing a Part considers youth theatre 

with reference to psychological research on transitions from childhood to 

adulthood, noting that ‘young people seek opportunities to develop an autonomous 

identity away from school and home’.  

Taking the lead from Playing a Part, I interpret young people broadly as 

being aged between 12 and 25. This allows me to consider the particular role of the 

youth drama group as a space ‘in between home and school’ which could be 

instrumental in facilitating young people’s transitions to adulthood. However, this 

was not a rigid age parameter, particularly considering that the Young Farmers’ 

Clubs of Ulster – one of my target case studies – accept members up to the age of 

30. 

 

4.23.2 Types of youth drama activity 

It should be stated at the outset that this study does not include drama activities 

within formal education. I wished to explore the place of independent groups – 

rather than schools – within their local communities. Greater self-motivation and 

agency is required from young people to attend an extra-curricular group than to 

do GCSE drama, or even participate in a school production. 

 This section briefly describes various common forms of youth drama activity. 

 

 

 
372 NSPCC (2015), ‘A child’s legal rights at a glance’, < http://www.nspcc.org.uk/preventing-
abuse/child-protection-system/legal-definition-child-rights-law/> [accessed 29 October 2015]. 
373 See, for example: Priorities for Youth (Belfast: DENI, 2013); or Our Children and Young People 
– Our Pledge (Belfast: OFMDFM, 2006). 

http://www.nspcc.org.uk/preventing-abuse/child-protection-system/legal-definition-child-rights-law/
http://www.nspcc.org.uk/preventing-abuse/child-protection-system/legal-definition-child-rights-law/
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1. Youth theatres  

Youth theatre is a type of youth drama commonly considered as a distinct term and 

artform. Listed below are some common principles and values which are shared in 

understandings of youth theatre – or at least in aspirations for the sector – across 

the relevant umbrella bodies in England, Ireland and Scotland. 

 

• Permanent group: A ‘youth theatre’ is a permanent group offering a 

regular (usually year-round) programme of workshops and productions.  

• Youth empowerment: A youth theatre’s identity is principally shaped by 

its members and participants are meaningfully involved in decision making. 

• Inclusivity: Groups should endeavour to be open and inclusive to all young 

people. 

• Community engagement: The English374 and Irish375 umbrella bodies both 

emphasise the need for groups to be relevant to their local communities. 

• Interdependence of instrumental and artistic outcomes: Youth theatres 

should be committed to the personal, social and artistic development of 

their members. 

• Ensemble ethos: Youth theatre practice tends to privilege ensemble work 

in its workshops and productions. 

• Not-for-profit: Youth Theatre Ireland’s membership criteria stipulate that 

member youth theatres should be not-for-profit bodies. It also specifies in 

its definition of the art form that participation in youth theatre should not 

be ‘determined by financial contributions from the young people’.376 This is 

a somewhat grey area but it was explained to me as the idea that, while 

some groups do charge fees, discounts, waivers and bursaries are offered to 

those young people unable to pay them. 

 
374 National Association of Youth Theatres (NAYT), ‘NAYT’s Definition of Youth Theatre’, 
www.nayt.org.uk, <https://www.nayt.org.uk/definition_principles> [accessed 2 August 2017]. 
375 Youth Theatre Ireland, ‘What is Youth Theatre?’, www.youththeatre.ie, < 
http://www.youththeatre.ie/youth-theatre/what/> [accessed 7 March 2017]. 
376 Youth Theatre Ireland, ‘What is Youth Theatre?’. 

http://www.nayt.org.uk/
https://www.nayt.org.uk/definition_principles
http://www.youththeatre.ie/youth-theatre/what/
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2. Stage schools are for-profit groups operating as commercial businesses. They 

tend to deliver a set curriculum with an emphasis on top-down skills training by 

drama specialists, as opposed to the more collaborative ethos of the youth theatre 

model. 

3. Speech and Drama groups (normally for-profit) focus on verbal 

communication skills and often prepare young people for formal Speech and 

Drama exams. 

4. Youth wings of amateur drama clubs 

5. Youth-led drama groups: associations of young people who come together on 

an ongoing basis to practice drama, and/or mount productions, of their own 

volition and not primarily to fulfill the requirements of a formal education course.  

6. Applied drama and community drama projects 

 

This study adopts a broad interpretation of youth drama, encompassing youth 

theatres, stage schools, amateur drama youth groups, Speech and Drama and 

youth-led activities. Time-bound applied drama or community drama projects 

were omitted: I focused on groups with a regular annual programme of activity 

because I felt I would be more likely to obtain in-depth insights from young people 

who had the experience of being part of a more permanent group. Furthermore, a 

year-round group is likely to have greater long-term impact on a community than a 

one-off project. However, the type of drama practised by Young Farmers’ Clubs 

does not fit into any of the above categories. 

 

4.24 What is a Young Farmer’s Club? 

 

The Young Farmers’ Clubs of Ulster (YFCU) is the largest rural youth organisation 

in Northern Ireland, with 3,000 members aged 12-30 across 52 clubs. Inspired by a 

similar movement in England, it was founded in 1929 by William S. Armour, with 

the aim of countering the ‘steady drain of youth from the countryside’ and 
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providing positive activities for these young people.377 Each club is run on a 

voluntary basis by its members.  

Clubs have regular meetings at which they socialise and do activities. There 

is also a packed annual programme of competitions across the YFCU, including the 

Swimming Gala, Floral Art, Public Speaking, Group Debating, Photography, Stock 

Judging, Sheep Shearing, and – of interest here – the One-Act and Three-Act Drama 

Festivals, and the Arts Festival. Preparations and rehearsals for the One-Act and 

Three-Act Festivals can take up to six months, while Arts Festival rehearsals take 

six to eight weeks. There is not, therefore, a year-round programme of drama 

activity in Young Farmers’ Clubs. However, my knowledge of the YFCU Clubs prior 

to this study suggested that there was a cohort of committed ‘drama people’ within 

several clubs, who had a particular interest in performance. 

 

4.3 Identification and recruitment of case studies 
 

This section describes the process used for identifying the two case study groups. 

My method did not involve a probability sample because I did not seek for my 

results to be statistically representative of any given population. Instead I engaged 

in purposive sampling.   

Bryman states that the goal in purposive sampling is: ‘to sample 

cases/participants in a strategic way, so that those sampled are relevant to the 

research question’.378 The sampling process differed for each of my two case 

studies, because of the decision to include one case study which was a Young 

Farmers’ Club. This decision was taken for various reasons touched on in the 

literature review: the Cultural Value Project’s identification of many rural arts 

activities taking place under the auspices of broader umbrella organisations, the 

proliferation of YFCU drama activity in NI, and the lack of research into the YFCU in 

general. It was felt that a case study on YFCU drama could illuminate an interesting 

and undervalued area of rural arts activity. 

 
377 Willian S. Armour, ‘The Seed and the Ground’, The Northern Whig, Friday 30 August 1929, 
p. 4. 
378 Bryman, Social Research Methods, p. 418. 
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 I wanted the other case study to contrast with and complement the YFCU 

one, so I decided to seek a more ‘conventional’ youth drama group: one led by 

professional facilitators. 

The first part of this section describes the scoping exercise through which 

this ‘other’ youth drama group was chosen. I then move on to describe the 

sampling process for the Young Farmers’ group. 

 

4.31 Scoping exercise of youth drama groups across Northern 

Ireland 
 

For one of my case studies I sought a group which, unlike a Young Farmers’ Club, 

meets only to undertake drama activities. This group was sampled via a scoping 

exercise. 

Yin advises that in order to render the process of case study selection 

effective and efficient, researchers should have ‘defined a set of operational criteria 

whereby candidates will be deemed qualified to serve as cases’.379 My screening 

process was multi-layered. I established initial parameters before proceeding with 

a scoping exercise to gauge the quantity, distribution and nature of youth drama 

activity across Northern Ireland. Groups identified through this scoping exercise 

were then subject to a second screening with additional criteria.  

Robust as this process may sound, it is important to note that other more 

practical issues impinged on my sampling, including the openness of groups to 

being involved in my research. A certain degree of ‘convenience sampling’ was 

inevitable.  

 

4.31.1 Building a database 

My starting point for the scoping exercise was the Ulster Association of Youth 

Drama’s 2012 database of youth drama groups. I contacted all the groups on this 

list and updated it accordingly: 41 youth drama organisations were identified, 

outside Belfast and Derry, offering regular activities for 12-25-year-olds. The 

findings of the scoping exercise are as follows: 

 
379 Yin, Case Study Research, p. 91. 



 

136 

• Forty-one youth drama organisations offer at least 69 different classes 

in 42 small cities, towns and villages. Approximately 30% of these 41 

organisations are chains, operating in several locations.  

• The towns of Lisburn and Newry have the most youth drama groups, 

with five groups each, followed by Ballymena, Newtownabbey and 

Craigavon with three groups each. 

• This distribution is mostly in proportion with demographics, although 

Newry has a strikingly high number of youth drama groups in 

proportion to its size. 

 

4.31.2 Conducting a survey 

All 41 groups were asked to complete a brief survey (included in the appendix): 18 

of them did so, which represents a 44% response rate. The findings are as follows: 

• The average group membership was 58 young people. However, there 

were groups with as many as 100 participants and with as few as eight. 

• Sixteen of the 18 groups do not audition for members.  

• Prices range from £350 a year to no charge. After the £350/year price, 

the next highest price is £98 per term. 

• Of the 13 groups charging over £1 per class, five offer fee reductions or 

waivers if a participant’s family is unable to pay. A further three offer 

bursary places.  

• Ten of the 18 groups stated that young people have an input in decision 

making.  

 

The survey findings enabled me to proceed with a second, more focused layer of 

screening. 
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4.31.3 Second-stage screening 

A key finding from the scoping exercise was that there were not enough youth 

drama groups in settlements of under 4,999 people to make a purposive sample 

using NISRA’s classification of ‘rural’. Of the six groups in communities of under 

4,999 inhabitants, five were stage schools. However, there were sufficient groups in 

communities of 10,000 inhabitants or under to make an informed selection from 

this bracket.   

The criteria of ‘having an inclusive ethos’ was also introduced. I felt, given 

my focus on social value, that it would be inappropriate to engage with groups who 

do not aim to be open to all young people regardless of artistic ability or socio-

economic circumstances. The groups who stated that they audition for members 

were therefore excluded, as were groups who do not offer any fee waivers or 

bursaries whatsoever. However, I did not exclude stage schools per se from the 

sample: most stage schools who responded stated that they do offer fee waivers or 

bursaries. 

 The application of these additional criteria left 12 groups to choose from: 

eight stage schools, two youth theatres connected to arts venues, one drama group 

connected to a youth club and one volunteer-run independent youth theatre.  

One of the youth theatres connected to a venue was a group with which I 

had a strong existing relationship, having interviewed their facilitators as part of 

my MA project and attended several performances. This group was CRAIC Youth 

Theatre in the small town of Coalisland. It is run by CRAIC Theatre and Arts Centre, 

a venue with a social mission and therefore lending itself well to my focus on social 

value. Given these advantages, and my pre-existing relationship with the group, I 

approached them to be one of my case studies.   

Among the ‘rejected’ groups, the other youth theatre connected to a venue 

is in relatively close proximity to Coalisland. The group connected to a youth club is 

artistically innovative, but I felt that my Young Farmers’ Club case study would 

suffice as an example of youth drama taking place under the auspices of a broader 

organisation. The volunteer-run youth theatre ceased operation shortly after the 

scoping exercise was complete: an example of how the survival of small rural 

groups often hinges on the commitment of one key facilitator, which is not 

sustainable. The remaining groups – the eight stage schools – would merit 
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consideration: were the scope of this study broader, I would have included a third 

case study on a stage school. 

  

4.32 Identification and recruitment of the Young Farmers’ case 

study 

 

A key difference between YFCU drama activities and the groups included in my 

scoping exercise is that Young Farmers’ Clubs do not have separate ‘drama groups’ 

and there is not a year-round programme of drama activity. Club members come 

together to mount performances at set times of the year in accordance with a 

calendar of YFCU drama competitions. However, many young people are recurring 

participants so there is a sense of camaraderie between ‘drama people’ from year 

to year. Specific clubs have very strong drama traditions. 

 My method of choosing a Young Farmers’ Club was less structured than the 

screening process for the other youth drama group. I sought a club with a strong, 

long-standing drama tradition, one which would be likely to have had a significant 

impact in its local community. The sampling process involved attending Young 

Farmers’ Arts Festivals and Drama Festival heats in 2015 and 2016. I also had 

informal conversations with past and present YFC members from a range of clubs, 

met via introductions from mutual friends. Because of the locally based nature of 

YFC activity, my entry into clubs was gained via contacts from my own local area of 

North Antrim. Antrim happens to be the county with the highest proportion of 

Young Farmers’ Clubs participating in both the Arts and Drama Festivals, so this 

happy accident ensured that what was essentially convenience sampling has 

remained purposeful. 

 Glarryford Young Farmers’ Club was identified as the club with the 

strongest potential to be a case study. It has one of the longest-running drama 

traditions of any Young Farmers’ Club in NI, and it consistently wins prizes across 

the Drama and Arts Festivals.  
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4.33 Key differences between case studies 

 

Some key differences between the two case studies, which affect my findings, 

should be highlighted at this stage. 

 Firstly, the differing levels of ‘rurality’ between Coalisland and Glarryford. 

Coalisland is a sizeable town with a thriving high street, a supermarket and its own 

secondary school of 360 pupils. By contrast, Glarryford is a hamlet: a collection of 

buildings, a railway crossing and a small housing estate, surrounded by open 

farmland. Furthermore, while the Glarryford area is characterised by agriculture, 

Coalisland is unique even within its local area in being a town entirely built on 

industry. As I was to discover, it was probably inaccurate to think of Coalisland as 

rural at all; rather, it was more helpful to conceive of it as a ‘small place’, or small 

community, when compared with larger urban centres. This sense of being a small 

place in relation to cities is perhaps what unites Coalisland and Glarryford. 

Certainly, I heard young people in both groups describe themselves as ‘culchies’ 

(dialect for countryfolk) compared with young people in cities. It is important to 

acknowledge the strong farming connection in Glarryford, which I did not 

encounter at all in Coalisland. 

 Secondly, the sample size and composition varied between case studies. 

While both groups were of a roughly similar size – the ‘Big Craicers’ in Coalisland 

had 50 members at the time of research, Glarryford YFC had approximately 60 

members with 40 being regular attenders – the interview sample from within the 

groups differed substantially. In Craic Youth Theatre, I interviewed 10 young 

people aged 13 to 18, whereas in Glarryford YFC I interviewed six members aged 

21 to 32. Reasons for this are discussed in the following section on data collection. 

Furthermore, in terms of ‘uninvolved’ interviewees from the wider local 

community, it was hard to find people in the Glarryford area who were not 

connected to the Young Farmers’ Club. Most (although not all) ‘wider community’ 

interviewees in the Glarryford case study had a direct connection with the club and 

its drama activities.   

 A final key difference to highlight is the fact that I made the decision not to 

conduct the consultation drama workshop with Glarryford YFC participants. 

Reasons for this will be discussed shortly. This decision means that significantly 

more participants’ perspectives and quotes from the Coalisland group were 
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included in the data analysis than perspectives of those from Glarryford, which 

were dominated by the voices of senior, long-standing club members who are 

drama participants.  

 

4.4 Data collection 

 

This section describes the methods for data collection, and how these methods 

worked in practice in each case study. 

 

4.41 Participant observation 

 

Participant observation is, as O’Reilly asserts, traditionally ‘the main method of 

ethnography’.380 It involves the researcher spending an extended period of time in 

the research setting, actively taking part in daily life. The majority of my participant 

observation was focused on the first phase of fieldwork in each community: that is, 

the engagement with the youth drama group.  

By devoting significant time to participant observation I hoped to reduce 

what is known as the Hawthorne Effect, that is the change in participants’ 

behaviour due to the presence of an outsider.381 I also hoped to develop a good 

rapport with the young people and facilitators so that the experience of the 

subsequent consultation workshop and interviews would be as enjoyable and 

informative as possible for all concerned. Following each session as a participant-

observer, I wrote up field notes, recording my impressions of what I saw and heard. 

I spent 11 consecutive weeks as a participant-observer with CRAIC Youth 

Theatre, attending weekly sessions in their period of preparation for their 2016 

spring show. I was given a formal introduction to the group on my first day, when 

the facilitators explained to the young people that my research was ‘really 

important, especially in the current arts funding climate’, and strongly encouraged 

the young people to ‘cooperate’ with me. I felt slightly concerned that this 

introduction might serve to increase the Hawthorne Effect and that it also 

 
380 O’Reilly, Key Concepts, p. 150. 
381 Ibid., p. 209-10. 
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suggested a level of coercion on the young people to participate. However, that 

session was also the audition day for CRAIC’s spring show, so my presence was 

soon forgotten as young people dealt with the excitement of auditioning. 

I undertook a balance between literal participation and observation during 

my time with CRAIC. In the early weeks, when the group was learning songs and 

choreography, I danced and sang alongside them. In the latter weeks, I watched 

rehearsals. Break times were usually spent in the CRAIC Theatre kitchen along with 

the venue managers and youth theatre facilitators, listening to discussion of local 

matters. 

With Glarryford Young Farmers, I spent a six-week period as a participant-

observer, attending rehearsals for the 2017 Arts Festival. The time spent with the 

young people was shorter than in CRAIC but with more intensive contact, because 

Arts Festival rehearsals took place two and sometimes three nights a week. I then 

attended the Arts Festival Gala Final in Derry, travelling up and down on the 

Glarryford YFC ‘parents and friends’ coach. I also visited the club several more 

times to interview senior members. 

I did not receive a formal introduction in Glarryford in the same manner as I 

had done in CRAIC – in fact, one of the senior members began to introduce me to 

the group, realised he was unsure about the nature of my research, then asked me 

to continue the introduction myself.  

I engaged in more observation than active participation in Glarryford, partly 

because, initially, I felt less ‘at home’ there than in CRAIC and did not want to draw 

attention to my presence by joining in the singing and dancing. This greater feeling 

of ‘outsiderness’ was down to several factors: lack of prior relationship with the 

group, lack of familiarity with YFCU rehearsal procedures and their ‘unconscious 

grammar’, and, I must confess, a feeling that I was in a somewhat alien cultural 

setting, as someone who grew up in a majority-Catholic area spending time in a 

majority-Protestant community group. Thankfully, this feeling of ‘outsiderness’ 

soon abated as I got to know the group members.  

Overall, the periods of participant observation laid a strong foundation for 

subsequent phases of the fieldwork, providing information, anecdotes and 

vignettes which were then explored in interviews and the consultation workshops. 
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4.42 Consultation drama workshops 

 

There were two reasons for my decision not to conduct consultation drama 

workshops with Glarryford YFC, despite my intention to do workshops with both 

groups. Firstly, I became aware of how tightly packed Glarryford YFC’s schedule is 

and realised that it would be difficult for them to allocate a club session to me for a 

workshop. Secondly, unlike CRAIC youth theatre members, Glarryford YFC 

participants do not usually engage in drama exercises, games or warm-ups as part 

of their regular practice. Therefore, they would be unfamiliar with the drama-based 

methods employed in my workshop, whereas in CRAIC I was researching through 

an idiom already familiar to participants. The lack of focused ‘ensemble research’ 

with Glarryford YFC is a weakness of this study, acknowledged as such in Chapter 

8. 

In CRAIC, by contrast, I ended up leading two consultation workshops. 

CRAIC members were split into two groups according to whether they were 

soloists, or part of the ensemble, in the spring show. One of the CRAIC facilitators 

attended both workshops, helpfully recording quantitative data from the walking 

debate exercises. Audio recordings were also gathered through ‘Mary Springer’s’ 

hand-held microphone. These workshops were successful as a research tool, 

particularly the walking debates and the image association exercise, which 

generated substantial discussion among the young people and some brave sharing 

of personal experiences. Insights from these activities are interwoven throughout 

the discussion of findings in Chapter 6.  

It was, however, unfortunate that the person from CRAIC who had agreed to 

help me with picture and video documentation of these workshops was absent due 

to sickness on the day they were carried out. For future consultation workshops it 

is recommended to employ a paid research assistant with photographic skills, or a 

paid photographer/filmmaker, to document. 

 

4.43 Audience consultation 

 

I surveyed audience members and conducted vox-pop interviews at performances 

by both my case study groups. In CRAIC this took place across two performances of 
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the youth theatre’s pantomime, and with Glarryford YFC at one performance, the 

club’s Parents and Friends Night, an annual event celebrating the club and its wider 

family community.  

 In Glarryford surveys were left on audience members’ seats, and in CRAIC 

they were left on the tables in the foyer. In both venues I set up a table with a sign 

inviting audience members to talk to me. I was ably assisted by drama graduate 

Maria Hassan, one of us remaining at the table while the other roved around 

collecting vox pops. We wore Queen’s University t-shirts, lending us an ‘official’ 

aura and, I think, making more people curious to speak with us. I had several 

interesting unrecorded conversations with people who came up to our table, asked 

about the project, and gave their views. I feel that this combination of paper 

surveys, vox-pops and the presence of informed, friendly researchers is an effective 

method of audience research and could be replicated at performance events 

elsewhere. 

 

4.44 Interviews 

 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted in both phases of my fieldwork. During 

phase one I interviewed young people and group leaders, and during phase two I 

interviewed key individuals from the wider community. Here I will describe the 

interview process for each case study and phase. 

 

4.44.1 Phase one interviews 

 

• Interviews with youth drama participants 

Towards the end of my period of participant observation with each group, and after 

the consultation workshop in the case of CRAIC, I undertook individual interviews 

with a purposefully selected sample of young people.  

The structure of  interviews varied between case studies, but generally 

encompassed the following areas: young people’s personal narratives of 

participation in drama, their opinion on their youth drama group and what makes 
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it distinctive, their group’s status in the community, and their impressions of the 

local area in general. 

 The sample of interviewees in CRAIC was in a younger age bracket than in 

Glarryford, because of Glarryford YFC’s stipulation that I should not interview 

junior members. In CRAIC, I interviewed a purposive sample of 10 young people, 

selected on the basis of my knowledge of the group gathered during participant 

observation. The sample included a balance of genders, long-standing and new 

participants, one of the few ethnic minority participants, and a mix of youth 

subcultures in so far as I could gauge this. The three most senior participants were 

interviewed together. Interviews in CRAIC lasted between 10 and 20 minutes. 

 By contrast, interviews with Glarryford YFC’s senior ‘drama people’ lasted 

between 30 and 90 minutes. Learning from my experience in CRAIC, where the one 

group interview provided richer insights than the individual interviews, all of my 

Glarryford participant interviews involved two young people. These young people, 

aged between 21 and 32, were understandably more articulate than some of my 

CRAIC interviewees. Being long-standing participants, they had a wealth of 

knowledge about the group’s practice and history. They were chosen as dedicated 

‘drama people’ in Glarryford Club, having been involved in the Arts and Drama 

Festivals over many years. There was a 50/50 gender balance in the six Glarryford 

interviewees. They included the Club Leader and the Secretary, both dedicated 

‘drama people’. 

 

• Interviews with youth drama leaders 

The interviews with youth drama leaders/facilitators explored how they feel their 

group sits within the community: what it contributes, how it is seen and the extent 

to which they feel it is supported. In CRAIC, I interviewed two of the three paid 

youth theatre facilitators. In Glarryford I interviewed the three current Arts 

Festival producers, and one current and two former Drama Festival producers.  

 

4.44.2 Phase two interviews 

The aim of the phase two interviews was to explore how the youth drama group is 

perceived within the wider local community. Because these interviews were 
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conducted after sustained engagement with the youth drama groups, I was able to 

use vignettes and anecdotes from my phase one research in order to draw out 

reflections from the phase two interviewees.  

I chose to interview individuals in positions of leadership and influence 

within the local community. This may be termed a ‘bellwether’ sampling model in 

that it focuses on dynamic and influential ‘bellwether’ individuals, corresponding 

perhaps to Putnam’s ‘machers’. I did not seek statistical representativeness; rather 

an artfully purposive sample of adults likely to have significant insights into my 

research question. I aimed to include the perspectives of at least one teacher, 

church leader, sports leader, local council employee, businessperson, member of a 

local development body and youth worker, categories which all have a bellwether 

status. 

The goal of representation from different categories of community leader 

was achieved in the Coalisland case study. However, all these individuals were 

introduced to me by CRAIC Theatre staff and all were people broadly supportive of 

CRAIC. This limitation is addressed in Chapter 8. I had one strong voice from the 

minority religious community in the area. 

In Glarryford, there was not much of a ‘phase two’: through my limited 

contacts, it was difficult to find anyone not connected to the club. However, 

interviews with past and present Drama and Arts Festival producers provided 

valuable insights into the other areas of community life in which these individuals 

were involved. I did also attempt independently to meet locals not connected to 

Glarryford YFC. The greatest success in this endeavour was an interview with 

Michael O’Neill, Chairman of Rasharkin Gaelic Athletic Club. Michael brought a 

wealth of knowledge about local history, as well as a contrasting voice as a Catholic 

with a key position in local community development but no connection to the 

YFCU. Attempts to connect with other divergent voices were less successful but I 

had brief telephone calls with a Catholic priest and a Democratic Unionist Party 

councillor. 

 

Earlier in this chapter I raised the question of ‘constructed narratives’, and 

acknowledged that my interviewees might well shape their responses according to 

what they thought I wanted to hear, or to serve particular agendas as to how they 
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wanted their group or community to be represented in my research. I did sense 

that this was happening, to a greater or lesser extent, in some interviews. Almost all 

my ‘wider community’ interviewees were keen to emphasise their support for the 

youth drama group or Young Farmers’ Club and to paint it in a broadly positive 

light (although some did make specific criticisms). This is inevitable in small 

communities where social networks are tight and the community thrives on a 

delicate balance of mutual favours, friendship and family connections, and good 

opinions. In a few cases, I also felt that interviewees were striving to counter 

certain perceptions or stereotypes: for example, youth worker Leo Quinn was very 

keen to paint a positive picture of the Coalisland community and to move away 

from issues raised by my questions about its past during the Troubles. Sinn Fein 

MLA Linda Dillon wanted to highlight that Protestants attend CRAIC Youth Theatre, 

while other peoples’ accounts appeared to contradict her view. In Glarryford, 

several senior members were eager to make me aware of the diversity of their 

club’s activities and to counter the ‘just for farmers’ stereotype. I endeavoured to 

keep these perceived agendas in mind while conducting data analysis, which will 

be the subject of the next section. 

 

4.5 Data analysis 

 

Braun and Clarke highlight the researcher’s active role in data analysis, in contrast 

to the frequently used language of ‘emerging’ themes, which can be misleading in 

implying passivity.382 I fully acknowledge my agency in the data analysis process. 

Fetterman states: ‘Analysis takes place throughout any ethnographic 

endeavour, from the selection of the problem to the final stages of writing.’383 Data 

analysis in this study was an ongoing, iterative-inductive process as well as a ‘post 

facto’ activity. As I transcribed interviews I was analysing them for common themes 

or discrepancies, which then informed subsequent interviews. However, an 

intensive period of data analysis did form the final part of the primary research. 

 
382 Virginia Braun and Victoria Clarke (2006) ‘Using thematic analysis in psychology’, 
Qualitative Research in Psychology, 3:2, 77-101, p. 80. 
383 Fetterman, Ethnography, p. 112. 
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This section describes the assumptions behind this data analysis, the methods used 

and the process itself.  

 

4.51 Thematic analysis 

 

Thematic analysis was the method of data analysis used in this study. Although it 

has strong parallels with qualitative content analysis, Braun and Clarke argue that 

thematic analysis should be considered as a method in its own right, one to be used 

‘for identifying, analysing and reporting patterns (themes) within data’.384  

Thematic analysis was used to analyse the following types of data: field notes, 

interview transcripts, transcripts of discussions from the consultation drama 

workshop, transcripts of recordings from the audience consultation, and qualitative 

responses in the audience surveys. 

Thematic analysis involves searching for themes across an entire data set 

rather than within single data items. Each data item is coded. The term ‘code’ refers 

to ‘the most basic segment, or element, of the raw data or information that can be 

assessed in a meaningful way regarding the phenomenon’.385 Codes are analysed 

across the data set or corpus and organised into themes. Throughout my fieldwork, 

I coded field notes and interview transcripts (example included in the appendix). In 

the final analysis stage, I generated themes from these codes, across the entire data 

corpus for each case study.  

Braun and Clarke identify two types of thematic analysis: inductive and 

theoretical. Inductive analysis involves coding the data ‘without trying to fit it into a 

pre-existing coding frame’,386 whereas theoretical analysis ‘is driven by the 

researcher’s theoretical or analytic interest’ in particular aspects of the data.387 My 

analysis falls into the latter category. When analysing each of the two data corpora, 

I grouped themes into four broad categories, three of which were informed by my 

research question and theoretical frameworks. These categories were: Group 

Practices, Perceptions, Place and Other. 

 
384 Braun and Clarke, ‘Using thematic analysis in psychology’, p. 79. 
385 R.E. Boyatzis, Transforming qualitative information: thematic analysis and code development 
(Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 1998), p. 63. 
386 Braun and Clarke, ‘Using thematic analysis in psychology’, p. 83. 
387 Ibid., p. 84. 
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The category of Group Practices brought together all those themes which 

described day-today practices of the case study groups. This included observed 

practices of internal community (such as celebrating members’ birthdays or 

engaging in democratic decision making) as well mechanics of the group’s drama 

practice (how they went about rehearsing and mounting a performance). Much of 

the material from my own field notes went in here, but codes from some interviews 

were also included when the interviewee was describing a practice, phenomenon 

or occurrence rather than offering an opinion. Examples of themes in this category 

for the Glarryford data include ‘Family dynasties in the club’, and ‘Traditions and 

skills passed down between drama people’. Many structures and practices of social 

capital were covered in this category. 

The category of Perceptions encompassed themes which expressed a 

subjective opinion, judgement or reflection not related to the category of Place. In 

the Coalisland data corpus, themes under ‘Perceptions’ included: ‘CRAIC is well 

conceived and well run’, and ‘CRAIC could do more to include the Protestant 

minority’.  

The category of Place covered descriptions of the local area and reflections 

on place-identity and place-attachment. In the case of Glarryford, themes included: 

‘Religious, cultural and physical segregation in the local area’, and ‘Education and 

employment leading to out-migration of young people’. 

The final category of ‘Other’ grouped themes which did not relate directly to 

my research question but still merited consideration. In Coalisland’s case, this 

included ‘The status of arts venues as neutral spaces in Northern Ireland’. Some of 

these ‘Other’ themes were incorporated into final analysis. 

Next, I went through the four categories (Practices, Perceptions, Place and 

Other) and within each I grouped the themes into broader, overarching themes. I 

then considered these broader themes across the four categories, to see if there 

was potential for merging. Themes at this stage included (for example, in relation 

to Coalisland): ‘Gender identity’ and ‘CRAIC’s role in post-conflict regeneration’. 

Similar themes were merged, and those unrelated to the research question deleted. 

I noted themes which occurred with the greatest prevalence, and instances where 

themes represented divergent points of view. 
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The final stage was to analyse themes in relation to my research questions, 

generating the findings described in Chapters 5 and 6. Findings were grouped 

under the headings of: General findings on the group and its context; The group’s 

artistic and creative practice; Perceptions of the group from within; Perceptions of 

the group from without; and finally, The group ‘in place’. It was only after writing 

up separate findings for Coalisland and Glarryford that I considered the two case 

studies together, looking for similarities and contrasts, and making links with other 

studies and with the theory.  This final analysis is presented in Chapter 8.  

 

4.52 Analysis of surveys and numerical data from walking 

debates 

 

Most of the data gathered was qualitative and was analysed thematically. However, 

the audience surveys also generated numerical information on the following areas: 

• audience members’ motivations for attending a performance  

• audience members’ involvement with the case study group  

• distance travelled to attend the performance 

• frequency with which audience members attend performances by the case 

study group  

• (only in the case of Glarryford YFC): number of audience members who 

come from a farming background 

• (only in the case of Glarryford YFC): number of audience members who are 

current or former members of a Young Farmers’ Club. 

 

Please refer to the appendix for a summary of these findings. 

 The walking debates generated data which sits in the middle space between 

quantitative and qualitative, just as many young people stood in the ‘middle space’ 

between the poles of ‘Agree’ and ‘Disagree’ during the activity itself. It would have 

been unethical to generate binary statistics from this exercise. Instead, I generated 

pictorial representations of the spectrum of opinions on each question. 
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4.53 ‘Analysis’ of artistic material 

 

My first step in analysing material generated through the consultation drama 

workshop was to read and re-read discussion transcripts and field notes. A limited 

number of photographs provided evidence of the young peoples’ tableaux and 

pictorial reminders of who was in the room. I should mention that I discussed some 

material and occurrences from these workshops in my ‘wider community’ 

interviews in the CRAIC study, as well as in interviews with the facilitators, so 

people other than myself were layering interpretations on what the young people 

expressed and demonstrated in the workshop. 

 An interesting outcome of the second image workshop in CRAIC was that 

those young people who stood by the image of a family – having selected it as the 

image which best represents how they see CRAIC – chose to make their own family 

tableau there and then, inspired by that image. Another interesting outcome was 

that some young people did not choose any of the images at all, or asked if they 

could position themselves between images because they felt ‘a bit of both’ applied. 

 In the event, the tableau activity was conducted in just one of the two CRAIC 

workshops, and under time pressure, so the findings are also somewhat limited. 

However, the freeze-frames which young people made of a time when they felt 

proud to be part of CRAIC stayed in my mind as I analysed interviews with the 

youth theatre members. These tableaux provided powerful visual representations 

of the strength of young people’s attachment to their group. The fact that the rest of 

the ‘audience’ were familiar with these stories reinforced my impression of the 

youth theatre as a cohesive, supportive institution with a distinct culture and 

shared history. 

 The photographs I took during several ‘walkabouts’ in Coalisland and 

Glarryford added a fruitful dimension to the analysis phase. Two particular images 

from Coalisland – one of contrasting posters outside a police station, and one of a 

community mural – were chosen for more detailed analysis, as I felt they revealed 

varied and interesting facets of the local community. The video publicising CRAIC’s 

2014 pantomime Foundered was also a key data source.388 In the Coalisland case 

 
388 CRAIC Theatre (2013), Let it GO!!!!m4v, video available online at < 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cM60NbWqKnA> [accessed 1 June 2019]. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cM60NbWqKnA
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study analysis chapter I discuss my interpretation of certain editing choices made 

in this artefact as being reflective of CRAIC’s attempts to position itself as an agent 

of social regeneration. In the case of Glarryford, I found recruitment videos that the 

club had made to be a useful way of understanding how Glarryford YFC wants to 

present itself publicly to other young people.389  

 There is ‘no script’ for this type of interpretative analysis, and a researcher 

with a different perspective and/or cultural background may well have had 

different insights from the consultation drama workshops or the photographs and 

videos.  

 

4.54 Approach to generalisation of findings 

 

Generalisation refers to the capacity of findings to have wider relevance beyond the 

specific context of the study. Qualitative case study research does not aim for 

statistical generalisation, that is to say generalisation to populations or universes. 

Yin explains that case study researchers can instead aim for ‘analytic 

generalization, in which a previously developed theory is used as a template with 

which to compare the empirical results of a case study’.390 Qualitative researchers 

should expand upon theories rather than enumerate frequencies. 

While my study does not seek to test a hypothesis or focus on a particular 

predetermined theory, I aimed for a degree of analytic generalisation as described 

by Yin. Chapters 1 and 2 discussed some theories on the social value of drama 

groups to communities. These include: the idea that an amateur drama production 

can be a ‘place-event’ where a community shapes its ‘collective symbolic life’; the 

theory that youth drama productions are appreciated because they ‘perform the 

next generation’ of a community; the suggestion that arts groups can be 

particularly successful in generating bridging social capital; and the positioning of 

youth drama groups as ‘good gangs’ for young people and ‘spaces to be different’ in 

small communities. While I am not scientifically ‘testing’ these theories, the 

findings of my primary research will be discussed in relation to them. O’Reilly’s 

concept of theoretical generalisation is also relevant here: ‘Theoretical 

 
389 In particular: Glarryford YFC (2015), Glarryford YFC recruitment video, video available online 
at < https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0RSHMogmWyo> [accessed 16 June 2019]. 
390 Yin, Case Study Research, p. 15. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0RSHMogmWyo
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generalisation is when a theoretical statement is used to explain relationships 

between phenomena, or summarize and make sense of disparate observations.’391 

By identifying significant patterns, similarities and disjuncture between case 

studies and discussing these in relation to my theory and literature, I will be 

engaging in theoretical generalisation.  

Of course, in the data analysis I was also open to the potential for new 

insights not obviously related to previously identified theories. 

Given the small-scale, exploratory nature of this study, I am not in a position 

to make definitive conclusions about the social value of youth drama. Rather, I 

reflexively draw out aspects from the case studies which suggest modest, context-

dependent insights, and which may point towards areas for further research. 

 

 

4.55 Conclusion 

 

This section has outlined what was a structured yet also creative and intuitive data 

analysis process. I return to earlier reflections on validity and the crystallisation 

metaphor. This project was not one which would ever produce definitive facts. 

However, I believe that the methods described here have achieved a level and 

depth of insight reminiscent of Taylor’s corridor of crystals, reflecting and 

refracting new knowledge. 

 

4.6 Ethical issues and reflexivity 

 

This final section considers questions of ethics and ethical practice: vital in any 

ethnographic research, and particularly important in research involving young 

people. It also reflects on my own positioning as researcher in what was very much 

a labour of love. 

 

 

 
391 O'Reilly, Key Concepts, p. 86. 
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4.61 Ethical practice with research participants 
 

Kvale distinguishes two approaches in qualitative research interviews: those of the 

miner and the traveller.392 A ‘miner’ researcher is focused on ‘extracting objective 

facts or essential meanings’393 whereas a ‘traveller’ consciously and reflexively 

crafts a narrative and allows space for a multiplicity of perspectives and meanings. 

I considered the ‘traveller’ mode to be both more ethical and more suited to this 

study, which necessitated the establishment of ongoing relationships with research 

participants as opposed to ‘commando raids’ for knowledge. 

 I aimed to craft interviews, workshops and consultation activities with the 

needs of my research participants in mind. As the research progressed I learned 

that the best insights came when I allowed myself to ‘travel’ alongside my research 

participants in interviews – riffing along a pre-prepared agenda but allowing space 

for tangents – rather than incessantly probing people for information. I also 

learned that it was helpful, particularly with adults, to share a little of my own 

background and personal history. This often built common ground through shared 

connections or interests, and it helped interviewees to understand the motivations 

behind the research. 

 This study underwent a process of ethical approval with the QUB School of 

Arts, English and Languages Research Ethics Committee. Signed approval from the 

committee is included in the appendix.  Key considerations were the imperative of 

informed consent for all participants and their awareness of their freedom to 

withdraw from the study at any time before the submission date. For adults and 

young people over the age of 16, securing informed consent involved explaining to 

them the purpose of the research, asking for verbal consent, then inviting them to 

sign a consent form (see appendix). This form stipulates that interviewees will be 

allowed to approve any direct quotes attributed to them in the thesis. These quotes, 

along with the surrounding text to provide context, were sent to interviewees for 

approval, and follow-up conversations were arranged as needed.  

 Special ethical considerations pertained to the involvement of research 

participants aged under 16. All young people under 16 whom I interviewed were 

 
392 Brinkmann and Kvale, InterViews, p. 57. 
393 Ibid. 
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asked to provide written consent from their parents for their involvement in the 

study.  Before the interview proper commenced they were told (on record) that 

their names and any identifying details would be anonymised in the thesis. The 

setting of these interviews with minors also demanded consideration: they needed 

to feel comfortable and happy. All interviews with minors were conducted in the 

foyer of CRAIC Theatre and Arts Centre, a public open-plan space, with CRAIC staff 

in the adjacent office (door left open) and staff members passing by frequently.  

 All young people who took part in the consultation drama workshop were 

told that any quotes from them or identifying details would be anonymised, and 

they were informed about the purposes of the research and given space to ask 

questions.  

 The reader will note that I have chosen not to disguise the identity of my 

case study communities. The Northern Irish context of this study is essential, and 

anonymisation would, I feel, impede access to key insights. Furthermore, Kvale 

posits that: ‘Anonymity can protect the participants, but it can also deny them “the 

very voice in the research that might originally have been claimed as its aim”.’394 

Disguising the identities of Coalisland and Glarryford would have been problematic 

in a study that claims to foreground areas of cultural practice which have 

heretofore received little academic attention. 

 The findings of this study will be shared with CRAIC Youth Theatre and 

Glarryford YFC in a concise, accessible format. Both groups will be invited to a 

dissemination event at Queen’s University Belfast and offered a platform to speak 

publicly should they wish to do so. Fetterman observes: ‘Ethnographers use a great 

deal of people’s time, and they owe something in return.’395  From lending QUB 

drama department costumes to Glarryford to assisting CRAIC staff with evaluation 

processes, I have endeavoured to practise this ethical reciprocity. I hope that the 

dissemination of this study can continue the process of ‘giving back’ to those two 

groups who have given me so much. 

 

 

 
394 Brinkmann and Kvale, InterViews, p. 95. 
395 Fetterman, Ethnography, p. 147. 
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4.62 Researcher’s positioning within this study 

 

This study was a labour of love, a ‘passion project’ in which personal history, 

professional background and political interests coalesced. Enmeshed in it are my 

own sense of cultural identity, my aspirations for my community and my hopes for 

Northern Ireland and its young people. I have often been told – with good reason – 

to reduce the use of the first person in academic writing, but in this study I cannot 

erase my footprint. This personal connection presented challenges to ensuring the 

study is academically robust.  

A key challenge from the outset was the need to avoid a biased perspective: 

a bias which assumes that the case study groups have considerable social value. It 

was imperative to the validity of the findings that I did not approach the data 

collection with advocacy aims in mind. The defamiliarising processes of 

ethnography were helpful in avoiding this pitfall. The compilation of field notes in 

particular allowed me to separate my own reflections and opinions from what I had 

observed and overheard during the sessions of participant observation. Reading 

over field notes then helped me engage in a deeper interrogation of what I had seen 

and experienced.  

The consultation drama workshops in CRAIC were also helpful in enhancing 

the process of defamiliarisation because in these workshops the young people were 

travelling with me on the research journey, reflecting on and interrogating their 

own group. The image association exercise and walking debates were particularly 

helpful in this regard.  

Participating in regular academic supervisions reflecting on the fieldwork 

heightened my critical perspective on the findings, increasing my awareness of 

ambivalences, disjuncture and conflicting perspectives. Presenting at conferences 

and receiving feedback was also helpful.  

Nonetheless, perhaps inevitably, there was a certain amount of ‘going 

native’ towards the end of the participant observation within the case study 

groups. Because both groups were preparing productions, I shared in their 

excitement and felt an emotive connection to their practice, wishing and willing 

them to do well. Interestingly, earlier in the participation-observation period I also 

found it difficult not to criticise or get involved in facilitation of the groups. My 
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professional perspective as a drama facilitator differed from the requirements of an 

ethnographer and it took a few weeks to adjust into the latter role. However, my 

experience of leading drama workshops was also helpful at times: I bonded with 

CRAIC staff over shared understandings of practice and knowledge of the sector.  

While I struggled to avoid bias during participant observation within the 

groups, the challenges were different in relation to my engagement with the two 

communities. Prior to commencing the study, neither area was well known to me. I 

often felt like an alien: sipping coffee alone in Coalisland as I wrote up field notes, 

or taking a solo walk around Station View housing estate in Glarryford. This sense 

of being an outsider was helpful in the vital process of ‘making the familiar strange’. 

In fact, I was both insider and outsider to the case study communities. On 

the one hand, my personal background was not far removed from either 

community. Coalisland is a majority-Catholic town with a strong GAA culture and 

artistic traditions, not unlike my home village in that respect, although 

considerably larger. Glarryford is a 40-minute drive from where I grew up, and I 

have friends who own a farm nearby and are aware of the Young Farmers’ Club. On 

the other hand, Coalisland was a flashpoint for violence during the Troubles and a 

‘hotbed of republicanism’ at one stage, whereas I had always lived in areas at one 

remove from the conflict.396 In Glarryford’s case, I had little prior knowledge of 

YFCU culture and very limited experience of farming. I also felt an acute sense of 

cultural alienation in Glarryford at first, never having spent significant time in a 

majority-Protestant rural community in Northern Ireland. Although community 

members were very welcoming to me, I had to overcome my own fears that I was 

being perceived as ‘weird’.  

The ethnographic methodology was crucial in turning my sense of 

alienation into a productive state for research. Had I been entering Coalisland or 

Glarryford without the bolstering of prior reading and training on ethnography, I 

would have felt lost and lonely indeed. As it was, I took pride in being an 

ethnographer and drew strength from feeling part of this academic community of 

practice. Being an ethnographer meant that I looked at Northern Ireland through 

fresh eyes. Prior reading on arts-based research also prompted me to take many 

 
396 Leo Quinn, interviewed by Molly Goyer Gorman [in person], CRAIC Theatre, Coalisland, 
23 June 2016. 
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photographs during walkabouts in the case study areas. These images formed part 

of my artistic dataset. 

Fetterman observes that advocacy is often a ‘legitimate and ethical’ 

outcome of ethnographic research but argues that it should take place only after 

the research project is complete.397 I hope that this might be the case here. 

 

4.7 Conclusion 

 

This chapter has described in detail what is a hybrid methodology, informed by 

ethnography and applied drama, often intuitive and exploratory. Before delving 

into the findings, it will be useful to understand in greater detail the contexts of my 

two case study communities. This is the subject of Chapter 5. 

 
397 Fetterman, Ethnography, p. 140. 
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Chapter 5: CASE STUDY 

DESCRIPTIONS: CRAIC YOUTH 

THEATRE IN COALISLAND, AND 

GLARRYFORD YOUNG FARMERS’ 

CLUB 

 

 

Introduction 

 
This chapter introduces my case study groups and their local communities in 

greater detail, providing necessary context for the findings. Taking inspiration from 

Abi Gilmore’s interest in examining ‘the local contexts’ of cultural participation, this 

descriptive chapter combines statistical, geographical and historical knowledge 

with personal impressions from my fieldwork.398 Research questions and findings 

are addressed in subsequent chapters.  

 This chapter is in two sections, one for each case study. The sections each 

follow a similar structure of beginning with an overview of local physical 

characteristics before honing in the focus through discussion of local 

demographics, social history, arts and cultural traditions, and finally of the case 

study group itself. 

  

 
398 Gilmore, ‘Cold spots, crap towns’, p. 94. 
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5. 1 Case study A: CRAIC Youth Theatre, Coalisland 

 

5. 11 Community profile: Coalisland town and surrounding area 

 

This section paints a picture of Coalisland town and its surrounding area. Sources 

include: official statistics from the 2011 census; local media articles and other 

publications found in Coalisland library; a 1968 journal article on the town’s 

industrial history; and field notes from my own ‘walkabouts’. 

 

5.11.1 Physical characteristics of the town: a landscape shaped by industry 

Coalisland is a small town of 5,700 people, situated in mid-Ulster between the 

larger towns of Cookstown and Dungannon and the freshwater lake Lough 

Neagh.399 It derives its name from having been one of only two industrial coal-

mining towns in Northern Ireland. Coalisland was formed in 1744 as the terminus 

of the Tyrone canal, built to transport coal from Tyrone to Dublin.400  

In 1968, Michael Dillon wrote that ‘Coalisland was solely the creation of 

industry, and its growth and life have been based upon industry ever since.’401 

While the old industries of mining, quarrying of clay and building-sand and 

weaving have died out, Coalisland still has a more industrial feel than other market 

or mill towns in the area.  Travelling there for the first time, it felt like an urban 

thoroughfare cutting through agricultural countryside. Coming from Belfast, the 

town is accessed via a busy roundabout off the M1 motorway. Turn off the 

roundabout and you reach an equally busy service station with adjacent motel. 

