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AB: This is ‘From A to B’: Conversational snapshots of the journey toward sustainability.  
 

My name is Adam Bradley, and I’m the Arts Programme Co-ordinator at Arts & Business 
Northern Ireland, where we champion a more sustainable future for the Arts Sector in NI 
by supporting organisations with fundraising, strategic development, partnership and 
governance. This fortnightly summer series of four podcasts will give artists and arts 
professionals the opportunity to be the proverbial fly on the wall to discussions between 
sector leaders about organisational growth, fundraising, adapting to change and corporate 
partnership, to inspire and equip the sector with ideas on how to become stronger and 
more resilient. 

 
This third episode focuses on Change, and features Damien Coyle, CEO of University of 
Atypical, a disabled-led arts charity taken an empowerment-based approach to supporting 
d/Deaf, disabled and neurodiverse people’s involvement in the arts, & Sean Fitzsimons, a 
disabled professional and activist, who also acts as the Chair of University of Atypical. 

 
SF: My name is Sean Fitzsimons. I’m Chair of the trustees for the Board of University of Atypical. 

I’m a disabled professional and activist. 
 
DC: And I'm Damien Coyle, I’m the Chief Executive of the University of Atypical, and the 

University of Atypical is an organisation that has two primary functions. One is to promote 
and showcase the work of d/Deaf, disabled and neurodiverse artists, and the second is to 
lead on the development of the arts for d/Deaf, disabled and neurodiverse audiences. 
 
I suppose that if we're going to start to talk about the changes that have taken place in 
University of Atypical, the point to start at is when we actually decided to change the name 
from Arts & Disability Forum to University of Atypical. My recollection of it was that we had 
felt that the Arts & Disability Forum and the branding had reached the end of its shelf life 
and we needed something that was a bit more dynamic to represent what we did and the 
people we work with. We looked at models like the University of the Third Age and the Free 



 

 
 

International University, so we fairly quickly came up with the term University, knowing that 
we were going to use that. And then it took a lot longer, and it was of our trustees, Roisin 
O’Hagan, who suggested the term Atypical to describe the constituency, the body of people 
that we work with, and it just jelled really quickly. So that was the first major change making 
that decision. And then, you know, the trustees of the organisation investing in the redesign 
and the branding package, investing in things like the development of the website. And then 
obviously more recently, we've made a slight change to the term University of Atypical, that 
included ‘For Arts and Disability’, so that people from outside of Northern Ireland who 
maybe don't know the organisation will see at a glance the areas that we operate in. That, to 
me, was the first big change. 
 

SF: Yeah. Jumping in there, I think the name for me, and I know that we discussed it a lot 
collectively, is very, very striking and if people aren't familiar with what the organisation 
does, as you said, that recent tweak clarifies it. But it's something that sticks in people's 
heads which I think is fantastic. It’s kind of different. It's quirky. It's something that once 
you've heard it once you’ll go ‘Oh yeah, I remember them.’ So I think it's really powerful. It 
doesn't have that kind of corporate feeling that the previous name had, or as you'd said had 
maybe got a bit tired, so it's an exciting and powerful brand, as you said, not just on a local 
stage, but an international stage. So I think the recent addition has been great. It’s clarifying, 
and it's exciting to see how it's grown. 

 
DC: It is, and it's odd that we now use University of Atypical as shorthand for the organisation, 

you know, and people who know us still use the University of Atypical, and then people from 
outside our area of operation will talk to us as University of Atypical for Arts & Disability, but 
very quickly move over to the University of Atypical. It is a nice way of introducing people to 
the organisation. 

 
SF: A really good conversation starter. The amount of people that ask, ‘Yeah, what is that? What 

do they do?’ And anybody who has ever interacted the organisation is immensely supportive 
of it. It's quite infectious, and it's a fantastic way for people to engage and say ‘Well, here's 
what they do.’ It’s a lovely starter. 