Lorries are parked on lay-bys on either side of the road. This is followed by three 

miles of calmer road along which green fields alternate with large businesses 

including a springs and pressings manufacturer and the headquarters of a 

construction company. The road bends sharply before descending over a small 

bridge into Coalisland itself.  

 
399 NISRA, 2011 Census Headcount and Household Estimates for Settlements (2015), accessed at 
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/census-2011-headcount-and-household-
estimates-for-settlements-northern-ireland [accessed 1 February 2016].  
400 Michael Dillon, ‘Coalisland: The Evolution of and Industrial Landscape’ (1968), Studia 
Hibernica, No. 8 pp. 79-95, p. 83. 
401 Dillon, ‘Coalisland, the Evolution of an Industrial Landscape’, p. 79. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/census-2011-headcount-and-household-estimates-for-settlements-northern-ireland
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/census-2011-headcount-and-household-estimates-for-settlements-northern-ireland
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Coalisland town centre contains many hairdressers, a chemist, at least three 

charity shops, a popular family restaurant, a few cafés and a locally owned 

supermarket. The significance of an industrial past to the town’s present sense of 

identity is apparent in a gable-end mural depicting a pithead and a group of miners. 

The view from the Catholic church, on a hill on the outskirts, gives a sense of just 

how compact and densely populated the town centre is.  

 

5.11.2 Demographics 

The population of Coalisland is overwhelmingly Catholic – 94% in comparison to 

the Northern Ireland average of 45%.402 The local Church of Ireland rector 

explained that the small local Protestant community lives in outlying villages and 

townlands, and was ‘displaced historically’ from the town itself, presumably as a 

result of both the Troubles and the decline of industry. 

Irish Nationalism is the dominant local political identity: 56% of the town’s 

population identify themselves as ‘Irish only’ and just 6% as ‘British only’, 

compared with an NI average of 25% as ‘Irish only’ and 40% ‘British only’. 

However, a quarter of Coalisland residents identify themselves as ‘Northern Irish 

only’ and 10% as ‘other’, indicating a sizeable degree of deviation from the 

nationalist norm.403  

For a small town, Coalisland has a relatively high percentage of 

international migration: 9% of its inhabitants were born outside the UK or Ireland, 

chiefly in post-2004 EU accession countries including Latvia, Lithuania and the 

Czech Republic.404  

Seven per cent of Coalisland’s economically active population (ages 16-74) 

are unemployed, by comparison with a Northern Ireland average of 5%.  

 

 
402 NISRA, Religion or Religion Brought Up In (KS212NI). 
403 NISRA, National Identity (Classification 1): KS202NI (Settlement 2015), 2015, accessed at < 
http://www.ninis2.nisra.gov.uk/public/PivotGrid.aspx?ds=6648&lh=74&yn=2011&sk=136&sn
=Census%202011&yearfilter=> [accessed 14 March 2017].  
404 NISRA, Country of Birth: KS204NI (Settlement 2015), 2015, accessed at 
<http://www.ninis2.nisra.gov.uk/public/PivotGrid.aspx?ds=6650&lh=74&yn=2011&sk=136&s
n=Census%202011&yearfilter=> [accessed 15 March 2017]. 

http://www.ninis2.nisra.gov.uk/public/PivotGrid.aspx?ds=6648&lh=74&yn=2011&sk=136&sn=Census%25202011&yearfilter
http://www.ninis2.nisra.gov.uk/public/PivotGrid.aspx?ds=6648&lh=74&yn=2011&sk=136&sn=Census%25202011&yearfilter
http://www.ninis2.nisra.gov.uk/public/PivotGrid.aspx?ds=6650&lh=74&yn=2011&sk=136&sn=Census%25202011&yearfilter
http://www.ninis2.nisra.gov.uk/public/PivotGrid.aspx?ds=6650&lh=74&yn=2011&sk=136&sn=Census%25202011&yearfilter
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5.11.3 The Troubles and republicanism in Coalisland 

Coalisland was a flashpoint for violence during the Troubles.  Between 1969 and 

2001, it experienced significant rioting, protests and violence. Twenty people were 

murdered in or near the town by the IRA, the British army or the UVF.405  

A local businessman whose café sits in the town centre described his 

experiences of living through the worst of the Troubles: 

 

 

I took over the shop in 76-77, just after I got married. Then I moved 
about two miles out of the town. […] I wanted the children out of the 
town environment at the time, things were very bad. […] The police 
station was just across the road there, and it was like a red rag to a 
bull, it was always trouble an’ petrol bombing and stone-throwing 
and – it just wasn’t the right place to bring the children up.406 

 

 

Such memories of social tension and street violence are undoubtedly deep-seated 

for many residents.  

The legacy of the conflict remains visible today in republican graffiti and in 

the presence of an Irish Republican History Museum, opened in 2010 by Clonoe 

and Coalisland Republican Ex-Prisoner Society. It would seem that a militant 

republican contingent remains politically active, distinct from the mainstream 

political dominance of Sinn Fein. In 2016, an Easter Rising centenary march was 

organised separately from the Sinn Fein parade. This more militant march was 

advertised with the tag-line of ‘Unfinished Revolution’ and it featured around 60 

men and women in modern-day combat gear, as opposed to the historical costumes 

which featured in most Easter Rising commemorative marches.407 The ‘Unfinished 

 
405 Wikipedia, ‘The Troubles in Coalisland’,    
< https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Troubles_in_Coalisland> [accessed 1 March 2017]. 
406 Fabio Landi, interviewed by Molly Goyer Gorman [in person], Landi’s Cafe, Coalisland, 
30 June 2016. 
407 Irish Rebel 1916, Easter Sunday Parade! 1916-2016!, online video recording, YouTube, 
27 March 2016, [accessed 6th May 2017].  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Troubles_in_Coalisland
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Revolution’ parade attracted crowds, drew a strong police presence and garnered 

media attention.408  

 

 

 

 

Figure 14: Contrasting posters on the grill fence outside Coalisland police station (taken by the 

author). The bottom poster advertises a family show produced by CRAIC’s adult drama group. 

 

5.11.4 Artistic and cultural traditions in the area 

As the local parish priest told me, ‘there’s always been a great history in Coalisland 

of drama and arts’.409  

In the first half of the twentieth century, drama activities were conducted 

under the auspices of local Gaelic Football Clubs or in church-run musical societies. 

Throughout the 1960s, Vera Sullivan led an amateur drama society in the town 

with a largely adult membership.410 In the seventies, Anthony Conway led 

 
408 ‘Police Probe Lurgan and Coalisland Easter Rising Parades’, Irish News, 28 March 2016, 
accessed online at  
<http://www.irishnews.com/news/northernirelandnews/2016/03/28/news/police-probe-
lurgan-and-coalisland-easter-rising-parades-466197> [accessed 4 May 2017].  
409 Fr Paul Byrne, interviewed by Molly Goyer Gorman [in person], Parochial House, Coalisland, 
19 September 2016. 
410 Richard Thornton, interviewed by Molly Goyer Gorman [in person], Coalisland and District 
Development Association, Coalisland, 2 September 2016. 

http://www.irishnews.com/news/northernirelandnews/2016/03/28/news/police-probe-lurgan-and-coalisland-easter-rising-parades-466197
http://www.irishnews.com/news/northernirelandnews/2016/03/28/news/police-probe-lurgan-and-coalisland-easter-rising-parades-466197
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Coalisland’s involvement in the Variety Shows: a regional network of performing 

arts competitions run by local community groups and youth clubs. Young people in 

participating towns or villages would prepare a 30-minute comic sketch 

incorporating dance and song. These sketches would be assessed by a panel of 

adjudicators and the top performances would take part in a gala final. A local 

drama facilitator recalls her involvement: ‘I was about 15 – it was the best thing 

ever […] you travelled all round the country […] And you got to meet boys from 

different places!’411  

It should be noted that there is also a strong, community-based drama 

tradition in Donaghmore, a small village six miles west of Coalisland. Like 

Coalisland, Donaghmore has its own theatre venue – Bardic Theatre – which grew 

out of an amateur drama movement.  

The influence of GAA clubs on local culture and identity in the wider area is 

major. Within a three-mile radius of Coalisland, there are no fewer than seven such 

clubs. Although ‘primarily a sporting organisation’, the GAA also has a strong 

‘cultural remit’.412 Indeed, the practice of GAA clubs mounting productions is 

enjoying a revival in and around Coalisland, focusing on popular musicals and 

shows based on television entertainment formats, such as Strictly Come Dancing. 

Besides drama and the GAA, Coalisland also has a rich tradition of 

community festivals. Although several interviewees spoke of Coalisland’s negative 

reputation due to political violence, they emphasised that residents continued to 

have a social and cultural life during the Troubles and that there were locally run 

cultural festivals even during ‘the bad years’. For example, Coalisland International 

Music Festival launched in 1993 and ran annually for 18 years.413 It brought in 

marching bands, groups and majorette troupes from across Europe, and in 2002 

attracted an estimated 50,000 visitors to the town.414  

 

 
411 Local drama facilitator, interviewed by Molly Goyer Gorman [in person], interviewee’s home, 
23 June 2016. 
412 Stewartstown Harps Gaelic Athletic Club, Stewartstown Harps GAC: Celebrating 100 Years 
(JDP Promotions:2012), available in Coalisland Library. 
413 Coalisland International Music Festival 2012 website,  
<http://www.geocities.ws/coalisland/> [accessed 1 March 2017]. 
414 Coalisland International Music Festival 2012 website. 

http://www.geocities.ws/coalisland/
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5.11.5 Social problems and community responses to them  

The majority of Coalisland constitutes a Neighbourhood Renewal Area (NRA), 

meaning that it falls into the top 10% most deprived wards in Northern Ireland, 

taking into account unemployment rates, health and crime. The 2014 Evaluation of 

the Neighbourhood Renewal Strategy notes that between 2006 and 2011 anti-social 

behaviour in Coalisland decreased considerably.415  

However, Coalisland hit the headlines in 2012 when it was revealed that in 

the previous year, there had been 12 arrests around drug-dealing and the seizure 

of over £50,000 of drugs.416 It was reported that teenagers were caught up in this 

activity. These revelations led to the formation of a community activism group 

called Coalisland Cares. In April 2012, Coalisland Cares organised a vigil in the 

town centre, during which 200 residents joined hands and sang: ‘Bind us together 

Lord’, led by the Catholic priest and the Church of Ireland rector.417 

 Another response to the drugs revelations was the organisation of an event 

to showcase the range of youth provision in the town. This was prompted by 

comments at some Coalisland Cares meetings intimating that young people were 

becoming caught up in the illegal activity due to a lack of opportunities available to 

them. A total of 27 youth organisations took part in this showcase event, including 

CRAIC Theatre. 

 

5.11.6 ‘Ways of looking’ at Coalisland: personal and creative perceptions of 

the town 

To complete my introduction to Coalisland, I will offer my own interpretation of a 

striking piece of public artwork in the town.  

A long, narrow mural lies at the entrance to Coalisland from the motorway. 

It is set back behind a locked fence, and its paint is peeling, but the vibrant colours 

never fail to catch my eye. The mural depicts a vision of the town’s industrial past, 

 
415 RSM McClure-Watters Consulting, Evaluation of the Neighbourhood Renewal Strategy 
(Belfast: Department for Social Development, 2016), p. 152. 
416 Brendan64, ‘Revealed: Police seize drugs worth £50,000 on the streets of Coalisland’, 
Coalisland Post, 4 June 2012, accessed online at https://coalislandpost.co.uk/areas/revealed-
police-seize-drugs-worth-50000-on-streets-of-coalisland/ [accessed 2 March 2017]. 
417 ‘Coalisland vigil against drugs 07/04/12’, The Coalisland Post, online video recording, 
YouTube, 8 April 2012, < https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-_JHRLXxtbE> [accessed 6 May 
2017]. 

https://coalislandpost.co.uk/areas/revealed-police-seize-drugs-worth-50000-on-streets-of-coalisland/
https://coalislandpost.co.uk/areas/revealed-police-seize-drugs-worth-50000-on-streets-of-coalisland/
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its rural setting, and its artistic and cultural strengths. It is framed on one side by a 

black-and-white depiction of a smiling miner, which has the aspect of an old 

photograph. This image is painted to look like it is peeling upwards at one corner, 

in the manner of an old scroll, to reveal a colourful rural backdrop. I interpreted 

this old photograph as an allusion to the town’s industrial past which (by peeling 

upwards) is making room for a vibrant present.  

The main image of the mural depicts a scene of sky, hills and lake (Lough 

Neagh), at the centre of which is a large tree. Hung on this tree are objects and 

symbols representing various cultural pursuits: literature, art, music, drama, a pair 

of studded sports shoes and a pair of ballet pumps. In the earth under the tree sits a 

large spiral fossil, as well as man-made products that used to be manufactured in 

Coalisland: a brick and some piping. A large wave from the lake splashes down on 

either side of the tree, cascading colourful droplets, each of which contains a simple 

image. Some of these images depict elements of rural life – sheep, plots of land, 

horses – while others seem to show a dual carriageway. One especially intriguing 

image depicts an old house on a hill, in flames. The richness of the ‘droplet images’ 

invites closer inspection, but as the mural sits behind a locked gate this proved 

impossible.  

 

 
Figure 15: Mural in Coalisland (taken by the author). 
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However, an unmistakable element of the artwork, and one most relevant to 

this research, is the framing of the central image on its right-hand side. While the 

left-hand side shows the miner’s photo peeling upwards, the right-hand side 

depicts a red tasselled stage curtain and a crowd of black figures watching a play. 

This is undoubtedly a reference to CRAIC Theatre and the important role which it 

occupies in the town’s present sense of identity. The use of the stage curtains as a 

framing device, mirrored on the other side by the peeling old photograph, 

represents (to my mind) two different ‘ways of looking’ at Coalisland: one from the 

past, and one focused on the future, as embodied by the black shadow-audience 

who convey a sense of mystery and an unfinished quality in comparison with the 

smiling miner. The red stage curtain invites us to view Coalisland through the lens 

of its rich drama tradition. 

 

5.12 Profile of case study group: CRAIC Youth Theatre 

 

Established in 1996, CRAIC Youth Theatre is part of CRAIC Theatre and Arts Centre. 

It would be impossible to understand the role of the youth theatre in the 

community without first appreciating the history of CRAIC Theatre as a venue.  

 

5.12.1 History of CRAIC Theatre 

In 1995, the Coalisland (Catholic) Parish’s Pastoral Council was concerned about a 

lack of positive activities for local young people. At that time there was no amateur 

drama group in Coalisland, although a number of local residents had formerly been 

involved in drama groups or in the Variety Shows. The Pastoral Council discussed 

the possibility of reviving amateur drama with a specific focus on young people, in 

a bid to curb youth disorder in the town. As it was explained to me: ‘They were 

trying to form some sort of a group that would help to take the youth off the streets 

again.’418 And so it was that, through a series of well attended public meetings, 

CRAIC Theatre Company was born. The name ‘CRAIC’ derived from a desire to 

highlight enjoyment as a main objective of the new company. CRAIC is an acronym 

for ‘Community Recreational Arts In Coalisland’; however, as founder member 

 
418 Mickey Carolan, interviewed in The Craic So Far, director Oliver Corr (CRAIC Theatre, 2004), 
DVD accessed by kind permission of CRAIC Theatre. 
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Mickey Carolan explains, the emphasis on fun came first and the acronym came 

second. 

CRAIC Theatre’s first production was Willy Russell’s musical Our Day Out, 

staged in Coalisland Catholic Parish Hall. Our Day Out tackles themes of social 

deprivation, misperceptions of young people, and class. Through this production, 

CRAIC Theatre assembled a nucleus of young people who stuck with them for the 

next seven or eight years.419 Between 1997 and 2001, CRAIC staged three more 

musicals in the Parish Hall and three plays in the Corn Mill heritage centre.  

Founder members explained that from an early stage CRAIC members 

dreamed of getting a venue of their own, a proper theatre.420 They began scoping 

out suitable sites. Around the turn of the millennium, Brian Duffin came up with the 

idea of renovating part of the old weaving factory. CRAIC secured a very cheap 

lease for the premises, and a long process of fundraising and restoration began. 

The first show in this new venue was Gregory’s Girl, performed in 2002. For 

this production CRAIC Theatre did not have a heating system and most audience 

members were seated on pallets. The show sold out. In 2003, the local Council 

approved a grant for CRAIC to install a proper heating system. This was a turning 

point. Mickey explains: ‘We said to ourselves: […] we gotta put in the heating the 

way we want it. So we decided to renovate the whole place properly.’421 In order to 

do this, however, they needed considerably more money. One Saturday, Brian and 

Mickey went around all the businesses in Coalisland asking for support. By the end 

of that afternoon, they had amassed cheques or pledges to the value of £20,000. 

Mickey reflects: ‘That was the defining moment of the whole thing – whenever the 

businesses backed us.’422 Brian adds: ‘It gave us an indication of how well-got we 

were within the community, how people appreciated what we were doing.’423 With 

this level of support, CRAIC was able to raise match funding for the renovations. 

Most of the practical work was carried out by volunteers, with local people staying 

until ten or eleven at night to lend a hand.  

 
419 Shane O’Neill, interviewed in The Craic So Far, director Oliver Corr (CRAIC Theatre, 2004), 
DVD accessed by kind permission of CRAIC Theatre. 
420 Brian Duffin and Mickey Carolan, interviewed by Molly Goyer Gorman [in person], Craic 
(Coalisland), 18 July 2013. 
421 Brian Duffin and Mickey Carolan (2013), interview. 
422 Ibid. 
423 Ibid. 
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CRAIC Theatre and Arts Centre was officially opened in 2004 and it has 

been going strong ever since. It is the home venue for CRAIC Youth Theatre and the 

CRAIC Players, an adult amateur drama company. It also hosts professional touring 

productions and rents space to two schools of dance, a singing academy and a 

Speech and Drama school. CRAIC has two full-time and four part-time staff 

members. Board members volunteer considerable amounts of time to assist with 

marketing, programming and front-of-house duties. 

 

5.12.2 CRAIC Youth Theatre 

Having grown out of a youth drama movement, CRAIC has kept young people 

central to its work. Craic Youth Theatre’s members are in three groups: the ‘Kiddie 

Craicers’ (ages 4-7) the ‘Wee Craicers’ (ages 7-11) and the ‘Big Craicers’ (ages 12-

18). Each group produces at least one show per year, and at Christmas the two 

older groups come together to put on the pantomime. The ‘Big Craicers’, a 50-

strong group, were the focus of my fieldwork. 

The Big Craicers have two fixed shows in their annual calendar: the January 

pantomime and the Hallowe’en showcase. Written by the facilitators, the 

pantomime is a much-anticipated event both within the group and in the wider 

local community. It runs for three weeks in January. The Hallowe’en showcase is a 

more intimate affair, involving just one performance for an audience of family and 

friends: this is a series of devised pieces intended to ‘scare the audience out of their 

skins.’424  The Big Craicers also often perform a musical, or variety show, in the 

spring term, and CRAIC runs a drama summer scheme in August.  

CRAIC does not have an extensive recruitment strategy – as a facilitator told 

me: ‘word-of-mouth and Facebook, that’s it’.425  

 

As a group deliberately established to provide positive, diversionary activities for 

young people, CRAIC Youth Theatre is similar in that respect to my second case 

study, Glarryford Young Farmers’ Club. However, the case studies differ 

considerably, as the following section will show.  

 
424 Jeff, interviewed by Molly Goyer Gorman [in person], CRAIC Theatre, 1 April 2016. 
425 Seánan (2016), interview. 
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5.2 Case study B: Glarryford Young Farmers’ Club 

 

 

5.21 Community profile: the Glarryford YFC catchment area – 

Glarryford, Clough, Cloughmills and surrounding countryside 

 

It is more difficult to demarcate ‘the local community’ in the case of Glarryford YFC 

than it is for CRAIC. Coalisland is a town large enough to merit its own official 

statistics, whereas Glarryford is a tiny hamlet. In any case, the Young Farmers’ Club 

catchment area is considerably wider than Glarryford itself. As well as Glarryford, 

the club draws members from Clough (population 279), Cloughmills (population 

1309) and from the countryside extending from Teeshan northwards for about 

nine miles. Because of the wide catchment area, this section draws on statistics for 

various local settlements and wards. In addition to official statistics, I had the 

invaluable resource of “On the Right Track”: The Golden Jubilee Book of Glarryford 

Young Farmers’ Club. Written by Glarryford YFC stalwart Rita Gregg, this book 

charts the history of the club from its inception, incorporating much local social 

history.   

 

5.21.1 Physical and social characteristics of Glarryford, Cloughmills and 

Clough 

Glarryford, Irish for ‘muddy ford’, is a tiny settlement along a curve in the Clough 

River. To a passing traveller it is perhaps most memorable for its railway crossing. 

In the early decades of the twentieth century, this station exported milk from the 

Glarryford Cooperative creamery. Despite the station’s closure, Glarryford remains 

associated with the railway for many local people. 

Sharp-eyed travellers who enter Glarryford off the busy A26 dual 

carriageway may notice a large man-made mound covered in trees on their right. 

This is Dundermott Fort, believed to have been in use by monks up until the 12th 

century. Indeed, recent studies have revealed that Glarryford has evidence of 
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human settlement dating from around 4,000 BC.426 It felt ironic, then, that my 

impressions of Glarryford’s single shop were of a human settlement in serious 

decline. Items displayed were limited to two local papers, some turf and firewood, 

two types of chocolate bar, a box of second-hand books and a few locally made 

ornaments. Glarryford YFC members joked that the only things available in the 

Glarryford shop nowadays were ‘out-of-date milk and papers from two days ago’. 

The opening of a large Applegreen service station on the other side of the dual 

carriageway has doubtless contributed to the shop’s decline. Next to the shop there 

is a Post Office Delivery Centre, an auctioneer’s and Glarryford Farmers’ Hall, 

where the Young Farmers’ Club meets.  At the other side of the railway crossing sits 

a modestly sized housing estate, Station View. North of that are several larger 

houses with land, as well as Killymurris Presbyterian Church (current building 

dated 1860) and a more modern Church Hall.  

 One of my interviewees reflected that Glarryford is ‘more like a townland’ 

than a village, another adding that Clough ‘would be the village [where] things 

would be going on’. Clough sits opposite Glarryford on the other side of the dual 

carriageway. It has a post office and a more thriving shop. The presence of three 

active Protestant places of worship in tiny Clough is striking and indicates the 

strength of Christianity in the area. The village also has a small community centre 

and a school of 167 pupils.427  

 The larger village of Cloughmills ‘functions as a local service centre for its 

surrounding rural hinterland’.428 It has two schools: Cloughmills Primary (143 

pupils)429 and St Brigid’s (Catholic) Primary (106 pupils).430  

 
426 ‘Artefacts and Chamber found at A26’, Ballymoney and Moyle Times, 25 June 2014, accessed 
online at < https://www.ballymoneytimes.co.uk/news/artefacts-and-chamber-found-at-a26-1-
6136470> [accessed 16 June 2017]. 
427 Clough Primary School, www.goodschoolguide.co.uk, < 
https://www.schoolguide.co.uk/schools/clough-primary-school-and-nursery-unit-antrim> 
[accessed 26 March 2019]. 
428 Department of the Environment (DOE), Northern Area Plan 2016: Volume 2, accessed online 
at < https://www.planningni.gov.uk/index/policy/development_plans/devplans_az/nap2016-
volume2-proposals.pdf> [accessed 25 February 2019], p. 25. 
429 Cloughmills Primary, www.goodschoolguide.co.uk,  < 
https://www.goodschoolsguide.co.uk/schools/cloughmills-primary-school-ballymena> 
[accessed 26 March 2019].  
430 St Brigid’s Primary School Parents’ Handbook 2018-19, accessed online at < 
http://stbrigidscloughmills.com/onewebmedia/School%20Prospectus%202018-2019.pdf> 
[accessed 26 March 2019], p. 16. 

https://www.ballymoneytimes.co.uk/news/artefacts-and-chamber-found-at-a26-1-6136470
https://www.ballymoneytimes.co.uk/news/artefacts-and-chamber-found-at-a26-1-6136470
http://www.goodschoolguide.co.uk/
https://www.schoolguide.co.uk/schools/clough-primary-school-and-nursery-unit-antrim
https://www.planningni.gov.uk/index/policy/development_plans/devplans_az/nap2016-volume2-proposals.pdf
https://www.planningni.gov.uk/index/policy/development_plans/devplans_az/nap2016-volume2-proposals.pdf
http://www.goodschoolguide.co.uk/
https://www.goodschoolsguide.co.uk/schools/cloughmills-primary-school-ballymena
http://stbrigidscloughmills.com/onewebmedia/School%2520Prospectus%25202018-2019.pdf
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Miles of gently rolling countryside stretch between Glarryford, Cloughmills 

and Clough. Farming remains a major local occupation. 

 

5.21.2 Artistic, cultural and leisure traditions in the area 

Glarryford Young Farmers’ Club is the largest cultural organisation for young 

people in the Glarryford area. Other youth activities in Glarryford take place in 

Killymurris Presbyterian Church. These include: a youth club; Beavers, Cubs and 

Scouts’ groups; the Girls’ Brigade; and a Christian youth fellowship. Glarryford does 

not have a sports team but they do have a sports field where an informal, 

intergenerational group of women meet in the summer to play hockey.  

Clough village has a more organised sporting tradition which takes 

inspiration from Glasgow Rangers Football Club. Clough’s football team grounds 

are known as ‘Little Ibrox’, and there is a Rangers Supporters Club with its own 

premises. Cloughmills also has a football team, as well as St Brigid’s GAA Club. The 

neighbouring majority-Catholic villages of Dunloy and Rasharkin have strong GAA 

Clubs.  

I asked two senior male Glarryford members how they spent their leisure 

time in their teens and early twenties before they joined the Young Farmers’ Club.  

They reflected: 

 

 

 J McI: Before I joined the Young Farmers at twenty-seven, we were 
in a group of friends and we’d have just… 

JC: Anything. 

 J McI: Anything, you did. Been at one and other’s houses, or you 
could’ve gone to Belfast, or you could’ve gone to… 

JC: Gig about somewhere, or whatever. 

J McI: When you get the licence it’s a big thing too.431 

 

 

 
431 John Christie and John McIlrath, interviewed by Molly Goyer Gorman [in person], Glarryford 
Farmers’ Hall, 19 April 2017. 
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This comment on the importance of the driving test to young rural social lives 

chimes with my own adolescent experience, not far from Glarryford. 

 For adults in Glarryford, the main local cultural organisations are the 

Women’s Institute (the WI) and the Ulster Farmers’ Union. President of Glarryford 

WI Margaret Ferguson told me that, after outgrowing Glarryford Young Farmers’ 

Club, women tend to gravitate towards the Women’s Institute, and men towards 

the Farmers’ Union.432 Margaret Ferguson was instrumental in setting up an adult 

amateur drama group for ex-Glarryford Young Farmers. This group, The Country 

Players, was established in 2003 to mark the 50th anniversary of Glarryford’s first 

three-act play.  

 

5.21.3 Demographic statistics on religion, national identity and migration  

Protestantism is the dominant religion in the Glarryford YFC catchment area. The 

two electoral wards in which Glarryford sits – Dunminning and Craigywarren – 

have Protestant majorities of 80%433 and 89%434 respectively. The main strand of 

Protestantism appears to be Presbyterianism. 

Cloughmills, which sits outside the Dunminning and Craigywarren wards, is 

more religiously mixed: 63% of its population identify as Protestant and 33% as 

Catholic.435 The village of Rasharkin, six miles west of Glarryford, has a Catholic 

majority of 75%,436 and Dunloy, five miles north, is 94% Catholic.437 The Catholic 

population is concentrated in particular settlements within a wider region where 

Protestantism predominates.  

The statistics for national identity in these areas broadly correlate with the 

expected religions: 61% of residents in the Dunminning ward indicated that they 

 
432 Margaret Ferguson, interviewed by Molly Goyer Gorman [in person], Montgomery’s Café, 
15 May 2017. 
433 NISRA, Religion: KS211NI (administrative geographies), www.ninis2nisra.gov.uk, < 
https://www.ninis2.nisra.gov.uk/public/PivotGrid.aspx?ds=7478andlh=38&yn=2011&sk=136
&sn=Census%202011&yearfilter=> [accessed 26 March 2019]. 
434Ibid. 
435 NISRA, Religion or Religion Brought Up In: KS212NI (Settlement 2015), 
<https://www.ninis2.nisra.gov.uk/public/PivotGrid.aspx?ds=6658&lh=74&yn=2011&sk=136&
sn=Census%202011&yearfilter=> [accessed 26 March 2019]. 
436 NISRA, Religion or Religion Brought Up In. 
437 Ibid. 

http://www.ninis2nisra.gov.uk/
https://www.ninis2.nisra.gov.uk/public/PivotGrid.aspx?ds=7478&lh=38&yn=2011&sk=136&sn=Census%25202011&yearfilter=
https://www.ninis2.nisra.gov.uk/public/PivotGrid.aspx?ds=7478&lh=38&yn=2011&sk=136&sn=Census%25202011&yearfilter=
https://www.ninis2.nisra.gov.uk/public/PivotGrid.aspx?ds=6658&lh=74&yn=2011&sk=136&sn=Census%25202011&yearfilter=
https://www.ninis2.nisra.gov.uk/public/PivotGrid.aspx?ds=6658&lh=74&yn=2011&sk=136&sn=Census%25202011&yearfilter=
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had a ‘British only’ national identity,438 as did 68% in the Craigywarren ward.439 

However, as in Coalisland, we see the emergence of ‘Northern Irish’ as a popular 

identity. 

The percentage of residents born outside the UK or Ireland is considerably 

lower than in Coalisland.440  

 

5.21.4 Segregation and sectarianism in the area 

The Troubles left their mark on the area, not as dramatically as in Coalisland but 

certainly in ways which some of the older generation would find hard to forget. 

There were atrocities committed locally on both ‘sides’. 441  

 I was not aware of any recent sectarian attacks on people in the area. 

However, both Rasharkin’s Orange Hall and the village’s GAA Club had been daubed 

with sectarian graffiti not long prior to my fieldwork. Flags and emblems are 

another low-level but visible issue. The kerbside and lampposts by the bus stop in 

Glarryford are painted red, white and blue to symbolise the Union Jack. In 

Rasharkin, Irish tricolour flags go up every year around St Patrick’s Day. The 

annual Ballymaconnelly Orange Lodge parade is a source of community tension, 

due to its route through a majority-nationalist housing estate.  

  However, those of my interviewees (both Catholic and Protestant) who 

addressed the question of sectarianism told me that community relations are 

mostly good on a day-to-day basis, and that local Catholic and Protestant farmers 

are ‘cooperative neighbours’. 

 

 
438 NISRA, National Identity (Classification 1) KS202NI, www.ninis2nisra.gov.uk, 
<https://www.ninis2.nisra.gov.uk/InteractiveMaps/Census%202011/National%20Identity%2
0(Classification%201)%20KS202NI/atlas.html> [accessed 26 March 2019].  
439 NISRA, National Identity (Classification 1) KS202NI. 
440 NISRA, Country of Birth - Basic Detail: QS207NI (administrative geographies), 
www.ninis2nisra.gov.uk, 
<https://www.ninis2.nisra.gov.uk/public/PivotGrid.aspx?ds=2776&lh=38&yn=2011&sk=136&
sn=Census%202011&yearfilter=> [accessed 29 March 2019]. 
441 For example: shooting of Samuel McKane, Glarryford, CAIN, www.cain.ulster.ac.uk, 
https://cain.ulster.ac.uk/victims/humanface/chron/1977.html [accessed 29 March 2019]; and 
killing of Gerald Dalrymple (from Rasharkin), ‘Gunmen Murder Five in Ulster’, The Independent, 
Friday 26 March 1993, accessed at <https://www.independent.co.uk/news/gunmen-murder-
five-in-ulster-1499857.html> [7 August 2020]. 

http://www.ninis2nisra.gov.uk/
https://www.ninis2.nisra.gov.uk/InteractiveMaps/Census%25202011/National%2520Identity%2520(Classification%25201)%2520KS202NI/atlas.html
https://www.ninis2.nisra.gov.uk/InteractiveMaps/Census%25202011/National%2520Identity%2520(Classification%25201)%2520KS202NI/atlas.html
http://www.ninis2nisra.gov.uk/
https://www.ninis2.nisra.gov.uk/public/PivotGrid.aspx?ds=2776&lh=38&yn=2011&sk=136&sn=Census%202011&yearfilter=
https://www.ninis2.nisra.gov.uk/public/PivotGrid.aspx?ds=2776&lh=38&yn=2011&sk=136&sn=Census%202011&yearfilter=
https://cain.ulster.ac.uk/victims/humanface/chron/1977.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/gunmen-murder-five-in-ulster-1499857.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/gunmen-murder-five-in-ulster-1499857.html
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5.22 Profile of case study group: Glarryford Young Farmers’ 

Club 

 

Having painted a picture of the Glarryford YFC catchment area, I will now describe 

the club itself before focusing on its drama tradition.  

 

5.22.1 Glarryford Young Farmers’ Club: history and current activities 

Glarryford YFC was established in 1943. For the first 18 years of its existence, the 

club met in Clough Presbyterian Church Hall, where it was actively supported by 

the minister and his wife.  Because of the club’s wide catchment area, the 

designation of Glarryford was chosen as a name acceptable to members from all 

districts.442  

 In 1953, it was decided to convert the disused Glarryford Cooperative 

creamery into a club hall, and in 1961 the club moved into these new premises, 

funded by an annual grant from the local Education and Library Board. The 

advantages for Glarryford YFC of having its own hall included the possession of a 

stage on which to perform its increasingly popular one-act and three-act plays. 

Several ‘stalwarts’ of Glarryford YFC have argued that having its own hall has been 

key to the success and longevity of the club. 

 Glarryford YFC developed a reputation for being a ‘competition club’, with 

many members achieving success in the YFCU’s agricultural shows, public speaking 

and group debating, as well as in the drama competitions. Glarryford has a strong 

tradition of former members acting as competition coaches, as Rita Gregg asserts: 

‘The fact that so many former competitors have returned to help is the greatest 

compliment they can pay the club.’443 Rita was herself one of these stalwarts, and 

dedicated much of her life to Glarryford Club. Another stalwart is Ernest O’Hara, 

who joined the club shortly after its inception and at the time of writing continues 

to serve as Club Patron (well into his eighties). Ernest has a vast collection of 

photographs and videos chronicling the club’s activities through the decades. 

 
442 Rita Gregg, On the Right Track: The Golden Jubilee Book of Glarryford YFC (Glarryford, 
Glarryford YFC Committee, 1993), p. 14. 
443 Gregg, On the Right Track, p. 59. 
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 At the time of my fieldwork, Glarryford YFC had around 60 members aged 

12-30, with 40 of them regular attenders. In 2016, the club secured funding to build 

a new hall, just behind the current site. Building work was completed in 2019. 

Much hope is being invested in this new hall, both for the club and for the wider 

community, who will be able to hire the space when it is not being used by the club. 

The new hall contains a stage, allowing the club’s rich drama tradition to continue. 

 

5.22.2 The drama tradition within Glarryford YFC 

Glarryford YFC’s first play was The Lilac Ribbon, a one-act production performed in 

Clough Church Hall in 1943 and directed by Gladys Lennox, the minister’s wife. The 

production was subsequently entered in a drama competition in East Belfast. A 

member of this early cast recalls: ‘[…] it was a thrilling experience to go to the city, 

never mind act on a stage in Belfast. The reaction of the audience [was]: “fancy 

farmers being able to do that!”’444 Short plays became a regular feature of 

Glarryford YFC’s annual concert, which according to a former member was ‘the 

highlight of the year’ for the local community in the 1940s-50s.445 

 In 1953, Glarryford produced its first three-act play: The Camel’s Back, an 

English comedy set on a farm. From then until the present day, Glarryford YFC has 

produced an annual or biennial three-act play. The club has won first place in the 

YFCU Three-Act Drama Competition on no fewer than 26 occasions. However, the 

Glarryford three-act play experience is much broader than the competition itself. 

The club takes these plays on tour across Northern Ireland, and occasionally into 

the Republic. The tours run from January to March, visiting a variety of community 

venues including church halls, community centres and Orange Lodge halls.  All 

elements of the tour, including transport, are provided on a voluntary basis by club 

members.  

 Glarryford’s participation in the One-Act Drama Festival has been more 

irregular. Throughout the 1980s, 1990s and 2000s, the club used the One-Act 

Festival as ‘a training ground for the three-acts’.446 Perhaps because their casts are 

 
444 Gregg, On the Right Track, p. 95. 
445 Ibid. 
446 Gregg, On the Right Track, p. 65. 
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less experienced, Glarryford’s one-act plays do not have the same record of 

competition success as its three-act plays. 

 The Arts Festival is another important component of Glarryford’s drama 

tradition. Arts Festival performances involve a sketch of no longer than 17 minutes, 

incorporating ‘quality material drawn from the fields of humour, music, song, 

dance, mime and the spoken word’.447 Up until the late 1990s, Glarryford had 

limited success in the Arts Festival. However, when the husband-and-wife ‘dream 

team’ of Judy and James (Jimmy) King took over as Arts Festival producers in 1999, 

in partnership with the musical talents of Melissa McCoombe, the club’s fortunes 

began to change. In the past 18 years, Glarryford has reached the Arts Festival Gala 

Final a total of 14 times. 

 

Having given a thorough contextual description of both research settings, it is now 

time to dive into the findings.  

 
447 YFCU, ‘YFCU Competition Rulebook’, accessed online at < 
https://yfcu.org/storage/All%20Competitions%20Updated.pdf> [accessed 3 March 2018], p. 4. 

https://yfcu.org/storage/All%2520Competitions%2520Updated.pdf


 

177 

Chapter 6:  
FINDINGS FROM COALISLAND 
 

Introduction  

 

This chapter describes findings from the period of fieldwork in Coalisland. Findings 

are discussed in the light of the themes of social capital and place. The focus is 

descriptive: critical analysis of the findings in relation to the theory will take place 

in Chapter 8.  

 Sections 1-3 focus on social capital and creative practice. Section 1 covers 

general findings about the venue of CRAIC Theatre and its internal community, of  

which the youth theatre is a part. Section 2 describes CRAIC Youth Theatre’s 

artistic and creative practice, covering both the nature of its artistic output and the 

group’s workshop and rehearsal practice. Section 3 outlines ways in which CRAIC 

Youth Theatre is experienced and perceived, firstly by the young people who are its 

members, and secondly by people in the wider local community.  

Section 4 covers the broad topic of place. The first part of this section 

describes general conceptions of place-identity encountered in and around 

Coalisland. Part two outlines common themes regarding CRAIC’s role in shaping 

local people’s senses of place-identity, including CRAIC’s role in post-conflict 

regeneration. Part three considers CRAIC Youth Theatre performances as place-

events. The final part of the ‘Place’ section describes findings around local 

conceptions of gender, and how these relate to CRAIC Youth Theatre participants.  

 

6.1 General findings on CRAIC Theatre and its context  

 

CRAIC Youth Theatre is embedded in CRAIC Theatre and Arts Centre, a community-

run venue with a social mission. Many research participants, both within and outside 

of CRAIC, saw the youth theatre and the venue as being inextricably linked. This 

section focuses on general findings about the venue, providing important context for 

understanding the social role of its youth theatre. 
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6.11 The composition of the CRAIC community 

 

CRAIC is governed by a voluntary committee, and its paid staff are supported by a 

team of volunteers. Many staff, volunteers and Board members share a long history 

of involvement in the venue. The majority of them are Catholic: Fr Paul confirmed 

that it is mostly his parishioners who ‘run CRAIC’. I heard staff and volunteers 

referring to the local Catholic church, which many of them attend, and to occurrences 

in the local GAA Clubs.  

 The demographic of youth theatre members is also majority-Catholic. 

Coalisland’s Church of Ireland rector, Revd Andrew Rawding, speculated that few if 

any of his (Protestant) parishioners have children in the youth theatre. The CRAIC 

facilitators confirmed this speculation, saying: ‘We do have ones from the Protestant 

background here, but it’s an extremely small [number].’ Interestingly, Sinn Fein MLA 

Linda Dillon expressed a contrasting view – she believed that there are ‘a lot of young 

people who are involved in CRAIC Theatre that come from Protestant unionist 

backgrounds’.448 It should be noted that Linda was referring to the Wee Craicers 

(aged 7-11) in this statement whereas my research focused on the Big Craicers. It 

may be possible too that her perspective reflects a political desire to present 

Coalisland to me, as a researcher, as a diverse, inclusive community. 

 The youth theatre’s membership is much broader than Coalisland town itself: 

it includes many young people from surrounding hamlets, and some who travel from 

further afield, up to a 30-minute drive away. So, while the vast majority are Catholic, 

the youth theatre members are mixing with other young people from different 

schools and geographic communities. Many are the first in their family to get 

involved with CRAIC. 

 However, the CRAIC community also includes several family dynasties. Some 

members of the youth theatre told me that their parents, aunts, uncles or cousins are 

either currently involved in the venue’s activities (whether youth theatre, adult 

amateur drama group, management committee, or volunteering) or have been in the 

past. Family involvement in CRAIC is a key method of recruitment: many young 

 
448 Linda Dillon, interviewed by Molly Goyer Gorman [in person], Sinn Fein office, Coalisland, 
2 September 2016. 
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people join CRAIC Youth Theatre because their siblings are already members. 

Participants’ family members are also involved as backstage, make-up or costume 

volunteers.  

 One particular anecdote illustrates the importance of family dynasties to 

CRAIC. During a panto performance, I spent time in the kitchen with several 

committee members and volunteers (all female). One committee member was 

accompanied by her nine-month-old son. The women were speculating about 

whether the baby would grow up to become involved in CRAIC. Addressing the baby 

directly, its mother quipped: ‘You’d better like CRAIC, because if you’re not into the 

Fianna [the local Gaelic Football Club], this is all there is!’ She and the other women 

laughed about her being a ‘stage mum’. While this was light-hearted banter, it does 

reflect how commitment to CRAIC can be passed down through the generations. 

 

6.12 ‘Labours of love’ and key individuals 

 

Voluntary labour and the personal passion of community-minded individuals are 

key to CRAIC Theatre’s success. Linda Dillon reflected that: ‘CRAIC’s able to do it at 

the cost that they do […] because they have all of those volunteers: people from this 

town and this community, who care about it.’449 The CRAIC committee members 

dedicate a substantial amount of unpaid time to the venue, and the paid facilitators 

also put in many additional voluntary hours of planning and preparation. Tony 

McCance, Head of Culture and Arts for CRAIC’s local authority of Mid-Ulster 

suggested that CRAIC’s origins in a community movement generate the strong 

sense of personal investment and attachment that is evident in its workforce: ‘they 

all put their heart and soul into it’.450  

 A very strong theme in my data was the importance of key individuals to 

CRAIC’s success, particularly the co-founders Brian Duffin and Mickey Carolan. 

Revd Rawding reflected:  

 

  

 
449 Linda Dillon (2016), interview. 
450 Tony McCance, interviewed by Molly Goyer Gorman [in person], Mid-Ulster Council Offices, 
Cookstown, 5 July 2016. 
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[…] there’s nowhere in Coalisland that provides what CRAIC 
provides, and it’s because of those two characters [Brian and 
Mickey]. […] I think we’re very fortunate to have those particular 
personalities at the helm.451  

 

 

There is a poem on the CRAIC kitchen wall entitled ‘The Perfect Double Act’: a 

litany of praise to Brian and Mickey for having ‘the hearts of lions’ and being ‘good-

humoured, generous, funny and kind’. Putnam’s designation of ‘machers’ – 

dynamic, proactive individuals committed to community development – seems 

particularly apt in relation to them.452 

 Unfortunately, since the completion of my fieldwork, there seems to have 

been a rift between two of the key ‘machers’ involved in CRAIC, one of whom has 

left the venue altogether. As this happened some time after my fieldwork I did not 

probe the nature of the falling-out. Both individuals remain supportive of my 

research. This is mentioned in order to illustrate the grittier side of those close and 

small groups that sustain shared visions of community. 

 

6.13 Community-building practices in CRAIC 

 

CRAIC is a busy, bustling venue, well used by the local community. It is home to 

four independent performing arts businesses, who rent the space, and is hired out 

by many other local groups, so it has contributed to the development of a local 

cultural economy. 

 Several research participants spoke to me of the warm welcome they had 

experienced in CRAIC. During my fieldwork, Oliver Corr was making a short 

documentary about CRAIC and he brought along a camera crew from the local area. 

One of these crew members told me that: ‘these two days are the longest I’ve spent 

in CRAIC and I feel completely at home’. The kitchen is a social hub for the local 

cultural sector, and I was often introduced to people who had just dropped by for a 

chat. Brian’s mantra to visitors was ‘the kettle’s always on the boil here’. 

 
451 Revd Andrew Rawding, interviewed by Molly Goyer Gorman [in person], Holy Trinity 
Rectory, Coalisland, 14 June 2016. 
452 Putnam, Bowling Alone, p. 94. 
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 There are several key practices by which a sense of caring community is 

sustained among the venue’s staff and volunteers. One important practice is the 

communal lunch: at the time of my fieldwork, Brian and Mickey were taking turns 

to prepare a free daily lunch for any CRAIC adults working in the building. This 

included me as researcher! Secondly, the physical environment of CRAIC Theatre 

reflects the tightly knit community who run it. During my fieldwork, tomato plants 

were being grown in the hallway, each named after a staff member or volunteer. 

Mickey’s artwork hangs in office, and the kitchen walls are adorned with 

newspaper clippings about past CRAIC productions, as well as affectionate or 

humorous mementoes about staff or committee members. All these items suggest a 

happy working environment in which humour is an important medium. As an 

outsider I was not aware of any antagonistic undercurrents (which nonetheless 

could have been developing, as evidenced by the departure of a key ‘macher’ the 

following year). 

Physical evidence of warmth and care in the communal spaces is reflective 

of CRAIC’s origins in the voluntary labour of community members. There were 

often fresh flowers on the kitchen table and a box of biscuits to share. It is 

considered important to instil a sense of ownership of, and respect for, the venue in 

youth theatre members. Each new intake is taken on a tour of the building and told 

about its history as a former weaving factory. They are asked not to drop litter or 

spill drinks in the auditorium, and I observed young people’s adherence to this 

policy.  Linda Dillon reflected: ‘There’s an acknowledgement, whenever [the young 

people] come through those doors that: “Look, we have to keep this place tidy, this 

is ours.” ’453 

 

In conclusion: CRAIC appeared to me as a welcoming community space that is very 

well used. The demographics of its staff and board reflect those of the wider local, 

majority-Catholic community. While the youth theatre draws participants from a 

relatively wide geographical area, there is a significant degree of bonding social 

capital present in the shared cultural community and the family dynasties involved 

in CRAIC. However, such levels of bonding can have a ‘dark side’. As well as 

learning (post-fieldwork) about a major split between two of CRAIC’s founders, I 

 
453 Linda Dillon (2016), interview. 
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was aware of staff glossing over a historic disagreement between long-standing 

facilitators that had led to one of them leaving. Staff did not volunteer much 

information on this. In what was in retrospect over-cautious practice, I did not 

probe into the few suggestions of discord that I encountered in CRAIC. I may have 

been too busy enjoying its welcome. 

 

Having reflected on the organisation and venue as a whole, I will now hone in on its 

youth theatre group, beginning with reflection on their artistic practice.  

 

6.2 Artistic and creative practice in CRAIC Youth 

Theatre 

 
This section describes the particular nature of the artistic and creative practice in 

CRAIC Youth Theatre, as experienced during my participant observation and as 

described to me by interviewees. 

 

6.21 The nature of CRAIC’s artistic repertoire 

 

Pantomimes have been a cornerstone of CRAIC’s repertoire since 2007. They are 

always written by the CRAIC facilitators and are generally based around a fairytale 

– Puss in Boots, Rapunzel – sometimes giving it a radical twist, such as 2018’s 

Cinderfella, in which the main character was a young man downtrodden by his 

stepmother. 2016’s Once Upon a Minion dispensed with the need for a single 

fairytale theme, instead taking inspiration from a recent popular children’s film and 

introducing an army of Minions into a mash-up fairytale landscape. The pantos 

feature big choreographed song-and-dance numbers and are heavily indebted to 

musical theatre and pop music. 

 While most of their content bears more relation to the West End than it 

does to ‘traditional’ Irish culture, CRAIC pantos are always peppered with local 

references: a mention of a popular Coalisland café, for example, or an allusion to 

sporting rivalries. As is customary in pantomime, the Dame character is the bridge 
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that links the closed world of the fairytale, the live space of the audience ‘on the 

night’, and the context of the local cultural and place-based community. The CRAIC 

panto Dame frequently breaks the fourth wall to greet people in the audience, 

particularly if they are prominent local dignitaries or ‘characters’, or if the Dame 

has been notified that an audience member is celebrating a big birthday or 

anniversary.  

 In Cinderfella there was a self-referential scene for long-standing CRAIC 

panto fans, in which the Dame of previous years (who had recently moved to 

China) appeared on video in full drag to hand the baton on to the new Dame, with 

equal measures of ribbing and grace. Played by an adult actor, the Dame is 

undoubtedly a big draw of the pantos. I did feel at times that the Dame may have 

been given a tad too much time centre-stage compared with the young people.  

 As well as pantos, CRAIC youth theatre often produces an annual musical. 

This is generally a well-known West End or Broadway production, and does not 

feature local references. 

Figure 16: CRAIC Youth Theatre 2016 pantomime, Once Upon a Minion (image courtesy of CRAIC 
Theatre) 
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In terms of CRAIC’s other drama activities, I learned that the practice has 

shifted in recent years. Up until 2013, the focus was on developing acting skills and 

exploring often quite serious themes through drama games, improvisation and 

script work. Then, following the departure of a long-standing facilitator with an 

applied theatre background – due to what sounded like a disagreement between 

him and the other facilitators – more dance and voice training were introduced and 

the focus shifted to producing musicals. An older member called the youth theatre’s 

current repertoire ‘really cheesy’.  However, drama games and exercises are still 

part of the regular practice, and senior members in CRAIC’s summer scheme do 

some work with playscripts. I was aware of an interest among the older young 

people, and among some facilitators, in introducing more ‘straight drama’ activities 

again.  

 

6.22 CRAIC’s commitment to quality and high artistic standards 

 

CRAIC Youth Theatre is renowned for the quality of its shows. Group member 

Agnieszka reflects: ‘CRAIC is of such a high standard, everyone knows about it, and 

everyone expects the shows and anticipates them.’454 The production values are 

excellent: sets are elaborate, costumes smart and colourful. CRAIC prides itself on 

these high artistic standards and sees them as a crucial part of its identity. 

Local community development manager Richard Thornton praised CRAIC 

Theatre’s spirit of experimentation, telling me that: ‘They’re always trying new 

things, […] always open to new ideas.’455 In terms of the youth theatre’s work, 

however, that innovation is relative. CRAIC’s pantomimes and musicals are well 

written and produced but not artistically ground-breaking in form or content. 

Furthermore, during my fieldwork the youth theatre did not appear to engage with 

any creative development opportunities in the wider performing arts sector. For 

example, CRAIC had never been involved in the National Theatre Connections 

Festival, an annual UK-wide project that gives Northern Irish youth theatres the 

opportunity to perform in Belfast’s Lyric Theatre.  

 
454 Agnieszka, interviewed by Molly Goyer Gorman [in person], CRAIC Theatre, 9 April 2016. 
455 Richard Thornton (2016), interview. 
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However, within the scope of CRAIC’s traditional ‘panto and musicals’ 

format, they do innovate: 2017’s panto Beauty and the Beast introduced digital 

projections, and 2018’s Cinderfella disrupted traditional gender roles in fairytales. 

One of the facilitators reflected: ‘We mightn’t be setting the world on fire with the 

type of drama that we do but … it makes a difference to [the young people].’ At the 

time of writing, CRAIC has recruited an Arts Development Officer to the staff team 

and they now seem to be engaging more actively with wider sectoral opportunities. 

 

6.23 Workshop and rehearsal practices in CRAIC Youth Theatre 

 

Social practices within a drama group create an ethos that feeds into the group’s 

artistic and creative work. This section describes the social practices in CRAIC 

Youth Theatre’s weekly workshops and rehearsals.  

 

6.23.1 Hard work and humour 

Over the Christmas holidays, CRAIC participants commit to a full week of day-long 

panto rehearsals: a period affectionately known as ‘hell week’. As will be evident in 

the practice of having a ‘hell week’, hard work and commitment is demanded of 

members and it is usually given. Jeff, aged 13, described the excitement and 

pressure of preparing for his first pantomime as a senior member:  

 

 

[…] it was a lot more like … kinda, thrilling. Cos you felt like: “Oh, this 
is a big thing now, and they do this every single night. Instead of 
once every other night. It’s every night, for the next three 
weeks…and I have to know all this off by heart…Oh God!”456 

 

 

Some of the young people spoke about the need to balance schoolwork with 

rehearsals, and it is common for youth theatre members who are in their GCSE or 

A-level years not to take part in a show. 

 
456 Jeff, interviewed by Molly Goyer Gorman [in person], CRAIC Theatre, 1 April 2016. 
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 Fun and humour are fundamental to CRAIC’s rehearsal practice, and these 

are probably what motivate the young people to continue the hard work. 

Humorous banter is a regular feature of workshops. Two of the facilitators 

asserted: 

 

   Facilitator 1: The ethos is in the name: it’s about having craic … 

   Facilitator 2: CRAIC. It’s about having fun. 
 

 

This vital importance of fun was corroborated in my interviews with the young 

people. 

 

6.23.2 Youth empowerment 

Empowering members to make decisions and give creative suggestions is another 

key feature of CRAIC’s practice.  Several young people contrasted this approach 

favourably with drama lessons in school, where they felt they had little creative 

freedom. Damian explained that in his school drama class, if you make a mistake 

the teacher shouts at you, whereas in CRAIC, ‘they tell you, like: “Try it again, but 

try it – with a different way”, and then that makes you know how to do it’.  

CRAIC young people are sometimes offered the opportunity to take the lead 

in sessions. In my consultation workshop, talented dancer Alice made a tableau of a 

time when she felt proud to be in CRAIC, depicting an occasion when she had been 

invited to teach a dance routine to the rest of the group. Experienced members are 

also frequently invited to undertake backstage roles.  

Facilitators try to give young people a say in the choice of material too. I 

witnessed a memorable instance of CRAIC democracy in action, when young people 

were choosing which musical numbers to include in their spring show. This process 

took two sessions of meticulous voting and group discussion to reach a consensus. 

A significant majority of young people felt that they do have a say in CRAIC’s artistic 

choices. However, one young person in my consultation workshop felt the opposite, 

declaring: ‘I have no control over anything, I get forced against my will to do 

things.’ While I got the impression that this was a deliberately provocative 
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statement, I did witness a few instances where facilitators’ own preferences took 

precedence over the young people’s ideas.  

 

6.23.3 Gender dynamics in workshops and onstage 

In both the staging choices and the rehearsal processes, ‘boys vs girls’ interactions 

were common: for example, competitions to see which gender could remember 

song lyrics the best. Many participants relished these interactions. However, in one 

discussion around staging choices, where facilitators mooted the idea of younger 

girls carrying on pictures of their ‘dreamboat boys’, I was aware of tension between 

the portrayal of a conservative gender dynamic and the preferences of at least one 

young woman. It would seem that the role of the panto Dame is the principal 

opportunity for licensed gender fluidity in CRAIC performances. 

 

6.3 A family or a clique? Perceptions and experiences of 

CRAIC Youth Theatre, from within and without 

 

This section describes findings on how CRAIC youth theatre is experienced and 

perceived, first by its participants, then by non-participants.  

 

6.31 Perceptions of CRAIC Youth Theatre ‘from within’ 

 

6.31.1 Youth theatre as family 

The term ‘family’ came up with striking frequency in conversations with young 

people about how they saw CRAIC. This was powerfully illustrated in my second 

consultation drama workshop. Having distributed images around the room, I asked 

participants to stand beside the picture which best represented how they see their 

youth theatre. Seven young people chose the picture depicting a large extended 

family. Not only were the young people standing around this picture, but they had 

also arranged themselves into a still image of family. Standing behind one and 

other in a line, in descending order of height, they formed what is best described as 
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a ‘hug-conga’, with each person hugging from behind the person standing in front 

of them.   

I witnessed many instances of supportive practice between the young 

people. For example, when asked to make a tableau of a moment when she felt 

proud to be in CRAIC, Laura chose a time when she was due to sing a solo song but 

her backing track did not come on. She began to sing the song a capella, only to be 

joined by the voices of many other young people coming from backstage to support 

her. One facilitator told me that ‘building a tiny little society within CRAIC is as 

important as the drama that you’re putting on the stage’.   

As well as between young people, I witnessed instances of positive family-

like dynamics in interactions between young people and facilitators. Senior 

member Callum felt that the special relationships between its leaders and young 

people are what sets CRAIC apart from other types of drama class. He reflected: 

‘you can talk to [the facilitators], like you can say anything to them’.457 I witnessed 

instances of these dynamics in everyday interactions. On one occasion, a female 

facilitator was joking with the older girls about waiting for her period to arrive, 

saying: ‘I’m on red alert!’ This prompted some of the female members to share 

experiences of their own periods, in the manner of sisters or close friends.  

 The familial ethos in CRAIC engenders strong feelings of belonging and 

attachment, especially for those young people who are long-standing members. Eve 

reflected that CRAIC had become such a fundamental part of her life that she will 

find it very strange when she leaves for university: ‘I can’t imagine my life without 

[CRAIC] now.’ That said, the ‘tiny little society’ of CRAIC continues even after 

participants have left.  Helen, age 13, told me firmly: ‘CRAIC’s a family, like even 

when you leave when you’re 18, you’re still part of the CRAIC family. My cousin’s 

left and she’s still part of the CRAIC family. To this day.’458 

. 

6.31.2 Socialising and social mixing 

Friendship was an extremely strong theme in interviews with young people. 

Another related theme was the fact that CRAIC enables young people to broaden 

 
457 Callum, interviewed by Molly Goyer Gorman [in person] alongside Eve and Laura, CRAIC 
Theatre, 1 April 2016. 
458 Helen, interviewed by Molly Goyer Gorman [in person], CRAIC Theatre, 1 April 2016. 
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their social circles, to mix with people whom they might not otherwise meet. 

Facilitator Seánan reflects: ‘There’s people out there who in school maybe wouldn’t 

mix with other people. Y’know, I think that’s what we do, we… mix everybody.’459 In 

my first consultation workshop, 15 out of 20 young people agreed with the 

statement: ‘You make friends with people in CRAIC that you wouldn’t meet 

anywhere else.’ Even for those who attended the same schools, it appeared that 

their relationship in CRAIC was different from their relationship in school.  

Several of the young people suggested that CRAIC provides a home 

particularly for young people who might not otherwise be very sociable. As well as 

encountering many outgoing young people in the group, I did speak with a few who 

were quiet but seemed at home in CRAIC.  

Linda Dillon also told me that the youth theatre includes a balance of young 

people from middle-class and working-class families. Although this was difficult to 

gauge in fieldwork, other interviews with adults seem to corroborate Linda’s 

impression. So, despite CRAIC Youth Theatre’s homogenous religious and ethnic 

demographic, there is some evidence that it might contribute to building bridging 

social capital by mixing young people from different social classes. Furthermore, 

there is little conscious articulation of a shared religious/cultural identity among 

CRAIC facilitators and young people. Instead, the shared identity promoted within 

the group centres around being ‘drama people’ , which is interpreted as being 

diverse, creative and a little bit mad… 

 

6.31.3 Conceptions of group identity as inclusive, democratic and wacky 

Youth theatre members and facilitators have a strong sense of group identity: they 

characterise their group as an inclusive team of diverse individuals who are all 

creative and slightly crazy. This spirit of ‘unity in diversity’ was articulated on 

several occasions: for example, when one of the facilitators was giving the group a 

telling-off about an instance of bullying on social media. He said: ‘The great thing 

about us in CRAIC is that everybody’s different – if it we weren’t like that it would 

be really boring.’ The young people appear to have internalised this view of CRAIC 

– Helen told me: ‘People here are great. We’re all different and that’s why we all get 

 
459 Seánan Cummings, interviewed by Molly Goyer Gorman [in person], CRAIC Theatre, 
29 October 2016. 
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along.’460 One of the most popular images in my image association exercise showed 

a motley collection of diverse monsters, all united behind one team banner. One 

young man explained why he chose this image: ‘It’s like a load of different people, 

and they’re all friends but they’re all different.’ 

CRAIC Youth Theatre also sees itself as a space for zaniness and outlandish 

creative ambition. This was apparent when one facilitator outlined to the young 

people the plans for the spring show, commenting: ‘Nobody else would attempt 

that except CRAIC – we’re a wee bit mad here.’ A youth theatre member added 

eagerly: ‘And we get away with it!’ to which another facilitator replied: ‘You have to 

be odd to be number one!’ 

The third component of the dominant group identity is democratic practice: 

an element which the facilitators were keen to impress upon me, but which was 

also emphasised by several of the young people.  

 

6.31.4 Fun and confidence development 

When asked why they keep attending CRAIC, young people would invariably 

mention fun, before anything else. As well as enjoying the banter in workshops, 

several young people spoke of their enjoyment in achieving creative challenges.  

Besides fun, the most frequently recurring theme across all the data corpus 

was the idea that participation in CRAIC Youth Theatre develops confidence. Many 

young people told me what I began referring to as ‘transformation stories’: tales 

about how the youth theatre had helped transform them from socially shy children 

into confident, outgoing individuals. One of the factors in this transformation 

process is the warm welcome that newcomers receive in CRAIC. Another factor is 

the way in which CRAIC’s supportive workshop practice grants ‘permission to fail’ 

(a recurring theme in my reading on youth theatre). Damian explains:  

 

 

 

 

 
460 Helen (2016), interview. 
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[…] when I came here I was kinda like… kinda shy. But then as soon 
as people help you, and like [you] know if you mess up, it’s alright! 
You kinda get a confidence boost and then – you’re just confident 
from there.461 

 

 

CRAIC’s family ethos gives young people confidence through a sense of belonging 

and group identity, just as membership of a sports team might. Ursula told me that 

her confidence comes from having ‘a group of people that supports you all the 

time’.462 

 This confidence can have knock-on effects in other areas of members’ lives. 

Several interviewees told me that since joining CRAIC they have felt more confident 

to answer out in school lessons or to make friends in social circles outside of CRAIC. 

Aidan reflected:  

 

 

[…] at the minute I’m taking part in debates, I’m doing shows, I’m 
doing basically everything school has to offer but […] I can trace 
every part of that back to CRAIC. Cos I wouldn’t have had the 
confidence to do any of that without CRAIC.463 

 

 

His experience speaks to the theory that involvement in youth theatre can 

encourage young people to become more active citizens in general. 

 

6.31.5 The identity of being ‘drama kids’ 

Many youth theatre members see drama participation as an important part of their 

identities. A senior member wore a hoodie one day which said on the front: ‘I Can’t. 

I Have Rehearsals.’ – a strong visual assertion of her self-identification as a ‘drama 

kid’. Most of those who go to schools offering GCSE or A-Level Drama were 

 
461 Damian (2016), interview. 
462 Helen (2016), interview. 
463 Aidan*, recorded during walking debate workshop with CRAIC Youth Theatre members, 
CRAIC Theatre, 31 March 2016. 
*All names of young people quoted from this workshop have been changed.  
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studying these subjects. I was impressed with the young people’s collective 

knowledge of musicals, and I often heard small groups singing musical theatre 

numbers during the breaks.  

A number of the Big Craicers hope to build careers in the performing arts 

industry. At the time of writing, two senior members whom I interviewed during 

fieldwork are now studying BA drama courses at university. There is a tradition of 

CRAIC alumni moving on to work in the industry, and I am aware of at least seven 

ex-members who have built successful careers in the performing arts. 

 

6.31.6 Negative experiences of CRAIC 

I heard few negative experiences of CRAIC from its participants. The only strongly 

negative experience came from one young man who had been scared by his 

involvement in the devised Hallowe’en pieces and decided to take a break from 

CRAIC (before subsequently returning). During my fieldwork I was aware of two 

instances of horseplay getting out of hand, and I was told about a previous instance 

of social media bullying. The latter occurred when members of a local youth club 

attended a panto performance, took pictures during the show and began tagging 

the CRAIC young people on Snapchat without their consent. In that case it seemed 

the issue was not participants’ negative experience of CRAIC’s practice, but rather 

something to do with the way CRAIC is perceived by other local young people. 

Perceptions of CRAIC from the outside will be the subject of the following section. 

 

6.32 Perceptions of CRAIC ‘from without’ 

 

This section describes how CRAIC Youth Theatre is perceived and valued by 

members of the Coalisland community who are not directly involved in CRAIC. It 

should be borne in mind that the majority of my sources were supporters of CRAIC 

in some capacity, so this is by no means a comprehensive overview of the 

perceptions of CRAIC that exist in the local community. 

 



 

193 

6.32.1 CRAIC Youth Theatre developing young people’s confidence and 

‘manners’ 

Among audience members consulted at two youth theatre performances, 71% 

stated that they believe taking part in CRAIC develops young people’s 

confidence.464 This is a strong finding because the responses were in answer to a 

completely open-ended question (see survey in appendix). It should be noted that 

82% of these respondents had family or friends performing in the youth theatre, so 

they have a particular interest in seeing participants’ confidence develop.  

Another area mentioned by several adult interviewees was the idea that 

participation in CRAIC develops young people’s communication skills, equipping 

them to speak more confidently and respectfully to adults. Fabio Landi, owner of 

the local chip shop (which draws a substantial customer base from CRAIC), 

reflected: 

 

 

I see a lot of kids [from CRAIC] coming in here [to the chip shop], and 
I see amazing change in a lot of them. […] It’s good, good for the kids. 
And sure, they learn a bit about manners as well, how to behave, 
through the theatre, the discipline, and, y’know, the correct way to 
speak.465 

 

 

Likewise, youth worker Leo Quinn has witnessed significant transformations in the 

young people who attend CRAIC and who also attend his youth club, citing changes 

in their ‘manners’ and ‘the way they position themselves in certain situations’.466 

 

6.32.2 CRAIC as a valuable alternative to sports  

The dominance of sports, particularly Gaelic football, in the local area was a strong 

theme across all the data corpus for Coalisland. Several parents of youth theatre 

 
464 Findings from audience consultation exercise, carried out on 21 and 22 January 2017 in 
CRAIC Theatre. 
465 Fabio Landi (2016), interview. 
466 Leo Quinn, interviewed by Molly Goyer Gorman [in person], CRAIC Theatre, Coalisland, 
23 June 2016. 
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participants, and other members of the wider community, value CRAIC because it 

provides an alternative pursuit for young people who are not interested in taking 

part in sports. One parent reflected that ‘sometimes the wee kids are pigeonholed, 

y’know, they have to do sport’. Local community development manager Richard 

Thornton felt that CRAIC gives young people ‘who are not going to shine on the 

football field’ a chance to shine onstage.467 Several youth theatre participants 

explained that they had joined CRAIC, or their relatives had encouraged them to do 

so, because they are not interested in sports. Callum told me:  

 

 

My cousins are part of CRAIC – there’s ones on the committee and all so 
we’re all just sorta involved, an’ they were just like: ‘Here, go for that’ ’cos I 
didn’t like football, so they were just like: [puts on funny voice] ‘Heeere …try 
that!’ [laughter from fellow interviewees]  468 

 

 

Likewise, one might recall the mother in the CRAIC kitchen telling her baby that if 

he doesn’t like football, CRAIC will be his only other option for finding a social 

community in the area. 

 

6.32.3 CRAIC as a diversionary activity 

CRAIC Youth Theatre was viewed as having a general diversionary function in 

Coalisland: providing positive activities for young people who might otherwise be 

bored or engaged in anti-social pursuits. This view was expressed by participants, 

facilitators and parents alike. An audience member whose niece was performing in 

the pantomime reflected: 

  

 
467 Richard Thornton (2016), interview. 
468 Callum (2016), interview. 
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it’s something for [young people] to actually get their teeth into and 
enjoy, because if this wasn’t here, unfortunately a lot o’ them could 
maybe go down the wrong road. […] If they haven’t something to do, 
it could be actually quite devastating to a local area.469 

 

 

A young person in the consultation drama workshop reflected: ‘If Craic wasn’t here, 

like people would …like, be on the streets, like, or falling in with the wrong crowd, 

and ye … ye don’t know what they would be doing.’ From the manner of delivery, I 

did wonder the extent to which this young person believed in what he was saying 

and the extent to which he was repeating a sentiment he’d heard expressed by 

adults (or one which he thought I wanted to hear).  

 One of the facilitators explained her belief that CRAIC has a vital role to play 

in providing positive activities for young people in what is a socially deprived 

community – a sentiment that harks back to its original social mission. However, 

she also acknowledged that there are some local young people that CRAIC isn’t 

reaching – for example, those who had been burning tyres in a field near the 

theatre during my fieldwork. While praising CRAIC’s inclusivity, Revd Andrew 

wondered whether the youth theatre has the potential to do more to engage those 

most socially excluded young people in Coalisland.470  

 CRAIC did seem to have young people from socio-economically diverse 

backgrounds, but it was not evident to me whether any of them had been ‘saved’ 

from potential delinquency by joining. What was clear, however, was the value of 

the youth theatre for young people not interested in sports and for those who 

might not otherwise have found a social ‘tribe’ locally. Whether or not it stops them 

burning tyres or smashing up cars, this is a valuable social role for the group. 

 

6.32.4 CRAIC’s value in developing ‘local talent’  

CRAIC’s important role in developing ‘local talent’ was emphasised by several adult 

interviewees, suggesting that the development of artistic talent is viewed as an 

 
469 Recorded at audience consultation, CRAIC Theatre, Saturday 21 January 2017. 
470 Revd Andrew Rawding (2016), interview. 
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important avenue for wider community development. Two audience members 

characterised Coalisland as ‘a small town full of big talent’. This finding ties in to a 

broader perception that CRAIC plays a positive role in community development, a 

theme that will be explored more fully in the section on place. 

 

6.32.5 Perceptions of CRAIC as a ‘clique’ 

I did not come across many negative perceptions of CRAIC Theatre or its youth 

theatre during my fieldwork in Coalisland. However, I was told about a view in 

some quarters of the community that CRAIC (the venue) is run by a ‘clique’. Richard 

Thornton reflected: 

 

 

The only thing that I’ve ever heard – and I think most organisations 
get this, is that people from the outside will say: “Och, that’s just – 
them, that’s that wee group, an’ they’re a wee clique.” But they don’t 
realise that ...there’s openings for everybody. But people who, sort 
of, I think are afraid to get involved will say: “Awh, I can’t go there, 
it’s only for ...that chosen few.”471  

 

 

A similar view was expressed by CRAIC facilitator Seánan, who felt that those who 

see CRAIC as cliquish are ignorant of its actual activities.472  

 It is possible to see how a complete outsider might look at the tightly 

bonded networks of family and friendship within the organisation and reach this 

conclusion. This recalls the study of drama participation in Moretonhampstead, 

which found that the local amateur drama group served ‘to distinguish between 

different groups of people’ and thus described ‘bounded, contained and exclusive 

modes of community’.473 Although almost everyone whom I encountered in CRAIC 

and in the wider Coalisland community saw CRAIC as inclusive, it is worth 

remembering that there may be locals whom I did not access who do not share this 

view. That said, (and exercising an empathetic imagination) I would struggle to see 

 
471 Richard Thornton (2016), interview. 
472 Seánan Cummings (2016), interview. 
473 Schaefer et al. (2017), ‘Performing Moretonhampstead’, p. 53. 
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how CRAIC Youth Theatre – as distinct from the wider CRAIC community – could be 

seen as an exclusionary group by people who are familiar with its activities.  

6.32.6 Lack of awareness of CRAIC 

I did not engage with a representative sample of Coalisland’s population, but even 

so I learned that there are local residents who have little awareness of CRAIC. 

Jackie, the venue’s cleaner, told me that she had lived nearby for a long time, but 

‘didn’t really know what went on inside CRAIC’ until she started working there. 

Likewise, one of the audience members at a panto performance reflected: ‘It seems 

silly that we haven’t actually been here before when we live so locally.’ 

 The CRAIC facilitators also felt that there is a lack of awareness of CRAIC 

among other drama groups in the wider Tyrone area. Although there is rivalry 

between CRAIC and the Bardic, I came across other community-based youth drama 

groups in Tyrone who are unaware of CRAIC (and of whom CRAIC is also unaware). 

One could speculate that in the days of the Variety Shows there might have been a 

better-networked community drama scene in the region. 

 

In summary: although there are marked differences between perceptions of CRAIC 

‘from within’ and ‘from without’, the majority of perceptions which I encountered 

from both perspectives were positive. CRAIC participants see their group as a 

supportive family: a tribe to which affiliation continues even after one has left. The 

shared group identity is about being united in diversity, celebrating personal 

difference, and relishing being ‘wacky creatives’: a significant minority subculture 

in a community where sports participation is the norm. Young people felt that they 

developed confidence while having fun, and were proud of their identity as ‘drama 

kids’. One might see this as an intrinsic benefit. By contrast, outsiders tended to 

value CRAIC in more instrumental terms: as means of developing young people’s 

confidence and communication skills, a diversionary pursuit and a valuable 

alternative to sports. However, limited evidence suggests that wholly uninvolved 

locals may see the wider CRAIC community as a ‘clique’ and/or are simply unaware 

of its activities.  

 Findings around CRAIC Youth Theatre as an alternative space to a dominant 

sporting culture invite us to consider more broadly perceptions of CRAIC in 

relation to local senses of place-identity. 
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6.4 CRAIC Youth Theatre ‘in place’ 

 

This section explores how CRAIC Theatre and CRAIC Youth Theatre are perceived 

in relation to senses of place in the local area. In order to understand this, it is first 

necessary to understand the characterisations of general place-identity for the area 

that I came across during fieldwork. This will be the subject of the first section, 

6.41. The following section, 6.42, discuses perceptions of CRAIC’s role in relation to 

place, from both ‘within’ and ‘without’, covering three key areas: CRAIC as a neutral 

space, CRAIC’s success in community development, and CRAIC’s impact in changing 

perceptions of Coalisland. Section 6.43 considers CRAIC’s productions as place-

events, drawing on Tim Cresswell. The final two sections, 6.44 and 6.45, focus on 

gender stereotypes and cultural pursuits in the local area, and how these relate to 

CRAIC. 

 

6.41 Characterisations of place-identity in the greater 

Coalisland area 

 

6.41.1 Relative urbanity, rurality and parochialism  

Comments from several interviewees suggest that they do not see Coalisland as 

rural. Linda Dillon, who grew up in rural South Armagh, asserted: ‘Coalisland to me 

is a town. I would even see it as quite a big town.’474 During the consultation 

workshop, I became aware that I was imposing my own perception of rurality on 

young people from Coalisland, who did not see themselves as rural dwellers. 

Coalisland might more usefully be considered as a small place. 

However, the catchment area for CRAIC Youth Theatre extends well beyond 

Coalisland town, and some youth theatre members did seem to experience a sense 

of rural isolation. Two participants spoke about how living ‘out in the country’ can 

limit social life. Ciaran lives in a small hamlet outside Coalisland, where there are 

few leisure opportunities for him: 

 
474 Linda Dillon (2016), interview. 
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Ciaran: I live in XXXX, and basically it’s … just a lane, and places, and 
a lane, where there’s nothing to do. 

Molly: Just a lane? 

Ciaran: Well, it’s not just a lane, there’s things, like there’s a big hall 
and all, yeah, but seriously, like, there’s nothing. Honestly… for 
people who aren’t interested in football, like.475 

 

 

Among young residents of Coalisland town, the consensus seemed to be that there 

were some things to do but that there could be more. While a sense of settlement 

identification as ‘rural’ was not present among Coalisland residents, CRAIC 

participants definitely saw themselves as being from a small place in comparison to 

the urban centres of Belfast or Derry. In one of the walking debates, I posed the 

statement ‘I would rather live in the country than the city’, and a clear majority of 

young people preferred city life.  

 I did notice strong parochial identifications, usually around local GAA Clubs. 

An anecdote from Philip O’Neill, headmaster of a small school five miles from 

Coalisland, was intended to illustrate the geographic diversity of children who 

attend his school, but to my mind showed the extent of parochialism and the 

dominance of football clubs in local identity construction. Philip told me: 

   

 

At sports day last week, I asked all the children to wear their local 
[Gaelic] football club’s jerseys. On the day, I called them together and 
I took individual photographs […] you can see that from a radius of 
maybe about five miles, we have children from all areas coming to 
Kingsisland school.476  

 

 

 
475 Ciaran, recorded during walking debate workshop with CRAIC Youth Theatre members, 
CRAIC Theatre, 31 March 2016. 
476 Philip O’Neill, interviewed by Molly Goyer Gorman [in person], St John’s Primary School, 
Kingsisland, Derrytresk, 23 June 2016. 
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The Principal’s assumption that each child would own a GAA Club ‘jersey’ is 

indicative of a certain cultural homogeneity, which will be the subject of the next 

section.  

 

6.41.2 Local segregation and Coalisland as a ‘nationalist, republican town’ 

Catholic and nationalist culture is dominant in Coalisland and its immediate 

surrounding hamlets. Philip O’Neill describes Derrytresk hamlet as follows: ‘The 

school’s the hub of the community. The school, and the [Gaelic] football club and 

the [Catholic] church.’477  

The local Protestant population is concentrated in outlying villages which 

look towards Cookstown or Dungannon, rather than Coalisland, for shops and 

services. Revd Andrew explained that some of his parishioners remain afraid of 

spending time in Coalisland town centre because of memories of sectarian violence. 

He told me: 

 

 

There are still [Protestant] people locally who only in the last year or 
so have actually driven through Coalisland. Or would still avoid 
Coalisland. For whatever reason. Because of the association, or their 
memory, that that was a place you didn’t drive through in case 
someone stopped you.478 

 

 

This brings me to the ways in which my research participants spoke about 

Coalisland’s republican history. Leo Quinn asserted that ‘the town was a hotbed of 

republicanism’ during the Troubles.479 There was a consensus among interviewees 

that Coalisland had developed a ‘bad press’ during the conflict and that this 

negative reputation was damaging both to the town’s economy and to residents’ 

sense of community pride. Linda Dillon reflected that Coalisland was seen by 

 
477 Philip O’Neill (2016), interview. 
478 Revd Andrew Rawding (2016), interview. 
479 Leo Quinn (2016), interview. 
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outsiders as ‘the badlands’ during this time, adding that it was ‘regularly in the 

news’ and ‘not for the right reasons’.480  

 Although Coalisland is not so often in the news these days, the continued 

presence of a local militant republican tradition was hard to ignore during my 

fieldwork. The ‘Unfinished Revolution’ parade took place in the middle of my 

community interviews: an event which will not have helped local Protestants to 

feel more included in Coalisland town centre. I asked youth worker Leo Quinn 

whether he felt that many young people in the area were attracted by this event. He 

replied that, while some young people might be ‘curious’ about the costumes and 

media buzz, most local residents did not support the parade: ‘I think a lot of people 

just felt …we’ve moved on, you know? It’s not where we are, not what we want to 

be, it’s not what we want our young people [to be].’481 Had I attempted to meet with 

the group organising the ‘Unfinished Revolution’ parade, I may perhaps have heard 

a differing perspective. 

 

6.41.3. Social capital, social deprivation and active citizenship in Coalisland 

Coalisland was widely seen as a tightly knit community, with a self-help spirit and 

many residents committed to community development. An arts practitioner from 

neighbouring Dungannon remarked to me that: ‘They always do say that Coalisland 

has a much bigger sense of community than Dungannon.’ Leo Quinn reflected:  

 

 

The thing about this town is, it is changing obviously with 
newcomers coming in and the influx of new workers and migrants 
and so forth, but…at the same time there’s a community ethos, and 
there’s a feeling of community, and […] there’s family connections in 
the community.482  

 

 

Leo’s comment illustrates the value of ‘bonding’ social capital – including family 

connections – in contributing towards community development. Unfortunately, I 

 
480 Linda Dillon (2016), interview. 
481 Leo Quinn (2016), interview. 
482 Ibid. 
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did not meet any members of the new migrant communities, to find out what they 

thought of the community ethos in Coalisland. Fr Paul and Linda Dillon, who had 

both moved to the town from elsewhere, felt that local people are welcoming and 

‘liked having somebody different in their town’.483 However, it should be 

remembered that both Linda and Fr Paul were already part of the dominant Irish 

Catholic culture. In April 2017, an attack took place in Coalisland against two 

Latvian men, who were hospitalised. This attack was reported in the media as 

having been racially motivated, suggesting that some people in the area may be less 

welcoming to perceived foreigners.   

 Several interviewees highlighted the fact that Coalisland is a deprived area. 

However, many people also spoke of a strong local self-help spirit, as evidenced in 

the grassroots origins of CRAIC, Coalisland and District Development Association, 

the Coalisland Cares initiative and Coalisland International Music Festival. Leo 

Quinn told me that ‘the community groups are thriving’ in the town, thanks to high 

levels of ‘goodwill’ and ‘camaraderie’ among residents.484  

Both Leo and Linda Dillon spoke of an opinion among some residents that 

there is a lack of opportunities for local youth: a view which they feel is inaccurate. 

Leo criticised a tendency to highlight incidences of youth-led disorder at the 

expense of recognising the many local young people who are socially engaged. He 

reflected: ‘We’re no worse off than any other town and, to be honest, from my 

everyday work what I see is a hell of a lot of young people who are interested in 

their community and want to see it better.’485  

In general, despite aforementioned parochial divisions, I gathered that there 

is a strong sense of place-attachment in greater Coalisland, manifested in people’s 

support for community development initiatives and their pride in ‘local talent’. 

Tony McCance summarised his view of active citizenship in the area:  

 

  

 
483 Linda Dillon (2016), interview. 
484 Leo Quinn (2016), interview. 
485 Ibid. 
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[…] they know where they’ve come from, they’re proud of where 
they come from, and anything that is done, whether it’s done by 
CRAIC or any other organisation within Coalisland, they will support 
it because it’s developing Coalisland.486 

 

 

Two of the key avenues for this community development are sports and the 

performing arts, which will be the subject of the next section. 

 

6.41.4. Artistic and sporting traditions as part of Coalisland’s place-identity  

As described earlier, there is a strong local performing arts tradition pre-dating 

CRAIC. Several audience members characterised Coalisland as ‘a small town full of 

big talent’. 

 Two interviewees spoke of the negative effect which the Troubles had on 

social and cultural life in the town. Fabio Landi explained that in the 1940s-60s, 

Coalisland regularly hosted ‘carnivals’ and visiting showbands, but that this 

popular entertainment stopped as the Troubles got worse, because ‘people just 

stayed in their communities, people didn’t travel anymore’.487 By contrast, 

however, several interviewees emphasised that residents continued to have a 

social and cultural life during the Troubles. The Variety Shows, popular throughout 

the 1970s and 1980s, are a case in point. Another is Coalisland International Music 

Festival, founded in 1992. Linda Dillon reflects on this festival: ‘It was something 

that was started through the very difficult times here in Coalisland and it was about 

just giving the community, giving the people, a lift.’  So, even before CRAIC, the arts 

were seen as a means of improving community well-being and attracting outsiders 

to the area. 

 It should be noted that there is a rich seam of grassroots arts activity in 

South-East Tyrone that goes beyond Coalisland. The nearby village of Donaghmore 

also has its own homegrown theatre venue: Bardic Theatre. I was privy to 

conversations in the CRAIC kitchen where Bardic productions received rigorous 

 
486 Tony McCance (2016), interview. 
487 Fabio Landi (2016), interview. 
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critical reviews. Tony McCance likened this to the competitive spirit between local 

Gaelic football clubs.488  

I was struck by the strength of support for Gaelic sports in the area, and the 

way in which the many local Gaelic football clubs perform a central role in people’s 

sense of place-identity. When residents self-identified as being ‘from Brockagh’ or 

‘from Clonoe’, for example, they highlighted that they support these particular 

football clubs. I was kindly rebuked by an older man for referring to him as being 

‘from Coalisland’ rather than ‘from Clonoe’, a hamlet three minutes’ drive from 

Coalisland town centre, with a different Gaelic football club. While these football-

based parochial identities were referred to more often by adults than by young 

people, a number of CRAIC participants actively support their local Gaelic teams.  

A history of the GAA club in Stewartstown (a village adjacent to Coalisland) 

explains that from its outset the GAA aimed to enhance local place-identities: ‘The 

Founding Fathers of the Association created a unique organisational structure 

which tapped into the traditional Irish sense of place.’ One might dispute the notion 

that there is any original ‘traditional Irish sense of place’, and this quote downplays 

the consciously constructed political nature of the formation of the GAA. However, 

in today’s globalised society, Gaelic football clubs seem to be one of the key factors 

in maintaining a sense of discrete place-identity in the townlands and parishes 

around Coalisland. 

 

Having presented findings on general place-identities in Coalisland, I now turn to 

the role of CRAIC Theatre in shaping these senses of place.  

 

6.42 CRAIC’s contribution to perceptions of place-identity 

 

Many adult interviewees expressed support for CRAIC’s social mission. Fabio 

Landi’s assessment was that CRAIC staff and volunteers ‘are doing a fantastic job’.  

Philip O’Neill stated: ‘Essentially it’s an organisation that’s there for the 

community.’489 This section digs deeper into the general perception that CRAIC is 

 
488 Fabio Landi (2016), interview. 
489 Philip O’Neill (2016), interview. 
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‘good for the community’, separating this ‘good’ into key elements that emerged 

from my findings.  

 

6.42.1 CRAIC as a neutral space 

A prominent theme in my interviews was the value of CRAIC as a relatively neutral 

space in a segregated area. The majority of venues in Coalisland are associated with 

Catholic religious or cultural communities, like the Catholic parish hall or the 

Fianna Gaelic Football Club premises. CRAIC provides a space relatively free of 

sectarian associations. A drama facilitator from another group in the area spoke of 

the value of having such a ‘neutral’ performance space. She told me how, prior to 

the establishment of the Square Box theatre in Dungannon, Protestant community 

members rarely attended her group’s performances because they were held in 

Dungannon’s Catholic parish hall, ‘whereas both sides of the community will go to 

the Square Box. And in CRAIC you’re gonna get them from both sides. Because it is a 

theatre.’490  

Her view was corroborated by Revd Andrew’s assertion that CRAIC is 

attended by members of his congregation. He takes the Church of Ireland Sunday 

school group to the CRAIC pantomime every year, and he reflected that, for many of 

those children, the pantomime offers a chance to feel part of a town from which 

their families may still feel somewhat excluded: 

 

 

[…] the Church of Ireland community is…for a whole number of 
reasons, is no longer in Coalisland, y’know, it was perhaps displaced 
historically. And so, those children are coming from outside of 
Coalisland. And I think it’s great …you know that they [sighs]…dare I 
say political, social, cultural reasons, feel that they can come into 
Coalisland and be part of that.491 

 

 

 
490 Local drama facilitator, interview.  
491 Revd Andrew Rawding (2016), interview. 



 

206 

Revd Andrew also mentioned a recent function in CRAIC as illustrative of the value 

of having a neutral cultural venue. This event was the launch of a poetry book 

written by one of his parishioners, whose husband had been a foreman at the old 

weaving factory. The event was used as a platform for public displays of cross-

community feeling, as evident in this rich description: 

 

 

[…] in the front row we had the politicians, and that reflected both 
Sinn Fein and DUP […] and it was very much about peace. We had an 
IRA ex-prisoner on the stage, we had a former member of the British 
Army on the stage, and parishioners and others all on the stage at 
the end, holding hands singing ‘Make Me a Channel of your Peace’.492 

 

 

Revd Andrew felt that CRAIC provides a space in Coalisland where things can be 

spoken about that might not otherwise be publicly discussed.   

 However, an important caveat to the conclusion that CRAIC is a socially 

inclusive space is the fact that very few Protestant children actually participate in 

its youth theatre. This may not be due to any conscious perception of CRAIC as a 

‘Catholics-only’ venue: it is more likely due to the impact of a segregated education 

system. My consultation workshops revealed that word-of-mouth through 

schoolfriend connections is the biggest recruitment method for the youth theatre. 

Because Protestant children go to different schools from CRAIC’s majority-Catholic 

participants, it is unlikely that they will know anyone who takes part, and so are 

themselves much less likely to join. While praising CRAIC Youth Theatre for its 

inclusive pantomimes, Revd Andrew did seem to suggest that it could be more 

proactive in recruiting participants from the local Protestant minority. Although 

the religious homogeneity of the youth theatre may simply reflect the 

demographics of the immediate local area, CRAIC is unlikely to appeal to or be 

known by more Protestant young people unless it engages more actively with 

them. While CRAIC may offer a socially inclusive environment, it may not yet be 

seen as a ‘neutral space’ by Protestant young people. 

 
492 Revd Andrew Rawding (2016), interview. 
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Furthermore, I learned that some of CRAIC’s programming choices may 

unwittingly alienate local Protestants. It has staged some plays which (to someone 

unfamiliar with the actual work) may be perceived as taking a nationalist or 

republican slant on history. Revd Andrew reflected: 

 

 

If my parishioners drove past and saw ‘Che Guevara’s’493 whatever it 
is…There’s a lot of – [small laugh] there’s a lot of that type of stuff. Might 
only be one night … but you see how that reflects a particular mindset. And, 
um … there’s a lot of those sort of things going on, which …are, um …linked 
to a particular experience or, y’know, might be about Long Kesh, or –  

Molly: Yeah. A particular tradition.  

Revd Andrew: A particular tradition.494 

 

  

6.42.2 CRAIC’s contribution to local community identity and pride 

The mural depicting stage curtains (described in Chapter 4) suggests that CRAIC is 

as important to the construction of local place-identity as the town’s industrial 

past. Linda Dillon reflected: ‘I just think the heart would be ripped out of the people 

in this town if they lost CRAIC.’495 Many interviewees spoke of how the CRAIC 

pantomime is an eagerly anticipated event, a local tradition and source of pride. 

The word ‘buzz’ was a recurring term from both youth theatre participants and 

community members: the panto creates a positive ‘buzz’ in Coalisland. It has 

become firmly established as a local tradition, as this extract from a walking 

debate workshop testifies: 

 

Callum: The whole town, like – for panto, it’s like an expected thing, 
everybody wants to come see it no matter what. [Assent from 
another YP]  
Other YP: They, like – brings the community together. 
YP1: It’s like a tradition, like. 
YP2: Very proud of it, like. 

 
493 The play in question here is Ché Guevara’s Night Off  by Brassneck Theatre Company. 
494 Revd Andrew (2016), interview. 
495 Linda Dillon (2016), interview. 
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In its marketing material and the way in which its staff and volunteers talk 

about the venue, CRAIC actively positions itself as an organisation that brings the 

community together. This is powerfully illustrated in a video trailer produced for 

CRAIC’s 2014 pantomime Foundered.496  ‘Foundered’ is local slang for ‘very cold’, 

and the pantomime was a comic parody of the Disney film Frozen. The trailer 

shows local residents from a variety of groups and professions singing ‘Let it Go’, 

the title song from Frozen. Each line is sung by representatives from a different part 

of the community: local butchers; grocers; schoolchildren; residents and staff from 

a care home for the elderly; and the two local religious leaders, Fr Paul and Revd 

Andrew, both wearing their clerical collars and singing a duet in the auditorium of 

CRAIC Theatre. This video provides compelling evidence of CRAIC’s positioning of 

the pantomime as a vehicle for community development. It illustrates 

simultaneously CRAIC’s social mission and a canny understanding of how this type 

of whole-community video can be used as a marketing tool.   

 Furthermore, the choice of the song ‘Let it Go’ could be interpreted as a 

commentary on the need to move forward from Coalisland’s troubled past. One 

moment from the video suggests that this may have been part of the intention. The 

lyric of ‘I’m never going back, the past is in the past’ is sung by children, over 

footage of a youth dance group standing still and staring at themselves in the 

mirror. The song slows as they stand still. Then, the footage speeds up to show the 

dance group moving rapidly from their stock-still positions into all manners of 

gymnastic contortions, as if to say: ‘We were standing still, but look at what we can 

become!’  

 The past is in the past. Let it go. For me at least, this moment in the video 

crystallises the potential of youth arts to embody positive hopes for a community’s 

future. 

 

6.42.3 CRAIC changing outsiders’ perceptions of Coalisland 

Several interviewees expressed the view that CRAIC has been central in changing 

outsiders’ perceptions of Coalisland for the better.  

 
496 Video is available at < https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cM60NbWqKnA> [accessed 
14 May 2020]. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cM60NbWqKnA
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 It attracts attendees from outside the local area. Thirty per cent of audience 

members surveyed during my fieldwork had travelled more than five miles to 

attend the CRAIC panto. Young people in CRAIC told me with pride about audience 

members travelling the 50 miles from Derry last year. I met a parent at one 

performance who is originally from Coalisland but now lives in Belfast: although 

her own children are not involved in CRAIC, she takes them to the pantomime there 

rather than to the Grand Opera House panto in the city. Another audience member 

used the Grand Opera House as a benchmark by which the quality of CRAIC shows 

can be measured, saying:  ‘It was like a show that you’d see in Belfast, in the Opera 

House, it was amazing.’  

 Linda Dillon believes that CRAIC shows have been instrumental in changing 

outsiders’ perceptions of Coalisland, and that this has had a knock-on effect on 

locals’ pride in where they live: 

 

 

[…] the people of Coalisland thought their town was …I suppose 
somewhere people wouldn’t even want to come to – “Who would 
want to come here” – but Coalisland had [CRAIC] when bigger towns 
and cities didn’t have anything like that. Y’know and they made it. 
They made it here.497  

 

 

In summary, CRAIC positions itself as an organisation with a social mission to bring 

together the local community. Conversations with CRAIC’s ‘local champions’ 

suggest that it is perceived as such by many residents. The CRAIC panto is 

undoubtedly a source of local pride, as evidenced in its sell-out runs and the ‘buzz’ 

that it generates. While the panto appears to carry no sectarian baggage, other 

aspects of CRAIC’s programme may be perceived as politically partisan by some 

local Protestants. Nonetheless, CRAIC may be the closest thing to a ‘neutral venue’ 

that Coalisland has. Furthermore, the youth theatre can be seen as a manifestation 

of positive hopes for the next generation, in a community that is still emerging from 

conflict and is dealing with social deprivation. 

 
497 Linda Dillon (2016), interview. 
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6.43 CRAIC Youth Theatre performances as ‘place-events’ 

 

The panto is the highlight of CRAIC’s calendar and the biggest annual performance-

event in the town. This section discusses CRAIC pantos as ‘place-events’, using 

Cresswell’s theory that analysing place in terms of events allows us to use it as a 

concept characterised by openness and change. The first part considers the social 

experience of CRAIC pantos as a ‘community night out’, the second focuses on 

relationships between performers and local audiences, and the last considers 

representations of place in the content of productions.  

 

6.43.1 ‘A community for the time being’: place and the social space of CRAIC 

audiences 

Of the audience members surveyed, 44% of attendees said they attended the CRAIC 

panto because ‘it’s a great way to socialise and feel part of the community’. Youth 

theatre participants and audience members alike spoke about the value of such 

enjoyable, entertaining local cultural opportunities. Three audience members 

whom I interviewed used the term ‘night out’. CRAIC productions give people what 

Linda Dillon called a ‘lift’ in a way which may be more creative and inclusive than a 

night in the pub. I remember two older women emerging from one panto 

performance dancing, and continuing their dance on into the CRAIC foyer.  

 Tony McCance spoke of a special atmosphere at productions in small 

community-based venues like CRAIC, fuelled by the fact that, unlike in larger urban 

venues, many audience members know each other. I certainly felt this special ‘buzz’ 

during my visits and was aware of many people around me greeting one another. 