 
DC: I suppose the next big change that happened, Sean, under your time as chairperson, was 

when our previous chief Executive Chris Ledger passed away. I started working for the 
organisation shortly after that, on the business administration side. But the loss of Chris had 
quite a serious impact on the organisation, because Chris had been the leader for quite a 
long period of time, and she'd shaped the agenda of the organisation. She was an absolutely 
fantastic networker, but Chris was there when we did the name change, and she saw the 
early stages of the rebranding and things like that. And so she was on board with it, and 
from the discussions I had with her, you know, she was very much supportive of us trying to 
explore new territories. None of us knew exactly what that would be, and we both that we 
would go off and research options for the organisation, but we just knew we had to change. 
We were still providing good support to people but it wasn't necessarily the range of support 



 

 
 

the people needed. When you replace the leader from organisation, it can have quite an 
impact on the reputation of the organisation. And I have a personal perspective on it, 
because I am the new leader of the organisation. I know when I was thinking about what 
would happen next after Chris was that the big thing that Chris had started, which was never 
down on paper, and that became part of my role which was to bring about transformational 
change. And so I had to become like a transformational leader. We have an amazing legacy 
that Chris has left us, and if she was still alive I think we would still be going down the path 
that we're going now because, there's a saying an American writer said, that change is 
inevitable, except from a vending machine, right? So it's a bit like that. Change had to 
happen, and would have happened. I think where we've got to now with the organisation is 
somewhere that Chris would be happy with. 

 
SF: You kind of hit the nail on the had there. I think, in terms of impact, the loss of Chris on a 

personal and professional level for so many people that you work with alongside the 
organisation, outside the organisation, was devastating. And I think you're absolutely right in 
terms of transformational leadership. The need for change. They need to lean into and 
embrace change. And looking at what is the road ahead likely to be. And how do we make 
sure that we are fit for a purpose? And I think when you get into that rule of CEO you took 
that on with aplomb. I don't think that was necessarily easy for you. You're initially always 
judged by what came before: good, bad or indifferent. I think the level of respect that was 
there for Chris, that was always going to be tough. and I think, you know, all credit to you 
and doing that. It’s about bringing everybody on the journey and I think that you've been 
absolutely transformation from that point of view in an awful lot of areas. People are 
inevitably going be nervous about, ‘What does this mean? What does it mean for the future 
of the organisation? What does it mean for the self-employment artists that look to 
University of Atypical for support, for guidance, for policy? Is our thing is going to change 
entirely? Is it going to go down the route of corporate service delivery and lose everything 
else?’ There’s a very special culture within the organisation, and that was one of the things 
from a trustee perspective that I was very, very conscious of, and very clear when working 
with my colleagues on the board, that we had to protect that as much as anything else. It's 
not that you look away from the pounds and the pennies, or things that are equally 
important, but those things are very, very special and they're built up over many years, and I 
think it's fascinating to see just how well, together, people have started to move in a slightly 
different direction. Yet it's still radical and it's still pushing us towards something very 
special. I think you should be very, very proud of what you've done with the team. 

 
DC: I think what is noticeable, probably, about the change is that we are trying to strike more of 

a balance between the support we provide to the people that we work with (our artists and 
our audiences) and at the same time trying to look at being more economically viable. So 
trying to strike that balance of income generation and support to our constituency, and 
that's not always an easy task. But I have to say that although there might have been some 
reticent at the beginning by some of the people who'd been involved with the organisation 



 

 
 

for many years, and I'm talking about artists, I think now they actually see the roadmap 
we're on and they can actually see the benefits of the change.  
 
And I think one of the things that has really developed in the last couple of years is actually 
the perception of d/Deaf, disabled and neurodiverse artists as professionals. You and I have 
talked in the past about, you know, sometimes when people who don't know the sector are 
engaging with d/Deaf, disabled & neurodiverse artists for the first time, there's this 
perception of low expectations. I think we've been able to reframe people's thinking to 
realise that when they're engaging with a d/Deaf, disabled & neurodiverse artist, they're 
going to get the same level of professionalism, if not more because in order to be successful, 
those artists have had to compete in what in many cases is an enablist sector. 
 

SF:  I think, Damien, on that point especially, you touched upon the area of empowerment, and 
that's one of the things for me that the organisation has done in the past so well, and 
continues to do so well in terms of importance, particularly a lot of artists that I learned over 
time, the amount of people that are self-employed. Income can be sporadic. I suppose that's 
a good point in which, maybe, to discuss what the organisation did in terms of responding 
during Covid to support those individuals. I mean, as a team, you and your organisation 
stepped up there and were very, very quick to work during that time, like a lot of other 
organisations, to speak and to network with those people, you know, who could make the 
changes that would allow some element of support. Nothing was perfect, but definitely I'm 
sure artists that benefited were very grateful for it. 