Like church services or a community festival, the CRAIC pantomime is an arena in 

which the local community performs itself to itself: whole families dress up, head 

out and catch up with each other. Meanwhile, their children are performing the 

next generation of the community onstage.  

Several audience members told me that they particularly enjoyed seeing 

young people performing, with one woman saying: ‘it’s really good that all the 

teenagers are up there, taking part’. This comment, from a woman unrelated to any 

of the teenagers in question, suggests that part of her enjoyment of their 
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performance lies in a seeing local teenagers choosing to be part of a spectacle 

which benefits the whole community. Thus, the social space of the CRAIC audience 

is a mutable arena in which a local sense of place is simultaneously felt and shaped. 

As well as celebrating communities of locality, CRAIC pantos create a sense 

of temporary community between everyone present in the auditorium for the 

duration of the performance. Each panto includes a section in which children are 

invited onstage to join the company in singing a song. There is another tradition in 

the CRAIC pantos of having the Dame read our messages to certain audience 

members – for example, if it is their birthday. These practices enhance the feeling of 

conviviality in the room. 

 

6.43.2 ‘Aesthetic doubleness’ and local celebrities 

The audience’s personal knowledge of the performers – as their relatives, 

neighbours, teachers, etcetera – adds a special dimension to the conviviality of 

CRAIC performances. Senior CRAIC participants spoke about having achieved a 

certain degree of local celebrity due to their panto appearances. Laura recalls: 

 

 

I remember being stopped at the shop, and a woman was like: 
[Laura puts on ‘countrywoman’ accent] “Gosh, you’re the girl who 
sings!” And I was like “yeah”, and then she was like: “Sings in the 
shows!”, an’ I was like: “y-y-yeah”, and she had a wee granddaughter 
with who recognised me too…498 

 

 

Just as the star players of local Gaelic football teams are regarded as local 

celebrities, so CRAIC Youth Theatre’s lead performers may achieve a degree of 

renown in their home communities.  

The adult who plays the Dame in CRAIC pantos tends to be particularly 

famous locally. During my fieldwork the role was played by CRAIC facilitator 

Seánan Cummings, and prior to him it had been interpreted by various stalwarts of 

 
498 Laura, interviewed by Molly Goyer Gorman [in person] alongside Eve and Callum, CRAIC 
Theatre, 1 April 2016. 
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CRAIC’s adult theatre group. The CRAIC panto Dame is often involved in local 

community events, such as the Coalisland Christmas lights switch-on. In 2012 

CRAIC teamed up with the Southern Health and Social Care Trust to promote 

fostering to the panto’s audiences, and the Dame, as a well-regarded local celebrity, 

helped to promote their message onstage. 

CRAIC also occasionally invites other well known figures from the local 

community to appear in its pantos – for example, youth worker and Gaelic football 

coach Leo Quinn had a cameo appearance in Foundered. This practice is not 

restricted to CRAIC: another group which capitalises strongly on local celebrities is 

Kingsisland Primary School, who stage a biennial Christmas show in CRAIC 

Theatre. Kingsisland’s Principal Philip O’Neill gave an example of how the school 

uses local ‘characters’ to enhance their shows: 

 

 

Kevin is a really well known, really popular player on [Derrytresk 
Gaelic Football Club team]. And he perfected this role [in our 
Christmas show], he was so game for it […] On the night, when we 
projected this onto the big screen and everybody saw Kevin 
Campbell, the place went into hysterics!499 

 

 

Reflecting on Amateur Theatre Research suggests that this ‘aesthetic doubleness’ for 

local audiences of seeing well known figures from their community performing 

onstage can play a key role in crafting a sense of place and reinforcing community 

pride.500  

 

6.43.3 Local references, local humour and local concerns 

Philip O’Neill reflected that: ‘there’s a sense of humour in people down here, which 

is, I would say, unique to the people of Clonoe Parish and Coalisland’. One CRAIC 

facilitator referred to the inclusion of robust ‘Coalisland humour’ in the CRAIC 

 
499 Philip O’Neill (2016), interview. 
500 Nicholson et al., Reflecting on Amateur Theatre Research, p. 12. 
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pantomime: a type of humour which seemed to me to be quite corporeal, including 

scatological jokes and mild innuendo.  

 As part of their catering to ‘local humour’, CRAIC pantos include specific 

local references. There is often a joke at the expense of Stewartstown – one of 

Coalisland’s sporting rivals – and references to local businesses such as ‘Stevie’s 

Chinese’ to whom the panto Dame might make a dinner order. Senior youth theatre 

member Callum reflected that CRAIC audiences ‘love those wee jabs at [local] 

people’.501 

Several of the adult shows which CRAIC Theatre stages delve deeper into 

local themes and tropes, and not just though humour. Coalisland-based drama 

teacher and Gaelic footballer Mark Shields has written two plays, both of which 

premiered in CRAIC. The one which I saw, Extra Time, was set in a bar in a small 

Tyrone town. Billed as a ‘dark comedy’, the play deals with locally relevant themes 

including the legacy of the Troubles, hospitality and pub culture, repression of 

homosexuality, and love of Gaelic football, through the plot device of having a 

German anthropology student make a film about rural life in County Tyrone.  

During the performance of Extra Time which I attended, I felt CRAIC functioning as 

a space for reflection on, and constructive critique of, the local community.  

 

This section has considered ways in which the space of CRAIC pantos – both on and 

off stage – is implicated in the construction of place-identity. Performances are an 

important local tradition and constitute a ‘community night out’: a place to catch up 

with friends and neighbours while celebrating local talent. Young performers enjoy 

a certain degree of celebrity, and other adult celebrities can be drafted in, fuelling 

locals’ sense of identification with the production. This practice, and the inclusion 

of local references and humour in the panto scripts, create a carnivalesque sense of 

a community laughing at itself in order to become stronger. In pantos there is little 

engagement with more serious local concerns; however, other homegrown adult 

works presented in CRAIC Theatre do include an element of social critique. 

 The following, final two sections focus on gender. I have included these in 

the section on place because they deal with local cultural norms. 

 
501 Callum (2016), interview. 
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6.44 Gender stereotypes, cultural pursuits and place 

 

The review of studies on youth drama revealed instances of young men being 

teased or bullied for their participation in drama, and there is evidence to suggest 

that in some communities, drama has connotations of being an ‘unmanly’ pursuit. 

My findings suggest that these stereotypes are prevalent in the Coalisland area.  

On one matinée of CRAIC’s panto Beauty and the Beast, I spoke with a father 

who had just watched his daughter perform. The father’s other child, a son aged six 

or seven, was also present. I asked this boy if he would consider joining CRAIC, like 

his sister. The father replied on his son’s behalf, saying that it was unlikely he 

would because: ‘He’s a boy’s boy. These boy’s boys like football.’502 This anecdote 

encapsulates the stereotype that drama participation should be viewed in contrast 

to the ‘manly’ pursuit of Gaelic football. It is a stereotype which emerged several 

times during fieldwork in Coalisland. 

 Anticipating some findings in this area, I included the topic of gender in 

walking debates in the consultation workshop, posing the statement: ‘Doing drama 

is harder for boys than for girls’. In the walking debate with the first group, seven 

young people placed themselves at the ‘strongly agree’ side, eleven in the middle of 

the spectrum, and three at ‘strongly disagree’. In the second walking debate group, 

three boys agreed somewhat with the statement, one girl strongly agreed, five 

young people were situated in the middle and five strongly disagreed. The average 

age in the second group was older. 

 Many of those who agreed with my statement mentioned the stereotype of 

drama being an ‘unmanly’ pursuit compared to sports. Aidan said: 

 

  

there’s the whole stigma with [drama] not being manly enough. And 
people being obsessed with that kind of thing, people want you to 
play football and stuff like that, but – if you like CRAIC, you go to 
CRAIC.503 

 

 
502 Recorded at audience consultation, CRAIC Theatre, 22 January 2017. 
503 Aidan, recorded during walking debate workshop with CRAIC Youth Theatre members, 
CRAIC Theatre, 31 March 2016. 
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Tracey reflected that ‘boys get more criticised’ for doing drama, ‘because other 

boys would think that they should be into football’. In an interview, Jeff told me that 

he knows some boys who have stopped going to CRAIC because they were being 

teased. These boys then started to do the same activities that most of their peers 

were doing (such as football) ‘even though they didn’t really like it that much’.504 

 An emotionally resonant moment in my first walking debate came when 

Donnagh revealed that he was being bullied at school and believed it was linked to 

his love of drama.  

 

 

Donnagh: Um, it’s weird because people in my school – I go to xxx 
school, and I don’t like it by the way, I’m trying to move school – […] 
people are like, if you like singing or drama they would kind of put 
you down a lot and say: “it’s weird to do that”. 

Molly: Mmm-hmm? 

Donnagh: Cause a lot of boys in my year – I’m not interested in 
football and all that stuff and they all are, and it’s kind of weird, 
cause, like, anything I do, they’re all like …yeah. As if trying to put me 
down.505 

 

 

Donnagh believed that some of his male classmates attend the CRAIC shows in 

which he performs purely in order to gather ammunition for bullying him. This 

revelation recalled an anecdote from Centre Stage + 10, in which one young man 

had stopped participating in youth theatre because the small town in which he 

lived was not generally supportive of boys’ participation in drama.506  

 A different perspective came from Seamus, who plays for a local Gaelic 

football team as well as being involved in CRAIC. Seamus acknowledged that there 

are gender stereotypes around drama: ‘Yeah, lads from around here [who are in 

CRAIC Youth Theatre] get slagged because – we’re big footballers, it’s all manly 

 
504 Jeff, interview, 1 April 2016. 
505 Donnagh, recorded during walking debate workshop with CRAIC Youth Theatre members, 
CRAIC Theatre, 31 March 2016. 
506 Dunnett, Centre Stage + 10, p. 120. 
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y’know?’ However, he continued by saying: ‘But I play football and I go [to CRAIC], 

and it makes no difference.’507 Seamus stressed that, although some of his football 

friends may ‘egg him on’ for performing in shows, this is ‘harmless’ teasing, and 

that the friends in question come to his performances and enjoy them.508  

 These two young men’s differing experiences invite closer exploration, 

particularly given that they are close in age (12 and 13). It could be argued that by 

being a successful Gaelic football player as well as a CRAIC participant, Seamus is 

much less prey to bullying than Donnagh because, unlike him, Seamus is already 

part of the ‘manly’ dominant sporting culture.  

 Findings from my MA dissertation suggested a link between anti-drama 

bullying and homophobia in certain communities. One interview in the Coalisland 

fieldwork made reference to this same link:  a drama facilitator suggested that in 

early adolescence – ‘an ignorant age’ – some boys may associate drama 

participation with being gay, which is viewed negatively.509  The subject of 

sexuality was addressed directly in only one interview because only one 

interviewee brought it up. It would have been inappropriate to broach the subject 

with young people. However, I regret not bringing it up with more adult 

interviewees, because it would have been useful to gauge how generally tolerant of 

diverse sexualities the Coalisland community is.  

 Whatever the extent of homophobia, a clear theme in my discussions 

around gender was the fact that the bullying of young men for their drama 

participation tends to be limited to early adolescence. A facilitator reflected: 

 

 

I think the bottom line is that if a boy can get past first and second 
year of their secondary school and if they can put up with the 
slagging that they get, and they’re getting called “gay”, and all the 
rest of it – if they can get past that then they’ll have no problems. 
And, in fact, [drama participation] becomes something that their 
peers will admire.510  

 
507 Seamus, recorded during walking debate workshop with CRAIC Youth Theatre members, 
CRAIC Theatre, 31 March 2016. 
508 Seamus, recorded during walking debate. 
509 Local drama facilitator (2016), interview. 
510 Ibid. 
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This was corroborated in the interview with Jeff, aged 13, who felt that once young 

men ‘pass the 15-year-old mark’, they stop being teased and their peers begin to 

appreciate their involvement in drama. Furthermore, although Jeff has witnessed 

anti-drama bullying among his peers, he feels that gender stereotypes around 

drama participation are generally changing for the better.511 

 

The following section broadens the discussion beyond gender to explore the 

relationships between local sports clubs and CRAIC Theatre.  

 

6.45 Local relationships between drama and sports 

 

Having myself attended a small-town Catholic school in which drama and sports 

participation was quite polarised, I was interested to see whether this sense of ‘two 

tribes’ was present in the schools which CRAIC participants attended. My findings 

were mixed: there were indeed some schools in which there appeared to be a 

divide between drama and sports participants. However, in other schools this 

divide was not present. These findings suggest that the relationships between 

drama and sports participation among schoolchildren may be dependent on the 

culture of particular schools, and that therefore schools have a role in shaping the 

local cultural norms around gender described in the previous section. 

 Several CRAIC participants emphasised that, although they did not take part 

in sports, they enjoyed Gaelic football as spectators. Likewise, many of the local 

football clubs go on outings to the CRAIC Theatre panto. Several of CRAIC’s 

‘stalwarts’ are also involved with Gaelic football. I enjoyed hearing Mickey greeting 

late-comers as they hurried into the auditorium, saying: ‘Folks you’re just in time, 

they’re just about to throw the ball in there’, implying in local ‘football lingo’ that 

the play was about to commence. It is my impression that CRAIC’s success and 

longevity is in part due to its good relations with local Gaelic football clubs. 

 
511 Jeff (2016), interview. 
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Football clubs may also have been inspired by CRAIC: in recent years some 

local clubs have started staging their own dramatic productions. During my 

fieldwork, Coalisland Fianna produced We Will Rock You, and several adult CRAIC 

company members performed in it. Seamus told me that the Fianna promotes 

CRAIC shows, and vice versa.  

 

6.5 Conclusion 
 

This section has encompassed many diverse themes. I hope that it has also 

conjured a rich, if inevitably partial, picture of Coalisland and of CRAIC. My 

strongest overall impression from this case study is of social bonding: within the 

youth theatre, the broader CRAIC community and the local community who attend 

CRAIC pantos. However, there are small signs that CRAIC’s reach extends beyond 

the local, place-based, majority-Catholic culture: the fact that it has a strong 

champion in the local Church of Ireland rector, that it is seen as a broadly ‘neutral’ 

space, and that its famous pantomime attracts many ‘outsiders’ to the town. 

 CRAIC uses its social mission as a marketing tool – but this does not negate 

the passion of its founders for using culture as a tool for regeneration. The 

remarkable grassroots success story of CRAIC as a venue shows how the efforts of 

‘machers’ can be instrumental in shaping collectively shared place-identities for the 

better. The challenge now perhaps is to balance the value of a tightly bonded CRAIC 

community with the need to address perceptions of it as a ‘clique’ and – crucially – 

a place that non-Catholic locals are either not aware of, or see as ‘not for them’. This 

is in the context of a community which is tightly knit but changing, with relatively 

high levels of newcomers from Eastern Europe. However, I am venturing into 

analysis territory, which will be the subject of Chapter 7. First, it is necessary for us 

to visit an entirely different community.  

Let us take the scenic route. We will drive out of CRAIC Theatre’s car park, 

turn left through Coalisland town and proceed through Stewartstown. At the 

crossroads we turn right, through Coagh and Balinderry, until at Ballyronan we 

reach the shores of Lough Neagh. We stop at the marina to look out over the water. 

Then it’s on to Bellaghy, through Portglenone, and along the Dunminning Road as it 

follows the course of the River Maine. These are country roads, so we drive with 
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care. We reach a crossroads and turn right, pausing at the railway crossing. On one 

side of the road, we see many cars parked behind and beside a long building. Green 

fields surround us, but the hum of a motorway is not far off. We find a spot to park, 

and, drawn by the laughing voices of young people, we cautiously enter the hall.  

Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to Glarryford … 
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Chapter 7:  
FINDINGS FROM GLARRYFORD 
 

Introduction  
 

‘I’m currently the only person from my family in the Young Farmers. So far I’ve 
done the Arts Festival, […] and I’ve really enjoyed it. And I’m looking forward to 
doing the Sileage Assessment and the Stock Judging later in the year.’ 

 Glarryford YFC member Luke Simpson, interviewed as part of Glarryford YFC’s Club 
of the Year 2015 video512 

 

The above quote from an 18-year-old member of Glarryford Young Farmers’ Club is 

a good illustration of one of my key findings: namely, that Glarryford’s drama 

activities must be appreciated in the context of the broader organisation in which 

they operate. One will recall that this was a finding in Coalisland too, but the need 

for broad contextualisation is greater in the Glarryford case study because 

Glarryford YFC is not a youth theatre. It is a Young Farmers’ Club with a wide and 

varied programme of activities.  

This chapter offers a modest window into a rich and fascinating area of 

Northern Irish youth culture, as seen through its drama activities. I can only hope 

to reflect a small part of the colour and energy of YFCU life. The chapter follows a 

similar structure to the previous one but, given the importance of contextualisation 

with this case study, the first two sections (on the YFCU and on Glarryford YFC in 

general) will be longer than in the Coalisland chapter. As with the previous chapter, 

the next three sections will focus firstly on the group’s artistic and creative 

practice, secondly on perceptions and experiences of drama activities from ‘within’ 

and ‘without’, and finally on the relationship between the drama activities and a 

sense of place. 

 

 
512 Luke Simpson quoted from Glarryford YFC, ‘Glarryford YFC Club of the Year Video 2015’, 
online video, You Tube, published 30 March 2015, <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VTn-
5nXPi5g> [accessed 2 November 2017], 2:29. 
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7.1 General findings on the Young Farmers’ Clubs of 

Ulster 
 

While being a ‘Glarryford Young Farmer’ is a distinct identity, it exists only within 

the broader framework of ‘being a Young Farmer’. Understanding the perceptions 

and connotations around YFCU membership is vital to this study. 

  

7.11 Benefits of YFCU membership  
 

Many research participants were eager to extol the benefits of being a Young 

Farmer. Glarryford club members, former members and members’ parents praised 

the peer-led ethos of the YFCU. Glarryford stalwart Robin Cherry described a spirit 

of youth empowerment which he saw as unique: 

 

 

Young Farmers’ Clubs are something which they run themselves, 
everything’s done by young people, there’s nobody standing over – I 
don’t want to criticise church groups or any other big groups, but 
you always have those elderly people there who are sort of: “You do 
this” and “You do that” […]. But with Young Farmers it’s: you do your 
own thing.513 

 

 

I saw this youth-led ethos in operation during my time as participant-observer in 

Glarryford’s Arts Festival rehearsals. Although the older adult producers were 

responsible for directing the show, they interacted with club members as equals 

and there was little hierarchy of power. Decisions about rehearsal dates were taken 

democratically, by a show of hands led by the Club Secretary. 

The social life, particularly friendships, in Young Farmers’ Clubs was also a 

very strong theme across my data corpus. Many members’ parents commented on 

how important it is for rural young people to have a place to socialise. In addition 

to weekly club meetings, there is a vast array of formal social events in the YFCU, 

 
513 Robin Cherry, interviewed by Molly Goyer Gorman [in person], RJ Cherry & Son farm, 6 June 
2017. 
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including the competitions programme; club sports days and barbeques; the 

annual YFCU conference; and inter-club events like the jiving class which I 

attended. One former Glarryford member reflected that the club ‘creates links 

amongst people that last a lifetime’. 

There was a general consensus that YFCU members share similar 

backgrounds and interests. Glarryford member Janette Stirling asserted that, 

although many YFCU members are not from farming backgrounds, they all share a 

‘common interest in rural things’.514 This is echoed in the YFCU website’s statement 

that ‘the only requirement for membership is an interest in rural life’. One parent 

reflected:  

 

 

It’s people kinda from… I suppose the same kinda backgrounds and 

same… type of, y’know, where they’re going forward […]. I’ve 

worked in Belfast for quite a while: country kids maybe wouldn’t be 

as streetwise as some of the city kids.515 

 

 

As well as this shared rural identity, value is also placed on the opportunities for 

social mixing which the YFCU affords between young people from different 

localities. One parent remembered: ‘When I was in the Young Farmers, you knew 

people from all over Northern Ireland.’ The benefits of national and international 

exchanges were also praised.  

Of course, with this wealth of social activities and opportunities, it is 

inevitable that romances bloom. As I was told: ‘The Young Farmers is the biggest 

rural dating agency in the country!’ Memorably, a Glarryford member’s mother 

whom I was sitting beside at an Arts Festival heat joked with me about her 

daughter’s marriage prospects in the YFCU, hoping that she would ‘marry a farmer’.  

  

 
514 Janette Stirling, interviewed by Molly Goyer Gorman [in person] and alongside Cathy Adams, 
Glarryford Farmers’ Hall, 19 April 2017. 
515 Recorded at audience consultation, Clough Presbyterian Church hall, Saturday 25 March 
2017. 
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7.12 Belonging and attachment to clubs in the YFCU 
 

Being a Young Farmers’ Club member is a lifelong identity, as encapsulated by the 

popular saying: ‘Once a Young Farmer, always a Young Farmer’. Although official 

membership ends at age 30, many members retain a strong sense of affiliation with 

their home clubs for life. The importance of club identity in members’ personal 

lives is evident in the practice of having club guards of honour at weddings where 

one or both parties getting married is a YFCU member.  

 As might be expected, there is a lively degree of inter-club rivalry. At Arts 

Festival heats, the compères stoked these rivalries, and in the performances 

themselves there were often jokes at the expense of rival clubs. There seemed to be 

particular rivalries between clubs in close geographic proximity.  

 

7.13 Benefits of the YFCU to communities 
 

A commitment to community service is one of the founding principles of the YFCU. 

At the beginning of all club meetings, members recite a pledge which includes the 

aim of becoming ‘Better Farmers, Better Countrymen and Women, Better 

Citizens’.516  

Although membership is open to all, the YFCU is part of the public face of 

the Northern Irish farming community and maintains a strong link with the Ulster 

Farmers’ Union and NFU Mutual (an insurance company established by and for 

farmers). A Glarryford alumnus reflected: ‘If you look at agriculture in general, an 

awful lot of people have gone through the Young Farmers’ Clubs.’ 

Beyond the farming sector, several interviewees expressed the view that 

Young Farmers’ Clubs contribute positively to social capital in rural areas in 

general. One past member posited that in a Young Farmers’ Club ‘you really get to 

know people’, arguing that club life facilitates a process of social verification 

(through what Coleman would call ‘multiplex relations’ and ‘intergenerational 

closure’) which makes it difficult for people to pretend to be something they are 

not.517 He contrasted this with more alienated life in cities, describing how friends 

 
516 Full YFCU pledge can be found in: YFCU, Strategic Plan 2012-2015, accessed at < 
https://yfcu.org/uploads/file/Strategic%20Plan.pdf> [accessed 8 April 2019], p. 3. 
517 Unrecorded conversation at audience consultation (2017). 

https://yfcu.org/uploads/file/Strategic%2520Plan.pdf
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of his living in London had bad experiences on the dating scene due to people’s 

inauthenticity, and the lack of mechanisms for verifying people’s character. 

It was also felt that, although the sense of belonging engendered through 

Young Farmers’ Clubs is primarily to the institution, clubs can also deepen 

members’ sense of place-attachment. One parent reflected that Young Farmers’ 

Clubs can foster a bond between young people and their home areas and, although 

education and employment are strong ‘push factors’ away from the countryside, 

YFC membership can be a pull factor: ‘If they have somewhere that they feel that 

they come from…well it maybe gives them that wee bit more of an incentive to stay 

closer to home.’518 This process of club membership being a ‘pull factor’ was 

strongly evident in Mark McAuley’s assertion that he hopes to raise a family in 

Glarryford: ‘I would love to stay here. […] If I ever did come to have children I 

would love them to have the Young Farmers here. Because you’re loyal to one club, 

and that’s it.’519 

Two senior Glarryford members suggested that the clubs can also have a 

diversionary function in some communities, drawing young people away from ‘a 

bad element’. John McIlrath reflected: ‘A lot of people would rather see somebody 

in a Young Farmers’ Club than sitting in a car park to two or three in the 

morning.’520 Both the ‘pull factor’ to the countryside and the diversionary function 

of Young Farmers’ Clubs formed part of the reasoning behind the foundation of the 

YFCU itself.  

 

7.14 Misconceptions and stereotypes about the YFCU 

 

Many interviewees spoke to me of the common misconception that the YFCU is ‘just 

for farmers’. One male member remarked: ‘my sister thought it was gonna be all 

guys tramping around in welly boots’. Mark described how schoolfriends thought 

that Young Farmers ‘went and visited folks’ farms and talked about cows and sheep 

 
518 Unrecorded conversation at audience consultation (2017). 
519 Mark McAuley, interviewed by Molly Goyer Gorman [in person], Glarryford Farmers’ Hall, 
17 May 2017. 
520 John McIlrath (2017), interview. 
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all day’.521 I was told of several instances in which the ‘just for farmers’ 

misconception had deterred young people from joining.  

In describing my research to those outside the YFCU, I became conscious of 

a lack of public awareness about the breadth of activities that the Young Farmers 

offer. Glarryford stalwart Janette Stirling spoke of the need to increase awareness 

in order to challenge this ‘just for farmers’ stereotype: ‘It’s so important for me to 

get that out there, about all the things that Young Farmers do.’522 This desire from 

members to change perceptions is matched by a marketing strategy at YFCU 

headquarters level, which popularised the hashtag of #beyondthefarmgate.523 

Another stereotype about Young Farmers which I encountered was their 

reputation for heavy partying. There appears to be some evidence to support this 

stereotype. I was told that some parents of prospective members worry that their 

children might become involved in an unsafe drinking culture. Glarryford members 

whom I spoke to acknowledged that some social events for over-18s can get rowdy. 

I learned that the Young Farmers have a bad name in certain hotels and restaurants 

because of boisterous behaviour, and I came across several media reports to this 

effect.524  

However, Glarryford members were keen to refute the idea that the Young 

Farmers’ social scene is damaging or unsafe for young people. They emphasised a 

club ethos of care and solidarity. One member remarked that: ‘if you go out with a 

Young Farmers’ Club, you always come home as a club’, and another asserted: ‘with 

Young Farmers there will always be somebody keeping an eye on you’. It was 

argued that youth drinking culture outside of Young Farmers’ Clubs lacks the safety 

net of familial solidarity which the club structure provides.  

  

 
521Mark McAuley (2017), interview. 
522 Janette Stirling (2017), interview. 
523 A challenge to go ‘Beyond the Farm Gate’ was chosen by Roberta Simmons as the theme for 
her presidency of the YFCU in 2015-16. 
524 See, for example: Matthew McCreary,’Young farmers’ night of mayhem’, Belfast Telegraph, 
April 21 2008,  accessed online at <https://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/young-farmers-
night-of-mayhem-28386975.html> [accessed 7 June 2018]. 

https://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/young-farmers-night-of-mayhem-28386975.html
https://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/young-farmers-night-of-mayhem-28386975.html
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7.15 The YFCU, Protestant/unionist culture, and religious 

segregation 

 

I encountered a relatively widespread perception that the YFCU is associated with 

Protestant culture and communities. I heard this view expressed from within 

Glarryford YFC, when a club stalwart remarked: ‘The Young Farmers is 

predominantly a Protestant thing, really.’ This was said as a factual observation, 

without any sense of personal investment. I also heard this view expressed ‘from 

the outside’, by Michael Hardy, Catholic Chairman of a GAA Club in a neighbouring 

village to Glarryford. He remarked:  

 

 

I know [the Young Farmers] are not exclusively for one side of the 
other, but there wouldn’t be many from the nationalist community 
who would be involved in it, for whatever … traditionally, or in this 
area anyway. It just wouldn’t be the norm.525 

 

 

At the 2017 Arts Festival final in Derry’s Millennium Forum, the Catholic compère 

made several jokes about the Protestant associations of the YFCU. He opened the 

night by welcoming the audience to ‘the beautiful city of Derry’, before correcting 

himself: ‘We’ll try that again: welcome everyone to the beautiful city of 

Londonderry’. This second welcome elicited much louder cheers from the audience 

than the first. The compère then quipped: ‘Is there a Catholic in the house at all?’ To 

answer his question factually: yes, there are some Catholics in the Young Farmers. 

The YFCU actively promotes itself as an inclusive organisation, with its website 

stating: ‘the association is strictly non-political, non-sectarian and is open to 

anyone’.526 It does collect information on the religious background of its members 

but was unable to share these figures with me as they are not statistically robust. 

Nonetheless, in practice, membership across the YFCU does seem to be 

predominantly Protestant. This is partly due to geographic segregation in rural 

 
525 Michael Hardy, interviewed by Molly Goyer Gorman [in person], café in Glarryford 
Applegreen service station, 18 May 2017. 
526 ‘Join Us’ page, www.yfcu.org, <https://yfcu.org/join-us> [accessed 6 May 2018]. 

http://www.yfcu.org/
https://yfcu.org/join-us
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communities in Northern Ireland: those areas with active Young Farmers’ Clubs 

tend to have a Protestant majority population. I was told that ‘there are no 

Catholics’ living in the immediate Glarryford area. Of course, the segregated 

education system means that there is much less chance of peer-to-peer recruitment 

for Young Farmers’ Clubs in Catholic schools. The YFCU may simply reflect 

segregation in wider Northern Irish society.  

As a researcher who grew up in a majority-Catholic, nationalist area, I did 

encounter unfamiliar cultural elements in my fieldwork within the YFCU. However, 

I did not encounter any sectarianism within the Glarryford club. I asked club 

stalwart Margaret Ferguson whether she had been aware of any sectarian attitudes 

or behaviours in the club during the Troubles, and she replied: ‘Young Farmers 

were too busy.’527 Likewise, Robin Cherry stated that during his time as a club 

member in the 1950s and 60s religion and politics were never mentioned at all.528 I 

asked the Catholic GAA Club Chairman Michael Hardy whether he saw the Young 

Farmers as a strongly loyalist organisation and he replied ‘definitely not’.529  

In terms of politics, the YFCU in mid-Antrim seems to be associated with 

moderate unionism and the Ulster Unionist Party. The UUP leader at the time of 

writing, leader, Robin Swann, is a past Young Farmer.  

 

In summary, while the YFCU is open in theory to all young people, in practice it 

remains primarily associated with Protestant communities. The relationships 

between cultural segregation and social capital will be discussed further in the 

following section, which focuses on Glarryford YFC itself. 

  

 
527 Margaret Ferguson (2017), interview. 
528 Robin Cherry (2017), interview. 
529 Michael Hardy (2017), interview. 
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7.2 General findings on Glarryford YFC 

 

7.21 Characterisations of Glarryford YFC identity 
 

One of the many forewords to On the Right Track states that: ‘Glarryford YFC is and 

always has been, without doubt, one of the most successful clubs in the 

province.’530 While this assertion is clearly fuelled by club pride, there is some truth 

in it. Relative to other YFCs, Glarryford participates in a high number of 

competitions and it is one of a minority of clubs with their own premises.  

 Several interviewees referred to Glarryford as a ‘competition club’: one that 

provides its members with structured support to achieve across a wide range of 

YFCU competitions.531 Senior Glarryford members perpetuate a motivational ethos 

which encourages younger members to try new things. Glarryford’s participatory 

culture is also greatly indebted to its wide network of support within the 

community, with many former members acting as competition coaches. Former 

YFCU Secretary Pamela Robinson praised ‘the wealth of people of influence’ in the 

countryside around Glarryford who are involved in club life, inspired by a desire to 

‘give back’ to the home club.532 Current Club Leader Mark McAuley is driven by this 

same ethos. Mark reflects: ‘Since I joined the Seniors, I’ve always wanted to get 

here [to the position of Club Leader]. I suppose to give back everything I’ve learnt 

and encourage other ones, and bring them up through.’533 This impetus to ‘give 

back’ recalls Hyde’s theory on ‘the gift community’: a community which is sustained 

by a sense of circular mutual obligation. 

 Drama is another crucial part of Glarryford’s Club identity. John McIlrath 

remarked: ‘If you ask somebody about Glarryford, they would say “drama”. […] 

Before anything else, anyway.’534 Glarryford YFC is seen as a ‘drama leader’ and 

their lengthy record of wins at the Three-Act and Arts Festivals is testament to this.  

 
530 Sharon McConnell (former Glarryford Club Leader and YFCU President), ‘Introduction’, 
Gregg, On the Right Track, p. ii. 
531 Janette Stirling (2017), interview. 
532Robinson quoted in Gregg, On the Right Track, p. vi. 
533 Mark McAuley (2017), interview. 
534 John McIlrath, interviewed by Molly Goyer Gorman [in person], along with John Christie, 
Glarryford Farmer’s Hall, 19 April 2017. 
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7.22 Practices and structures of community within Glarryford 

YFC 

 

Within Glarryford YFC there is an ethos of mutual care and solidarity, somewhat 

akin to the family ethos within CRAIC. The term ‘family’ – although present – was 

not used quite so frequently as it was in CRAIC, possibly because the alternative 

concept of ‘club ethos’ is well established within the YFCU. Mark McAuley describes 

practices of club solidarity at social events: 

 

 

If we go to a barbeque, or the conference, or anything like that, we go 
as a club, we come home as a club. And there’s never anybody left 
behind […] And there’s that sorta family aspect, that we take your 
child out, there’s nothing …y’know, like, you could go out on the 
town with your friends, and you wouldn’t be as safe as you are 
here.535 

 

 

Senior Glarryford YFC members play a crucial role in promoting and maintaining 

this ethos.  

Glarryford’s familial ethos is also maintained through celebration and 

humour. The practice of performing what is called ‘The Scandal’ at Glarryford’s 

annual Parents and Friends Night is a powerful manifestation of this. The Scandal 

appears to be an established tradition in clubs across the YFCU. It involves two 

performers acting as news readers, who report on the gossip, romances, scrapes 

and intrigues which other club members have been involved in throughout the 

year. At the Glarryford 2017 Scandal, the ‘reporters’ engaged in good-natured 

satire of the character traits of certain members. There were also some thinly 

veiled references to members’ romantic relationships, to the immense enjoyment 

of parents and friends in the audience.  

 
535 Mark McAuley (2017), interview. 
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As well as having a family ethos within the club, members’ real families are 

often incorporated into club life. The practice of having an annual Parents and 

Friends Night is evidence of this. I witnessed high levels of trust between 

Glarryford members’ parents and senior club members. For example, one night at 

Arts Festival rehearsals, a mother came in and asked two senior members if they 

would be able to give her daughter a lift to practices every night during the 

following week. They immediately agreed. 

This trust is undoubtedly fuelled by the strong networks of multiplex 

relations and generational continuity which have built up in and around Glarryford 

YFC. At the Parents and Friends Night, over a third of audience members were 

former Glarryford members who had relatives currently in the club. Given that the 

club was founded in 1943, some young people are now third-generation members. 

As with CRAIC Theatre, there are several family dynasties involved in Glarryford 

YFC, such as the Stewart, Reid and Gregg families.  

 

Furthermore, I observed a somewhat comical practice of ‘claiming’ a new 

baby for Glarryford YFC. At the Arts Festival dress rehearsal, a picture was taken of 

Figure 17: Glarryford’s newest recruit, 2017 Arts Festival Dress Rehearsal 
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the entire club surrounding a month-old baby.  When asked about the significance 

of this picture, John McIlrath and John Christie explained: 

 

 

John McIlrath: Courtney [the baby’s mother] is Glarryford [YFC], and 
she married a fella from Kilraughts [YFC]. 

John Christie: So Kilraughts is claiming the baby [laughter], we’re 
claiming it too…536 

 

 

The rationale was that because Glarryford YFC had ‘beaten’ Kilraughts YFC by 

obtaining the first picture of the baby with their club, that baby was bound to 

become a Glarryford YFC member. This practice of ‘claiming’ babies recalls the 

conversation in CRAIC Theatre kitchen about whether a committee member’s baby 

son would join CRAIC. Such family dynasties are a powerful way of ensuring the 

survival of voluntary groups in rural communities. Several club stalwarts told me 

that they, like Brian and Mickey in CRAIC, found it emotionally affecting to witness 

successive generations coming through the club.  

 A sense of club attachment seems extremely strong within Glarryford YFC 

and among its wider circle of past members. However, some members 

acknowledged that this sense of belonging may not always be experienced by those 

members who don’t have prior connections to the club. John Christie reflected: 

 

 

We’ve had a couple of members in the past, from further afield, 
where they’ve come down to this area maybe to work […] and 
they’ve joined Glarryford maybe for a year, a couple of years, and 
they’ve left […] they’ve maybe moved away, but…You always felt 
that maybe they didn’t settle in…And it’s maybe hard for somebody 
coming down, [when] they don’t know anybody…just to settle in. 
‘Cause definitely like, whenever you know more people in the club, 

 
536 John Christie and John McIlrath (2017), interview. 
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it’s another reason that you think: “Yep, that’s a club I want to be 
in.”537 

 

 

I did not attend any of the annual induction meetings for new members at 

Glarryford, but from descriptions and photographs it seems like these are inclusive 

events. However, the density of social networks in and around Glarryford YFC – 

through family dynasties, multiplex relations in the locality, and shared work 

within the farming community – would undoubtedly be intimidating for a new 

member whose family had no prior connections. 

 Farming was a common occupation in the club. However, I was repeatedly 

told that there are not as many members from farming backgrounds in Glarryford 

YFC as there used to be. This seemed to be a source of sadness for senior members 

and past members who are farmers.   

 As in CRAIC, I got a general impression of shared cultural backgrounds. 

Many club members seemed to be, or to have been, involved in the local branches 

of the Boys’ or Girls’ Brigade: Christian youth organisations. Many members 

attended Clough or Killymurris Presbyterian Churches, and Glarryford YFC holds 

an annual church service in one of these churches (alternating between them each 

year). A Google search of other Young Farmers’ Clubs in mid-Antrim revealed that 

many of them also hold annual services in Anglican or Presbyterian churches. This 

practice is difficult to reconcile with the YFCU’s official statement that the 

association is ‘open to anyone, no matter of his or her ethnic background, religion 

or profession’.  

 However, I also encountered shared cultural pursuits within Glarryford YFC 

which do not reflect religious segregation in Northern Ireland. One of these is many 

members’ love of country music. When I asked Margaret Ferguson if she had 

encountered any sectarian songs during her involvement with Glarryford YFC, she 

replied: ‘Look: the only song we ever get in the Young Farmers is Ritchie Remo’s 

“Hit the Diff!”’538 ‘Hit the Diff’ is a rollicking, comic country anthem celebrating the 

 
537 John Christie (2017), interview. 
538 Margaret Ferguson (2017), interview. 
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highs and lows of farming life for a young man with energy to burn.539 This song 

was a highlight on the dancefloor when a Catholic friend of mine got married 

recently. The bride and groom were both from multi-generational County Antrim 

Catholic farming families. This suggests that ‘Hit the Diff’ may bridge religious 

divides in Antrim farming communities.  Furthermore, I was told anecdotally by 

colleagues from the Republic of Ireland at the 2017 ‘Spaces to Belong’ conference at 

Queen’s University Belfast that ‘Hit the Diff’, and country music in general, are 

popular among Macra na Feirme540 members too. Perhaps country music has a role 

to play in increasing bridging social capital between rural communities across the 

island of Ireland.  

 

7.23 Active citizenship between club and community 

 

Glarryford YFC is very active in bearing out the YFCU pledge to become ‘better 

citizens’, through both internal club activities and interaction between the club and 

its local community. 

 As in the case of CRAIC Theatre, Glarryford YFC is sustained by the love and 

voluntary labour of what Putnam calls ‘machers’ and what I have come to refer to 

as ‘community dynamos’.541 These ex-YFC stalwarts commit considerable time and 

energy to the club, and are also active in other spheres of community life. For 

example, Arts Festival producer Melissa McCoombe also runs a community choir, 

Margaret Ferguson is President of Glarryford Women’s Institute, and Robin Cherry 

is a local district councillor. Many ex-YFC members move on to be involved in 

either the Ulster Farmers’ Union or the Women’s Institute, leading one to wonder 

whether involvement in Glarryford YFC might develop young people’s civic 

consciousness, making them more likely to be active in the community in later life.  

 The club as a whole plays an active role in the local geographic community, 

both through fundraising events, such as their 2017 ‘Car Wash and Big Breakfast’ 

(raising money for a YFCU member’s cancer treatment) and charity Tractor Runs, 

 
539 Ritchie Remo, ‘Hit the Diff’, online video, YouTube, published 29 December 2016, 
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K8sJrBjKrFc> [accessed 10 May 2017]. 
540 The Republic of Ireland’s equivalent to the YFCU (translates from Irish as ‘Stalwarts of the 
Land’). 
541 Putnam, Bowling Alone, p. 94. 
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and through the annual Summer Barbeque, which is open to anyone to attend. In 

2017 Glarryford also ran two intergenerational reminiscence events for local 

residents, entitled ‘Celebrating Glarryford’s rural community through the decades’. 

 

In summary, Glarryford is a well established, successful club with a strong sense of 

identity, enmeshed in tightly bonded networks of friends and family. Of course, one 

of its main defining features is an extensive involvement in drama, so without 

further ado I will delve into Glarryford’s drama practice. 

 

7.3 Artistic and creative practice in Glarryford YFC 

 

This section describes the artistic content and themes of Glarryford YFC’s drama 

activities and reflects on the relationship between this content and the social 

contexts in which the productions are created and performed. I found the content 

of Glarryford’s YFC’s productions to have a more obvious connection to place than 

CRAIC Youth Theatre’s musicals and pantomimes.  

 

At times the discussion will encompass my experiences of YFCU drama as a whole, 

particularly the Arts Festival sketches. 

 

7.31 Artistic nature and aesthetic of Glarryford’s dramatic 

productions 

 

I begin with Glarryford’s tradition of three-act plays. Glarryford’s full-length plays 

are almost always comic: either farces or kitchen comedies. Members told me that 

it is very rare for them to produce anything other than a comedy: it is what they 

enjoy doing, and what their audiences expect from them. One member reflected: 

‘They want a night out, they want to have a few laughs.’ Glarryford Club has a 

strong reputation for comedic talent, and successive three-act producers have 

developed members’ skills in this field. Robin Cherry told me how, during his eight 
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years as producer, he would go on research trips to see ‘the Brian Rix comedies in 

the Whitehall Theatre in London’, and return with new insights into slapstick and 

comic timing.542  

Glarryford’s three-act plays tend to be set 40 or more years ago. The work 

of Northern Irish playwrights from the 1950s-1970s is favoured, including the 

writers Sam Cree, George Shiels and Joyce Minford. Janette spoke of the value of 

choosing local playwrights, explaining: ‘[…] that’s why your Sam Crees work, 

because it’s a man that lived in Ballymoney, he was a local man who wrote about 

local things. And he actually came to see performances of Young Farmers putting 

them on.’543 Janette went on to explain that both the actors and local audiences can 

relate well to the subject matter of these types of play. She contrasted this with her 

experience of doing drama in secondary school: 

 

 

Janette: I find drama at school can be quite… abstract, it’s very…  

Cathy: Out there. 

Janette: – yeah. Whereas this is like real life, Young Farmers’ drama, 
it’s like stepping back 40 years or 50 years or whatever it is, and 
people can identify it really easily. And they can relate to you, and 
it’s funny.544 

 

 

Young Farmers’ drama relates to a style of comic naturalism which was popular in 

Northern Irish theatre in the 1950s-1960s in both professional and amateur 

spheres. Many amateur companies still perform these types of farce and kitchen 

comedy at amateur drama festivals and at the Portrush Summer Theatre. So, 

although YFCU drama might seem quite unrelated to much urban theatre or to 

issue-based youth theatre, it has strong ties to a broader tradition of popular 

Northern Irish theatre.  

 
542 Robin Cherry (2017), interview. 
543 Janette Stirling (2017), interview. 
544 Janette Stirling and Cathy Adams (2017), interview. 
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Figure 18: Home performance of three-act play Anyone Can Rob a Bank, 2016 (image courtesy of 
Glarryford YFC) 

 

Glarryford’s three-act play repertoire could be classified as artistically 

conservative. Several members told me that ‘it was hard to find scripts that hadn’t 

been done before’, suggesting that the club limits itself to a certain canon. However, 

there is perhaps more innovation in Glarryford’s one-act plays. Margaret Ferguson 

and Jacqueline McCaugherty wrote Glarryford’s most recent one-act play 

themselves. Called Out of the Frying Pan, the play was set in present-day 

Broughshane town. The story revolved around a café owner famed for her ‘Ulster 

fries’, whose business was flagging. A new waiter, played by Shakeel Muhammed 

(the only non-white young person of whom I am aware in Glarryford YFC), was 

trying to persuade his boss to ‘update, and go green, and have more fresh food on 

the menu’.545 The plot of Out of the Frying Pan engages with contemporary themes 

while retaining a local setting. Margaret Ferguson reflected that she would love to 

see current club members writing their own material: ‘[…] they could write their 

own, they’re all very clever! They know what’s relevant, they know what the local 

 
545 Margaret Ferguson (2017), interview. 
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farming situation is, they know about local cultural situations.’546 However, I did 

not hear of any current members writing or wishing to write a play. 

Glarryford’s Arts Festival style offers a sharp contrast to the naturalism and 

local themes of its three-act plays. The Arts Festival sketches are colourful, 

exotically costumed and fantastically wacky in subject matter. Themes in previous 

years include: Pocahontas, Bollywood, Gladiators, and Jonah and the Whale. 

Producer Jimmy King explained that they deliberately avoid social realism: ‘[…] we 

want to get away from the cow dung in Glarryford, we just want to go out there!’547  

However, not all YFCU Arts Festival sketches involve such escapist themes. 

In the 2016 and 2017 competitions which I saw, several clubs opted for a more 

topical approach. For example, two clubs in the 2017 festival had stories based 

around Donald Trump. Garvagh YFC’s sketch took the story of the Trump vs Clinton 

elections and re-cast it as a tale about the election of the YFCU President. Other 

clubs dealt with themes relevant to the farming community: Lylestone’s 2016 

sketch She’s the Man told the story of an ambitious, hard-working farmer’s 

daughter who wants to take over the family farm. Faced with her father’s 

conservative attitudes towards gender, she disguises herself as a man to prove her 

worth.  

It is clear from these examples that Glarryford’s fantastical themes are not 

an omnipresent Arts Festival style. Interestingly, I was privy to some disagreement 

between Glarryford Arts Festival producers about the thematic content of sketches, 

and whether or not it could be naturalistic and connected to the farming 

community. The conversation went as follows: 

 

 

Judy: I don’t like welly boot ones. 

Jim: We call them ‘the welly boot ones’. [laughter] Y’know, where 
you’d have the welly boots on, you’re leaning over a gate, in a flat 
cap, y’know, we don’t like those. Well, I would like to have a go at 
one, but Judy – no way! [laughs] 

 
546 Margaret Ferguson (2017), interview. 
547 James King, interviewed by Molly Goyer Gorman [in person] alongside Judy King and Melissa 
McCoombe, home of Judy and James King, 3 April 2017. 
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Judy: I don’t like them, I just don’t like them. 

Jim: No, we’re always out there. Waaay out there.  

Molly: I suppose if you want to have really lovely visuals, y’know, 
having a fantasy theme … 

Judy: A field with farmers just doesn’t work, you know. 

Jim: Well I don’t know, I think you could do it with a sort of a modern 
twist to it, I think it would be all right… [laughter]’548 

 

 

Judy’s preference for fantastical themes seemed to stem from her love of colourful, 

impressive sets and costumes. She was critical of those sketches by other clubs 

which had performers dressed in ‘normal’ clothes. This attitude makes for an 

interesting contrast with the three-act play tradition, which often sees performers 

dressed in everyday rural attire from the 1950s and 60s – including flat caps and 

welly boots.  

 
548 Judy and James King (2017), interview. 

Figure 19: Young performers, dressed as Native Americans, in Glarryford's 2017 Arts 
Festival show 
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7.32 Rehearsal and production practices in Glarryford YFC 

 

This section describes aspects of Glarryford’s rehearsal and production practice 

which I found to be unique and/or of interest to understanding the social value of 

their drama activities.  

 There are substantial differences between the Arts Festival and the three-

act plays in terms of rehearsal and performance structure. The Arts Festival 

rehearsals happen in an eight-week block, from January to the festival heats in late 

February. At first, rehearsals take place one night per week, but as the heats 

approach they increase to two or three nights a week. At the county heats, 

Glarryford almost always qualifies for the NI-wide Gala Final. Indeed, there were 

very few ‘black marks’ on Judy King’s list of 18 productions which she and Jim have 

directed since 1999, indicating years when Glarryford did not qualify.  