 
DC: The Covid period was a really superb—I know it’s terrible to use the term superb to describe 

it—a really superb opportunity for us to learn and grow as an organisation, and look at what 
the real needs of artists were. And it helped us increase our professionalism as well. But we 
identified the need, and then we approached the Arts Council and the Department for 
Communities, and in normal circumstances, you know, when you're going off asking for 
money, you can expect a bit of a pushback, because you know money is tight, and I 
completely understand that, and i'm used to getting rejection as well. But in this case I have 
to say, Sean, I was pushing at an open door because the Department for Communities and 
the Arts Council both understood that there's probably even more of a crisis happening out 
there in this sector for d/Deaf, disabled & neurodiverse artists. We talked about things like 
people who are freelance designers. You know, their work just dried up. And those people 
who are operating as soul traders. There were jobbing musicians who depended on gigs, and 
there were no gigs. And then there were people, for example, visual artists who were 
depending on gallery sales and also on working as technicians, workshop leaders, teachers. 
And then, of course, you've got the dancers and the actors, and I mean all the theatres had 
closed so performing arts disappeared. So I think we were able to demonstrate the Arts 
Council and the Department for Communities that there was serious level of need.  
 
At the end of the emergency funds, as they were, we had distributed over £300k to d/Deaf, 
disabled & neurodiverse artists. Some people might think that that's not a large amount of 



 

 
 

money, but it actually is in terms of the funding that previously had been available for 
support for artists. What was also interesting learning that came out of that was the way 
that we approached the application process. We actually moved quite far in terms of making 
our processes even more accessible than they had been. You know, Sean, that I've talked to 
you about doing things like making it possible for d/Deaf artists to apply to us using video 
tape, because English wasn't their first language and Sign was, and therefore the most 
effective form of communication for them was signing. And I remember talking about these 
ideas to you on the trustees, and everyone going, ‘Excellent. We’ll do that.’ And so we tested 
those across the period of the 3 d/Deaf & Disabled Artist Support Funds, and at the end 
we've actually now come up with a really interesting model. We looked at the support 
frameworks as well in terms of the advice workshops that we were providing to artists in 
advance of making their applications. We came up with things like development of videos on 
how to complete the application forms which had British Sign Language, Irish Sign Language, 
captions and voiceover. So they were fully accessible and what's interesting now is that 
some of those approaches that we developed are now being embraced by others. So, for 
example, in this round of the Arts Council Support for Individual Artists Programme, they 
have asked us to provide advice workshops d/Deaf, disabled & neurodiverse artists in 
advance of the programme. So the Arts Council have seen the benefits of making 
programmes more accessible, and I think they've learned from us as well. 
 

SF: I think on that point, Damien, what's very clear to me and other trustees from being on this 
journey is that there's something quite unique, in terms of—not just this organisation but 
others as well, but we’re talking about ourselves here so we'll talk ourselves up slightly—in 
terms of longer-term thinking versus that kind of shorter term, and I think Covid as an 
example got everybody or most people into a survival mode which is understandable, highly 
traumatic, and that extended organisational culture and stuff like that, as well. It's very,  
‘How do we survive the next month?’ Again, it’s very understandable but there's something 
for me, and it just touches upon what you're saying there previously in terms of that support 
fund, within the organisation yourself and your team looked at that as, ‘Right, we can 
change this now, but we can carry this change forward.’ So it's always looking further ahead. 
And is there something in that, Damien, that cross-section of d/Deaf, disabled & 
neurodiverse, and the more creative minds of the people that are in the organisation. It 
seems to me that that's very, very rich and it's maybe not as rich in other areas or other 
sectors, maybe? 

 
DC: Well, I mean I'm going to agree with you on that, Sean, because I've found through my work, 

through my own lived experience, people who are neurodiverse think differently and in 
many cases are more creative and more inventive, and can drive innovation. And I think 
that's very obvious in our organisation, where we have a number of staff who would be 
neurodiverse and are particularly creative and inventive in the way that we approach things 
We have very different processes to many organisations in some of the ways that we deliver 
activities, so I think that has been a big positive for the organisation. The creativity of the 
staff and utilizing the different thinking that comes with neurodiversity. 



 

 
 

 
SF: There's something there as well, Damien, in terms of what the organisation does so well. For 

a lot of d/Deaf, disabled & neurodiverse artists, you're focused on your craft. It's your 
livelihood. It’s your passion. You maybe don't have the day-to-day ability to think about 
those bigger things. So they nearly look to University typical, and others, as being: ‘Well, 
they could speak for me.’ 

 
DC: People also know, Sean, that when they get involved with the University of Atypical, and I'm 

talking about… let’s call them our service users, but they're going on a journey. And it's not a 
case of: they'll come to us for support, we provide support and that’s it. We are very much 
like a learning organisation and we try to share that learning with our service users. So there 
are a number of people in the last year or so even who have come to us service users and 
are now almost ambassadors for the organisation, and they're going out and representing us 
at events globally, nationally and internationally. As you know, we have developed a group 
of people who know go as our representatives on our European projects. So we've had 
people recently going to Italy, Slovenia, Portugal, and Croatia. And that's amazing, because 
those are people who maybe before their engagement with us may have had some reticence 
about traveling or going somewhere on their own, and the need for planning and structure 
and things like that, which I know all about. But they have been on that journey with us and 
they've really developed themselves. You and I have talked about the idea of progression 
pathways, and also about continuous improvement in terms of the organisation, and it all 
fits, and that continual looking of what we do, and trying to improve and enhance it  and 
making it a little more accessible. I mean, change is one of the key things behind what we 
do. 

 
SF: I think it's beautiful in a way because when people see it from the outside, they start to think 

differently themselves. And for me a lot of the art and the creativity that comes out of the 
organisation and those people that work with it, and alongside it, other organisations as 
well, is that there's an element of challenge. And it’s a positive challenge, and it allows 
people to learn and experience things slightly differently from a different angle. And I think 
for me, and I know this probably moves into the next segment, is around those services that 
are provided by the organisation, and the importance of the policy peace, the influence 
piece. I know there's been a lot of thinking and a lot of conversations from the organisation 
and trustees around that. Where do you see that going, Damien? 

 
DC: There’s a couple of things in the pipeline, Sean, around development. One of them is this 

concept of what we were calling consultation groups, or arts & disability consultation 
groups. We're developing of pool of people who will act as go-to points for consultation 
processes so that the voice of the d/Deaf, disabled & neurodiverse community will be heard 
in any consultations. Then there's the bigger picture stuff, which, because of covid and other 
activities, that we haven't really had the chance to focus on. But I think, in the pathway, the 
road model that we have, our next stage of development will be influencing at a 
governmental level, and I think it's time that we started to bring our roadshow to the 



 

 
 

Assembly. To get the opportunity to go and talk to the Arts Committee, you know, as the 
lead organisation in the sector. And I think that while we might be known to some 
politicians, it would be good to be known by all local politicians, so we're trying to think of 
new and creative ways of reaching a wider audience with our information. Part of that's 
going to be through a new website and things like newsletters. But I think we are going to 
look at targeted information that goes directly to politicians that has a relevance to them 
and their assembly or parliamentary constituency.  
 
So there's a big piece of information gathering that we need to do, and research work. But 
the networking and the influencing takes an awful lot of time. And, as you know, people in 
the sector are work-rich, time-poor. It's trying to find time within a limited amount of 
working week to actually do all that work. It is the case that we need to start doing work at 
that next level, because we've won lots of hearts and minds—to use that awful phrase that 
Americans use—but we've won a lot of hearts and minds out there in the sector, and we've 
got quite a lot of supporters, as you know. There's lots of organisations who want to work 
with us. But there's the bigger picture about influencing government policy in the areas of 
d/Deaf, disabled & neurodiverse artists and audiences, and we always make the argument: if 
you produce a product or an event or whatever that's designed to meet the needs of 
someone who's d/Deaf, disabled or neurodiverse, it'll meet the needs of everyone. And 
there needs to be a change in thinking, a change in mindset almost, by society generally 
about the whole equality, access and inclusion agenda. 
  