 By contrast, the three-act play rehearsal and production period is spread 

over six months. The first read-through takes place in late September / early 

October, followed by bi-weekly rehearsals throughout autumn. After the Christmas 

break the frequency of rehearsals increases as the cast prepares for opening in the 

last weekend of January with two ‘home’ performances in Glarryford Farmers’ Hall. 

Tour bookings (taken by the Club Secretary) come from a variety of groups and 

venues across Northern Ireland including church halls, community centres, parish 

centres, civic centres and Orange halls. Often these tour venues have a past 

relationship with Glarryford YFC, and several have been hosting their three-act 

plays for decades. For example, Cathy told me that their long-standing hosts in the 

small village of Scarva have a tradition of serving tea to the Glarryford cast prior to 

their performance: ‘So, you’re horsing down the road from about three o’clock to 

get there, to get the set up because they want to serve you supper at six.’549  

Cathy’s description of ‘horsing down the road’, with a trailer towing all the 

set and props, gives a flavour of the somewhat manic period that is the spring tour 

of Glarryford’s play. The 2016 tour of Anyone Can Rob a Bank visited nine venues 

on nine different weekends. This tour was in fact relatively modest compared with 

some past ones: Janette remembers her first three-act tour which involved 23 

performances, some on midweek nights. Furthermore, every other year, 

 
549 Cathy Adams (2017), interview. 
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Glarryford’s re-mounts the play for a week in August at the Portrush Summer 

Theatre. It is no exaggeration when members say that the three-act play ‘takes over 

your life’.  

Given the wide variety of tour venues – from the beautiful Summer Theatre 

in Portrush Town Hall, which has large dressing rooms and an intercom system, to 

community halls with makeshift stages and ‘a food store’ for a dressing room – it is 

little surprise that Glarryford’s cast and crew are adept at creative stage 

management. As their plays are kitchen comedies they tend to re-purpose the same 

basic domestic set for each new production. In the past Glarryford had volunteer 

stagehands accompanying them on tours, but these days the ‘crew’ tends to consist 

of just a sound technician and a van driver to transport the set.  

Despite the significant difference in scope between the three-act plays and 

the Arts Festival, I gathered there were some key similarities in rehearsal practice. 

A feature common to both is the ‘straight in’ approach. Glarryford YFC never 

engages in drama games or exercises as a precursor or complement to run-

throughs: rehearsals just involve going over the script or sketch. This makes for a 

marked contrast with CRAIC’s approach, where a physical and vocal warm-up is a 

precursor to every rehearsal, and drama games are used as a means of enhancing 

the cast’s mood and focus. Glarryford YFC’s lack of familiarity with drama games 

and exercises was the main reason why I chose not to conduct my consultation 

drama workshop with them. I asked long-standing Glarryford producer Kenneth 

Rock if he had ever employed any drama exercises in rehearsal and he replied: ‘No 

– I wouldn’t know where to start.’550  

A second common feature in Glarryford’s rehearsal practice is the 

preponderance of blunt, unflowery appraisals. I witnessed Arts Festival producers 

critiquing successive run-throughs as ‘crap’, ‘caic’, then finally ‘much better’. It 

should be noted that I never heard individual members being subject to any such 

blunt critique. 

One area which Glarryford and CRAIC have in common in terms of their 

drama practice is the demand and supply of intense commitment from participants. 

I saw several senior Glarryford members coming to Arts Festival practices straight 

 
550 Kenneth Rock, interviewed by Molly Goyer Gorman [in person], Kenneth’s workplace, 
13 April 2017. 
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from work without having dinner. The three-act play demands even greater 

sustained dedication, especially during the tours. Cathy recalls:  

 

 

You’re coming off stage at quarter to eleven […], it takes you a good 
half-hour to pack up your scenery, and then whatever distance you 
are away from home. I’ve seen us getting home at two o’clock and 
having to get up for work the next morning.551 

 

 

Finally, Glarryford YFC seems to embrace a remarkable ‘show must go on’ ethos. 

Robin Cherry joked: ‘[…] we work on the premise that “Nothing goes wrong!” Even 

if you’ve broken a leg, you have to be there!’552  

 

7.33 The drama tradition in the YFCU and in Glarryford YFC 

 

Having considered the artistic content of Glarryford plays, and the club’s rehearsal 

practices, I will now broaden my focus out from the detail of their practice to 

consider the nature of their drama tradition as it has been institutionalised over 

more than 70 years. Some observations will also be made on the YFCU drama 

tradition as a whole. 

Through its artistic repertoire, rehearsal practices, competitive element and 

touring tradition, YFCU drama is most akin to the practice of many NI adult 

amateur drama clubs with their touring circuits and involvement in festivals. 

However, one distinctive aspect of YFCU drama is its alignment with the farming 

calendar. The Arts and Drama Festivals take place at a time of year when farmers 

tend not to be too busy in the evenings (lambing season excepted). John Christie 

explains why the three-act tour finishes before the spring solstice: 

 

 
551 Cathy Adams (2017), interview. 
552 Robin Cherry (2017), interview. 
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[…] when the clock changes then people want to get into the 
fieldwork, so they won’t come to watch a play on a light evening. So, 
you plan your adjudication before the time changes, so that they’ll all 
be here, on a dark night.553 

 

 

This suggests a shared (and ancient) rural community rhythm whereby drama 

activities are reserved for the dark evenings. 

Interestingly, few Glarryford members past or present seem to be involved 

in drama outside of the YFCU. I heard of one club stalwart who had ‘tried out’ a well 

known amateur drama club in Ballymena but didn’t enjoy it. Glarryford members – 

even those who are regular actors in their three-act play – did not seem to be 

‘drama kids’ in the manner of many CRAIC participants: they showed no great 

interest in musicals or professional theatre, and none of them aspired to careers in 

drama. Whereas CRAIC leaders and participants often referred to Hollywood, 

Broadway or the West End as destinations to aspire to, Glarryford’s drama 

tradition did not relate itself to the professional acting sphere. It would appear that 

YFCU drama is viewed primarily as a leisure activity within a specific institutional 

and social structure. The Arts Festival producers knew of no Glarryford YFC 

members, past or present, who had ever worked professionally in the performing 

arts, and could think of only one person across the whole of the YFCU who had ever 

done so.  

 Several Glarryford stalwarts felt that the Young Farmers offers a form of 

drama which appeals to young people who might not otherwise become involved in 

the performing arts at all. Robin Cherry remarked: ‘I know for a fact that the 

number of people that I had in the drama group when I was producing the plays, in 

everyday life they certainly would never, never have got involved in anything [like 

that].’554 One upshot of this is that there is little awareness of Young Farmers’ 

drama within the Northern Irish youth theatre or professional theatre sectors. 

YFCU drama is something of a ‘closed circle’ – Kenneth Rock observed that it is only 

 
553 John Christie (2017), interview. 
554 Robin Cherry (2017), interview. 
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clubs like Glarryford, who ‘go a wee bit outside’ and take their plays on tour, who 

might be known outside of YFCU circles.555  

 Glarryford drama is itself a somewhat ‘closed circle’. Membership of the 

local adult amateur drama group, The Country Players, is almost exclusive to ex-

Glarryford Young Farmers. Kenneth joked that the group is ‘just an older version of 

the Young Farmers’, and quipped: ‘We haven’t let any outsiders in just yet.’556   

 The three-act play tradition seems to be on the wane in Glarryford and 

across the YFCU in general. Cathy and Janette both felt that there were not many of 

‘the next batch’ of younger Glarryford YFC members who would be willing to 

commit to the three-act. John Christie remarked that in his parents’ era: ‘you would 

have had no problem getting a cast of 13, 14 people’, whereas nowadays this is a 

struggle.557  

This reflects a broader decline in three-act participation across the YFCU. 

However, the One-Act Festival (which Glarryford has less of a tradition of 

participating in) still seems to be going strong, with 13 clubs mounting one-act 

plays in 2018. And Arts Festival participation is immensely popular– a format 

perhaps better suited to ‘the YouTube generation’. 

 

Having described the nature of Glarryford’s drama practice and its drama 

traditions, I will reflect on these findings via the perspectives of my research 

participants: looking firstly at how drama in Glarryford is perceived from within 

the club and the club community, and secondly at how it is seen by relative 

outsiders.  

  

 
555 Kenneth Rock (2017), interview. 
556 Ibid. 
557 John Christie (2017), interview. 
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7.4 Perceptions and experiences of Glarryford YFC 

drama, from within and without 

 

7.41 ‘I was so proud of those plays’: perceptions of Glarryford 

YFC drama from within 
 

This section describes ways in which members of the Glarryford YFC community 

experience, perceive and value the club’s drama activities. The term ‘club 

community’ is used to encompass not only current members but also the large 

circle of Glarryford alumni, members’ parents and families and the ‘stalwarts’ who 

remain involved in club life. 

 

7.41.1 Members’ experiences of drama activities: fun, camaraderie and social 

bonding 

As was the case with CRAIC, fun and humour appeared to be the prime motivation 

for participation. In both the Arts Festival and the three-act plays, there is a 

commitment from members and producers to ensure that the experience remains 

fun. The craic and camaraderie during the three-act play tours emerged as a 

particularly strong theme. I heard many stories of onstage mishaps, deliberate 

pranks and general merriment during these tours, stretching back several 

generations.  

 Alongside the fun and humour, another salient theme was the opportunities 

for socialising and bonding which drama activities afford. Glarryford has special 

social traditions associated with the drama competitions. After the Arts Festival 

dress rehearsal every year, the club goes for a meal in Superbytes Diner in 

Ballymoney. After the Gala Final, senior members go for a night out in Derry. 

Special social traditions also punctuate the three-act play season: rehearsals start 

with a read-through at one of the producers’ houses, accompanied by ‘homemade 

pavlova’ and ‘a lot of tea and buns’. At some point during the tour, the club arranges 

a ‘party night’ where the cast and crew stay overnight near the venue after the 

performance. At the end of each tour there is a wrap party, often at a producer’s 
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house. This is, according to Cathy, ‘the best night of them all’.558 These practices of 

community around the three-act play have helped to build a distinct cohort of 

‘drama people’ within Glarryford YFC.  

  There are important differences between the social experience of the 

Three-Act Festival and that of the Arts Festival. Arts Festival rehearsals are intense 

but short-lived, involving much larger casts than the three-act plays. The Arts 

Festival is seen as a valuable opportunity for whole-club bonding. John McIlrath 

reflected: 

 

 

I think there’s nothing like an Arts Festival to bring the whole thing 
together, y’know. Cause there’s young, and old – I think the Arts 
Festival would be missed, probably more than the [three-act] play in 
a way for the club, because it involves so many different ages … 559 

 

 

By contrast, the three-act play involves much smaller casts of senior members aged 

16 and over. An especially strong bond is built up among those involved in the 

three-act play, forged through six intensive months of rehearsing and touring. 

Janette reflected that casts are ‘just like one family’.560  

 The relationships between actors and producers during the three-act plays 

also tend to be very close and are characterised by the same intergenerational 

egalitarian approach which I observed during Arts Festival rehearsals. Because of 

the cohort of regular ‘drama people’ who participate year after year, producers 

tend to know their casts well, so there are no auditions. Janette explained: ‘They’ll 

know our mannerisms and personalities and [they] think: “They would suit this 

part.”’561  

 Glarryford’s ‘drama people’ love the experience of performing as well as the 

social experiences around the play, and their commitment to gruelling rehearsal 

 
558 Cathy Adams (2017), interview. 
559 John McIlrath (2017), interview. 
560 Janette Stirling (2017), interview. 
561Ibid. 
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and tour schedules is testament to this. Mark described to me the magic of escaping 

into a character:  

 

 

I don’t know, there’s just something different, once you go on the 
stage, and I don’t know what it is. But you just get hooked on it. It’s 
that adrenalin rush, the first time you step on the stage and you’re 
there for two hours, like. And you forget everything else, everything 
else is not important, just: what’s on that stage. And that’s it, for your 
next two hours, you’re …y’know, ‘Sammy Joe’, you’re somebody else 
for those two hours.562 

 

 

These sentiments were echoed by several other members. So, although Glarryford’s 

practice is very different from that of CRAIC Youth Theatre, and less connected to 

the professional theatre sector, Glarryford actors, like CRAIC actors, are motivated 

by the same pleasure, escapism and ‘buzz’ of performing live. 

 

7.41.2 Members’ experiences of drama activities: benefits to personal 

development 

The benefits of drama participation to personal development were also discussed. 

Former Glarryford three-act producer Robin Cherry believes that acting is a key 

means of confidence development for those young people who ‘would never have 

attempted public speaking or group debating’.563 Several parents told me that they 

attributed confidence changes in their children to their involvement in Glarryford’s 

performance activities. Both Robin Cherry and Kenneth Rock also told me that their 

own experiences of acting in Glarryford plays were useful to them in the world of 

work, especially for job interviews and sales roles.  

The drama producers, like their young actors, seem to derive great 

enjoyment from their work. Many of them commit considerable time and energy 

outside of rehearsals. For example, Kenneth Rock, who works in Belfast, likes to 

 
562 Mark McAuley (2017), interview. 
563 Robin Cherry (2017), interview. 
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spend rainy lunchtimes reading scripts at his office desk. Judy and Jim are often 

thinking about their next Arts Festival theme, and they have a WhatsApp group 

where they share song-and-dance routine ideas throughout the year. As was the 

case with the CRAIC facilitators, drama is a real labour of love for Glarryford’s 

producers (and unlike CRAIC’s group leaders, the Glarryford producers are all 

volunteers).  

 

7.41.3 The value of drama competitions and tours 

An important source of motivation for both actors and producers comes from the 

competitive nature of the YFCU’s drama activities. Mark told me that achieving a 

Best Actor award early on was one of the reasons why he became ‘hooked’ on 

drama. At the Arts Festival heats and Gala Final, the (mostly) good-natured rivalry 

between performers provides much enjoyment and entertainment. At the 2016 

Antrim heats, the audience reacted to the adjudications of individual clubs like 

crowds at a football match, cheering on their respective teams. 

 By contrast, Glarryford’s three-act play season is as much about the tour as 

it is about the competition. The experience of performing in a wide variety of 

venues across the country is formative for many Glarryford members. There can be 

difficulties in some community venues which are not adapted for receiving plays. 

Having experienced poorly equipped venues, members told me of the thrill it gave 

them to perform in the well equipped Portrush Summer Theatre. In a similar 

fashion, Arts Festival producers spoke of the thrill of performing on a professional 

stage when Glarryford qualifies for the Gala Final.  

 

7.41.4 Pride in Glarryford’s drama tradition 

Drama is a key part of Glarryford YFC’s identity, and the club is seen as a drama 

leader within the YFCU. Its three-act plays have long-standing renown, and in the 

past 15 years it has become known for its Arts Festival triumphs. The trophy 

awarded to the winner of the three-act competition – the Cherry Cup – was donated 

to the YFCU by Glarryford stalwart Robin Cherry. Whenever Glarryford wins the 

competition, members talk about the Cherry Cup ‘coming home’. 
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This drama tradition is a great source of pride to many within Glarryford: 

current senior members and ‘drama stalwart’ former members alike. The club has 

an established aspiration to excellence in its performances, and a desire not to be 

seen as ‘just a pile of young people gathered together, making a fool of 

themselves’.564 Members criticised other clubs’ performances when they included 

‘unprofessional’ practices such as turning their backs to the audience. 

Margaret Ferguson remembers one particular Sam Cree play produced by 

Glarryford in the 1980s: 

 

 

Widow’s Paradise. Oh that was brilliant. Absolutely brilliant. I think 
that’s the play that everybody would remember. I brought all my 
friends from Belfast […] I made them come down to Glarryford, find 
Glarryford, and come and see these plays. And, y’know, I was so 
proud of those plays […] ‘cause we’d gone to see plays in The Lyric 
[theatre, in Belfast], and …they weren’t that wonderful.565 

 

 

Margaret’s pride in her ‘homegrown’ production, and her use of an urban cultural 

comparator in the Lyric Theatre, recall my findings in CRAIC Theatre around how 

participants and audience members would compare the CRAIC panto favourably to 

the big professional pantomime in Belfast’s Grand Opera House.  

 

7.41.5 Differences of opinion regarding the importance of drama in 

Glarryford 

It would be dishonest of me to convey the impression that drama is valued to the 

same degree by everyone within the Glarryford Club community. The ‘drama 

people’ are passionate about ensuring the drama tradition’s survival, but others 

may see this as less vital to the club as a whole. 

 
564 Robin Cherry (2017), interview. 
565 Margaret Ferguson (2017), interview. 
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 The disagreement over the question of a stage in the new hall is a powerful 

illustration of this. Glarryford YFC it is at a turning point for its future, having 

secured a substantial European regional development grant to build a new, fit-for-

purpose club hall. At the time of writing the old Glarryford Farmers’ Hall has been 

demolished and building is almost complete on the new hall. The plans for the new 

premises were developed in consultation with the club and its wider community. 

One point of contention within the club community was the question of whether 

the new hall needed a proper stage. A stage poses additional health-and-safety 

concerns when planning a building. Some senior and past members felt that a 

temporary, fold-away stage would be sufficient. The ‘drama people’ argued 

strongly against this. Janette told me: ‘I just felt if we didn’t have a stage in our new 

hall, it would be the end of our drama.’566 Cathy added that Rita Gregg ‘would have 

turned in her grave!’567 The argument of the vocal ‘drama people’ won out in the 

end, and the new hall will have a permanent stage. 

 

7.41.6 Drama legacies, generational churn and the weight of expectation 

As Cathy’s quote about Rita Gregg shows, the importance of key individuals in 

sustaining Glarryford’s drama tradition over the years was a very strong theme in 

my findings. Rita Gregg was often alluded to as ‘the backbone’ of Glarryford drama, 

although other names recurred with frequency and fondness. The various family 

dynasties within the club mean that a love of performance can be passed down 

through generations, as this conversation with a former member shows: 

 

 

Molly: Glarryford seems to be very strong in the drama. Why d’you 
think that is? 

Father in audience: It has been very strong historically, it goes right 
through, like…my father was very strong in it before me again. So, I 
think it just goes through the generations.568 

 

 
566 Janette Stirling (2017), interview. 
567 Cathy Adams (2017), interview. 
568 Recorded at audience consultation (2017), Clough Church Hall. 
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As well as this generational churn, interest in drama (and specific theatrical skills) 

are also passed down through the close relationships between producers and 

performers. These performers may in turn wish to ‘give back’ to the club by 

becoming producers themselves. Talented performers can also become local 

celebrities, inspiring the involvement of younger generations. Margaret Ferguson 

remembers: ‘When we were young it was people like Harry Hume and Harry 

Crawford […] you looked up to them.’569 As we saw with CRAIC, a drama tradition 

can snowball through the involvement of certain dedicated individuals and a 

commitment to high-quality shows. 

 Although one’s impulse might be to celebrate unequivocally the role of 

generational churn in sustaining the Glarryford drama tradition, an interesting 

counterpoint comes in the fact that some Glarryford drama producers can at times 

feel burdened by the weight of expectation. Melissa McCoombe reflected: ‘[…] It’s 

hard to keep it up there, isn’t it? It’s always pushing, trying to find new things, new 

ideas and something different.’570 Robin Cherry told me that he eventually stepped 

back from producing partly because of the stress of trying to ensure a professional-

standard production from his young amateur actors. 

 

This section has considered perceptions of Glarryford’s drama activities from 

within, by members and the wider club community. The following section 

considers ways in which Glarryford’s drama activities are perceived ‘from without’, 

by those with limited or no connection to club life.  

 

 

 

 
569 Margaret Ferguson (2017), interview. 
570 Melissa McCoombe, interviewed by Molly Goyer Gorman [in person] alongside Judy and 
James King, home of Judy and James, 13 April 2017. 
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7.42 ‘They just saw us as people with country accents’: 

perceptions of Glarryford YFC drama activities from ‘without’ 

 

Before describing findings in this area, it is important to state that I did not get 

many perspectives on Glarryford’s drama activities from ‘outsiders’, and certainly 

fewer than was the case in Coalisland. There are several reasons for this, the main 

one being that Glarryford and neighbouring Clough are such small places, and the 

Young Farmers’ Club is so central to community life there, that it was difficult to 

find anyone who did not have a personal or family connection to the club.  Although 

I did collect some observations, reflections here are bolstered by my own 

‘outsider’s’ perspective. 

As before, discussions will sometimes encompass wider YFCU practice. 

 

7.42.1 Moral concerns and political concerns around plays’ content 

I observed a certain social conservatism in the content of Glarryford’s Arts Festival 

sketches, and in several sketches by other clubs. This was most evident in the 

depiction of gender roles. Furthermore, the compères at the Arts Festival heats and 

final told jokes at the expense of mothers-in-law, and the ‘nagging wife and 

henpecked husband’ was a recurring trope. However, my earlier account of the 

She’s the Man sketch shows that some clubs are seeking to challenge stereotypes. 

 I was also struck by the conservative representations of sexuality onstage at 

the Arts Festivals. Homosexuality was depicted as ‘campness’, and this was 

presented as a source of humour. For example, in Kilraught’s YFC’s sketch – set in a 

prison – one of the male prison guards pranced around in hotpants, making lewd 

remarks. A conversation with one Glarryford member suggested that he too sees 

onstage gayness as a source of humour. He told me: ‘It was really funny that year 

because in the Arts Festival I played a gay boy and then in the One-Act Drama I was 

playing a gay boy too!’ I did not see any representation of male homosexuality 

which was not depicted as camp, and there was no depiction of female 

homosexuality at all. One of the compère’s jokes at the Arts Festival’s 2017 final 

was decidedly homophobic. However, Glarryford’s producer Jimmy King told me 
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that he considers onstage campness to be ‘an easy oul, cheap laugh’ and thought it 

best avoided.571 

 A final area in which Glarryford’s artistic material might be considered 

somewhat conservative lies in their depiction of other races and cultures. It seems 

that the club’s Arts Festival producers have been on a journey in this area. I was 

told of a previous year in which their sketch featured ‘a black cook’, played by a 

white club member who was ‘blackened up’. The producers reflected:  

 

 

[…] one of the adjudicators didn’t like it. And we didn’t think we 
were doing anything wrong, or doing anything … But then it started 
to make us think, you know, you need to be careful what you’re 
actually doing!572 

 

 

Judy and Jim told me that in their subsequent, Bollywood-themed sketch, they took 

time to learn the correct dance moves because they were concerned about doing 

‘anything racist or anything silly’.573   

Interestingly, I learned that some local church representatives may harbour 

concerns about the moral content of the three-act plays. I was told that some 

church committees ask, before booking a Glarryford play, whether there are any 

depictions of drinking alcohol onstage. A local Presbyterian church had an issue 

around one of The Country Players’ productions, John Murphy’s The Country Boy, 

which deals with the breakdown of a marriage and features a scene in which the 

two lead males get very drunk. This play choice met with some criticism from the 

church prior to the performance. However, after the performance, the minister got 

up and delivered a favourable verdict, declaring that the play had shown a 

‘poignant message’ about the perils of drunkenness. The contrast between this 

 
571 Judy and James King (2017), interview. 
572 Ibid. 
573 Ibid. 
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moral policing of a full-length play and the raucousness of the Arts Festival 

sketches is striking. 

 

7.42.2 Stereotyping of Young Farmers’ drama in other drama circles 

Having detailed some instances of social conservatism and cultural stereotyping in 

Young Farmers’ productions, it is vital to add that YFC performers can experience 

cultural stereotyping themselves. Margaret Ferguson told me about producing 

Pardon Me, Prime Minister with Glarryford YFC in 1985, for an event outside the 

YFCU circuit. The club had been invited to enter their play into the ‘very 

prestigious’ Ballymoney Literary and Debating Festival. Although Glarryford’s play 

was a farce set in Westminster, Margaret had asked the cast to employ polite 

Northern Irish accents rather than making them learn English accents. The festival 

adjudicator criticised this decision, saying: ‘No Prime Minister would ever have a 

regional accent!’ The adjudicator went on to praise an entry from another Young 

Farmers’ Club, who performed a locally written comedy in Ulster-Scots accents, 

before declaring that: ‘Young Farmers should always perform in an Ulster-Scots 

accent.’ Margaret Ferguson was offended by this stipulation and felt that the 

festival adjudicators were stifling the potential for innovation in Young Farmers’ 

drama by asking them to conform to restrictive stereotypes about rural culture: 

‘[they] saw us as people with country accents’.574  

 

7.42.3 Attitudes towards Glarryford drama from other Young Farmers’ Clubs 

I sensed that some other clubs may harbour a certain jealousy of Glarryford’s 

success in the drama competitions. At a 2016 Arts Festival heat, I overheard an 

audience member saying: ‘Glarryford always get through [to the final] every year. 

It’s nearly like they expect it.’ Margaret Ferguson told me that several clubs 

stopped entering plays in the Three-Act Festival ‘because Glarryford always won’. 

On a more positive note, other clubs have been inspired by Glarryford’s drama 

activities: for example, since the formation of The Country Players in 2003, several 

other clubs have mounted plays to mark their club’s fiftieth or sixtieth 

anniversaries.  

 
574 Margaret Ferguson (2017), interview. 
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7.42.4 Popularity of Glarryford’s plays outside of the YFCU 

Packed houses at the ‘home performances’ of the three-act plays testify to the 

popularity of these productions, and not just among locals with direct connections 

to the club. I heard descriptions of people sitting on windowsills, the need to 

dispense with aisles, and audience members sitting so close to the stage that they 

could thump it every time they laughed. These descriptions from club members 

evoke a rich community life, beyond the somewhat clinical term of social capital.  

 Outside of Glarryford, the club’s productions have many admirers among 

the community promoters who book them, and among the tour audiences – for 

example in Scarva, Ballyweaney and Fourscore – who turn up to see them. There 

does not seem to be a problem with demand; it is the supply side of these tours 

which appears to be winding down, as fewer young people wish to make such big 

commitments with their leisure time. 

 

7.42.5 Lack of awareness of Glarryford’s drama activities among Catholic 

locals 

The local Catholic people whom I met had very little awareness of Glarryford YFC’s 

activities. Neither the Chair of nearby Rasharkin GFC, nor the Catholic parish priest 

in nearby Dunloy, knew anything about Glarryford’s reputation for drama.  

 

7.42.6 Gender experiences in and around YFCU drama 

In contrast to the experiences of some male CRAIC participants, the issue of anti-

drama bullying among young men seldom arose in Glarryford. John Christie and 

John McIlrath did mention that some younger teenage boys might experience ‘a bit 

of teasing’, as involvement in the Arts Festival could be seen as ‘uncool’ by their 

schoolfriends, but this was the only reference to such sentiments in all my data 

corpus. There is no stigma around men in drama within the YFCU. In fact, 

interviewees spoke of how much men’s participation in drama is actively 

encouraged in the institution. Melissa reflected: 
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I think if it wasn’t in the Young Farmers setting, and they said: “Right 
boys, we want you to sing and dance up on that stage, and do a few 
lines”, they [the boys] would have a heart attack. But I don’t know, it 
just seems to work within the Young Farmers’ Club.575 

 

 

In their three-act plays, Glarryford actually struggles more often to find female 

actors than male ones.  

 

In summary: Glarryford’s drama tradition is central to the club’s identity and 

evokes a fierce pride from generations of committed ‘drama people’. However, the 

future of this tradition is under threat, as few of Glarryford YFC’s younger 

generation are willing to commit to the long rehearsal and touring periods required 

for the three-act play. While the ever-popular Arts Festival offers an inclusive 

vehicle for club bonding, it is unlikely to nurture a cohort of skilled ‘drama people’ 

in the same manner as the three-act play. 

Glarryford is admired and envied as a ‘drama leader’ within the YFCU and has 

achieved renown outside of Young Farmers’ circles through its tours. However, as 

is the case with most of the YFCU, its drama activities have little connection with 

the professional theatre or youth theatre spheres. Indeed, the conservative content 

of some of its Arts Festival sketches could lend itself to critique from more liberal 

theatre circles. Another finding, crucial to this study, is that at a local level cultural 

segregation seems even more stark than it was in Coalisland: I found no awareness 

of Glarryford YFC’s 75-year-old drama tradition amongst leaders in nearby Catholic 

villages. 

 

Discussion of how the club and its drama activities are perceived locally leads us to 

consider the club’s relationship with local senses of place-identity. This will be the 

subject of the next and final section.  

 
575 Melissa McCoombe (2017), interview. 
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7.5 Glarryford YFC drama ‘in place’ 

 

This section follows a similar structure to the Coalisland ‘Place’ section, beginning 

with an overview of various local place-identities encountered, followed by 

consideration of the club’s relationship with these, and finally a discussion of the 

club’s dramatic productions as ‘place-events’. 

 

7.51 Characterisations of place-identity in and around 

Glarryford 

 

A common perception of Glarryford hamlet is that it is ‘not much of a place’. 

Glarryford is known for a few physical landmarks – the railway crossing and the 

dual carrigeway flyover – but little else. The Young Farmers’ Club seems to be the 

primary nexus for a sense of place-identity. Participants did identify as being ‘from 

Glarryford’ but they saw this mainly as being important within the context of YFCU 

networks. When interviewing some Glarryford stalwarts, it became apparent that 

they conflated club-identity with place-identity: when I tried to ask them about 

being ‘from Glarryford’ as a place, they responded with reflections on their 

membership of Glarryford YFC. 

Nevertheless, Mark McAuley (a native of Glarryford) characterised his local 

community as ‘tightly knit’ and cited this as one of the reasons why he hopes to 

remain there.576  As well as rich social capital around the Young Farmers’ Club, local 

churches and Glarryford Women’s Institute, there also seem to be strong social 

networks within the local farming community. Farmers whom I interviewed saw a 

spirit of solidarity as important to their collective survival as a sector.  

The presence of several long-established farming families in the area no 

doubt contributes to Glarryford being a ‘tightly knit’ community. The Reids, for 

example, are fifth-generation farmers. Farming ties people very literally to place, 

and it is my impression that the local rootedness which farming requires has been 

 
576 Mark McAuley (2017), interview. 
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key to the longevity of Glarryford YFC.  Of course, there are downsides to this local 

rootedness: farming members of Glarryford YFC are conscious that their 

occupation limits mobility. John McIlrath’s girlfriend lives 50 miles away but, 

because he is a farmer, he has told her: “‘I’m not moving anywhere. I have to stay 

here.”’577  

Although there may not be a strong place-identity for Glarryford itself, apart 

from in relation to the Young Farmers’ Club, there does seem to be a robust sense 

of settlement identity in the wider area, which identifies itself as decidedly rural. A 

resident who is not from a farming background spoke to me of how her life is 

affected by the rhythms of the agricultural year: 

 

 

The last couple of days the sunsets have been absolutely stunning 
over the Glarryford valley, and it’s the rural community we live in. 
And even if you’re not involved in farming – I mean, I’m surrounded 
by fields where I live, so it’s slurry tanks and tractors galore at the 
moment, y’know, it’s just spring, and that’s the way the country 
diary is, so … You get part of it, even if you’re not involved in farming 
as such, it goes on around you!578 

 

 

These reflections suggest an intersection between landscape, occupation and place 

which speaks to Raymond Williams’ ‘structures of feeling’.  

 However, although many of my research participants saw their community 

as ‘tightly knit’, it is important to remember the existence of physical and cultural 

segregation in the wider area.  

   

 

  

 
577 John McIlrath (2017), interview. 
578 Recorded at audience consultation (2017), Clough Church Hall. 
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7.52 Relationships between Glarryford YFC and its local area 

 

As noted previously, club membership is inextricably bound up with the members’ 

sense of place-identity. Cathy explained to me that belonging to the club is more 

important to her sense of place-identity than the geographic place that she comes 

from: 

 

 

Cathy: I’m from […]  Omerbane, which is a well known townland. But 
I would never say I’m from Omerbane. I’m – from Glarryford. 

Molly: And is that because of the Young Farmers, Cathy? 

Cathy: Yeah.579 

 

 

Interestingly, there are actually few club members based in Glarryford hamlet 

itself. Cathy and Janette believe that this is because of the club’s origins in Clough: 

‘There’s still that really strong Clough link.’ Glarryford’s housing estate – Station 

View – contains over 30 homes, but there are no current YFC members from 

Station View and only one past member that could be recalled. Cathy and Janette 

were unsure of the reasons for this but suggested that the popularity of the 

Bowling Club and the Scouts in the nearby local church might draw some young 

people away. It’s possible that social class issues may also be in play – I assumed 

that the Station View houses are generally occupied by less wealthy people than the 

surrounding, larger, farming family homes – but I did not conduct any research into 

this. 

 Both Robin Cherry and Club Secretary Jessica Reid spoke of increasing 

challenges in recruiting young people to the YFC, given the growth of other social 

and leisure activities on offer.  

 Throughout the year, Glarryford YFC organises many events for local 

residents, fulfilling its commitment to active citizenship. They hope that their new 

hall will be used as a community venue, for playgroups, functions etc., as well as for 

 
579 Cathy Adams (2017), interview. 
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their own club activities.580 Mark feels that the local community is supportive of the 

club, reflecting: ‘Anything the Young Farmers do, half of Glarryford is here to 

support it. Y’know, even if they’ve no background in the club, they’re there to 

support it.’581 

  

7.53 Glarryford’s plays as ‘place-events’ 

 

Glarryford’s home performances of their three-act plays tend to be very well 

attended. Cathy described one memorable performance of The Quare Gunk: 

 

 

 […] the place was bunged, like, the front row’s knees were touching 
the stage! There was no aisle, people kept coming, and we didn’t 
have the heart to turn them away, so they just kept coming in! I’ve 
never seen that hall so full.582 

 

 

Like the CRAIC pantos in Coalisland, the Glarryford plays are much-anticipated 

social events. Several interviewees recalled being taken to see the three-act plays 

as children, which inspired their own desire to become involved. Margaret 

Ferguson recalls that, for her family in the 1960s, the Young Farmers’ play was ‘our 

big night out in the year’.583 Local residents still get excited about ‘the play’, 

particularly those of older generations. Jessica told me: ‘there’s still people at sixty 

or seventy asking: “When’s your play on?” […] And they’ve seen the play. Every 

year.’584  

All the ‘drama people’ whom I interviewed within the club expressed 

special pleasure in their ‘home performances’. Janette reflected that home 

 
580 This is similar to the current practice of many Northern Irish GAA clubs, who have received 
capital funding on the understanding that the new buildings will be used as community halls 
and gyms as well as club premises. 
581 Mark McAuley (2017), interview. 
582 Cathy Adams (2017), interview. 
583 Margaret Ferguson (2017), interview. 
584 Jessica Reid, interviewed by Molly Goyer Gorman [in person], Glarryford Farmers’ Hall, 
17 May 2017. 
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audiences know performers’ ‘accents and lingo’, which enhances their enjoyment of 

the play.585 John Christie felt that audiences at the tour venues sometimes have 

difficulty in understanding the performers’ mid-Antrim accents: ‘then they don’t 

get the line, and you don’t get a reaction’.586 Glarryford also tailors its play content 

to suit its own home area. For example, when they perform English farces, they 

change place names to local ones. 

By appealing to local contexts, Glarryford plays validate and affirm their 

place-based community, reinforcing a sense of place-identity and boosting 

community confidence. This can also be achieved through humorous rivalry: during 

the Junior Sketch at the 2017 Parents and Friends’ Night, reference was made to 

Glarryford having ‘the best farmers and the best-looking women’ as opposed to 

nearby Finvoy which had ‘terrible farmers and ugly women’. This is similar to 

references to Coalisland as ‘better than’ its sporting rival of Stewartstown, in the 

onstage banter at CRAIC pantomimes. 

 Another appeal of Glarryford’s home performances is the fact that many 

audience members know the performers personally, and vice versa. This recalls 

Lyn Gardner’s description of the undercurrents of multiplex relations which are 

made manifest in a ‘village hall performance’.587 The dynamics of prior personal 

relationships between audience and performers can greatly enhance the 

experience for both parties. Kenneth Rock reflects: ‘[…] you’re dressed up onstage, I 

mean you could be dressed up in anything [laughs] but most people do know who 

you are’.588  

Of course, many audience members at Young Farmers’ performance events 

will also know each other, and at all the events I attended there was a palpable 

sense of convivial community, both within the audience and between audience and 

performers. This was very evident at Glarryford’s 2017 Parents and Friends Night, 

where over a third of the audience were past Glarryford YFC members with 

children currently in the club. As well as the sense of an institutional community 

overlapping with a community of locality, there was also the sense of a shared 

parish community. The event, held in Clough Church Hall, was attended by the 

 
585 Janette Stirling (2017), interview. 
586 John Christie (2017), interview. 
587 Gardner (2017), The Guardian. 
588 Kenneth Rock (2017), interview. 
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minister, who delivered a short prayer before supper. The  compère also led an 

impromptu hymn, which most people knew the words to. These sincere faith-based 

elements contrasted with the smut and gossip of The Scandal. For me, the event 

embodied many facets of community: faith, youthful exuberance, satirical humour, 

and old age (in the person of the eccentric elderly compère). I came away with the 

impression not of a mis-mash but of a robust, cohesive whole: an intersection of 

cultural, geographic, faith and familial communities. There was no apparent 

political element to this. However, a visit to see Glarryford perform a three-act play 

in one of their touring venues – Fourscore Orange Hall – showed how performance 

events can be co-opted by other organisations (here, the Orange Order) into the 

celebration of a particular political/cultural community. Before the performance, 

the host invited audience members to stand and sing ‘God Save the Queen’. 

Previous sections discussed the relationship between the content of 

Glarryford’s three-act plays and Arts Festival sketches and the social context of 

their audiences. I identified a contrast between the old-fashioned naturalism of 

Glarryford’s full-length plays and the wacky, fantastical themes of their Arts 

Festival sketches, which are anything but ‘welly boot’ dramas. Although Janette 

feels that that audiences can easily relate to Glarryford’s three-act plays, with their 

naturalism, country accents and local concerns, she may be referring only to 

audiences of a certain generation. In fact, the ‘pop culture’ feel of the Arts Festival 

sketches may be more relevant to the lives of young club members than kitchen 

comedies set in the 1970s. Three-act participation is on the wane, whereas Arts 

Festival involvement is thriving: is this symptomatic of a ‘condition of creeping 

placelessness’ created by globalisation, affecting young people most keenly?589 

Perhaps – but a sense of place remains in the convivial atmosphere at Glarryford’s 

performance-events, which manifest a shared culture, community confidence and 

dense networks of social relations.  

  

  

 
589 Relph, Place and Placelessness, p. 96. 
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7.6 Conclusion 

 

I hope that this detailed chapter has done justice to my research participants, and 

that other Young Farmers’ Clubs might find something to reflect on and identify 

with too. Above all, I hope that it has introduced readers unfamiliar with this 

subculture to a rich seam of cultural activity lighting up the fields and townlands of 

Mid-Antrim.  

 The following chapter analyses findings from both case studies in relation 

to the theory.  
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Chapter 8: DISCUSSION OF 
FINDINGS 
 

Introduction 
 

Having described the nature of my findings in each case study, I will now analyse 

them as they relate, firstly, to theories of social capital, then to theories of place. 

Themes from the literature review will be interspersed throughout. The chapter 

concludes by bringing the two theoretical lenses together through a discussion of 

social bridging and bonding, and of inward-looking and outward-looking place-

identities. To focus the analysis, I will begin with a summary of my main findings. 

 

 8.1 Summary of main findings 
 

In both case studies, participants view their groups as supportive families. Specific 

social traditions help to maintain these family-like ‘communities of care’. In 

Glarryford, the identity of being a club is also strongly present and the group 

characterises itself in relation to other Young Farmers’ Clubs within a NI-wide 

institutional network. In both case studies, fun and social bonding are the aspects 

of the group experience which young people value most highly. 

 As well as having a familial ethos among members, actual family dynasties 

play an important role in sustaining both groups, most markedly in Glarryford. 

Another key finding in both case studies is the importance of dedicated ‘macher’ 

individuals who invest considerable labours of love in the group’s drama practice 

and are also proactive in other areas of community life. 

As a youth theatre, the drama tradition is more integral to the entire group’s 

identity in CRAIC than in Glarryford YFC. CRAIC members’ knowledge and 

experience of different forms of theatre is evident: I use the term ‘drama kids’ to 

illustrate that drama participation is an important part of how they self-identify. 

Furthermore, CRAIC Youth Theatre is viewed from both within and without as an 

‘alternative’ space: alternative to the perceived mainstream sporting pursuits in 
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local youth culture.  By contrast, Glarryford YFC does not see itself as an 

‘alternative’ group; rather, as central to the local community and a leading club 

within the YFCU structure. Glarryford’s shared group identity can broadly be 

characterised as ‘rural’ rather than ‘drama kids’. Nevertheless, there is a distinct 

cohort of ‘drama people’ among senior Glarryford members and alumni who take 

great pride in the drama tradition. 

CRAIC and Glarryford YFC share a reputation for, and commitment to, high-

quality productions. However, while CRAIC makes connections between its own 

drama practice and the wider performing arts industry, drama in Glarryford is 

something of a closed circle within a specific social and institutional structure. The 

club’s tradition of mounting and touring three-act plays appears to be on the wane, 

while the Arts Festival tradition is thriving. 

 Both case study groups are based in communities with a strong majority of 

one of NI’s two main religious traditions. I encountered, in both groups, evidence of 

a shared cultural community reflecting the predominant religious tradition. A 

striking finding in both cases is the impact of ethno-religious segregation on both 

the demographic composition of the groups and on perceptions and awareness of 

these groups beyond their immediate local areas. Although open to all in theory, 

neither group is proactive in overcoming the effects of this quiet cultural 

segregation: bonding social capital is much more prevalent than bridging. However, 

there is some religious diversity in the audience for CRAIC’s pantos. 

Both CRAIC and Glarryford YFC were established with a diversionary and 

developmental social mission and are widely perceived as being successful in 

fulfilling that purpose. CRAIC has played a pivotal role in the post-conflict 

regeneration of Coalisland, creating a focal point for community pride and helping 

to transform outsiders’ perceptions of the town. Glarryford YFC is tightly woven 

into the fabric of local social life and provides a range of well attended year-round 

activities for residents. In both case studies, the group’s drama practice is valued 

within the community as a means of developing young people’s confidence.  

 The staging of performances for local audiences is an important means 

whereby both groups deliver their social missions. In both cases the productions 

are light-hearted and comic, catering to audiences who want a ‘lift’ and ‘a good 

night out’. By tailoring their work to local contexts, CRAIC and Glarryford YFC 
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harness and enhance the special conviviality that is palpable in the spaces of their 

home performances. These productions can be understood as place-events which 

reflect and shape the ‘collective symbolic life’ of the local community.590  

CRAIC has helped to transform place-identity in Coalisland, from ‘the 

badlands’ to ‘a small town full of big talent’. By contrast, Glarryford YFC is the main 

nexus for place-identity in the area. Glarryford YFC fosters a stronger sense of 

place-identity among its members than CRAIC. This ‘pull of place’ may be a factor in 

encouraging Glarryford’s young people to remain in the local area, whereas my 

sense is that – while CRAIC does celebrate local place-identity – it also encourages 

participants to look to a performing arts world beyond Coalisland.  

 Findings around gender merit consideration. In Coalisland, there appears to 

be a common stereotype among young adolescent men that sports participation is 

a desirable ‘manly’ pursuit and that drama participation is somewhat ‘weird’ and 

inappropriately feminine. This stereotype appears to be decreasing, but it still has 

an adverse effect on the experiences of some male CRAIC participants. By contrast, 

in Glarryford YFC, I encountered no stigma at all around drama being ‘unmanly’. 

 Finally, although not directly related to the research question, this project 

has brought into focus two forms of youth drama practice that do not conform to 

the academic stereotype of youth theatre as a radical, innovative artform that 

challenges young people’s identity development. CRAIC’s practice is closest to this, 

but at present its artistic practice is heavily influenced by relatively conservative 

West End musical theatre and by popular American culture. The artistic practice of 

Glarryford YFC, while unique and of undoubted interest to scholars of youth and 

amateur drama, is not innovative: it perpetuates rural stereotypes and indeed 

(occasionally) some old-fashioned and even offensive tropes. A common element of 

both groups’ dramatic output is the focus on offering performers and audiences 

alike escapism and ‘a lift’.  

  

 
590 Nicholson et al., Reflecting on Amateur Theatre Research, p. 4. 
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8.2 Analysis of findings in relation to social capital 

 

Area of investigation: In what ways do the case study youth drama groups 

contribute towards developing social capital in their local communities? 

What is the nature of this social capital? 

 

Theories of social capital are based on the idea that social networks have value, for 

individuals, communities and wider society. The following discussion focuses on 

how social networks in and around the two youth drama groups are experienced 

and perceived, by both ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’. The first section analyses general 

perceptions of the groups’ social spaces. The second section discusses the nature of 

social networks in and around these groups. The final section focuses on bridging 

and bonding social capital, primarily as it relates to ethno-religious segregation. 

Given findings around the prevalence of bonding social capital in both case studies, 

I will draw on literature on human evolution that pertains to tribes, as well as 

theory discussed earlier on ‘the gift community’. 

   

8.22 The nature of the social spaces of my case study groups 

 

In the literature review I observed a prevalence of the term ‘family’, employed with 

positive connotations in studies on amateur drama groups and youth drama 

groups. Findings from my case studies corroborate the theory that many regular 

youth drama participants see their groups as happy families, with a strong group 

identity and an ethos of mutual support.  

In CRAIC Youth Theatre, the facilitators foster a familial ethos through 

bonding drama games and an informal facilitation style that owes much to youth 

work practice. This ethos within the youth theatre is magnified by the warm, 

convivial community of staff, volunteers and friends that has built up around CRAIC 

Theatre. Glarryford YFC participants also see their group as a family. There are 

similarities with CRAIC in terms of the informal relationships between participants 

and leaders. The wider context of the YFCU also lends an institutional dimension to 



 

267 

the social space of Glarryford YFC: as well as feeling like a family they are also a 

club with elected representatives and various sub-committees.  

The concept of ‘communities of care’, drawn from Reflecting on Amateur 

Theatre Research, is relevant to both groups in terms of their familial ethos.591  

Participants interviewed in CRAIC told me how much they value their relationships 

with facilitators, and how they draw confidence from feeling part of a supportive, 

accepting group of peers. Likewise, the Glarryford YFC community has built up 

remarkable relationships of trust across families and generations, and there is a 

palpable sense of club solidarity among members and alumni. In the theory chapter 

I cited a facilitator quoted in Centre Stage + 10 speaking about the power of youth 

theatre to create the sense of a ‘good gang’, reflecting that ‘out of that sense of 

community comes a sense of power […] as a positive force’.592  This process is 

certainly at work in the case study groups.  

There is also a distinct cohort of ‘drama people’ within Glarryford YFC who 

share a history of involvement in the Three-Act Festival and tours and have a 

particularly deep and lasting bond. 

 In both groups the practice of mounting dramatic productions is a means of 

nurturing this ‘community of care’. One facilitator spoke of the importance of 

‘building a tiny little society within CRAIC’, and Glarryford members view the Arts 

Festival in particular as a vehicle for whole-club bonding. Each group has social 

traditions that punctuate the experience of mounting a production. In CRAIC, these 

include the young people’s lunchtime trips to Landis chip shop and the 

camaraderie during panto ‘hell week’; in Glarryford they include cast pranks, ‘party 

nights’, the sharing of food during read-throughs. These findings on social 

traditions can be paralleled with those of Nicholson et al. on the importance of 

cultural heritage in the practice of English amateur drama groups, or Tong Soon’s 

description of the tradition of sharing food before amateur Xiqu theatre 

performances in Singapore. 

 
591 Reflecting on Amateur Theatre Research, p. 13. 
592 Centre Stage + 10, p. 169. 
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 Of course, the presence of several biological family dynasties in both groups 

affects the overall familial ethos – a point that will merit further reflection in the 

following section.  