SF: I think I a big part of what you’ve said to date, in the conversations we’ve had: You 
mentioned that matter of an open door. Generally speaking with the organisation, from 
what we’ve seen as trustees, that hasn't come easy, that idea of an open door. That's been a 
lot of work that's been put in by yourself, been put in by your team, in terms of building 
trust, respect, Transparency. Building from where Chris was, I think there was a big desire to 
maintain that respect, that trust, that transparency, and even if we look back, I mean, in 
terms of how we went about recruiting the new CEO, how we restructured, everything was 
done with external observers, everything was kind of held up because of that, and was held 
up in a positive way, as we appreciate you bringing us on board. They might seem like really 
standard, small things, but when you multiply those things out over time, you can have 
those frank conversations with people, and they will do it because they respect you. I think 
with the organisation, there's an element of… I’ve mentioned that positive challenge, but 
being unapologetic about what your position is, and you might know he's convinced people 
the whole way, but there's always an element of compromise. I think that's respected, and I 
think that’s UofA and others, but I think that's probably a lot to do with where those 
relationships are at the minute, and as you say, maintaining them. 

 
DC: Yeah, we have very honest relationships with our funders and key stakeholders, and also, I 

am very much a big believer in the concept of a critical friend whether it be a trustee, or 
whether it be, you know, one of our funders, or someone from another public body. And the 



 

 
 

other thing is that the University of Atypical isn't infallible. Even the Pope isn't infallible 
these days. 

 
SF: We do argue. We should say that we do argue. We don't always get on this well, do we? 

We’re not afraid to have opposing views, Damien. I think that's healthy. We’re definitely far 
from perfect. 

 
DC: It is healthy because if you tend to have this straight lane thinking pattern, you may not 

think of things that would be divergent to that pathway, and therefore it's brilliant to have 
other opinions, and also people to come and say, ‘But have you thought about?’ And then 
that makes you go off and think about that, and how you can build that into that pathway 
that you're going down. I think one of the big, very brave decisions that the trustees made 
which is going to lead on our change, and has already influenced the changes that we’re in 
the process of developing at the moment, is the decision to scrub our old strategy, because 
it was no longer relevant. We call it a post-covid world, but you know, in the current 
environment, the strategy we had before no longer applied. So we've torn that up and we've 
developed a new strategy, and with that new strategy, there's great deal of change in that, 
and a great deal of new thinking, a new approach, and new and innovative ways of 
promoting a strategy. I think that reflects the organisation, too. And I think the strategy will 
bring us closer to the people we are there to support, but also bring us more in line with 
where our funders and, statutory supports are. So I think there’s also opportunities within 
that for people looking at our strategy from outside to go, ‘Oh, I hadn't thought of that. 
Maybe we could incorporate that into our approach.’ 

 
SF: Absolutely positive influence, I think, definitely. 
 
DC: Sometimes it's subtle and it's a slow burn, but yes, I think we do have… is it a soft diplomacy, 

whatever they call it? I suppose, in terms of the member services, we've actually improved 
the range of services, and I mean one of the things that Chris was always known as was like a 
listening ear. You know, Chris's door was always open, and I’ve tried to maintain that as well, 
even though we're all busy. If someone (an artist) needs to talk to me, I will make time in the 
schedule to talk to them, because I think it's important that we never lose touch with the 
people that we’re actually there to support. And again we're always trying to look at ways of 
improving the offer for the audiences, for d/Deaf, disabled & neurodiverse audiences and 
that's why we made that decision to transition from the old charter, which we’ve now put 
into the archives, and developed the new Equality & Access Standards Initiative, which 
basically updates and modernizes and extends what the old charter did. The old charter was 
almost limited in what it did. I mean, it was good for its time, and it was good as something 
that was new to the sector to make organisations think about equality, but I think we've 
moved beyond that now and we need to start to make organisations think more deeply 
about equality, access, and inclusion. Obviously our particular area of interest is the area of 
d/Deaf, disabled & neurodiverse artists and audiences, but there is great learning within the 
processes that we've developed that can apply to other things, particularly areas like gender 



 

 
 

and sexual orientation, race, and of course, things like the newcomer communities that we 
have in Northern earned. So there’s transferable knowledge there that can be applied to 
working with different groups. I think that's one of the interesting things about it because 
when we set out in this journey it was looking at arts & disability, but we're now looking at 
things like, well, how does that play to family in the context of the arts as well? Whereas in 
the past, we were probably looking more at the individual.  
 