 In terms of how the social spaces of the groups are viewed from the outside, 

I encountered significant support for CRAIC Youth Theatre from many uninvolved 

community members. My problem in Glarryford lay in finding locals not involved in 

the club. However, some negative or ambivalent perceptions may be present in 

both communities.  

In Coalisland, some residents view CRAIC Theatre as a ‘wee clique’ which is 

not open to them.593 Other locals are simply unaware of the group’s activities. 

Others again – perhaps some of Revd Andrew’s young parishioners – may be aware 

of CRAIC Youth Theatre but feel that there is no ‘way in’ for them because they 

wouldn’t know any other young people there.  

In Glarryford, while I did not encounter any negative attitudes to the club, 

the barriers of ethno-religious segregation mean that most local Catholics are 

probably unaware of Glarryford YFC’s activities. I also learned that no residents of 

Glarryford’s housing estate are involved in the Young Farmers’ Club, which may 

indicate that less wealthy residents and/or those without ties to the local farming 

community might perceive the club as ‘not for them’. 

 

This section has focused on perceptions of the social spaces of Glarryford YFC and 

CRAIC Youth Theatre. The following section explores the structures of social 

networks in these groups and how these relate to networks in the local 

communities. 

 

8.23 Structures of social capital within my case study groups 

and their wider communities 

 

Chapter 3 outlined various elements of social capital theory that relate to the 

nature and function of social networks. From Coleman I drew the concepts of 

 
593 Richard Thornton (2016), interview.  
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intergenerational closure, multiplex relations and norms. From Putnam I drew the 

norm of generalised reciprocity (discussing this in relation to Hyde’s reflections on 

‘the gift community’), and the concepts of bridging and bonding. I also explored 

evidence for Putnam’s hypothesis that participation in voluntary groups can foster 

increased social and civic engagement, aligning my own approach with the idea of 

active citizenship. This section discusses each of these concepts in turn in relation 

to the findings. It ends with consideration of bridging and bonding social capital: a 

concept with clear relevance to post-conflict Northern Ireland. 

 Network analysis did not form part of the methodology and in retrospect it 

would have been a valuable addition to the research tools for this particular 

question.  

 

8.23.1 Multiplex relations and family dynasties 

I found evidence of significant multiplex relations in both my case study groups, 

although these were most obvious in Glarryford. Many Glarryford YFC members 

also see each other at Boys’ or Girls’ Brigade meetings, at the local Presbyterian 

churches or through their work in the farming community. Several of the senior 

drama people were initially persuaded to become involved in Glarryford’s plays 

because producer Rita Gregg was their Sunday School teacher and had an eye for 

talent. Furthermore, the tendency for Glarryford YFC alumni to ‘graduate on’ to 

local branches of either the WI or the UFU strengthens the club’s connections in 

other spheres of community life.  

 In CRAIC, multiplex relations are obvious among the venue’s staff, board 

and volunteers: most of them seem to attend the local Catholic churches. There was 

some evidence of multiplex relations among the young people between those who 

attend the same schools. However, because CRAIC participants are drawn from a 

wider and more densely populated catchment area than Glarryford, there seemed 

to be fewer connections outside of the group.  

 As well as the existence of multiplex relations, a salient finding in both case 

studies was the importance of generational churn to the survival of the drama 

tradition. This was neatly encapsulated in the two instances when I witnessed 

babies being ‘claimed’ as future members of each group. Alexander posits that: ‘an 

evolutionary theory of family interactions may represent a core item in analyses of 
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all complex social systems’, and the prevalence of families cannot be ignored in any 

analysis of my two chosen social systems.594  

To compare the groups, it is my sense that family dynasties are most 

prominent in Glarryford YFC and more vital to ensuring the group’s continued 

success. This is perhaps due to the voluntary nature of the club, necessitating 

parental involvement that goes beyond paying a fee and attending productions. It is 

undoubtedly also due to Glarryford YFC’s longer history, entwined in the history of 

the local farming community.  

Of course, the prevalence of family dynasties, while instrumental in 

ensuring a group’s survival, may lead to the perception that the group is a ‘clique’ 

or a closed shop, characterised by nepotism. Alexander posits: ‘in groups of 

variously related individuals, nepotism and reciprocity will always tend to be 

intricated’.595 While I was not witness to any obvious acts of nepotism in either 

group, these may have occurred on a subconscious level. 

My own impression was that the presence of several family generations – 

for example in Glarryford’s Arts Festival rehearsals when the producers’ two 

children were in the cast – served to enhance a generalised sense of bondedness 

throughout the whole group. In Glarryford this sense was further enhanced 

because the two producers in question were former Young Farmers themselves 

who had met and married thanks to the YFCU community. In this instance, the 

institution of the YFCU had influenced the formation of this family and is an 

important identifier for them, as well as the family (in turn) exerting its influence 

on their local Young Farmers’ Club.  

 

8.23.2 Social norms and ‘spaces to be different’ 

Coleman describes communities with high levels of social capital as having strong 

shared norms of behaviour and the means of inducting young people into these 

norms.  

One of the prime motivations behind the establishment both of CRAIC and 

of the whole YFCU institution was a desire to ‘get young people off the streets’. 

 
594 Richard D. Alexander (2016), ‘The Evolution of Social Behaviour’, Annual Review of Ecology 
and Systematics, Vol. 5, pp. 325-383, p. 339. 
595 Alexander (2016), ‘The Evolution of Social Behaviour’, p. 357. 
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Research participants in both case studies commented that some residents in their 

communities see the groups as having a diversionary function – providing a better 

alternative to teenagers being bored in their bedrooms, engaging in ‘mindless acts 

of damage’596 or ‘sitting in a car park till one or two in the morning’.597 My case 

study groups channel young people’s energies into positive endeavours such as 

creating productions for the community to enjoy. In that sense they are facilitating 

young people’s social inclusion into community life. 

Each group also maintains its own internal norms: CRAIC teaches young 

people to respect and understand the theatre venue and to respect and celebrate 

difference; Glarryford YFC encourages young people to participate in competitions, 

to try new activities and to become ‘better farmers, better countrymen and women, 

better citizens’.598  

In Chapter 3, I problematised the idea that youth drama groups should 

serve to indoctrinate young people into shared social norms, citing a speech by 

Diarmud Lawlor suggesting that arts groups can provide spaces for young people 

‘to be different’ – to experiment with and express their individualities, particularly 

if their communities are somewhat homogeneous.599 Findings in Playing a Part 

suggest that youth theatre can provide a particular home for young people ‘who 

experience themselves as different’ from the dominant culture in their 

neighbourhoods, towns or schools.600  

There is evidence of this happening in CRAIC Youth Theatre. CRAIC 

cultivates a group identity of young people who are united through their diversity 

and who see themselves as ‘wacky creatives’. Interviewees (from within and 

outside CRAIC) spoke of the group’s value as an alternative pursuit to Gaelic sports, 

the dominant local leisure activity. Young people spoke of the inclusive, tolerant 

ethos within the group – as one 13-year-old put it, ‘they accept you no matter 

what’.  

I did not find the same ethos of celebrating personal difference in Glarryford 

YFC. Perhaps this is because the YFCU presents itself as an organisation for young 

 
596 Leo Quinn (2016), interview. 
597 John Christie (2017), interview. 
598 YFCU pledge, YFCU Strategic Plan 2012-2015, p. 3. 
599 Lawlor (2017), ‘Why Places Matter’’. 
600 Hughes and Wilson, Playing a Part, p. 42. 
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people with a shared interest in rural life rather than in drama, which by its nature 

celebrates difference through the presentation of diverse characters and 

narratives. The canon of dramatic work which Glarryford YFC presents is narrower 

than in CRAIC: Glarryford’s repertoire is limited to kitchen comedies and Arts 

Festival sketches, whereas CRAIC has tackled Shakespeare, Beckett, applied drama 

techniques and devised work as well as the currently dominant pantomimes and 

musicals. There may be some connection between diversity of artistic repertoire 

and celebration of personal difference within the group.  

Furthermore, there is no dominant sporting culture in Glarryford as there is 

in Coalisland, meaning that there is little for Glarryford YFC to be seen as 

‘alternative to’.   

Anecdotes in other studies on youth drama suggest that youth theatres can 

be radical places, ‘schools for democracy’ in which young people are inspired to 

challenge the status quo. However, this is not the focus of either CRAIC or 

Glarryford’s drama practice. Their productions do not disrupt or challenge local 

cultural norms, and neither group is motivated by a radical social change agenda. 

However, both have a commitment to positive development of their local 

communities, as will be discussed in the following section on active citizenship.  

 

8.23.3 Active citizenship in relation to my case study groups  

Active citizenship is about feeling connected to a community beyond one’s 

immediate circle and taking action to facilitate the development of that community. 

The literature review discussed studies which suggest a correlation between drama 

participation and high levels of social and civic engagement. My aim was to explore 

and understand correlations in this area rather than to determine causal links. 

 In the case of Glarryford YFC, active citizenship is perhaps the raison d’être 

of the YFCU. Members recite a pledge at fortnightly meetings promising to ‘do their 

duty’ in the club in order to become ‘better citizens’. Glarryford’s programme 

includes many events for the benefit of the local community, so participation in 

Glarryford YFC undoubtedly fosters a spirit of active citizenship. The extensive list 

of alumni who are now part of other community organisations is testament to this. 

However, it is hard to isolate the extent to which participation in Glarryford’s 

drama activities contributes to this. 
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 Active citizenship was more difficult to explore in relation to CRAIC. Some 

young people did tell me that participation in CRAIC has given them the confidence 

to become involved in other activities at school. Beyond the provision of 

entertaining shows for local audiences, CRAIC Youth Theatre does not actively 

promote community involvement among participants in the manner of Glarryford 

YFC. However, I was told of instances where one of the facilitators encouraged 

members to join the local youth club and Gaelic football team, because he worked 

with both these groups as well as with CRAIC: a classic example of multiplex 

relations and information sharing in a small community.  Of course, the 

establishment of CRAIC Theatre venue was driven by a social mission and involved 

the voluntary labour of many locals. As such, the venue (as opposed to the youth 

theatre) plays a role in fostering active citizenship.  

 

8.23.4 Trust, reciprocity and ‘the gift community’ 

Important aspects of social capital for Putnam and Coleman are the norms of trust 

and generalised reciprocity: the giving of favours ‘in the confident expectation that 

someone else will do something for me down the road’.601  In the theory chapter I 

discussed this norm in relation to Lewis Hyde’s work on ‘the gift community’.  

Drawing on studies of tribal systems, Hyde suggests that gift-giving can 

move in a circle where each act of generosity is an act of faith in the cohesion of the 

entire social system. Both Hyde and Nicholson position arts practice as a social gift 

which nourishes communities, and which cannot be reduced to a market value. The 

application of Hyde and Nicholson’s gift theories to social capital theory offers a 

good way of understanding a concept which came up quite frequently during my 

fieldwork: the idea of ‘giving back’ to the group.  

Glarryford’s Mark McAuley explained how he wanted to achieve the 

position of Club Leader in order to ‘give back everything I’ve learnt and encourage 

other ones, and bring them up through’.602 Likewise, senior CRAIC participant 

Callum spoke of his desire to return as a facilitator to CRAIC; and indeed two of the 

three facilitators whom I interviewed are former participants. The dynamic is 

slightly different in CRAIC than in Glarryford because the facilitators are paid, but 

 
601 Putnam, Bowling Alone, p. 21. 
602 Mark McAuley (2017), interview.  
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the desire to ‘give back’ to the group is the same. Furthermore, I encountered a 

general desire within the community to support CRAIC because it is seen as an 

organisation that is ‘developing Coalisland’. Four of my adult interviewees in 

positions of community leadership told me that they had agreed to be interviewed 

because they want to help CRAIC and saw my research as a potential means to do 

this. They wanted to ‘give back’ to CRAIC because they value its contribution to the 

Coalisland community. So ‘the gift communities’ are alive and well in both 

Coalisland and Glarryford.  

Discussing the evolution of humans’ subjective commitment to groups, 

Richerson and Boyd reflect that:  

 

 

The nature of the tribes to which we commit, the kinds of commitments we 
make, and the strength of those commitments all depend on the cultural 
traditions that define the group and its institutions.603 

 

 

If the practice of ‘giving back’ to the group is a well established cultural tradition or 

norm in both my case study ‘tribes’, then it follows that members who reach a 

certain age are likely to be inspired to follow suit.  

 Richerson and Boyd’s analysis also discusses the model of ‘indirect 

reciprocity’ in tribes, a concept similar to Hyde’s ‘gift community’ or Coleman and 

Putnam’s ‘norm of generalised reciprocity’: doing something for the good of the 

group rather than because one expects specific favours in return.604 Boyd and 

Richerson do, however, warn that the strength of nepotism between ‘close relatives 

and intimate reciprocators’ will always trump indirect reciprocity: something that 

was beyond the scope of this study to gauge.605 

 I was interested in the extent to which drama practices and productions 

contribute to a sense of non-specific obligation within both communities. The 

 
603 Peter Richerson and Robert Boyd, ‘The Evolution of Subjective Commitment to Groups: A 
Tribal Instincts Hypothesis’, in Randolph M. Nesse (ed.), Evolution and the Capacity for 
Commitment (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 2001), pp. 186-220, p. 215. 
604 Richerson and Boyd, The Evolution of Subjective Commitment to Groups, p. 197. 
605 Ibid., p. 198. 
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mounting of productions for both groups involves considerable amounts of 

voluntary labour from members’ parents, families and friends. Favours are asked of 

community members – to help build sets, lend props, transport cast and (in the 

case of CRAIC) to be backstage chaperones. In Glarryford, residents often donate 

items to the club’s costume and prop store which they think could be of use in 

productions. The nature of the social gift that drama brings to these communities is 

somewhat intangible – like a performance itself – but in my case studies it would 

appear to encompass the ‘lift’ of warm, comical entertainment, the ‘buzz’ created in 

Coalisland in the lead-up to the pantomime, the confidence which parents see in 

their children as a result of performing, and the sense of community pride in seeing 

local concerns and occurrences reflected onstage.  

There is something of a tribe in both case study groups – particularly 

Glarryford with its generations of ‘drama people’ and its tightly bonded social 

networks, but also in Coalisland, where there are generations of ‘drama families’. 

Tribes, of course, can be interpreted both positively and negatively. Youth drama 

participants stand to benefit from being part of a ‘good gang’, but the notion of a 

‘tribe’ in Northern Ireland can also evoke segregation along religious and cultural 

lines. This brings me to the final aspect of social capital for consideration: social 

bridging and social bonding. 

 

8.23.5 Bridging and bonding in and around my case study groups 

Bonding social capital refers to the strengthening of social ties and networks within 

one community, while bridging refers to the establishment of social links between 

different communities. There are many types and levels of community, and the 

term has been employed as something of a catch-all to talk about the two main 

religious and cultural traditions in Northern Ireland. At the outset of this research I 

had no desire to explore Northern Irish society through a post-conflict lens, 

wishing to focus instead on the perceptions and experiences of rural community 

and place. However, as fieldwork progressed it became apparent that ethno-

religious segregation was strongly present and at work in relation to my case study 

groups, so bridging and bonding within and between Catholic and Protestant 

communities at a local level will form a key part of this discussion. 
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 Bridging and bonding are themselves highly problematic terms. Who is 

being ‘bridged’ or ‘bonded’? To serve what agenda? Field’s work on ‘the dark side 

of social capital’ is relevant here.606 Furthermore, critiques of ‘the rural idyll’ 

suggest that outsiders’ perceptions of a ‘tightly bonded’, homogeneous rural 

community can be deceptive: rural communities can be riddled with social 

divisions. Nonetheless, bonding social capital is a significant factor in countering 

the rural out-migration described by Ferguson.607 Youth groups can have a critical 

role to play here. Given these complexities, I will not separate the discussion of 

bridging and bonding social capital but will rather consider both phenomena 

together. I will begin in Glarryford. 

I experienced Glarryford YFC’s tightly bonded community from the inside. 

In retrospect I should have tried to draw a map of all the different networks which 

create such a tight nest around the club: networks of family, marriage, occupation, 

religion, institution (the WI, the UFU and the Orange Order were several 

encountered) and friendship. On the Glarryford ‘parents’ bus’ which took us to the 

Arts Festival Gala Final, I bore witness to conversations around shared knowledge 

of people, culture and place. The Arts Festival performances and the ‘home 

performances’ of Glarryford’s three-act play undoubtedly contribute to reinforcing 

social networks within the community. The club and the drama tradition within it 

facilitate extremely high levels of social bonding within a certain cultural tradition 

(Presbyterian farming communities).  

 Glarryford also tours its plays across Northern Ireland, to a broad variety of 

community venues. In that sense Glarryford members are creating bridges between 

their club and other community organisations, including Protestant and Catholic 

church committees, community development bodies, Orange Lodges and amateur 

drama groups in other areas. The club will perform anywhere with a ‘half-decent’ 

stage.  

 However, Glarryford YFC’s membership is almost entirely Protestant. I was 

told that ‘there are no Catholics in Glarryford’, and the YFCU as an institution is 

associated with Protestant culture across Northern Ireland. It seems that many 

Catholics view Young Farmers’ Clubs as something which is simply ‘not for them’. 

 
606 Field, Social Capital. 
607 Ferguson, “Escape the Country?”. 
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There appears to be little hostility there, just a quiet cultural segregation. This is 

not necessarily the case across the YFCU. The efforts of Catholic farming families in 

the Glens led to the establishment of the Glens Young Farmers’ Club, which draws 

its membership from both communities.  

 Another type of community is, of course, the farming community. There is a 

drive both within Glarryford Club and across the YFCU to reach out beyond farming 

families. At the same time, I encountered some sadness among senior members and 

former members about the declining number of farmers in Glarryford YFC, perhaps 

reflecting regret at the decline of smaller-scale farming in general. So, while the 

club may be active and successful in building bridges outside the farming world, its 

role in bonding local farming families is still valued. 

 Another type of bonding which is alive and kicking in Glarryford and across 

the YFCU, is that between men and women. Besides its role as ‘the biggest rural 

dating agency in the country’608 (albeit perhaps not for LGBT young people), the 

YFCU encourages strong friendships across genders, and Glarryford’s drama 

activities provide fertile ground for these friendships.  

 In terms of ethnic diversity there is little to say except that one of the 

award-winning actors in a 2013 Glarryford play is brown and has an Arabic name. 

He was not involved with the club during my period of fieldwork.  

In summary, Glarryford YFC facilitates extremely high levels of social 

bonding among its members, former members and their families, and in the 

broader YFCU community. Although rooted in the farming community, the club has 

successfully ‘bridged’ with many non-farmers in the local area. Bridging to 

communities outside the YFCU takes place through the three-act play tours. These 

sometimes visit Catholic parish halls. However, beyond this there is little evidence 

of bridging with Catholic communities, and absolutely none at all in the club’s local 

area. If one leaves aside the three-act play tours, and the international exchanges 

that the club provides, Glarryford YFC’s cultural practices and traditions are 

focused on facilitating social bonding and preserving community life within a 

certain defined community. 

 
608 Janette Stirling (2017), interview. 
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 I now turn to Coalisland: a contrasting community with a strong Catholic 

majority. The Troubles had a much more visible and sustained presence on the 

streets of Coalisland town than in the fields around Glarryford. The scars of the 

conflict are still visible, and there are invisible scars too, such as the fact that some 

members of the local Church of Ireland were until very recently afraid of driving 

through the town centre, ‘because of the association, or the memory’.609  

 CRAIC Theatre venue has played, and continues to play, a key role in 

peacebuilding in post-conflict Coalisland. It offers a relatively ‘neutral’ space in a 

town where most other venues have some association with Catholic culture. 

Coalisland’s Protestant rector values CRAIC as a space in which his parishioners 

feel welcome to ‘let their hair down’ at a pantomime along with the rest of the local 

community.610 The venue has also been used as a forum in which people involved 

in the conflict can meet and interact positively at peacebuilding events. However, 

the perceived partisan nature of some of the productions that CRAIC hosts may be 

off-putting to the local Protestant minority, whether or not the content is actually 

partisan (this is about perceptions). 

Furthermore, although the venue may be broadly ‘neutral’, CRAIC Youth 

Theatre has very few Protestant members. This is probably down to effects of 

educational segregation, breeding the same sort of quiet cultural segregation that 

was apparent in Glarryford. CRAIC, like Glarryford YFC, could be more proactive in 

promoting itself to young people from more diverse cultural backgrounds. Word-

of-mouth recruitment may be a ‘double-edged sword’611 for rural arts groups: it is 

economical and contributes towards local social bonding, but it may be detrimental 

to social bridging. 

 As for relationships between genders, through romance and deep 

friendships, CRAIC seems to be as successful as Glarryford YFC in this respect.  

 In terms of ethnic diversity, CRAIC has no brown, black or Asian youth 

theatre members. I interviewed one member born in Poland. With its sizeable 

eastern European minority, greater Coalisland certainly has more ethnic diversity 

 
609 Revd Andrew Rawding (2017), interview. 
610 Ibid. 
611 Crossick and Kaszynska, Understanding the value of arts & culture, p. 66. 
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than the Glarryford catchment area, although this may not be fully reflected in 

CRAIC.  

 In summary, CRAIC Theatre venue enjoys a relatively ‘neutral’ status in 

relation to the two religious traditions. Protestant community members attend its 

pantos and have used the theatre for events, led by a forward-thinking rector. 

However, the overwhelmingly Catholic demographic of the youth theatre suggests 

that quiet cultural segregation is also at work here. Furthermore, the ‘inner circle’ 

of CRAIC is closely linked to the local Catholic, Gaelic-football-playing/supporting 

community, and this will inevitably be exclusionary to some. 

 With some reluctance, one must conclude that – despite drama’s reputation 

for challenging stereotypes, breaking down boundaries and complicating identities 

– youth drama in CRAIC and Glarryford facilitates more social bonding than 

bridging. While we can presume an intention of inclusivity from the leadership of 

both groups, their drama practice remains established within wider structures that, 

by reinforcing bonds within certain communities, serve to perpetuate ‘quiet 

cultural segregation’. This is more starkly the case in Glarryford, where the club has 

a mission that includes reinforcing place-identity and place-attachment, and 

practices such as celebrating its links with local Presbyterian churches. CRAIC 

Youth Theatre, with its ethos of celebrating diversity, has a more explicit 

commitment to inclusivity. However, CRAIC is hampered by wider structures such 

as educational segregation and the strength of its social networks, that mostly exist 

within one localised cultural community.  

 

8.24 Conclusion of social capital analysis 

 

This section has considered the relationship between social capital and the case 

study groups from a variety of angles: structures of social networks, norms, the 

theory of ‘the gift community’, and bridging and bonding. Three key ideas have 

coalesced. 

 The first is the idea of ‘spaces to belong to’. Young people – in Northern 

Ireland and elsewhere – need such spaces. At a stage of life when they are 

experimenting with identity, they need ‘positive tribes’ and ‘good gangs’ that are 

inclusive and accepting, and where they can pursue their passions and interests. In 
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their own ways, CRAIC Youth Theatre and Glarryford YFC provide these spaces. 

However, neither group is making a proactive effort to engage young people from 

outside the dominant religious and cultural identity in its area. This is not 

necessarily a fault. Both groups have made an incredible contribution to sustaining 

social bonding and a positive sense of community identity in their areas: factors 

that contribute to the well-being of local young people. Furthermore, some social 

bridging is going on among audiences for their performances. However, if we wish 

to move beyond tired binary cultural narratives in Northern Ireland, the quiet 

segregation in terms of group participation needs to change. 

 The second idea is the importance of ‘machers’612 or ‘community dynamos’: 

those proactive, creative-minded and dogged individuals committed to community 

development. Neither CRAIC nor Glarryford YFC would be as successful as they are 

without such individuals. Family dynasties in both groups help to secure new 

generations of ‘machers’. These individuals should be celebrated and supported. 

 The third idea, derived from reading on evolutionary theory, concerns how 

‘machers’ can or cannot influence innovation within the ‘tribes’ of my case study 

groups. Boyd and Richerson describe how ‘people form their repertoires of 

behaviour mostly by imitating others, making adaptive but myopic choices among 

the cultural variants they observe’.613 In other words, young people within my case 

study groups – and wider communities – are likely to imitate the practices and 

behaviours promoted by machers and through established local cultural norms. 

Boyd and Richerson argue that this ‘conformist imitation has the by-product of 

reducing variation within groups and preserving variation between groups’: hence 

why, for example, no members of Rasharkin GAA Club have become involved with 

their local Young Farmers’ Clubs.614 They go on to remark that ‘change agents’, who 

aim to disrupt this kind of conformist imitation and introduce new practices 

including more social bridging, are often ‘socially remote from their clients and 

their proffered innovations are ignored’.615 If I, as a drama facilitator experienced in 

cross-community work but an ‘outsider’, received a government grant to facilitate 

greater cross-community bridging among young people in the 

 
612 Putnam, Bowling Alone, pp. 93-95. 
613 Boyd and Richerson, The Evolution of Subjective Commitment to Groups, p. 191. 
614 Ibid., p. 193. 
615 Ibid., p. 209. 
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Glarryford/Rasharkin area, this might well be met with hostility or resentment 

from those local machers who have dedicated a large part of their lives to the 

Young Farmers’ Club. This may be why certain state-sponsored ‘one-off’ initiatives 

along these lines may not have a lasting impact. Rather, as Boyd and Richerson 

argue, most information flows successfully ‘between people who are socially rather 

similar’: it is those well known, well respected, locally embedded machers who will 

have the most success as ‘change agents’ in transforming this quiet cultural 

segregation.616 It may follow then that any efforts to increase social bridging in and 

around my case study groups – or indeed in terms of young people’s 

extracurricular pursuits in Northern Ireland in general – should focus first and 

foremost on engaging local machers to both shape and promote the initiative.  

 

Social capital is one lens of my telescope into social value. The other lens is place, 

which will be the subject of the next section. 

 

8.3 Analysis of findings in relation to place 

 

Area of investigation: In what ways are the youth drama groups involved in 

crafting a collectively felt sense of place? What is the nature of this sense of 

place and how does it relate to wider local place-identities? 

 

8.31 Introduction to findings on place 

 

Place is somewhat ineffable: it encompasses not only community (i.e. people) but 

also landscape, built environment, history and ‘structures of feeling’.617 

The first part of this section looks at group identity, place-identity and 

place-attachment. I will focus first on group members’ senses of shared identity 

and place-attachment, and how these relate to their drama practice. This will be 

 
616 Boyd and Richerson, The Evolution of Subjective Commitment to Groups, p. 209. 
617 Williams, Marxism and Literature, pp. 128-135. 
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followed by consideration of how the groups’ drama traditions relate to senses of 

place-identity in the wider community. 

The second part of this section compares ways in which place is manifested 

in the dramatic events produced by my case study groups, both on stage and in the 

social spaces of the audience.  

 

8.32 Place, identity and place-identities 

 

8.32.1 Identities and place-attachment within the youth drama groups 

Some shared identities that I encountered within the groups do not relate at all to 

place in the sense of locale. For example, many CRAIC participants see themselves 

as ‘drama kids’, part of a loosely defined cohort of young people who enjoy drama, 

admire West End and Broadway musicals and aspire to careers in the performing 

arts industry. Likewise, the settlement identity as ‘rural’, and the occupational 

identity as ‘farmer’, is strong in Glarryford YFC, as is the ‘club identity’ of being a 

YFCU member.  

 However, I did encounter place-attachment to geographic locales, most 

notably in Glarryford. One father at Glarryford YFC Parents Night told me: ‘if they 

[local young people] have somewhere that they feel that they come from…well it 

maybe gives them that wee bit more of an incentive to stay closer to home’.  He 

believed that Young Farmers’ Clubs create a sense of place-attachment which 

counters the many ‘push factors’ contributing towards rural out-migration. This 

certainly appeared to be true in the case of the Club Leader. I also encountered, 

manifest in several farmers in their twenties, the ancient phenomenon of farmers’ 

‘tie to the land’. 

Livingston et al. highlight the relationship between place-identity, self-

esteem and place-attachment, suggesting that feeling a positive ‘sense of place’ 

about where they live, or where they ‘come from’, can contribute to an individual’s 

self-esteem.618 This is a snowballing process: if an individual feels pride in their 

place, they are more likely to want to look after it and ensure that future 

generations can also feel this pride. This process is certainly at work in relation to 

 
618 Livingston et al., People’s Attachment to Place, p. 9. 
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Glarryford YFC, and it is especially interesting in that Glarryford as a place has little 

shared identity outside of the club: the club ‘makes’ Glarryford. 

 I did not get as strong a sense of place-attachment from the young people in 

CRAIC. In a consultation workshop, only two out of fourteen young people agreed 

with the statement ‘I would rather live in the country than the city’. I was told by 

several adult interviewees that people from Coalisland and its surrounding hamlets 

do have a strong sense of place-identity and attachment, but this came through 

more strongly from the adults than the young people.619 Those senior CRAIC 

members who wish to study drama plan to move away for university. The role 

model of Fra Fee, a ‘local boy made good’ from neighbouring Dungannon, currently 

starring on the West End, was mentioned a few times.  

 This brings me to a fundamental difference between my two case studies in 

terms of the relationship between drama practice, group identity and place-

identity. In CRAIC, the drama practice might be understood as outward-looking: 

looking to a professional performing arts world far beyond the walls of CRAIC 

Theatre. By contrast, drama practice in Glarryford YFC seems to be about 

honouring a tradition within the club, and preserving a certain sense of community 

and identity through the artistic content, rather than embracing a broader 

theatrical culture.  

However, it is interesting to note how Glarryford’s Arts Festival sketches 

differ from the three-act plays in terms of their colourful escapist themes and song-

and-dance numbers. These sketches bear more resemblance to CRAIC’s musicals 

and pantos than to the three-act tradition. Whereas the three-act plays could be 

said to be mitigating what Relph calls the ‘general condition of creeping 

placelessness’,620 the Arts Festival sketches embrace a more global culture, albeit 

one filtered through YFC interests and traditions. 

In summary: the founders of both Glarryford YFC and CRAIC Theatre were 

driven by a commitment to place. However, a sense of place-identity and place-

attachment among young people appears to be greater in Glarryford than it is in 

Coalisland. Furthermore, the content of dramatic productions in Glarryford bears 

more immediate relation to local contexts than it does in CRAIC.  

 
619 Tony McCance, interview.  
620 Relph, Place and Placelessness, p. 90. 
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8.32.2 Drama practice and place-identity in the wider community  

This section considers the relationship between the drama practice of my case 

study groups and perceptions of place-identity encountered in the wider local 

communities.  

To recap briefly: CRAIC was established at a time when Coalisland was seen 

by many as ‘the badlands’, and has helped to change perceptions of the town, from 

both within and without. By contrast, Glarryford does not seem to have much of a 

coherent place-identity at all outside of the Young Farmers’ Club. The club remains 

the main thing that Glarryford would be ‘known for’. 

Reflecting on Amateur Theatre Research asserts that ‘amateur theatre has 

enabled generations to imagine what places are, and what they might become’.621 

This is undoubtedly the case in relation to CRAIC and Coalisland. The founders of 

CRAIC had a vision for their town, and they made this vision a reality. CRAIC has 

cemented Coalisland’s self-identity and reputation as ‘a small town full of big 

talent’. Interviewees from across the wider local community told me about how 

CRAIC has helped increase residents’ pride in where they live and attracted visitors 

to what was previously seen as a conflict zone. 

 In the case of Glarryford YFC, the club is central to Glarryford’s place-

identity and drama is a strong part of this. Glarryford is seen as a ‘drama leader’ 

within the YFCU and drama is one of the few things that Glarryford as a place is 

known for outside YFCU circles. However, I was aware of disagreements within the 

club about the importance of maintaining the drama tradition. Furthermore, 

awareness of Glarryford YFC’s three-act plays does not seem to extend to the local 

Catholic population, whereas in Coalisland, Protestant community members do 

attend the pantomime. Place-identity is segregated in both my case studies, but 

perhaps more so in Glarryford, certainly in relation to the case study group.  

 What is clear from both case studies, however, is that the productions 

which each group mounts give people in the local community ‘a lift’, and that the 

spaces of these productions – both onstage and among the audience – create a 

special type of conviviality which can itself be viewed as a manifestation of place. 

 
621 Nicholson et al., Reflecting on Amateur Theatre Research, p. 12. 
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This brings me to Cresswell’s idea of ‘place-as-event’, which will be the subject of 

the next section. 

  

8.33 Place as performance 

 

Cresswell writes that ‘places are never finished but are constantly being 

performed’.622 This is a useful counterpoint to the essentialisation and ossification 

of place-identity described in Harvey’s concerns about place as being ‘constantly 

implicated in the construction of “us” (…) and “them”’.623 ‘Place as event’ is live, 

creative and mutable. Seamon and Nordin talks of a ‘place-ballet’ when describing 

how ‘the mobilities of bodies in space and time’ craft an ever-evolving sense of 

place.624 The components of ‘place-ballet’ encountered in my fieldwork included 

the following. 

In Glarryford 

• The practice of having a YFCU compère hosting events, making references 

to known individuals within the community 

• Club members serving a free supper to the audience at the Parents’ and 

Friends’ Night 

• Glarryford Club members selling tickets ‘on the door’ at Glarryford’s three-

act play ‘home performances’ 

In Coalisland 

• Volunteers from the local community carrying out front-of-house duties  

• Different groups of audience members socialising with each other not only 

in the CRAIC theatre foyer/bar but in the auditorium itself  

• Children from the audience being invited up onstage for a singalong during 

the CRAIC pantomime 

 
622 Cresswell, Place, p. 69. 
623 David Harvey (1996) quoted in Cresswell (2015), Place, p. 71. 
624 Quote from Cresswell (2015), Place, p. 41. For further details, see David Seamon and 
Christina Nordin (1980), ‘Marketplace as Place Ballet: A Swedish Example’, Landscape, 24, 
pp. 35-41. 
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• The panto Dame directly addressing particular members of the audience by 

name or occupation. 

 

Another important manifestation of ‘place-as-event’ is ‘aesthetic doubleness’ when 

well known community members appear onstage in character.625  

The sense of conviviality which these practices engender at both CRAIC and 

Glarryford performances is palpable. When one contrasts this with, say, the more 

generic sense of ‘community for the time being’ engendered in Belfast’s Grand 

Opera House among the 1000-strong audience at the Christmas pantomime, the 

difference is profound. The Opera House pantomimes create a sense of conviviality 

between groups of audience members who for the most part do not know each 

other. When place is referred to onstage in these pantos, it takes the form of 

humorous mockery of Northern Ireland’s politics. By contrast, the intimacy and 

conviviality at performances by my case study groups is already there before the 

performance starts. Therefore, the performance nights at CRAIC and at Glarryford 

Farmers’ Hall both reflect, celebrate and actively craft a sense of local community 

pride: they are indeed, as Nicholson et al. suggest, manifestations of communities 

‘taking charge of their collective symbolic life’.626  

 In the theory chapter I touched on the idea that youth drama performances 

are especially relevant to shared senses of identity within a community because 

they celebrate ‘the next generation’ of that community. Was this important for 

audiences in my case study groups? It is hard to tell: my audience surveys were not 

extensive enough and I did not experience enough performance nights myself to 

come to firm conclusions. However, my impression was that, yes, audiences in both 

Coalisland and Glarryford appreciate seeing their next generation onstage. While 

my evidence is not conclusive, I posit that youth drama groups can have a special 

role to play in crafting local place-identities because they ‘perform the next 

generation’ of the community. 

 Of course, there is also the question of the content of performances: was a 

local sense of place portrayed in interesting ways in the productions staged by 

Glarryford YFC or by CRAIC?  In CRAIC’s pantomimes, constructions of place 

 
625 Nicholson et al., Reflecting on Amateur Theatre Research, p. 12. 
626 Ibid., p. 4. 
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involved references to local characters, businesses, and sporting rivalries. The 

storyline of the pantos bore little relevance to contemporary life in that part of 

Tyrone. In Glarryford’s case, the picture is more mixed. The Arts Festival sketches 

bear little relation to Glarryford life, but it is worth remembering that this was not 

the case across all the YFCU Arts Festival work: many clubs did present sketches on 

local, YFCU-related or international political themes.  

 Glarryford’s longer works – the plays for the Three-Act Festival –portray a 

comic and rose-tinted view of Irish rural life 40 or 50 years ago. They can be 

understood as part of a tradition of popular Northern Irish drama which may be on 

the wane, as younger generations look to a more global cultural community. By 

contrast, Glarryford’s 2015 self-penned one-act play Out of the Frying Pan dealt 

with contemporary local themes and concerns.  

To conclude this section, I posit that the social spaces and the conviviality 

among audience members at both CRAIC and Glarryford YFC performance nights 

constitute a live and powerful manifestation of place in action. As well as forging 

the social bonds of community, these events help community members to share in 

a positive ‘structure of feeling’ about where they live. In terms of performance 

content, neither group is engaged in the naturalistic portrayal of contemporary life. 

Instead, the types of performance reflect types of entertainment which local 

audiences appreciate. In CRAIC’s case, this means uplifting, family-friendly 

entertainment with beautiful costumes and sets, popular storylines and well 

known songs, and several more risqué jokes and local references aimed at adults.  

In Glarryford’s case, I see three types of audience. Firstly, there are the club 

members’ relatives who attend Parents and Friends Night and wish to be 

entertained and see the club celebrated onstage. Secondly, there are those 

audiences from the wider local community who attend Glarryford’s ‘home 

performances’ of the three-act plays. Like the CRAIC panto audiences, these people 

want ‘a good night out’: a laugh after a hard week’s work. I would suggest that, 

given the nature of Glarryford’s three-act repertoire, they may also want to indulge 

in nostalgia about a certain rural way of life. These kitchen comedies can perhaps 

be understood as a bulwark against globalisation.627  

 
627 Relph, Place and Placelessness, p. 90. 
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Finally, the Arts Festival sketches are designed for younger audiences, 

including other Young Farmers’ Clubs. Despite some problematic portrayals of 

gender, sexuality and race in these sketches, I posit that they are the most radical 

element of Glarryford’s work in terms of theme and form. With declining 

participation in the Three-Act Festival, it would also seem that the Arts Festival 

sketches also constitutes the future of drama in the YFCU. Indeed, at the time of 

writing Judy and Jimmy King have ended their 19-year tenure as Arts Festival 

producers and have handed the reins to Neil Johnston and Nicole Wray, a young 

couple in their twenties.  

 

8.34 Conclusion 

 

Place-identity is a complex matter. The demographics of my case study groups 

confirm the assertions in Together Building a United Community that many rural 

areas in Northern Ireland are demarcated by ‘invisible lines’ of segregation, and 

that segregation can be ‘a state of mind’ as well as referring to physical 

boundaries.628 However, in both my case study groups, the social space of a 

performance night creates a non-sectarian ‘place-event’ where a positive sense of 

place is crafted both onstage and off. In Coalisland, CRAIC has helped to transform 

local senses of place-identity for the better. In Glarryford, the Young Farmers’ Club 

is the main component of place-identity. 

 There is a strong sense of pride and place-attachment among the adults 

interviewed in both Coalisland and Glarryford. However, among young people, 

CRAIC members appeared to have weaker ties to place than Glarryford YFC 

members. This may be because the structure of the YFCU explicitly fuels place-

identity through its a network of regional clubs.  

 Apart from place-attachment and religious and cultural affiliation, other 

types of identity are at work and overlap with place. In Glarryford these include: 

the identity of being a farmer, of being a YFCU member, of being a proud 

countrywoman or man, of being a country music fan, and of being one of the ‘drama 

people’ within the club. In Coalisland they include the badge of being a ‘drama kid’, 

the sense of being a ‘wacky creative’ in a somewhat conservative community and 

 
628 NI Executive (2013), TBUC, p. 56. 
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the identity of ‘unity in diversity’ which forms the mainstay of CRAIC’s ethos. The 

NI government has a stated aim of making Northern Ireland ‘a place where people 

want to live and work’.629  I contend that realising this aim requires recognition of 

the role which all these other identities play in the construction of place, and of the 

role which voluntary arts groups can play in offering such diverse place-identities. 

This will be discussed further in Chapter 9. 

The theoretical lens of place was chosen because of its relationship with 

social capital, and the concluding section of this chapter brings together the two 

frameworks in a discussion of bridging and bonding, and inward-looking and 

outward-looking place-identities. 

 

8.4 The sociality of place: bridging, bonding and the 

performance of place-identity 

 

8.41 Introduction 

 

Place and social capital are interdependent. While social capital theory deals with 

the ‘gritty, lived reality’ of social networks on the ground, place offers a strategic 

insight into how these social networks interact with local history, culture and 

geography to create shared senses of identity and attachment to locality. Both place 

and social capital influence well-being: people who see their communities as 

‘tightly knit’ are more likely to have a strong place-attachment, and both these 

factors support people’s confidence and self-esteem. Furthermore, I have 

considered place as a re-iterative social practice as well as a ‘structure of feeling’: 

therefore, a sense of place is crafted through social networks and practices – 

‘habitual enactments of locality’ – within a community.630 This section considers 

the relationship between findings around social capital, place-identity and the 

performance of place through drama. 

 The literature review established that young people need ‘spaces to belong 

to’, and my findings suggest that both CRAIC and Glarryford YFC provide such 

 
629 NI Executive, Draft Programme for Government, p. 39. 
630 Nicholson, Applied Drama, p. 103. 
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spaces for their members. Given the relationship between well-being and place, 

might young people also need ‘places to belong to’ – places, to quote one of my 

interviewees, that they ‘feel that they come from’? Cresswell suggests that place is 

‘the raw material for the creative production of identity’, and in adolescence, a time 

of intense identity development, a sense of ‘coming from somewhere’ that one feels 

positive about could be an asset.631  

The findings in Glarryford suggest that the club does provide young people 

with a strong sense of place-attachment, as channelled through the institutional 

frameworks of the YFCU. In Coalisland, CRAIC is perhaps less instrumental in 

constructing young people’s attachment to place, other than a strong attachment to 

the venue itself, but among the wider community CRAIC has helped to foster a 

place-identity as ‘a small town full of big talent’. 

 However, both place and social capital can have a ‘dark side’, and this was 

apparent in some of my findings, particularly in the relationship between the 

bonding social capital, which sustains the case study groups, and the preservation 

of ‘quiet cultural segregation’ in their wider areas. 

 The subsequent discussion on the sociality of place will encompass both 

positive and negative attributes of these spaces and places ‘to belong to’. I will 

begin by considering bridging and bonding as they relate to place. 

 

8.42 Bridging, bonding and place 

 

A general conclusion to my findings on social capital is that both groups facilitate 

high levels of social bonding within their immediate local communities, but that 

they could be more proactive in facilitating bridging with people of other religions 

in their wider local areas.  

Both groups are sustained by family dynasties and generational churn, 

creating tight webs of social networks that are rooted ‘in place’. In Glarryford, many 

members’ sense of personal identity is bound up in the place-identity and 

institutional identity around the club. The club is also tied to the physical land 

through its foundations in the local farming community.  

 
631 Cresswell, Place, p. 71. 
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Both groups operate within a shared dominant religious and cultural 

tradition, but in Glarryford there is a stronger connection to a specific place-based 

religious community through the club’s use of premises in Killymurris and Clough 

Presbyterian churches, for events and their annual church service. 

In terms of bridging, Glarryford members connect with many other Young 

Farmers’ Clubs across Northern Ireland, albeit within a shared institutional 

framework and a broadly shared rural, majority-Protestant culture. Through its 

three-act play tours, the club has also ‘bridged’ with many community groups 

outside of the YFCU. One should not assume that this bridging between geographic 

areas necessarily or even often entails cultural bridging – but it does so 

occasionally through performances in Catholic parish halls.  

By contrast, CRAIC Youth Theatre engages in much less physical bridging 

with other places and groups: members are not part of any regional networks. 

However, through its pantomime audiences CRAIC is helping to create more 

bridging social capital in the area, by providing a neutral space and an inclusive, 

uplifting form of entertainment which the local Protestant community can share in.  

In general, it seems true of both groups that it is easier to bridge religious 

and cultural divides through the audiences for performances than in terms of the 

participant composition of the group.  

 

8.43 Outward-looking and inward-looking place-identities 

 

Debates between Harvey and Massey highlight the difference between place as an 

exclusionary force, whereby ‘groups of people define themselves against 

threatening others’,632 and place as the locus for a ‘constellation of social relations’, 

a progressive site which can encompass multiple identities and histories.633 Place-

identity is linked to social capital in that people’s perceptions of different areas 

affect the ways in which they form social networks. This in turn has a bearing on 

ethno-religious segregation. An example of this is Revd Andrew’s parishioners’ fear 

of driving through Coalisland: they perceived it as a place which was hostile to 

them, so they did not seek to form social ties there.  

 
632 David Harvey (1996) quoted in Cresswell, Place, p. 71. 
633 Doreen Massey (1994) quoted in Cresswell, Place, p. 106. 
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 CRAIC’s success in changing perceptions of Coalisland – from ‘the badlands’ 

to the home of Christmas pantomimes – shows how the proactive efforts of cultural 

groups can be instrumental in changing perceptions of a place. In my findings, I see 

a difference between inward-looking and outward-looking place-identities. The 

characterisation of Coalisland as ‘a small town full of big talent’ – which CRAIC has 

helped to foster – can be understood as outward-looking. It invites outsiders in to 

experience this talent and suggests that the gifted performers may wish to go forth 

and share their talents with the wider world, as several CRAIC alumni have done. 

This chimes with the way in which CRAIC sees itself as part of the wider 

performing arts community in Northern Ireland. However – and this is an 

important caveat – CRAIC Youth Theatre does not offer its members many actual 

opportunities to perform or network outside the local area. 

 The picture is more complex in relation to Glarryford YFC. Its drama 

practice is inward-looking in that it operates within specific social and institutional 

structures of the YFCU and is something of a ‘closed shop’. In terms of the wider 

club identity, Glarryford YFC defines itself in relation to other Young Farmers’ 

Clubs, and in that sense it is also inward-looking, exclusionary to those who 

perceive the YFCU as ‘not for them’. Furthermore, Glarryford YFC forms the 

mainstay of place-identity in the local area. Residents not connected to the club 

may well feel excluded from this dominant sense of place.  

 However, as well as the seemingly parochial identity of being a Glarryford 

Young Farmer, the identity of being a YFCU member operates at regional, European 

and global levels. In that sense, by being part of the YFCU, Glarryford YFC cultivates 

a progressive place-identity among its members, rooted in a local club but offering 

them opportunities to branch out to different countries and continents, on the basis 

of a common ‘rural’ identity. This aspect of Glarryford’s activities includes exchange 

programmes and international conferences. 

 In summary, while CRAIC Youth Theatre contributes to fostering a more 

outward-looking, inclusive place-identity among residents in the Coalisland area, 

Glarryford YFC is more concerned with its members’ sense of place-identity, 

fostering one that is locally rooted but connected to a national and global 

framework. 
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8.44 Outward-looking and inward-looking drama practices 

 

In general, YFCU drama practice is inward-looking in its structure, in that it does 

not seek to make connections with the drama world outside YFCU competitions. 

Glarryford is one of the few clubs that has made connections outside of this world, 

through its three-act tours and tradition of performing in Portrush Summer 

Theatre. However, the current ‘drama people’ within the club do not seem to see 

themselves as part of the Northern Irish amateur drama community. CRAIC, by 

contrast, sees itself as part of the broader NI performing arts community.  

 In terms of the content of performances, I have differentiated between 

Glarryford’s three-act plays – whose setting and subject matter seems ‘frozen in 

time’– and the club’s Arts Festival sketches, which like CRAIC’s pantomimes make 

use of contemporary pop music and dance numbers. For a young person with a 

passion for drama, CRAIC’s musicals, pantomimes and drama games might be more 

familiar to them than Glarryford’s specific, YFCU-related formats. In that sense, 

CRAIC’s drama practice is more accessible and outward-looking. There did not 

appear to be anyone in Glarryford at the time of my fieldwork seeking to connect 

with, or learn from, the wider performing arts world – as producer Robin Cherry 

had done with the Brian Rix comedies in the 1970s, or as Margaret Ferguson did by 

entering the club in Ballymoney Literary and Debating Festival in the 1980s.634 

Furthermore, the entry point to performing in CRAIC shows is more 

straightforward, whereas in Glarryford the young person would first have to join 

the club and participate in meetings and other aspects of their programme. 

 It is important to note that neither group’s artistic practice conforms to the 

popular characterisation of youth theatre as a radical practice which, as well as 

facilitating young people’s personal and social development, extends their 

understanding of identity and prompts learning and debate about issues in the 

wider world. CRAIC’s practice under a previous facilitator may have done this – he 

led more applied drama exercises and some ‘issue-based’ improvisations. At 

present, however, neither group’s practice seeks to interrogate local sociocultural 

 
634 N.B. This may be changing with the advent of Nicole and Neil as new Arts Festival producers: 
Nicole is a professional dance teacher and Neil has an A-level in Drama. 
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norms or prompt young people to change the way they see themselves and their 

place in the world. These groups’ practice is about fun and escapism. 

 If one goes through the generally accepted characteristics of youth theatre 

(as opposed to youth drama) outlined in Chapter 4 Section 4.23, three are lacking 

from the practice of my case study groups. The first is youth empowerment. Now, 

this is very much in evidence in terms of both groups’ logistical and decision-

making structures (CRAIC’s democratic decision-making in choosing songs for the 

spring show and Glarryford’s consultation of the whole group around rehearsal 

days and times), but not in terms of decisions around the artistic content of 

performances. This is largely determined by CRAIC facilitators or Glarryford 

producers. As a consequence, there is much less opportunity for young people to 

express their own viewpoints and inner lives than there would be (for example) for 

young people in Junction 25, a Glasgow-based youth theatre making devised 

theatre that is, according to critic Lyn Gardner, ‘urgent, contemporary work that is 

genuinely collaborative, intensely personal and vividly theatrical’.635 Margaret 

Ferguson expressed some regret that no Glarryford members were writing plays 

about contemporary matters. As a consequence, in contrast to the experience of 

many youth theatre participants – and community theatre participants – young 

people in my case study groups do not have the opportunity radically to stretch 

their understandings of identity, place, and culture through their arts participation. 

One manifestation of this was a Glarryford participant’s assumption that I would 

find the fact of him playing ‘a gay boy’ automatically funny. However, I did mention 

the greater diversity of CRAIC’s repertoire, and speculated that this may have 

contributed to a greater celebration of personal difference in the group’s ethos.  

 The second generally accepted characteristic is that groups should be open 

and inclusive to all young people. As discussed previously, both groups are 

hampered by socio-cultural, systemic and geographic factors over which they have 

no control, but they are not attempting to be actively inclusive in their recruitment 

practices. 

 
635 Lyn Gardner, review of Junction 25’s Gender Divide in ‘This week’s new theatre,’ The 
Guardian, Saturday 11 December 2010, available online at < 
https://www.theguardian.com/stage/2010/dec/11/guide-theatre-previews> [accessed 13 
June 2017]. 
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 The third characteristic is emphasis on young people’s artistic 

development. This is present in a structured way in CRAIC, where participants are 

given separate singing and dancing lessons, and supported to improve their skills. 

It is not present in Glarryford’s Arts Festival performances, but may be there  

through involvement in the three-act plays. Overall, however, a key difference 

between CRAIC and Glarryford is that, as a group focused solely on youth drama, 

CRAIC does invest in the artistic development of its members.  

 In conclusion, it was obvious to me how both groups contribute to their 

members’ personal and social development through drama practice. What they do 

not do, perhaps, is facilitate the broadening of young people’s horizons beyond a 

particular cultural context or the interrogation of deeply held sociocultural norms 

in the area. Therefore, these forms of drama practice have less potential to be 

catalysts for radical social change. Nevertheless, social change can be gradual as 

well as radical, and one will recall earlier reflections on the effectiveness of 

machers who are locally embedded in driving change. The forms of drama practice 

– pantos, musicals, kitchen comedies and sketches – that are familiar to local 

audiences in my case studies are perhaps a more effective vehicle for gradual social 

shifts than (for example) a serious piece of devised theatre would be. The ideal, of 

course, would be for a few local machers to become champions of more radical 

forms of youth theatre: then, the potential would be limitless.  

 

8.45 Place, social capital and cultural segregation 

 

I mentioned earlier that it seems easier for both groups to bridge with other 

religious communities through their audience base rather than their participants. 

Glarryford YFC does this through touring, and CRAIC through attracting diverse 

audiences to its pantomimes. In Glarryford, there appears to be less religious 

bridging among their home audiences. Glarryford Farmers’ Hall does not seem to 

be seen as an open and inclusive venue in the same way as CRAIC. The building of 

Glarryford’s new hall – complete with a ‘proper’ stage – might offer the opportunity 

to reach out to audiences from nearby, majority-Catholic villages. 

 In terms of the participant base, the religious homogeneity of both groups is 

down to some systemic factors beyond their control. One is the historical 
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settlement patterns of Catholic and Protestant communities. Due to these patterns, 

there are simply not many young people of the ‘other’ religion living in the 

immediate catchment area for these groups. This is likely to be compounded by 

‘them and us’ perceptions of place-identity by those of the minority religion. 

Another vitally important external factor is the segregated nature of the 

education system. Young people attending Catholic secondary schools are much 

more likely to hear about CRAIC than those attending state schools. The obverse is 

the case with Glarryford YFC. 

 However, the practice of cultural groups can, even unwittingly, increase 

exclusionary place-identities and a lack of social bridging. For example, Ogras 

Youth Club in Coalisland has an Irish Gaelic name and meets in the Catholic Parish 

Hall: not a religiously ‘neutral’ space. The same is true of the Boys’ and Girls’ 

Brigades in Glarryford, which meet in Killymurris Presbyterian church. I posit that, 

in both their communities, my case study groups may be the spaces which offer the 

most potential for including young people outside the dominant religion. 

Nonetheless, aspects of their practice would need to change in order to facilitate 

this.  

 Recruitment methods are the first area for change. Both groups use word-

of-mouth recruitment with a laissez-faire approach, with the result that young 

people spread the word within their schools, and parents within their social and 

cultural networks. Could there be a recruitment focus on schools and on 

organisations from the ‘other’ religious community? This would require group 

leaders to step out of their comfort zones. It may be easier to start by inviting 

young people from these communities to see performances first, as the Protestant 

Sunday School does with CRAIC pantos. In 2013, Finvoy Young Farmers’ Club (nine 

miles west of Glarryford) engaged in a recruitment day with two local Catholic 

primary schools and two local state primaries.  I found out about this initiative too 

late to investigate its impact, but it could perhaps provide inspiration to both 

CRAIC and Glarryford YFC for the value of more inclusive recruitment at a young 

age.636 

 
636 ‘Finvoy YFC Peace III Day’, Balllymoney and Moyle Times, 1 August 2013, accessed online at < 
https://www.ballymoneytimes.co.uk/news/finvoy-yfc-peace-iii-day-1-5334532> [accessed 
20 April 2019]. 

https://www.ballymoneytimes.co.uk/news/finvoy-yfc-peace-iii-day-1-5334532
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Both CRAIC and Glarryford YFC have already done work that can be built 

on. Glarryford members have produced lively recruitment videos showcasing the 

variety of activities the club offers and the fun which is had. In CRAIC’s case, the 

group has a strong ally and advocate in the local Church of Ireland rector, who 

could be willing to help them undertake more targeted recruitment.  

A second key area for change in Glarryford’s case lies in its association with 

the local Presbyterian churches. The practice of holding an annual club service in 

these two churches is not religiously inclusive, and at odds with the central YFCU 

philosophy that the institution is ‘open to anyone, no matter of his or her ethnic 

background, religion or profession’. However, I recognise that an association with 

local Presbyterian churches is also a fundamental part of Glarryford YFC’s history. 

Stopping the practice of church services would undoubtedly provoke difficult 

conversations about club identity. 

A third area for change lies in the NI-wide perception of Young Farmers’ 

Clubs as ‘predominantly a Protestant thing’. This would require a strategic 

approach at YFCU management level as well as grassroots efforts in individual 

clubs. It might be worth learning from the experiences of those few clubs which are 

religiously mixed. 

This chapter concludes with a reflection on ‘machers’, intended to give hope 

for the realisation of some of the above recommendations.  Before this, however, I 

will return briefly to the idea of ‘constructed narratives’ (introduced in Chapter 3) 

reflecting on whether any findings can be inferred from what interviewees did not 

say, or what they may have emphasised at the expense of other things.  

 

8.5 Findings around constructed narratives 
 

Chapter 3 introduced the fact that, in interviews as in informal conversations, 

research participants build narratives to make sense of and articulate their 

collective understandings, what Taylor calls ‘the truths people have constructed for 

themselves’. These narratives may also be, consciously or unconsciously, 

constructed to further certain agendas and/or to please the researcher. This 

section highlights what I perceive to be several key instances of constructed 
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narratives that add further interesting facets to the findings presented in this 

chapter.  

 In CRAIC, I was aware that there had been disagreements between youth 

theatre facilitators in the past that may have led to some of them leaving. This was 

glossed over by interviewees, and I chose not to probe more deeply. Despite a 

genuine overall atmosphere of harmony there were also subsequent disagreements 

between venue staff and volunteers, one of which led to a lasting split between two 

key founder members. It is understandable that CRAIC staff and volunteers did not 

want these more negative elements to feature in a research project – one that the 

youth theatre facilitators hoped would raise their group’s profile and generate 

material for use in funding applications (which it did). By contrast, the Glarryford 

‘drama people’ whom I interviewed were a little more open about disagreements at 

club management level over the importance of a purpose-built stage in their new 

hall. 

 In terms of place-identity, in Coalisland I was conscious of adult 

interviewees trying to counter the ‘bad press’ that the town had received during 

the Troubles. It was interesting to me that an interviewee who was a second-

generation Italian immigrant painted a much bleaker picture of social life during 

the Troubles than other interviewees, who were keen to talk about what social life 

there was, rather than the festivals, concerts and gatherings that stopped 

happening due to the violence. As well as this historical perspective, I found it 

interesting that a local republican politician was eager to emphasise the religiously 

mixed nature of CRAIC’s youth theatre’s membership, whereas the CRAIC theatre 

facilitators themselves stated that there were only ‘a very small number’ of 

Protestant participants.  

In Glarryford, it was clear that senior club members wanted to counter the 

stereotype that the YFCU was ‘just for farmers’, and also to mitigate any negativity 

associated with Young Farmers’ Clubs’ reputations for heavy partying.  I also 

sensed something around fighting an anti-rural bias: this was clear in Margaret 

Ferguson’s indignant anecdote about how the club was perceived as ‘people with 

country accents’ at an urban drama festival, and even in Rita Gregg’s repeated 
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references to the Belfast audience reaction to Glarryford’s first ever play: ‘“Fancy 

farmers being able to do that!”’637 

 As mentioned already, all the ‘wider community’ interviewees – including 

those from different religious/cultural backgrounds – wanted to emphasise their 

overall support for the case study groups: an indication of their standing in the 

community and, undoubtedly, of the perceptible benefits they have brought to local 

young people and to community life.  

 One anecdote stands out as an illustration of the effect of emotional ties 

both within the case study groups and between these groups and me, as researcher. 

I asked Margaret Ferguson whether she had ever been aware of sectarianism 

within Glarryford Club. I asked this prompted by a single anecdote in Gregg’s On the 

Right Track, which recounted Glarryford members climbing Slemish mountain and 

painting the cairn on top orange – the narrator commenting: ‘King Billy would be 

proud!’638 Margaret answered that she had never been aware of any sectarian 

attitudes – ‘young farmers were just too busy’ – but added the caveat: ‘Maybe I’m 

talking with rose-tinted spectacles here.’639 Glarryford Young Farmers’ Club, and 

especially its drama activities, form a significant part of Margaret’s personal and 

emotional life. Its people are ‘her tribe’. Likewise, I am certain that I approached 

certain aspects of this project ‘with rose-tinted spectacles’ because drama people in 

general are part of ‘my tribe’ – they were in my youth, and they remain, my ‘good 

gang’ that has helped me navigate various new communities (Belfast, London, 

Cambridge University, Coalisland and Glarryford) and to maintain my well-being 

there. If I had interviewed other, perhaps less ‘involved’ community members, they 

might have given different insights on the case study groups, leading to somewhat 

different findings. Other, less ‘involved’ researchers might have done likewise. It 

was with some reluctance that I came to the conclusion that my case study groups 

were not at the forefront of facilitating social bridging. A different researcher may 

have had no such reluctance to overcome. 

  

 
637 Gregg, On the Right Track, p. 95. 
638 Ibid., p.115. 
639 Margaret Ferguson (2016), interview. 
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8.6 Conclusion 
 

In Neal and Walters’ study of Young Farmers’ Clubs in England, they reflect that: 

 

 

The sociality of the place-based local community that was much in 
evidence does not so much spring from spontaneous, organic bonds, 
but is produced and achieved through the remarkable energies of 
semi-formal leisure organisations.640 

 

 

In other words, a sociable, supportive community with a sense of attachment to 

place need not be seen as a state of affairs that naturally arises from shared culture 

and geographic location, nor, on the other hand, as an unrealistic ‘rural idyll’ 

stereotype. Rather, it is something that can be intentionally crafted through the 

strategic vision and energies of ‘machers’. The formation of the YFCU is a powerful 

regional-level example of this. The formation of CRAIC is a more recent, local-level 

example, although in CRAIC’s case the vision was less about crafting a place-based 

community and more about using the arts to transform an already tightly knit, but 

embattled and disadvantaged, community. My findings show the extent to which 

committed local machers are required to effect these changes – and the successes 

they can have. Despite the systemic barriers to greater religious and cultural 

mixing in Northern Ireland, and despite identity crises which groups may face in 

attempting to be more actively inclusive, these successes should give hope that the 

sociality of place-based communities can indeed be reshaped to bridge invisible 

barriers of segregation. It is, however, important to remember the earlier 

suggestion that lasting change is unlikely to come from external change agents: the 

machers must be locally embedded, known and respected. 

 CRAIC and Glarryford YFC promote types of identity for young people that 

are not related to sectarian tribes: the identity of being ‘drama kids’ or ‘countrymen 

 
640 Neal and Walters, ‘Rural Be/longing and Rural Social Organizations’, p. 287. 
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and women’. These shared identities, based around interests and/or senses of 

settlement identity, form vital common ground which should be cherished and 

nurtured. Ultimately, they provide an opportunity to think beyond the distinction 

between bridging and bonding social capital and begin to fuse the two: at the same 

time as bridging between faith-based social networks, young people will be 

bonding, in affective terms, through shared non-sectarian identities.  

 At the close of this analysis I feel that, while the terms bridging and bonding 

have been very helpful for understanding cultural and place-based communities in 

a simplistic, structural way, their binary connotations may inhibit a fuller 

understanding of young people’s cultural identity in an increasingly globalised 

world. A young Presbyterian from a farming background and a young Catholic GAA 

player may both feel themselves part of a tightly bonded online gaming community, 

for example. Cultural identity is more mutable than the terms bridging and bonding 

allow: a promising conclusion for my case study groups. 

Nonetheless, opening up spaces for shared identities in the face of quiet 

cultural segregation does requires an initial, active reaching-out to those who may 

see an activity as ‘not for them’ due to cultural associations rather than lack of 

interest. 

In terms of young people themselves, recruitment practices are key, as 

discussed previously. In terms of effecting cultural change in the local community, 

the audience of a dramatic performance might be a good place to start. 

Cresswell’s idea that place is never fixed, but is constantly being performed, 

ties in with Nicholson’s contention that communities are constantly formed and re-

formed through ‘habitual enactments of locality’.641 The space of a youth drama 

performance is a place-event around which such enactments of locality – and 

formations of community – coalesce. I posit that the audiences for such 

performances offer a unique arena for social bridging in small places. Whereas 

church activities are obviously exclusive, and sports audiences require support for 

a particular team and knowledge of the sport, community drama performances 

demand less of their audiences and have less cultural ‘baggage’ attached.  If these 

performances are well produced and provide comedy and ‘a lift’, as CRAIC and 

Glarryford’s productions do, then people are likely to return, and through these 

 
641 Nicholson, Applied Drama, p. 103. 
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‘habitual enactments of locality’ a more inclusive sense of place-based community 

can begin to develop. Offering people ‘a lift’ is, I believe, key.  

 

As well as the local recommendations discussed here, this analysis also highlights 

the need for systemic changes in Northern Ireland. Recommendations for Northern 

Irish policy and for further areas of research will be discussed in the next and final 

chapter.  
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Chapter 9:  
POLICY IMPLICATIONS, 
LIMITATIONS OF STUDY AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR 
FURTHER RESEARCH 
   

 

This chapter considers the ‘so what?’ questions following this study. It begins with 

a discussion of the implications of the findings for Northern Irish society and policy. 

This will be followed by consideration of the limitations of the study. The chapter 

concludes with recommendations for further research. 

 

9.1 Implications of findings for Northern Irish society 

and policy 
 

The NI-specific policy context for this thesis was set out in Chapter 3. Implications 

of my findings for Northern Ireland will be discussed in relation to strategic policy 

objectives in documents including: Together Building a United Community; the NI 

Executive’s Draft Programme for Government 2016-2027; the Draft Children and 

Young People’s Strategy 2017-2027; and Ambitions for the Arts: A Five-Year Strategic 

Plan for the Arts in Northern Ireland 2013-2018. Acknowledging the limitations of a 

case study approach to broader generalisations, I also consider the findings in 

relation to aspects of Northern Irish society and culture, especially the social role of 

the arts. 

 What follows is a discussion of five areas in which my findings have 

implications for policy and society. These are: drama participation and active 

citizenship; addressing quiet cultural segregation; the importance of ‘other’ shared 

identities; the value of year-round local arts groups; and umbrella bodies, sectoral 

networking and advocacy for rural youth arts. 
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9.11 Drama participation and active citizenship 
 

In Wild Card, Grant posits that: ‘Increased self-confidence in individuals has a direct 

bearing on the confidence of entire communities.’642 It is this principle that gave 

impetus to Melchett’s 1979 directive to encourage the artistic endeavours of people 

living in deprived communities in Northern Ireland, particularly when the artistic 

activity was linked to their own lives and experiences.643 Melchett’s reasoning was 

that if people in disadvantaged communities develop their confidence (for example 

through drama) and produce artwork that validates their personal experiences, 

then they might feel less of a threat from perceived ‘others’ and be better equipped 

to become confident and forward-thinking leaders for their communities.   

 It is difficult to definitively prove any causal links between drama 

participation, confidence development and active citizenship. However, my 

findings in this area, while not demonstrating any clear causality, do suggest a 

relationship. A very strong finding from both case studies was the benefit of drama 

participation to young people’s confidence in terms of social skills, communication 

skills and the confidence that comes from a sense of belonging. Interviews with 

former members of my case study groups suggest that the confidence developed 

through youth drama participation has benefits throughout a person’s life, both 

personally and professionally. Furthermore, I noted a preponderance of ‘active 

citizens’ around the drama activities of my two case study groups. All of the adult 

‘stalwarts’ who sustain CRAIC and Glarryford YFC’s drama programmes are 

remarkably active in other spheres of community life. My findings are consistent 

with Jeannotte’s identification of a correlation between involvement in drama and 

a general community-minded spirit.644  

In terms of young people’s active citizenship, this did not emerge as a central 

concern in the data from CRAIC Youth Theatre but was very evident in Glarryford 

YFC, where members are involved in organising a plethora of community events – 

albeit as part of a wider club programme of which drama is just one element. 

 
642 Grant, Wild Card, p. 35. 
643 Peter Melchett quoted in Grant, Wild Card, p. 7. 
644 Jeannotte, ‘Singing Alone?’ 
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Furthermore, the experience of mounting a youth drama production for the local 

community to enjoy is itself a form of active citizenship. 

 In the literature review I noted that TBUC, the Draft Children and Young 

People’s Strategy and the Play and Leisure Policy Statement all focus on the value of 

sports participation and outdoor play to developing active citizens. I contend that, 

given the confidence-building benefits of drama, there is need to include youth arts 

and specifically youth drama in these policies. While sports participation may 

develop young people’s physical confidence and leadership skills, drama 

participation develops both these areas as well as communication skills and social 

confidence. It also offers a vital channel into active citizenship for those young 

people not interested in sports.  

 

9.12 Addressing quiet cultural segregation 
 

TBUC pledges to use the arts and sports as means of promoting good relations. In 

my case study areas, young people’s cultural participation is segregated along 

religious lines. This is not an overt, aggressive, sectarian segregation such as might 

be experienced in some urban areas around flashpoints like St Patrick’s Day or the 

Twelfth of July. It is, instead, a quiet cultural segregation. It is made manifest in a 

Catholic rural community leader’s perception that, although he respects the YFCU, 

involvement in the Young Farmers’ Clubs is ‘not the norm’ for young people in his 

community.645 It is manifest in a YFC leader remarking that ‘the Young Farmers is 

mainly a Protestant thing, really’.646 It is manifest in the way in which the Church of 

Ireland rector in Coalisland takes his young parishioners to the CRAIC pantomime 

but none of them are actually performing onstage. In both case studies there 

appears to be little hostility between the minority and majority religious 

communities, just a quiet cultural apartheid.  

 Neither Glarryford YFC nor CRAIC Youth Theatre is actively seeking to 

make their membership more diverse. They may wish to consider doing so, and 

recommendations for achieving this were made in Chapter 8.  At a broader level, NI 

 
645 Michael Hardy (2016), interview. 
646 Jimmy King (2016), interview.  
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policy should recognise and address quiet cultural segregation through more than 

one-off exchanges.  

 TBUC outlines plans for cross-community sports summer camps as the key 

activity in a strategic drive to achieve more long-term religious mixing among 

young people.647 However, this plan neglects the demographic of young people who 

are not interested in sports. I believe that a better-resourced and more networked 

youth drama community – including the Young Farmers’ ‘drama people’ – would 

have the potential to address some of the quiet cultural segregation that, for all its 

quietness, is a barrier to conflict transformation in Northern Ireland. The former 

Ulster Association of Youth Drama used to run summer residential performance 

projects bringing together young drama enthusiasts from across NI; unfortunately 

these were discontinued in 2006 due to funding pressures. The Executive, the Arts 

Council and TheatreNI could take the lead in consulting Northern Irish young 

people to determine what types of  NI-wide cross-community arts projects they 

would like to see as a necessary complement to TBUC’s sports-focused summer 

camps. It may be that there is appetite for an NI-wide youth drama project. Youth 

Theatre Arts Scotland and the NAYD (Ireland) offer useful models of successful 

national residential schemes. 

 One of the main drivers of cultural apartheid is the segregated education 

system in Northern Ireland. My findings around word-of-mouth peer recruitment 

for the case study groups suggest that segregated schools perpetuate segregation in 

young people’s extra-curricular cultural pursuits. The current policy focus in NI is 

on shared, as opposed to integrated, education. Three shared education campuses 

are currently being piloted. In one of these – involving my own former (Catholic) 

school and the adjacent (predominantly Protestant) state school – the schools will 

have separate entrances and assemblies. Each will maintain its own religious 

curriculum, but they will share some subjects at sixth-form level and many 

facilities, including the sports grounds and a newly built theatre.  

An arrangement such as this presents opportunities for social mixing 

through after-school activities, and through participation in voluntary groups that 

use the school’s facilities on evenings and weekends. In the implementation of 

shared education across Northern Ireland, it is strongly advisable to maximise the 

 
647 TBUC (2013), p. 5. 
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potential for cross-community bridging through shared extra-curricular cultural 

pursuits. This could be achieved through the establishment of new groups, but also 

by encouraging young people from each of the two partner schools to promote to 

each other activities and groups that they are involved in. The leadership of the 

shared campus could also identify and promote opportunities for pupils to attend 

events by key local cultural groups: theatre productions, hurling matches, Young 

Farmers’ Arts Festival heats etc. The opportunity to break down barriers in cultural 

participation through the roll-out of shared education is one which should not be 

missed. 

My findings from Coalisland also highlight the potential for arts venues to 

be ‘neutral’ spaces in divided communities, and recommendations for research in 

this area are made in Section 9.3. 

 

9.13 The importance of ‘other’ shared identities 

 

I came across many matrices of identification for young people in my case studies 

other than the well-worn identities of Catholic and Protestant, which were not 

mentioned by any young person interviewed. Of course, in a society where ‘notions 

of collective culture, identity and belonging are bound up in a range of emotional 

and intangible dimensions and attachments’,648 some of these ‘other’ identities still 

have affiliations with Catholic or Protestant culture. This is unfortunately still the 

case with the YFCU, widely perceived as an organisation ‘for Protestants’.  

It is worth noting that Young Farmers’ Clubs do not appear to be viewed 

with sectarian hostility by Catholics, just seen as something that is ‘not for them’. It 

is also worth noting that some clubs, such as the Glens YFC, include many young 

people from Catholic backgrounds. In fact, the identity of ‘farmer’ constitutes vital 

common ground between many rural Catholics and Protestants in Northern 

Ireland. If the YFCU, as one of the largest youth organisations in NI, were to take the 

lead in addressing quiet cultural segregation, other groups would surely be 

inspired to follow. I am not arguing for an overt ‘recruitment drive’ for Catholics 

into the YFCU: this might serve to reinforce binary identities by making them 

 
648 Schubotz and McKnight, ‘Shared future – shared values?’, p. 3. 
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explicit. Instead, research into recruitment practices at grassroots, county and 

national level would provide useful information from which a plan could be made.  

 As well as the shared occupational identity of ‘farmer’, there are other ways 

in which rural culture offers common ground for de-segregation in Northern 

Ireland. One way lies in the love of country music shared by many in the farming 

community, irrespective of religion. In the past I have heard country musicians 

such as Ritchie Remo and the legendary country music DJ Hugo Duncan being 

portrayed as figures of fun among metropolitan, urbane people in Northern Ireland. 

Before embarking on this research, I was one of these mockers, without having had 

much experience of the actual music or its scene. Now, I believe that these country 

musicians are doing vital work in creating common ground in Northern Ireland for 

the performance and celebration of rural pride.  

 Of course, being a ‘drama kid’ is another type of non-sectarian shared 

identity. Just as punk music offered common ground and the opportunity to form a 

positive cultural ‘tribe’ in 1970s Belfast, so youth drama can offer a positive tribe 

with no sectarian ‘baggage’ throughout the entire region. However, greater 

investment in NI-wide networking for the youth drama sector will be required to 

make this happen. Groups like CRAIC should be supported to go and see other 

groups’ work, and there should be NI-wide youth drama initiatives for young 

people as well as group leaders. This will be discussed further in section 9.15. 

Overall in Northern Ireland, there needs to be greater recognition of the 

role which these ‘other’ identities – such as ‘farmer’, ‘country music fan’ or ‘drama 

kid’ – play in the construction of place, and a recognition of the role which 

voluntary arts groups for young people can play in fostering such inclusive tribes 

and positive place-identities.  

This brings me to the need for greater, more sustained support for these 

local voluntary groups, as well as for the broader NI-wide projects suggested above. 

 

9.14 Recognising the value of year-round local arts groups 

 

Two terms which came up often in my work in Coalisland were ‘buzz’ and ‘lift’. The 

build-up to the CRAIC pantomimes generates an annual ‘buzz’ in the town, and the 

pantos themselves provide residents with ‘a lift’. This is important in a town still 
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emerging from conflict, which includes one of the most deprived wards in Mid-

Ulster. Although those particular terms did not recur so frequently in Glarryford, it 

is my impression that the performance events created by Glarryford YFC generate a 

similar ‘buzz’ and provide local audiences with a similar ‘lift’. While Glarryford is 

not deprived and experienced less violence during the Troubles, many locals 

working in farming are struggling with increasing pressure from big supermarket 

clients, and with the general challenges of rural isolation. As in Coalisland, ‘a good 

night out’ will be important to their well-being. 

 The fact that both CRAIC and Glarryford YFC’s performances are created by 

people in the local community, adds, in my view, a special dimension. In both case 

studies I heard tales of travelling showbands visiting the areas in the 1970s, giving 

people ‘a lift’ with their music. Such visiting professional entertainment is valuable. 

However, the fact of having good-quality performances put on by local people on a 

regular basis seems to have generated substantial and lasting community pride. 

CRAIC Youth Theatre members are delighted at being recognised as ‘celebrities’ in 

the grocery store, or on hearing that audience members have travelled from Derry 

to see their show. Glarryford YFC members relish performing to ‘home audiences’ 

who understand their accents, get the local references and revel in the aesthetic 

doubleness of seeing their friends and relatives onstage.  

Reflecting on Amateur Theatre Research calls amateur drama performances 

‘a space where communities represent themselves back to local audiences, taking 

charge of their collective symbolic life’,649 and this is undoubtedly true in those 

‘place-events’ which constitute the local performances by my case study groups. In 

the theory chapter, I questioned Law and Mooney’s stark distinction between 

‘conformist’ and ‘recalcitrant’ voluntary activity, where they suggest that only the 

latter type will lead to social change.650 I posit here that the activities of groups 

such as CRAIC and Glarryford YFC are a form of resistance to a global popular 

culture which rejects the particular and the local in favour of  ‘a condition of 

creeping placelessness’.651 In both cases, the groups have bolstered residents’ pride 

and sense of place-identity in areas where people have had many things ‘done to 

them’. In Glarryford’s case, their three-act and one-act plays perform rural pride in 

 
649 Nicholson et al., Reflecting on Amateur Theatre Research, p. 4. 
650 Law and Mooney, ‘The Maladies of Social Capital II’, p. 264. 
651 Relph, Place and Placelessness, p. 90. 
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the face of negative stereotypes about the farming community and a general anti-

rural bias in cultural policy.   

In both my case studies, the fact that it is ‘the next generation’ of the 

community performing onstage adds an important dimension and increases the 

effect of the ‘lift’ which audiences experience, constituting ‘an active moment in the 

passage from memory to hope, from past to future’.652 

The literature review noted the emphasis on community festivals in both 

TBUC and the Arts Council’s Five-Year Strategy as means of celebrating community 

identity and strengthening cultural relations. As with the cross-community 

exchanges discussed earlier, such festivals can tend to be ‘one-off’ or annual 

activities, whereas the value of groups like CRAIC and Glarryford YFC is that they 

operate year-round. CRAIC’s pantos and Glarryford’s three-act plays may only 

occur annually, but it is the day-to-day, sustained rehearsals and meetings that 

build the social capital. Arts policy and funding decisions in Northern Ireland 

should show greater recognition of the value of year-round participatory arts 

groups, as opposed to festivals, in strengthening positive community identities and 

community relations. 

Furthermore, following the Arts Council’s championing of the Re-imaging 

Communities scheme (discussed in Chapter 1), I contend that symbolic public art is 

important; but equally important is the day-to-day, sustained interaction between 

people in communities as they enjoy cultural and leisure activities in formal or 

semi-formal groups. It is these activities that will truly ‘re-image’ a community 

from the inside. As one drama facilitator in Cookstown remarked to me:  

 

 

Our town looks amazing. The council spend money on beautiful 
baskets and lovely trees and flowers. If they put their time and effort 
more into people as opposed to flower baskets, the people would fill 
the flower baskets for them.653 

 

 
652 Harvey (1996), Justice, Nature and the Geography of Difference, p. 306. 
653 Carol Doey* (2015), interview. 
* Drama facilitator and ‘community dynamo’ in Cookstown, a large town close to Coalisland. 
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More public funding and practical support is needed for the sustained, permanent 

participatory cultural and arts groups that build community. 

Local authorities have a crucial role to play here, for example through 

ensuring that youth arts groups can access suitable space to rehearse and perform 

at a low cost. This was a strategic objective in ACNI’s ‘Draft Youth Arts Strategy’ but 

it was – unfortunately – absent from the final strategy document. Scotland’s Time to 

Shine Youth Arts Strategy, spanning 2013-2023, provides an inspiring model that 

has seen the creation of nine (temporary) regional youth arts hubs, a youth-led 

national funding scheme for young artists, and a National Youth Arts Advisory 

Group. Just because Northern Ireland’s government is in disarray at the time of 

writing should not mean that its young people with a passion for the arts are 

denied their own ‘time to shine’. Indeed, given the legacy of conflict, and ongoing 

segregation, it is crucial that NI’s next generations are afforded more opportunities 

for engaging in outward-looking cultural participation than their parents had. 

 

9.15 Umbrella bodies, sectoral networking and advocacy for 

rural youth arts 

 

The ARHC’s Cultural Value project report notes that many arts activities in rural 

communities are delivered under the auspices of broader social organisations.654 

This thesis has explored drama within Young Farmers’ Clubs. The YFCU has the 

advantage of being incredibly well networked, both among the 52 clubs in 

Northern Ireland and at a national and international level. This allows rural young 

people to embrace international opportunities and a global identity while 

simultaneously staying rooted in place through their local club. The Northern Irish 

youth drama community could learn from this, and build NI-wide, UK-wide, all-

island and international networks so that youth drama participants in Northern 

Ireland can broaden their horizons and feel part of an international community. 

TheatreNI’s Youth Theatre Steering Group (established 2017) is a valuable 

initiative in kick-starting this process. 

 
654 Crossick and Kaszynska, Understanding the value of arts & culture, p. 84. 
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The YFCU ‘drama people’ do not seem to engage with, or see themselves as 

part of, the wider youth drama community in Northern Ireland. It would be 

interesting, and valuable, to see Young Farmers’ ‘drama people’ engaging with 

Theatre NI’s youth theatre development networks and activities. The immediate 

benefits of this networking may not be clear for YFCU members but in the long 

term it might develop their drama practice (leading to more competition wins for 

the club!), as well as creating more vital common ground for de-segregation among 

young people.  

The potential networking described above could also help to dispel some 

negative, anti-rural stereotypes about the NI farming community which were 

mentioned at various points during my Glarryford fieldwork. Ferguson posits that 

rural young people are sidelined in Northern Irish policy in general. My literature 

review revealed that this certainly is the case in relation to arts policy, and that 

there is a strong demand from rural young people for improved access to arts 

activities (see findings from the consultation discussed in ACNI’s Youth Arts 

Strategy).655 Umbrella bodies such as the YFCU and TheatreNI can play a crucial 

role in advocating to change this.  

 

Having made a series of policy recommendations, it only remains to say that I will 

do my part in disseminating the findings of this study to as wide a range of 

Northern Irish policymakers as possible. I encourage you, as reader, to do the same 

with regard to anyone – in NI or beyond – for whom you think my findings could be 

useful. Of course, as a small-scale PhD study, this project has shortcomings and 

significant limitations in scope. These will be the subject of the next section. 

 

9.2 Limitations of this study 

 

My experience of ethnography prior to this study was limited, and I had no 

background in social anthropology. The theoretical frameworks of social capital 

and place are common in sociology and environmental psychology: disciplines with 

 
655 ACNI (2013), Youth Arts Strategy 2013-2017, p. 61. 



 

313 

which I had little familiarity. I was therefore aware from the outset that I would be 

learning ‘on the job’ and hence that the study would have certain limitations. 

 This section describes three key limitations which impact the potential for 

generalisation of my findings. These are: the methodological differences between 

case studies; the lack of ‘outsider’ consultation; and my personal biases. 

 

9.21 Methodological differences between case studies 
 

Lack of consultation workshop in Glarryford 

The two consultation workshops with CRAIC Youth Theatre generated rich insights 

into how group members view their group, its place within the community, young 

people’s opinions on the local area, and perceptions of the youth theatre among 

other local young people who are not participants. I did not conduct a consultation 

workshop with members of Glarryford Young Farmers, so consequently missed out 

on the opportunity to generate such rich findings. 

 There were two reasons behind my choice not to conduct a consultation 

workshop in Glarryford. The first was the fact that, unlike in CRAIC, drama-based 

research methods would have been an unfamiliar idiom to many Glarryford 

participants. The second reason was Glarryford YFC’s tightly packed schedule, and 

my desire to maintain a good relationship with the group rather than pushing my 

own agenda at all costs. 

 While there were sound reasons behind this decision, it meant I did not get 

the chance to consult any junior members at all, or to ask questions of the whole 

club as a group. Therefore, the data on Glarryford is weighted in favour of the 

perspectives of individual, older, long-term members of the club. Furthermore, I 

missed the chance to co-create arts-based knowledge with the Glarryford group, 

and to hear them discussing the status of their club with each other.  

 

Differences in interviewee sample between case studies 

There were significant differences between the sample of interviewees in my two 

case studies. The six interviewees from within Glarryford Young Farmers’ Club 
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were aged between 21 and 32. By contrast, CRAIC Youth Theatre membership 

stops at age 18, and the group had no issue with me interviewing younger 

members, so my sample of group members was larger and their ages ranged from 

13 to 18. Furthermore, I gained the perspectives of many more members through 

the consultation drama workshop in CRAIC. However, those interviews which I did 

conduct with the six Glarryford Club members were longer and more in-depth than 

the interviews with CRAIC young people.  

 In terms of my interviews with members of the wider community, in 

Coalisland I took a systematic approach and tried to interview at least one 

community leader from various categories: clergy, business owner, youth worker 

etc. However, in Glarryford – because of the smaller size of the fieldwork 

community – I could not find an interviewee for each of these categories.  

 

9.22 Relative lack of ‘outsider’ perspectives 

 

In both case studies, my sample of interviewees from ‘the wider community’ was 

for the most part determined by recommendations from the case study group. 

Indeed, in CRAIC, I listed my desired categories of interviewee to CRAIC staff 

members and they came up with a recommendation for each category, in most 

cases making a personal introduction between me and the interviewee. This meant 

that all my ‘community’ interviewees in Coalisland were sympathetic to CRAIC. 

 In the case of Glarryford, it was difficult to find local residents who were not 

either currently or formerly involved in the club. Having been recommended by 

club members to speak with many local adults still involved in club life, I learned 

from my experience in Coalisland and tried independently to gain the perspectives 

of people not involved with the club. This resulted in an extremely useful in-person 

interview with the Chair of a local GAA Club, and brief phone exchanges with a DUP 

Councillor and a Catholic Priest from the local area.  

In both case studies I could have made more of a systematic effort to seek 

out divergent perspectives, but perhaps more so in the Coalisland case study. 
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Because of my own cultural upbringing and my prior connections to CRAIC, I felt 

that, as researcher, I had more of an outsider’s perspective on Glarryford YFC than 

on CRAIC. This was another key limitation, discussed in the next section. 

 

9.23 Personal biases of researcher 

 

In the methodology chapter I acknowledged various personal biases which may 

affect my fieldwork, and discussed the need to bracket these. While I did strive for 

objectivity, it is undeniable that my own cultural background, interests and 

sympathies will have affected this study. Perhaps the key bias which affected my 

fieldwork was my lifelong passion for rural drama. I could not deny my strong 

conviction that youth drama groups have special value in small, remote 

communities in Northern Ireland. This empathy and support for my case study 

groups from the outset may have meant that I did not ask as many critical 

questions as I could have. Nonetheless, particularly in the case of CRAIC, my 

palpable passion for drama helped me gain access to the group. 

Related to this is the fact that I had previous relationships with CRAIC 

through my MA research, whereas I was approaching Glarryford YFC ‘cold’. This 

meant that it took me much longer – over a year – to gain access into the Young 

Farmers’ group, and for them to trust me enough to allow me to work with them. 

As someone with few ties to farming communities, I always felt a little more of an 

‘outsider’ in Glarryford than in CRAIC, where the staff and I had shared common 

acquaintances in the theatre world. Nonetheless, I felt that by the end of my 

fieldwork in Glarryford I had built some strong relationships. Furthermore, my 

increased ‘outsider’ status there may have added a valuable perspective on a 

Northern Irish subculture which requires explanation for those not within the 

YFCU world. 

A final bias is my experience of growing up in a majority-Catholic culture, 

and my lack of experience of Protestant Northern Irish communities. I feel that, at 

times, my cultural background made me more critical of elements encountered 

during my fieldwork with the Young Farmers which I did not perceive to be 

religiously inclusive – for example, the time when the British National Anthem was 

sung before a Glarryford YFC performance in an Orange Lodge – and less aware of 
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similar elements in CRAIC. However, while more familiar with Catholic culture, I 

am not myself a Catholic and have little experience of The Troubles. There were 

times in Coalisland where I also felt like an outsider – particularly when discussing 

the town’s political turmoil with some of my interviewees. 

 

9.24 Design and scope of study 

 

This was a small-scale study of two highly specific cases, with clear limits to 

generalisation. A longer-term project – perhaps one in which the researcher lives in 

the case study community – would have yielded richer data. A study including rural 

sports groups might also have provided an important comparator, allowing 

judgements to be made on which contributions to social capital and place might be 

‘unique’ to the arts.  

 Methodological limitations were touched on in Chapter 8. Most prominent 

among these is the fact that network analysis was not used to investigate social 

networks around the two case study groups. This was not a conscious choice: it 

was due to my own ignorance of these methods and my lack of a social sciences 

background. In retrospect, network analysis would have been particularly useful in 

exploring the presence or absence of bridging social capital.  

 

In spite of the above limitations, I am satisfied that I effected fieldwork to the best 

of my ability at the time, and that my analysis contributes new knowledge to this 

under-researched field. 
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9.3 Recommendations for further areas of research 

 

This study has thrown up many areas which merit further academic inquiry. The 

most salient are discussed here. 

 

The relationship between the segregated education system and cultural 

segregation in young people’s extra-curricular pursuits in Northern Ireland 

My findings suggest that the largely segregated education system in Northern 

Ireland sets the framework for ethno-religious segregation in young people’s extra-

curricular pursuits. Future research might usefully explore cultural participation 

around Catholic and state schools, perhaps including comparative case studies 

around a shared education campus and an integrated school, to gauge the extent to 

which segregated education affects young people’s extra-curricular cultural lives. It 

would be helpful to understand more about the groups in which young people from 

the two main religious traditions are mixing – and why these fora work. The future 

of social integration and post-conflict transformation in Northern Ireland rests on 

the extent to which its young people are building bridging social capital. A wide-

ranging study on young people’s cultural participation seems particularly timely at 

the time of writing when NI politics are stagnating along sectarian lines. 

 

Recruitment networks and methods for youth groups in NI 

Related to the above study on cultural segregation could be an exploration of 

recruitment methods in a representative sample of Northern Irish youth groups – 

from the GAA to the Young Farmers. A network-analysis-type methodology could 

be effective in understanding the extent to which recruitment methods such as 

social media and word-of-mouth bridge religious and cultural divides or remain 

within certain cultural and/or geographic communities. A youth-led element in this 

study’s design – for example, the recruitment of (paid) young associates or 

consultants from the case study groups – would be useful both in ensuring deeper 

access to these groups and thus better quality of findings, and in enhancing young 

people’s understanding of the value of this research. 
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Perceptions and experiences of arts venues as ‘neutral’ spaces in 

communities across Northern Ireland 

In Standing Ovation, the Arts Council’s strategic evaluation of its 1994-2008 Capital 

Build Programme, there is mention of the potential for arts venues to be perceived 

as ‘neutral spaces’ which facilitate social bridging between the two main religious 

traditions. The research and evidence are very limited in this evaluation, but the 

findings suggest, like those from this study, that arts venues can play a key role in 

facilitating cross-community bridging, as demonstrated in the case study of the 

Burnavon Arts Centre.656 A broader, more methodologically thorough study than 

Standing Ovation, exploring the status of arts venues as ‘neutral’ spaces in Northern 

Ireland, has the potential not only to benefit Northern Irish society but also to be of 

interest further afield. It would be wise to include a range of venue sizes in this 

study, and not to confine it to those that receive public funding. 

 

The YFCU, Macra na Feirme and the identity of ‘rural youth’ across the island 

of Ireland 

I have suggested that a shared identity of ‘rural youth’ may provide fertile ground 

for offering young people alternative identities to the two main religious and 

cultural ‘tribes’ in Northern Ireland. A study on the social impact of the YFCU per se 

would be timely; but a focus on its current and potential role in social 

transformation would be particularly beneficial. Included in this should be case 

studies of those areas in which Young Farmers’ Clubs are religiously mixed. 

Aside from the Northern Irish context, a study of Young Farmers’ Clubs as a 

European or even global movement could yield rich insights into rural identities in 

the digital age. At a time when far-right politicians across the globe are conjuring 

nostalgic visions of ‘pre-immigration’ societies, often drawing on rural idylls, it 

would be interesting to explore this highly successful model of a rural youth 

organisation that offers young people substantial opportunities to broaden their 

horizons beyond their home communities and, indeed, countries. 

 

 

 
656 ACNI, Standing Ovation, Section 5, p. 5. 
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Drama participation and active citizenship 

Given the correlations identified in this and other studies between drama 

participation and active citizenship, it could be interesting to conduct a focused 

study into the drivers of this correlation. It might be useful to construct this as a 

comparative study between amateur drama and other types of group, to investigate 

whether those involved in all groups are simply ‘joiners’, or whether drama 

participation does actually foster increased civic, political or social engagement. 

The substantial difference, found in Jeannotte’s study, between the active 

citizenship of drama participants, and that of those involved in other types of arts 

groups, begs further investigation.  

 I would like to highlight here the book Ecologies of Amateur Theatre, not 

available in print at the time of writing. This book is an outcome of the research 

project Amateur Dramatics: Crafting Communities in Time and Space, whose report 

Reflecting on Amateur Theatre Research has been a cornerstone of this study. I look 

forward to reading this book when it is available – particularly the chapter on 

Amateur Theatre, Place and Placemaking – and feel sure that it will make a very 

substantial contribution to the burgeoning conversation around the value of 

amateur theatre to individuals and communities. 

 

Attitudes towards gender and sexuality in rural communities in Northern 

Ireland, and their relationship with young people’s cultural pursuits 

Findings from the Coalisland case study around drama being perceived as an 

‘unmanly’ pursuit by adolescent males merit further investigation. The literature 

review suggests that such gendered stereotypes about drama participation are not 

exclusive to Northern Ireland: they emerge in Centre Stage + 10 in a small town in 

Country Leitrim (Republic of Ireland), and in relation to young Londoners in 

Playing a Part. While a UK-and-Ireland-wide study of gendered attitudes towards 

drama participation could be interesting, perhaps of greater use to Northern Irish 

policy development would be a study of gendered attitudes towards cultural 

pursuits in general in rural communities. As my own and Ferguson’s study show, 

rural young people have fewer options for cultural activities than their urban 

counterparts. Therefore, if rural young people face barriers to cultural participation 

because of gender stereotypes, their personal, social and cultural development 
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could be severely damaged as a result. This might apply as much to girls playing 

football as to boys taking part in drama. The fact that young men in Glarryford YFC 

had little experience or awareness of such gendered teasing is also interesting, and 

suggests potential for further insights into how YFCU culture supports (perhaps) a 

more inclusive conception of what pursuits are deemed to be ‘manly’. 

Although not directly related to the research questions, my findings hinted 

at the existence of homophobia and homophobic stereotypes in rural communities 

in Northern Ireland. In 2016, the Rainbow Project published a report on the needs 

of rural LGBT young people in Northern Ireland, highlighting the requirement for 

targeted policy intervention.657 Their study showed that LGBT young people living 

in rural areas are less likely to be ‘out’ than those in urban areas, and less likely to 

seek help for mental health problems. A study into homophobic attitudes in rural 

Northern Ireland could be useful in helping to target policy interventions, change 

some attitudes and ultimately improve the experience of rural LGBT young people. 

 

9.4 Conclusion: communities of spirit, and the arts as 
social gifts 
 

Much of this analysis has focused on how findings about the ecologies of youth 

drama participation in two case studies relate to wider ecologies of social and 

cultural participation across Northern Ireland. I conclude that both groups 

contribute considerably to creating bonding social capital in their local areas, but 

that the extent of bridging social capital generated is limited, certainly with regard 

to the two main religious traditions in Northern Ireland.  

 There is a long tradition in community arts practice in Northern Ireland of 

what is called ‘single identity’ work: arts projects focusing on majority-Catholic or 

majority-Protestant groups, which are intended to develop participants’ confidence 

and foster a more inclusive sense of community identity within that group. There is 

also a tradition of cross-community drama projects, building on drama’s potential 

to ‘wear away fixed narratives of self and other, identity and difference, and open 

 
657 John O’Doherty, OUTstanding in your field: exploring the needs of LGB&T people in rural 
Northern Ireland (Belfast: The Rainbow Project, 2016). 
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up the spaces in-between where new insights might be generated’.658 Neither of 

these frameworks is adequate for understanding the practice of my case study 

groups, because they are not professionally run ‘community arts’ groups. They are 

grassroots voluntary groups run by and for the local community. However, both 

CRAIC and Glarryford YFC can be understood as ‘single-identity’ when one looks at 

their demographics. 

 Throughout this thesis I have emphasised the power of a positive tribe or a 

‘good gang’ for young people. At a transitional stage in life, young people need 

spaces to belong to. However, the fieldwork for this study and my engagement with 

place theory have emphasised that all humans need spaces to belong to, and that 

sometimes these relate to specific community identities and sometimes to ‘the pull 

of place’, understood as ‘the geographical component of the psychological need to 

belong somewhere’.659  

I discussed my research participants’ desire to ‘give back’ to their groups in 

relation to Hyde’s concept of ‘the gift community’, formulated for the analysis of 

tribal systems. The ‘machers’ identified in my case study communities – young and 

old – engage in labours of love, such as those described by Hyde, because they wish 

to see the community thrive. This work is vital, even lifesaving. When one considers 

Northern Ireland’s high suicide rates, problems with youth mental health and 

problems with rural isolation, the dedication of these individuals and generations 

of families to their communities cannot be overestimated and should be valued by 

the state. 

 And yet, in a Brexit-fuelled political and cultural climate, where tribal 

loyalties to ethnicity and nation seem to be becoming more entrenched in England, 

Northern Ireland must draw on its own experience of sectarianism to ensure that 

our young people can grow up in a more inclusive society which embraces a 

diverse range of identities. The vital work and ‘labours of love’ accomplished by 

groups such as CRAIC and Glarryford YFC must be opened up to broader 

constructions of community and identity, without losing the life-saving power of 

their local attachments to place. This will be challenging. Both grassroots ‘machers’ 

and a strategic focus on cultural participation within education policy could play 

 
658 Nicholson, Applied Drama, p. 76. 
659 Lippard (1997) quoted in Cresswell, Place, p. 85. 
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key roles. However, rather than attempting to provide further structural solutions 

here, I will end by considering affect, and the sense of kindred spirit which I believe 

that the CRAIC and Glarryford YFC communities would recognise in one another. 

In the literature review I discussed James Cahill’s phrase ‘community of 

spirit’, used by Tong Soon in describing the bonds forged within Xiqu amateur 

theatre companies in Singapore.660 This seems to be an appropriate phrase to 

describe the ‘structures of feeling’ encountered within my case study groups. Both 

these groups are ‘communities of spirit’ who see themselves as families with a 

particular ethos and traditions. They are also spirited, fed by the enthusiasm and 

creative energies of young people. These communities of spirit should be nurtured 

because they have grown from, and feed, the broader spirit of a wider community 

and place, through generating a ‘buzz’ and bringing a ‘lift’. It would be sad to see 

CRAIC lose its enthusiasm for pantomimes, or Glarryford YFC stop its practice of 

serving traybakes to audience members as they watch comic skits. However, given 

the quiet cultural segregation in Northern Ireland, we need to find or create, and 

then feed, shared points of connection for these spirits.  

 In an auditorium during a theatre performance, ‘the play’ is more than the 

performance onstage. Instead, ‘the play’ is in the air, in the space between 

performers, theatre design and audience. The future of Northern Irish society is 

similarly ‘in the air’. It lies not only in the spaces between the hurling ball and the 

rugby ball but also in the space between teenagers dancing to Ritchie Remo at a 

Young Farmers’ Club barbeque and the pantomime Dame getting audience 

members up on their feet to dance to Dolly Parton at a CRAIC pantomime. It lies 

with the spirited young choreographers who put their heart and soul into creating 

dance routines for Glarryford’s Arts Festival or for CRAIC’s spring show.  These 

spaces, and spirits, are closer to each other than we may think. And there is all to 

play for.

 
660 Tong Soon, ‘Chinese Theatre, Confucianism, and Nationalism: Amateur Chinese Opera 
Tradition in Singapore’ p. 409. 
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interviewee’s home, 23 June 2016. 

• Philip O’Neill, school principal, interviewed by Molly Goyer Gorman [in 

person], St John’s Primary School, Kingsisland, Derrytresk, 23 June 2016. 

• Revd Andrew Rawding, Church of Ireland rector, interviewed by Molly 

Goyer Gorman [in person], Holy Trinity Rectory, Coalisland, 14 June 2016. 

• Richard Thornton, Director of Coalisland and District Development 

Association, interviewed by Molly Goyer Gorman [in person], Coalisland and 

District Development Association, Coalisland, 2 September 2016. 

• Seánan Cummings, CRAIC facilitator, interviewed by Molly Goyer Gorman 

[in person], CRAIC Theatre, 29 October 2016. 

• Tony McCance, Head of Arts and Cultural Services, Mid-Ulster District 

Council, interviewed by Molly Goyer Gorman [in person], Mid-Ulster Council 

Offices, Cookstown, 5 July 2016. 

 

Conducted with CRAIC youth theatre participants aged 12-18 (names changed 

and any identifying details removed) 

 

• Agnieszka, interviewed by Molly Goyer Gorman [in person], CRAIC Theatre, 

9 April 2016. 



 

339 

• Bernadette, interviewed by Molly Goyer Gorman [in person] CRAIC Theatre, 

9 April 2016. 

• Callum, Eve and Laura, interviewed by Molly Goyer Gorman [in person] 

alongside Eve and Laura, CRAIC Theatre, 1 April 2016. 

• Damian, interviewed by Molly Goyer Gorman [in person], CRAIC Theatre, 

9 April 2016. 

• Helen, interviewed by Molly Goyer Gorman [in person], CRAIC Theatre, 

1 April 2016. 

• Jeff 663, interviewed by Molly Goyer Gorman [in person], CRAIC Theatre, 

1 April 2016. 

• Joanne, interviewed by Molly Goyer Gorman [in person], CRAIC Theatre, 

16 April 2016. 

• Seamus, interviewed by Molly Goyer Gorman [in person], CRAIC Theatre, 

9 April 2016. 

 

Conducted with adults in Glarryford as part of this study 

• Janette Stirling and Cathy Adams, members, interviewed by Molly Goyer 

Gorman [in person], Glarryford Farmers’ Hall, 19 April 2017. 

• Jessica Reid, Club Secretary, interviewed by Molly Goyer Gorman [in 

person], Glarryford Farmers’ Hall, 17 May 2017. 

• John Christie and John McIlrath, members, interviewed by Molly Goyer 

Gorman [in person], Glarryford Farmers’ Hall, 19 April 2017. 

• James King, Judy King and Melissa McCoombe, Arts Festival producers, 

interviewed by Molly Goyer Gorman [in person], home of Judy and James 

King, 3 April 2017. 

• Kenneth Rock, Glarryford drama producer, interviewed by Molly Goyer 

Gorman [in person], Kenneth’s workplace, 13 April 2017. 

 
663 Name chosen by young person – he was the only interviewee who expressed a strong 
preference for choosing his own ‘fake name’. 
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• Margaret Ferguson, former Glarryford drama producer and founder of the 

Country Players, interviewed by Molly Goyer Gorman [in person], 

Montgomery’s Café, 15 May 2017. 

• Mark McAuley, Club Leader, interviewed by Molly Goyer Gorman [in 

person], Glarryford Farmers’ Hall, 17 May 2017. 

• Michael Hardy, Chair of Rasharkin St Mary’s GAA Club, interviewed by Molly 

Goyer Gorman [in person], café in Glarryford Applegreen service station, 

18 May 2017. 

• Robin Cherry, former Glarryford drama producer, interviewed by Molly 

Goyer Gorman [in person], RJ Cherry & Son farm, 6 June 2017. 

• Catholic parish priest in Dunloy, phone conversation with Molly Goyer 

Gorman, 3 May 2017. 

• Local DUP politician, phone conversation with Molly Goyer Gorman, 11 May 

2017 
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11.1 Research Ethics Form  
 

Approved by the Ethics Committee of the School of Arts, English and Languages, 

Queen’s University Belfast 

QUEEN’S UNIVERSITY BELFAST 

 

Research Ethics Application Form (overleaf) 
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A1 

Title of 
Research 
Project 

 

Communities in Play:  the social value of youth drama in 
rural areas of Northern Ireland 

 

   

A2 
Applicant (normally the Chief Investigator, in the case of staff-led research 
projects, or the student in the case of supervised research projects): 

 

Title: Ms 
First 
Name: Molly 

Last 
Name: Goyer Gorman 

 

Post: PhD student 
Departmen
t: School of Creative Arts 

 

Email: mgoyer01@qub.ac.uk Telephone: XXXXXXXXXXX  

A2.1 Is this a student project?                         Yes   

If yes, please provide the Supervisor’s 
contact details:  d.grant@qub.ac.uk 

 

A2.2 Other Key investigators/co-applicants (within/outside University), where applicable:  

Please list all  

Title Full Name Post 
Responsibility 
in Project Organisation Department 

 

Dr Maria Lohan 
Senior 
Lecturer 

Second 
Supervisor QUB 

School of Nursing and 
Midwifery 

 

Ms 
Cathie 
McKimm 

Freelance 
Arts 
Consultant 

External 
Supervisor 

CMS – 
Cultural 
Management 
Services N/A 

 

       

       

A3 
Proposed 
Project Duration: 

Start 
Date: 5/11/2015 End Date: 19/12/2016 

 

A4 Mark ‘X’ in the appropriate box:  

  Yes No  

1. Does the study involve participants who are particularly 
vulnerable or unable to give informed consent? (e.g. children, 
people with learning disabilities, your own students) 

X  
 

2. Will the study require the co-operation of a gatekeeper for initial 
access to the groups or individuals to be recruited? (e.g. 
students at school, members of self-help group, residents of 
nursing home) 

X  

 

3. Will it be necessary for participants to take part in the study 
without their knowledge and consent at the time? (e.g. covert 
observation of people in non-public places) 

 X 
 

4. Will the study involve discussion of sensitive topics (e.g. sexual 
activity, drug use)?  X 

 

mailto:d.grant@qub.ac.uk
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5. Are drugs, placebos or other substances (e.g. food substances, 
vitamins) to be administered to the study participants or will the 
study involve invasive, intrusive or potentially harmful 
procedures of any kind? 

 X 

 

6. Will blood or tissue samples be obtained from participants?   X  

7. Is pain or more than mild discomfort to participants likely to 
result from the study?  X 

 

8. Could the study induce psychological stress or anxiety or cause 
harm or negative consequences beyond the risks encountered 
in normal life? 

 X 
 

9. Will the study involve prolonged or repetitive testing?  X  

10. Will financial inducements (other than reasonable expenses 
and compensation for time) be offered to participants?  X 

 

11. Will the study involve the recruitment of patients or staff through 
Health and Social Care or the use of Health and Social Care 
Premises? 

 X 
 

12. Will the study involve clinical trials of medicinal products 

involving patients or healthy volunteers?  X 
 

13. If yes, to 12, has Clinical Trial Authorisation been obtained from 
the MHRA and/or ORECNI approval? N/A   

 

14. Will the study involve medical devices (all products, except 
medicines, used in healthcare for diagnosis, prevention, 
monitoring or treatment of illness or disability)? 

 X 
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A5              Briefly summarise the project’s aims, objectives and methodology (this 
must be in a language comprehensible to a lay person). 
 

This project will involve an in-depth exploration of the social value of 

youth drama in small towns and villages across Northern Ireland. 

Focusing on selected communities, I will elicit information from young 

people, youth drama leaders, participants’ parents, and key community 

members.   

The project’s aims are: - to map the extent and nature of youth drama 

activity currently taking place in rural communities across Northern 

Ireland; - to build up a picture of how youth drama is perceived and 

valued by participants and the wider community in selected areas, - to 

assess the role of rural youth drama in relation to NI Government 

objectives such as facilitating regeneration and promoting tolerance; - to 

examine the existing and potential relationship between local authorities 

and rural youth drama groups.  

This study will be a social ethnography and my methodology will draw on 

my practice as a professional drama facilitator. I will conduct semi-

structured interviews with individuals and small groups (potentially 

including young people under 16). I will facilitate consultation drama 

workshops in which information will be elicited through the medium of 

structured drama games.  I will observe youth drama workshops and 

other adult-facilitated youth activities such as sports clubs. I will distribute 

questionnaires to young people and adults. I define ‘young people’ as 

aged 11-18, although depending on the group there may be participants 

who fall slightly above or below this age range.  

 

 

A6 
What is the potential for physical and/or psychological harm/distress to 
participants? 

 

None.  The research does not involve the collection of any sensitive personal data. During the   

drama workshops the group leader will always be present. My interviews with young people will be  
 

at the same time and location as their regular activity, and with prior written consent of their parents 
 

if the young person is under 16. It will be made clear to participants that they do not have to   

answer any question or participate in any element of the workshops which they do not wish to.  

A7 What is the location of Research/fieldwork to be conducted?  

Interviews with young people and drama workshops will take place at the venues used by the   

particular groups which I am studying. These venues are likely to be community halls and theatres.  
 

Interviews with adults (over 18) will take place at a suitable location of their choosing.   
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A7.1 
Have you obtained permission to access the site of 
research? 

        Yes                  
No X 

 

A8 How will the potential participants in the project be:  

(i) Identified Youth groups & adults will be identified through my contacts in the sector, via  
 

 online research and via umbrella bodies. Young people invited to take   

 part in drama workshops and interviews will be identified by group leaders.  
 

   

(ii) Approached I will always pay a preliminary visit to a youth group before involving them in   

 drama workshops or interviews. At this visit I will explain my project and will   

  give parental consent forms to the group leader to distribute to parents of   

 young people under 16 who are interested in taking part. In the case  

 of adults I will approach them through a mutual contact, via e-mail/telephone if  
 

 these details are public online, or with the aid of an umbrella organization.  

(iii) Recruited 
 
Young people under 16 will have to give their verbal consent to take part AND  

 

 provide a written parental consent form. Youth group members over 16 will   

  need to complete their own consent form, as will all adult participants.  

A9 
Will your project involve deliberately misleading 
participants in any way? 

       Yes                  
No X 

 

A9.1 
If YES, give details and state why it is necessary and explain how debriefing will 
occur: 

 

N/A  

  

A10 
Will Informed consent be obtained from the 
participants? 

       Yes X                No 
 

 

A10.1 If informed consent is not to be obtained please explain why:  

N/A  

  

A10.2 How do you plan to obtain informed consent?  (i.e. the proposed process)  
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I will explain my project clearly to all potential participants and answer any questions they may have. 
 

In the case of young people under 16, group leaders will give consent forms to their parents to sign  
 

and return to me. Verbal consent to take part in the project will also be required from all under 16s.  
 

Young people aged 16-18 and adult participants will be asked to complete their own informed   

consent form.  

A11 How will you ensure appropriate protection and well-being of participants?  

I will ensure that the group leader is present during drama workshops so that a trusted adult, well 

known by participants, will always be in the room. At the outset I will emphasise to participants that 

‘they are their own editors’: they are under no obligation to share anything they do not wish to. In 

collaboration with the group leader I will ensure that the workshop venue is safe, well heated etc., 

and I will provide refreshments for the young people if appropriate (i.e. juice and biscuits). 

I will ensure that interviews with young people take place in locations in which they feel comfortable, 

where they can easily re-join the rest of their group/club whenever they wish to, and in as public a 

space as possible. I am in possession of an Enhanced Access NI Disclosure with no criminal 

convictions. I am an experienced youth drama professional and have been employed in the past year 

as a facilitator on three youth drama projects.   

 

  

A12 
What measures will be put in place to ensure confidentiality of personal data, 
where appropriate? 

 

I will not reproduce the real name of any young person under 16 in any public written aspect of my 

project. I will only reproduce the names of participants over 16 and adults with their prior written 

consent. I will not share interview transcriptions, logbooks or workshop notes with anyone unless I 

have explicit prior written consent from the participant. 

I will not gather any contact details from young people - all arrangements with participants under 18 

will take place via their group leader. The research does not involve the collection of sensitive 

personal data from any of the participants. 

 

A13 
Will financial/in kind payments (other than 
reasonable expenses) be offered to participants? 

         Yes                  
No X 

 

A13.1 If yes, indicate how much and on what basis this has been decided:  

N/A  
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A14 
Will the research involve the production of recorded 
or photographic media? 

       Yes X                 
No  

 

A14.1 

How will you ensure that there is clear agreement with participants as to how these 
recorded media or photographs may be stored, used and (if appropriate) 
destroyed? 

 

 

 

Photos will only be shared publicly if written consent from all those featured in the photo 

(or from their parents in the case of under 16s) has been obtained. I may share 

photographs on my online research blog, and photos may feature in my PhD text. Included 

on parental consent forms will be the option to agree or disagree to photos of your child 

being shared publicly.  A similar option will be offered on 16-18 and on adult consent forms.  

Interviews will be recorded using a digital audio recorder and the full text of interviews will 

be transcribed. I will not share these transcriptions with anyone without obtaining prior 

written consent from the interviewee.  Before using a direct quotation from any participant 

who will be named in my research, I will seek their written approval.  

I may take film footage of workshops. The written consent of all participants (or their 

parents under if 16) and verbal consent from under 16s will be obtained prior to filming. It 

will be made clear to participants and parents that the film footage will be used for my own 

documentation purposes only. It will not be made public nor shown to anyone without 

participants’ explicit prior written consent. 

All recorded media and logbooks will be stored confidentially in a password-protected file.  

 

A14.2 

If observational research/filming is to be undertaken without prior consent, 
describe the situation and how privacy and individual confidentiality will be 
preserved? 

 

I will not undertake any filming without prior written consent from participants or from their legal 

guardians. However, I will undertake preliminary visits to observe youth group activities. Such a 

preliminary visit would obviously take place with the prior consent of the group leader, but not 

necessarily of group participants. I will not take any photos or video footage at these preliminary 

visits and will not seek or use any quotations from young people. The purpose of these visits 

will simply be to get a flavour of the type of activity which the group engages in and to explain my 

project to them. I will not undertake any interviews at these visits. 

 

  

A15 

Is there any realistic risk to any paid or unpaid 
participant(s), field assistant(s), helper(s) or 
students(s) involved in the project, experiencing 
either physical or psychological distress or 
discomfort?   

       Yes                  
No X 
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A16 

Is there any realistic risk to the investigator?  If yes, 
have the appropriate risk assessment procedures 
been adhered to? 

       Yes                  
No X 

 

A16.1 

If yes, have the appropriate risk assessment 
procedures been adhered to?                                                                                                              
N/A 

       Yes                  
No  

 

A17 

Do you think the process, including any results, of 
your research have the potential to cause any 
damage, harm or other problems for people in your 
area of research? 

       Yes                  
No X 

 

A18 
 
 
If you have answered to yes to the previous questions write a clear statement of the ethical 
considerations raised by the project and how you intend to deal with them? 

N/A 

 

 

 
Part B – The Signed Declaration 

B1 
Title of Research 
Project: 

 
Communities in Play: the social value of youth drama in rural areas of 
Northern Ireland 

B2 Name of applicant: 
 
Molly Goyer Gorman 

B3 

 
Name of supervisor 
(if a student 
project) David Grant 

 
 
I confirm my responsibility to deliver the research project in accordance with Queen’s 
University Belfast Regulations, Code of Good Conduct for Research and, where externally 
funded, with the terms and conditions of the research funder. 

 

 

In signing this research ethics application, I am confirming that: 
 
The above-named project will abide by the University’s Regulations for Research Involving 
Human Participants. 
 
The above-named project will abide by the University’s Code of Conduct for Research; 
 
The above-named project will abide by the University’s Code on the Ethical Approval of 
Research; 
 
This research ethics application form is accurate, to the best of my knowledge and belief; 
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Subject to the research being approved, I undertake to adhere to the project protocol without 
unagreed deviation and to comply with any conditions set out in the letter from the 
appropriate ethical committee; 
 
I undertake to inform the ethics reviewers, research governance officer(s) and funding 
bodies of significant changes to the protocol; 
 
I am aware of my responsibility to be up to date and comply with the requirements of the law 
and relevant guidelines relating to security and confidentiality of personal a data; 
 
I understand that the project, including research records and data, may be subject to 
inspection for audit purposes, if required in the future; 
 
I understand that personal data about me as a research in this form will be held by those 
involved in the ethics review procedure. 
 

B4 Signature of applicant: 

 
 
Molly Goyer Gorman 

B5 
Signature of Supervisor is 
required.  

 
 
David Grant 

B6 Date 
 
13/02/2015 

 
 
 
 

Part C – The Outcome of School Ethical Review 

 

 

C1 
Title of Research 
Project: 

Communities in Play: the social value of youth drama in rural areas of 
Northern Ireland 

C2 Name of applicant: 
 
Molly Goyer Gorman 

C3 

Name of supervisor 
(if a student 
project) David Grant 

 

 

C4 

This project has been considered by the School Research Ethics 
Committee and is now approved conditional upon the 
investigator ensuring that it is included on the University’s 
Human Subjects Research Database if it involves human 
subjects            ✓ 

 

C5 Revision requested             

C6 Referred to ORECNI             
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C7 Not approved             

 
Further comments, if required: 
. 

 

To be signed by School Research Ethics Committee (or similar) Chair: 

 

Signature: Dr Stefano Baschiera Date: 18/02/2015 
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11.2 Interviewee Consent forms 
 

• Interview Consent Form for adult interviewees, aged 18 and over (see 

overleaf)  
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Informed Consent Form 
 
(to be read out by researcher before the beginning of the 

session interview. One copy of the form to be left with the respondent; one copy to 
be signed by the respondent and kept by the researcher.) 
 
My name is Molly Goyer Gorman. I am a PhD student at Queen’s University Belfast. 
My research project is entitled Communities in Play: the social value of youth 
theatre in rural areas of Northern Ireland. You can learn more about it at 
www.mollygoyergorman.com.  

Should you have any questions, my contact details are:  
Address: Queen’s University Belfast, School of Creative Arts, BT7 1NN 
Email: mgoyer01@qub.ac.uk 
Phone: XXXXXXXXXX 

Thank you for agreeing to take part in the project. Before we start, I would like to 
emphasise that:  

Your participation is voluntary 

You are free to refuse to answer any question 

You are free to withdraw from the research at any time  

The interview will be kept strictly confidential and will be available only to myself and 
to my supervisor. Should I wish to make public any excerpts from the interview (i.e. 
via print publication, inclusion in my PhD thesis or online), I will first obtain your 
written consent via email. Under no circumstances will I include your name in any 
public material, unless I have obtained your prior written consent. 

Please indicate below (tick) whether you would like to appear anonymously in my 
research: 

I would like to appear anonymously       

I am happy to be named, subject to my approval of the extract (s)   

Please sign this form to show that I have read the contents to you and that you 
consent to take part in the research.  

__________________________________________ (signature) 

 

___________________________________________ (printed name) 

______________________ date 

Please send a report on the research findings:   YES     NO  (circle one) 

Contact details  

Name:  
Email:     
 

If there are any issues regarding this research that you would prefer not to discuss 
with me, please contact my supervisor David Grant, Senior Lecturer in Drama at 
Queen’s University Belfast. David’s e-mail is: d.grant@qub.ac.uk. Telephone: 
XXXXXXXXXX. 
 

 

http://www.mollygoyergorman.com/
mailto:d.grant@qub.ac.uk
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• Parental Consent Form for interviewees aged 15 and under                          

[see overleaf] 
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05 March 2016 

 

Dear Parent/Guardian, 

My name is Molly. I’m a PhD student doing research with CRAIC Theatre. My PhD 

explores the social value of youth drama groups in rural communities.  

I am writing to ask for your permission to interview your child as part of 

this research. The interview would last between 10 and 20 minutes and would take 

place in the CRAIC Theatre foyer on a Saturday CRAIC session in early April. The 

conversation would explore what your child thinks of CRAIC, and how they feel the 

youth theatre is seen by others in the community. 

The interviews will be audio recorded and transcribed. Transcripts will be 

kept confidential and will not be shared anyone other than my 2 supervisors. Your 

child’s name, and any identifying details (school attended, age etc.) would be 

anonymised in the PhD document. 

Could you please indicate below whether you consent for your child to be 

interviewed for this research, in the manner described above? 

 

Child’s name ________________________________________________________________ 

Please tick: 

  I give  I consent for my child to be interviewed as part of this research  

         I DO NOT give consent for my child to be interviewed 

 

Signed_______________________________________________________ Date_________________ 

 

Print name ________________________________________________________________________ 

 

My PhD is based at Queen’s University, Belfast (School of Arts, English and 

Languages) and my supervisor is David Grant. 

If you have a question about the research or your child’s involvement, you can 

contact me at mgoyer01@qub.ac.uk, or you can address your question to any of the 

CRAIC facilitators. 

If you are interested in learning more about the research, please visit my blog at 

www.mollygoyergorman.com. 

– Thank You – 

 

 

mailto:mgoyer01@qub.ac.uk
http://www.mollygoyergorman.com/
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• Interviewees aged 16-18 

Please note that for interviewees aged 16-18, verbal consent from the young 

person for participation was recorded (on audio) at the start of the interview. This 

included my stipulation that names and identifying details would be changed. 

While young people aged 16-18 did not require the consent of their parents to take 

part, it would have been inappropriate (and against CRAIC policy) to take their 

personal contact details in order to secure approval of quotes.  
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11.3 Survey for youth drama groups (scoping exercise) 
 

This survey was posted or e-mailed out following an initial phone conversation to 

explain the project and seek consent. 

 

 

Survey for youth drama groups 

The responses given in this survey are anonymous and confidential – details of you and 

your group will not be passed on to any third party. Once I receive all the responses I will 

generate some overall statistics on the NI youth drama sector which I will use in my PhD, 

and which I will share with Theatre NI, the umbrella body for the performing arts in 

Northern Ireland. I will not quote or pass on information from any individual survey, or 

details of any individual group. 

If you have any questions please contact me on: mgoyer01@qub.ac.uk or XXXXXXX. 

Thank you very much for taking the time to complete this! 

 

Does your group run classes year-round? 

 

Whereabouts do your classes take place? 

 

Approximately how many young people aged 11 and over take part? 

 

 

Do you audition for members? Do you audition for productions? 

 

 

What kinds of performances do you do? 

 

 

 

mailto:mgoyer01@qub.ac.uk
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Who decides what activities the group undertakes? Do young people have input into 

these decisions? 

 

 

 

Is participation dependent on fees from young people? If so, do you offer any support 

for young people unable to pay? 

 

 

 

 

When is your next public performance? 

 

 

Is there any other information about your group which you would like to share? 
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11.4 Workshop plan for consultation workshop, CRAIC Theatre 
 

1 hr 30 minutes (x 2 groups) 

 2 groups of 20-25 young people (the ‘Big Craicers’) 

 

Introduction to workshop and instigation of a ‘safe space’ rule (5 mins) 

Round of names + ‘Why you joined CRAIC’ (5 mins) 

Buzzy bees game (10 m) 

Dominoes. YP asked to arrange themselves in order of:  

• Height 

• Age 

• Distance travelled to get to Craic Theatre (5 mins) 
 

Walking debate Round 1: focused on the young people’s experiences of drama 

participation in general and Craic in particular (10m)664 

10-min break   

Focus game (5 mins) 

Image association exercise. Pictures laid out on the floor representing different images 

of what a youth theatre might be perceived as. These will include some of the images 

from the pilot workshop with QUB students and a few new ones including a bunch of 

strange monsters, an individual Oscar-winner, High School Musical, a sports team and a 

big happy family (see images in Chapter 4 section 4.13). Young people asked to stand 

beside the one which best represents how they see Craic Youth Theatre, then the one 

which represents how they think others see it. Time made for discussion around this. 

(10 mins) 

Walking debate Round 2: focused on how the young people feel that drama 

participation is perceived by others in their local area, and on what they feel Craic 

Youth Theatre brings to Coalisland (10m) 

Buzzy bees - in a group. Exercise to practise freeze-frames. Young people asked to ‘Get 

yourselves into groups of 2,4,7’ etc. In these groups, young people will be asked to very 

quickly make freeze-frame portraits of (for example): a happy family, a gang of cool 

kids, a group of boyband fans etc. (5m) 

Small group tableaux. After 2-3 rounds of this, they will be asked to get into groups of 

5 and think about a time when they felt proud to be part of Craic, then share it with the 

group. Each group will be asked pick one moment and create a tableau to share with 

everyone else. Time made for discussion. (15m) 

 
664 See statements on next page. 
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Statements for the walking debate exercise 

Please note that the order and wording of these statements varied somewhat ‘in 

the moment’ and between the two workshops. 

Practice/ warm-up statements 

• Aliens definitely exist 

• Dolly Parton is the greatest singer in the world  

• School uniforms are a terrible idea (etc. …) 

Statements for research purposes 

• I would rather live in the country than the city 

• There’s not enough to do for young people where I live                                          

• The main reason I go to Craic is to develop my drama skills 

• You make friends in Craic that you wouldn’t make anywhere else.  

• Being in a youth theatre group makes you a better person.  

• Young people are completely in charge in Craic Youth Theatre. 

• Craic Youth Theatre is different from any other drama class 

•  All my friends think it’s cool that I’m in the Big Craicers.  

• At my school, there’s a big divide between people who do drama and people 

who do sports. 

•  It’s harder for boys who do drama than it is for girls. 

• Everybody around here thinks Craic is brilliant.  

• It would make no difference in Coalisland if Craic wasn’t here.  
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11.5 Audience consultation questions and findings 
 

11.51 Survey form for CRAIC Theatre audiences (2017 pantomime)  

These forms were printed double-sided on A5 thin cards. 

A few questions about CRAIC…. 

Hallo!  We’d be very grateful if you could spare a minute to fill in these questions. 

This is part of a PhD research project at Queen’s University, exploring the social 

value of drama groups in rural areas. Thank you ☺ 

 

1. What brings you to see the panto today? (Please tick all that apply) 

• I have family members / friends performing  

• I enjoy it!   

• I’ve never been to the CRAIC panto before and wanted to try it     

• It makes me feel part of the local community   

• Other reason 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

2. How far did you travel to attend the panto today? Please tick: 

• I live in Coalisland town  

• I live 5 miles away or less from Coalisland   

• I live further than 5 miles away from Coalisland                 

Whereabouts? ____________________________________________ 

 

3. How often do you come to shows at CRAIC Theatre? Please tick: 

• This is my first time at a show in CRAIC 

• I attend shows at CRAIC Theatre occasionally (1-3 times a year) 

• I attend often in CRAIC Theatre often (more than 4 times a year)  



 

361 

 

6. Have you ever performed, volunteered or helped out in any way at CRAIC 

Theatre?  

Yes                What did you do? 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

No       

 

7. What do you think young people gain from taking part in youth drama 

groups? 

____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

6. Is there anything which you would like to see CRAIC doing in future? Any 

suggestions for changes / improvements? 

________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Thank you very much! 

Molly Goyer Gorman, PhD student at Queens 
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11.52 Summary of findings from CRAIC audience consultation 

 

1. Summary of quantitative findings 

*Figures here cover feedback from both nights when the consultation 

exercise took place* 

 

Distance travelled to attend production? 

• 12% live in Coalisland town 

• 53% live 5 miles or less away from Coalisland 

• 30% live more than 5 miles away 

 

Frequency of attendance at CRAIC shows 

• 16% were first-time attenders 

• 51% attend 1-2 times a year 

• 33% attend 3 times a year or more 

 

Involvement with CRAIC 

• 28% have performed, volunteered or helped out in any way at CRAIC 

• 72% have not 

 

2. Qualitative findings 

Individual responses were analysed thematically. 

 

What do you think young people gain from taking part in drama groups? 

• Improves YP confidence x 15 (/21) = 71% 

• Builds friendships / socialising opps x 11 = 52% 



 

363 

• Developing theatre (& other) skills x 4 = 19% 

• Teamwork / group experience x 4 = 19% 

• Improves YP social skills x 3 = 14% 

• Mixing & widening social circle x 3 = 14% 

• Showcase / Platform for talent x 2 = 10% 

• Fun x 2 = 10% (both these were children / YP) 

• Builds character / personality x 2 = 10% 

• Community spirit / sense of Community x 2 = 10% 

• Contributes to society 

• Self-determined identity development 

• Self-expression 

• Develops time management skills 

• Develops commitment 

• Break from computers 

• Language development 

 

Is there anything which you would like to see CRAIC doing in future? Any 

suggestions for changes/ improvements? 

• No suggestions for change / improvements x 14 = 52% 

• Expressions of validation / encouragement x 10 = 37% 

• More shows x 2 = 7% 

• Comedy night x 3 = 11% 

• Specific shows x 3 = 11% (Mrs Brown’s Boys, George’s Marvellous Medicine, 

Moana & Frozen) 

• Fix microphones 
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• More panto 

• An adult panto 

• Forum Theatre 

• Technical and Backstage Training
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11.53 Survey form for Glarryford YFC audiences (Parents & Friends Night 

2017) 

A few questions about your visit…. 

Hallo!  We’d be very grateful if you could spare a minute to fill in these questions. This 

is part of a study by a PhD student at Queen’s University. Thank you ☺ 

 

1. What brings you along to this event? (Please tick) 

• I have family members in Glarryford YFC 

• I have friends in Glarryford YFC 

• Other reason_____________________________________________ 

2. Are you currently a member of another Young Farmers’ Club?  

• Yes            Which club? __________________________________ 

• No 

3. Are you a past member of a Young Farmers’ Club? 

• Yes            Which club? _________________________________ 

• No 

 

4. Do you live in Glarryford village? 

• Yes             

• I live 5 miles or less away from Glarryford 

• I live more than 5 miles away from Glarryford 

5. Do you own a farm, or come from a farming background? 

• Yes               

• No       

6. Do you think it’s important for Glarryford to have a Young Farmers’ Club? If 

yes, why? If no, why not? 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 
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7. Glarryford YFC has a strong tradition of success in the Arts and Drama 

Festivals. What do you think young people gain from taking part in drama? 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

8. Is there anything else you’d like to say about Glarryford YFC? 

________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Thank you very much! 

Molly Goyer Gorman, PhD student at Queen’s 

 

 

11.54 Summary of findings from Glarryford YFC audience consultation 

 

1. Summary of quantitative findings 

Motivation for attending 

• 87% have family members in Glarryford YFC 

• 21% have friends in Glarryford YFC 

• 6% - other reason: ‘Saw in the newspaper’ // ‘To get out for the evening’ (& 

has family & friends in club // Interested in supporting (& has friends in) 

 

Current membership of another YFC 

• No-one surveyed was currently a member of another YFC 

 

Past membership of a YFC 

• 57% are past YFC members, 43% not (incl. some children) 

• 51% are past YFC members with family performing  
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Past membership of Glarryford YFC 

• 36% are past Glarryford YFC members  

• 34% are past Glarryford members who have family performing tonight 

 

Past membership of another YFC 

• 21% of the audience are past members of other YFCs and had family 

members performing 

• Representation from 11 other clubs in terms of past members present 

 

Living locally? 

• 9% live ‘in Glarryford village’ 

• 57% live 5 miles or less away from GF 

• 36% live more than 5 miles from GF 

• So 66% could be said to live in the local vicinity 

 

Farming background? 

• 81% own a farm or come from a farming background 

• 19% do not 

 

2. Summary of qualitative findings 

N.B.: Please note that, unlike in Coalisland where the vox-pops and informal 

conversations were analysed separately, here the themes listed encompass both 

responses to qualitative survey questions and the feedback from vox-pops and 

unrecorded conversations. 
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Main themes identified 

 

• Value of opportunities and dedicated space for rural youth (similar 

backgrounds/interests) 

• YFCs fostering increased sense of belonging to homeplace 

• Learning & skills development through YFCU 

• Lifelong friendships through YFCU 

• Value of connection to national & international networks in YFCU 

• YFCs are valuable for the farming community 

• Value of YFCs being youth-led 

 

• Strong desire that Glarryford YFC should keep going 

• GF membership passing through generations in family 

• GF Club has great wider support network 

• Good participation culture in GF 

 

• Drama and Arts Festival involvement develops confidence [for life] 

• Drama in YFC develops public speaking and communication skills 

• Friendships, teamwork, camaraderie in drama 

• FUN in drama + ‘unconscious learning’ 

• Drama develops and showcases talents 

• Strong drama tradition in GF passed on through generation  
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11.6 Sample extract from an interview transcript, with initial 

coding 
 

(see overleaf) 
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Extract from interview with Mark McAuley 
Glarryford Farmers’ Hall, 17 May 2017 

 

[…] 

M: And why did you go for Club Leader then? 

MARK: Oh! [laughs] 

M: This is your second year, isn’t it? 

MAR: This is my second year, aye. Aaah, I don’t know, em…I suppose whenever I started, 

then, I worked my way up through the Junior Committee, and then I was Junior Club Leader, 

which – you didn’t really do a lot, but it’s more of a…You had a bit of responsibility over the 

Junior Club, but you still had your Senior Leaders, y’know. So they more or less organised 

and did everything. But you were still there as the head of the Junior Club. In that year then 

I was put forward to ‘Member of the Year’ – there’s always a ‘Member of the Year’ 

competition between the Juniors and Seniors. Which I then won Northern Ireland Member 

of the Year, that year, so that was quite a title. But I remember the interview, they basically 

asked me “Where do you see yourself in...y’know, throughout the organisation?”, and I 

said: “I’m going for everything. Club Leader, going to be President, I’m going to conquer 

everything.” And that’s probably what won, like, but…Ach no – I suppose the whole way up 

through the club, I’ve always wanted to do this role, I don’t know why, but I’ve always 

wanted to…especially since I joined the Seniors, I’ve always wanted to…get here. I suppose 

to give back, also, everything I’ve learnt and encourage other ones, and bring them up 

Coded For 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Proud of NI-wide ‘Member of the Year’ award 

 

 

Determination to progress through the ranks in YFC 

Strong desire to be President 

 

Desire to ‘give back’ part of motivation for being 

Leader 
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through. But I don’t know, I’ve just…kinda always wanted to do this role – I don’t know, I 

must be a glutton for punishment or something! [laughter] 

M: And with your Club Leader’s hat on, then: we were talking a wee bit earlier about it 

being hard to get people into the drama. Obviously GF has a very big drama tradition…What 

do you think needs to be done so that that kinda keeps forward, over the next ten years? 

What would you do, if you had the ear of the next Club Leaders, y’ know, down the road, 

what would you tell them? 

MAR: I don’t-, to be honest I don’t think there’s anything we can do here at Club level. Like, 

y’know you can encourage people till you’re blue in the face, but I think what needs to 

happen – I’ve brought this forward two or three times – is the drama competitions need to 

change. Where, like, we have One-Act, Arts Festival and Three-Act all at the one time. You 

have to be adjudicated for One-Act before the start of April. The One-Act is at the end of 

April, and Arts Festival is at the end of March, or end of February, sorry. But then your 

Gala’s March-April time. So there’s your full three months – your first four months is all to 

do with the drama, but then your Three-Act, you have to be started by October, or you’re 

beat. Practising. Your Arts Festival, you have to be started by Christmas, or you’re beat. 

Your One-Act, you have to be started by…end of February at the latest, or you’re beat. So 

they’re all running into each other, and, like – we used to be fit to do it where you 

had…Whenever I started, y’know, if you did Three-Act, you didn’t do Arts Festival, but we 

had enough of a crowd to go: “Yous are Arts Festival, yous are doing that; they’re doing the 

Three-Act.” But now…I don’t know, it’s the same people, ye know. So it’s so difficult to go: “I 

want to do Three-Act, I want to do the Arts Festival, and I want to do the One-Act.” I did it 

 

 

 

 

 

To ensure 1A & 3A survival, change is needed at NI 

level 

 

 

 

Current Drama calendar = bad 

Drama competitions ‘all running into each other’ 

 

 

 

Decline in participation in 3A and AF in Club 



 

372 

one year, and: never again. Never ever again will I ever do it. But no like – ‘cause 

competition levels with county, and with Northern Ireland-level is dropping. 

M: Is that for everything? 

MAR: Everything, aye, but especially the drama. Like, this year there’s only one club doing 

the Three-Act. And it’s a bit of a shame, because it takes away your competitive edge as 

well. […] But – I don’t know where you’re going to put it. But I just think, especially with 

Three-Act, it needs to be separated away from your Arts Festival and One-Act. To be fit to 

have a go at it, and do it. ‘Cause if you’re a club who wants to do…like, GF is so renowned 

for-, that’s one of the things we’re known for, is Arts Festival and Three-Act. And to have 

those two competitions bang on top of each other is so so difficult. ‘Cause people will 

choose Arts Festival before Three-Act. 

M: ‘Cause it’s less commitment… 

MAR: There’s less commitment, and less work in it, and, I suppose, less time needed at it. So 

they’ll always choose that before the Three-Act, whereas I would choose the Three-Act long 

before I’d choose Arts Festival. 

M: And why is that? 

MAR: I don’t know. Em – like, you tell me through a practice, I’d be scunnered to the teeth. 

But I don’t know, there’s just something different, once you go on the stage, and, I don’t 

know what it is. But you just get hooked on it. I don’t know, it’s that adrenalin rush, the first 

time you step on the stage and you’re there for two hours, like. And, y’know, you forget 

everything else, everything else is not important, just: what’s on that stage. And that’s it, for 

General competition participation decreasing 

 

Drama competition participation levels = dropping 

nationally 

Dismay at drop in 3A participation 

 

GF renowned for AF and 3A 

AF = more popular than 3A 

L 

Less commitment + work required for AF 

Mark refers 3A to AF 

 

‘Hooked’ on magic of being onstage in 3A 

Magic of stage performance = indescribable 

 

Love of escapism into stage character  
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your next two hours, you’re…y’know, ‘Sammy Joe’, you’re somebody else for those two 

hours. It’s just – I don’t know. 

M: And it’s craic:  the plays yous do are all comedies, aren’t they? 

MAR: We try to be all comedies. We did…one Three-Act which was quite a serious one, 

and…We’re just not good at that, y’know, we’re not great at a serious one whereas we’re, if 

I blow my own trumpet like, we’re top-notch at a comedy or a farce or something like that. 

That’s what we’re good at. So we usually stick to them. But no, I don’t know, there’s just 

something – like, the Arts Festival, like, you’re on stage 20 minutes – bye [snaps fingers]. It’s 

finished, it’s gone, like. And it goes so quickly. Whereas [in Three-Act], you’re on the stage 

and you’re there for, y’know, you’re putting effort in, but you’re there for a good while. 

M: Yeah, it pays off over different nights, different crowds… 

MAR: That’s right. But when you go, and you really hear a crowd responding to, y’know, not 

even your line, but the whole play, like, it’s – there’s no better feeling, like. Definitely not. 

M: I know myself. And I can imagine here especially, in your own hall, it would be a good 

buzz- 

MAR: Oh aye. It’s brilliant. Brilliant, so it is. Really really good. 

M: Do you live locally to GF yourself? 

MAR: Aye, I only live down the road there. So I’m only about a minute away.  

M: So, just to finish off, then, tell me about Glarryford, like as a place – how would you 

describe it to an outsider? Is there anything that it would be known for, apart from the YF 

Clubs? 

 

 

 

GF ‘not good’ at serious plays 

 

GF = good at comedies and farces 

AF performance = v. short 

Prefers having more time onstage in 3A 

 

Rush of pleasure at audience response to 3A 
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MAR: Och, not really. We’d be known now for a new flyover! [laughs] That’s about it! Och 

no, it’s a very quiet place, y’know…I suppose it would be quite a tight community. I suppose 

that’s why the YF and everything like- 

M: Tightly-knit? 

MAR: Aye, like, you’d near enough know everybody in it. Apart from, y’know, a wheen o’ 

places like, but no you would… And I think it’s a great place to live. Ach it is, you see it here, 

but – anything the YF does, y’know, half of GF is here to support it. It doesn’t matter what it 

is. Y’know, even if they’ve no background in the Club, they’re there to support it. 

GF only known for flyover 

GF = quite tight community 

Most people know each other 

 

GF community supportive of Club 

Even if no personal connections 
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Sample of Second-Stage Coding: Mark McAuley Interview Extract 

 

Name of code cluster Codes included Data extract 

 

Drive to succeed and prosper in 

YFC 

Determination to progress through the ranks 

in YFC 

Strong desire to be President 

‘I suppose the whole way up through the Club, I’ve 

always wanted to do this role.’ 
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Desire to ‘give back’ to younger 

members 

Desire to ‘give back’ part of motivation for 

being Leader 
‘I suppose the whole way up through the Club, I’ve 

always wanted to do this role, I don’t know why, but 

I’ve always wanted to…especially since I joined the 

Seniors, I’ve always wanted to get here. I suppose to 

give back, also, everything I’ve learnt and encourage 

other ones, and bring them up through.’ 
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Drama participation declining 

Decline in participation in 3A and AF since 

starting in Club 

General competition participation decreasing 

Drama competition participation levels = 

dropping nationally 

Dismay at drop in 3A participation 

‘[…] competition level with county, and with Northern 

Ireland-level is dropping. 

M: Is that for everything? 

MAR: Everything, aye, but especially the drama. Like, 

this year there’s only one club doing the Three-Act. 

And it’s a bit of a shame, because it takes away your 

competitive edge as well.’ 

 

GF renowned for Drama 

GF renowned for AF and 3A ‘Glarryford is so renowned for-, that’s one of the 

things we’re known for, is Arts Festival and Three-

Act.’ 
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GF good at comedies 

GF ‘not good’ at serious plays 

 

GF = good at comedies and farces 

‘we’re not great at a serious one whereas we’re, if I 

blow my own trumpet, we’re top-notch at a comedy 

or a farce or something like that. That’s what we’re 

good at. So we usually stick to them.’ 

 

AF more popular than 3A 

AF = more popular than 3A 

 

Less commitment + work required for AF 

‘[…] people will choose Arts Festival before Three-Act. 

M: ‘Cause it’s less commitment… 

MAR: There’s less commitment, and less work in it, 

and, I suppose, less time needed at it.’ 
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Magic of performance 

experience in 3A 

 

 

Prefers 3A to AF 

‘Hooked’ on special magic of being onstage in 

3A 

Indescribably magic of stage performance 

Love of escapism into stage character in 3A 

AF performance = v. short 

Prefers having more time onstage in 3A 

Rush of pleasure at audience response to 3A 

‘[…] through a practice, I’d be scunnered to the 

teeth. But I don’t know, there’s just something 

different, once you go on the stage, and, I don’t know 

what it is. But you just get hooked on it.’ 

 

‘when you go, and you really hear a crowd responding 

to, y’know, not even your line, but the whole play, 

like, it’s – there’s no better feeling, like.’ 
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GF not known for much beyond 

YFC 

GF only known for flyover 

YFC = biggest local community org 

‘M: Tell me about Glarryford, like, as a place – how 

would you describe it to an outsider? Or is there 

anything that it would be known for, apart from the 

Young Farmers’ Club? 

MAR: Och, not really. We’d be known now for a new 

flyover! [laughs] That’s about it!’ 

 

GF community is tight-knit 

GF = quite tight community 

Most people know each other 

‘MAR: I suppose it would be quite a tight 

community. I suppose that’s why the Young Farmers 

and everything like- 

M: Tightly-knit? 

MAR: Aye, like, you’d near enough know everybody in 

it. […] And I think it’s a great place to live.’ 
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Wider GF community is 

supportive of Club 

GF community very supportive of Club 

Even if they have no personal connections 

YFC = biggest local community org 

GF Club has ‘massive’ support network 

‘anything the Young Farmers does, half of Glarryford 

is here to support it. It doesn’t matter what it is. 

Y’know, even if they’ve no background in the Club, 

they’re there to support it.’ 

‘you would have a massive support and a massive 

background, and a massive, y’know, support network 

that way’ 

 

 