So we're starting partnerships with and we’ve started partnerships with some other 
organisations who maybe are more knowledgeable in some of these areas, and so those 
partnerships would include organisations like Thrive, which is an organisation that looks at 
the audience development. But we've also developed a really good partnership with Derry 
City & Strabane District Council and Fermanagh & Omagh, and we've recruited 10 
organisations from across Northern Ireland to take part in the pilot program, and 6 of those 
are local authority venues. So there is a buy-in to the concept and people are willing you 
know, to adopt and change. So it's going to be an interesting 12 months when we roll out 
the next pilot, and what's interesting is that we have half a dozen people signed up for the 
next stage. That’s six more organisations, so the word’s getting out there that this is an 
important development. And again it's getting time to deliver it in what is a very competing 
time free, and we're looking at bringing on additional staff to support us with that. 
 

SF: I think on that point, just as you said there at the end, the beauty of that, among many other 
things, is again going back to that idea of empowerment. So there are opportunities 
inherently built into that for people to become involved as this thing grows. It's potential for 
people to work and deliver, to assess, for people to learn new skills, for those people that 
are maybe only able to work certain hours. You know It's got that built in and I think that 
goes back to the diversity of thinking within the organisation, and also the board of trustees 
in that kind of approach of collaboration. The organisation seems to be very, very open to 
the idea of collaborating, and I think that's a hugely positive thing going forward. When 
you're in certain waters, there's a tendency to compete for every scrap and fight it out. But 
that's to nobody's benefit, so I think there's something there in that collaborative space. 

 
DC: In my background there's always been a history of collaboration with other organisations, 

because you can achieve so much more in partnerships, in networks, than you can by 
standing alone, trying to defend your territory. People know what we do. People know the 
area of work that we deliver, and in many ways I sometimes wonder why would anybody 
want to come and work in this area, because it's not easy, It's got so many challenges, but 
there's an awful lot of organisations out there who have an ambition to try to be better 
organisations, and better address the scope of audiences that they should be addressing, 
and they're the ones that are keen to work with us. So it's like a mutually beneficial 
relationship and also people would think that a lot of the learning is one way; the people are 
learning from us. Quite the contrary, we're learning a great deal from other organisations 
like Derry City & Strabane District Council had absolutely brilliant track record of 
groundbreaking work in access & inclusion equalities work. So we've learned some 



 

 
 

approaches from then that we've included in our own work, and we will continue to 
collaborate with them as we will with others. Just quite recently we’ve been contacted by 
other organisations who want to look at what they're doing in terms of their creative 
activity, and how we can do joint projects together as well. So I think people are seeing that 
we don't see partnerships and alliances as a threat. In fact, we embrace it. 

 
SF: I think it's very telling with the organisation that in this period of time since you came on 

board as CEO, and the restructuring, the building upon that really solid positive foundation, 
that there is a desire to go above and beyond; to look towards building beyond the short-
term into bigger thinking of ‘what's the legacy here?’. You and I have had private 
conversations on that. You want to take something and you want to leave it in a better 
shape and form than you found it, and I think a lot of credit to you, Damien, and your team, 
in how you’ve approached the last few years. Transformational is the only word for it. It's 
been a journey, and has not been easy, but the organization is in a much healthier place, and 
it's a beacon for a lot of people. I think of those individual artists again. I think of people that 
were caught up in Covid; that are still caught up in Covid. As you say we're not past it yet but 
the support that the organisation gives that's never really seen—those telephone calls, 
those conversations, those emails—I think it's a real it's a triumph in a lot of ways. 

 
DC: Yeah, the conversations I've had with artists and other staff have had with artists during 

Covid, the feedback that we were getting was like phenomenal about the impact of those 
grants and in a couple of articles and interviews, I talked about than being a lifeline. An in 
many cases there were a lifeline, because, unless you sat down and you talked to those 
artists who were really feeling the pressures, you got to remember that before Covid, these 
were people who had, you know, sort of like mental health problems, low mood and 
depression. You can just imagine like exponentially how that increased during Covid, you 
know, with people in isolation. Their incomes disappearing because there was no work, 
there were no gigs, no exhibitions, no theatre events, and also then people struggling to pay 
bills and put food in the table. So if you take someone who doesn't have those mental health 
issues, they would struggle. But it's compounded when you already have existing issues with 
your mental health and wellbeing. What was really interesting was that people talked quite 
openly about the really positive impact of those awards made, and very positive in terms of 
their continuing in the arts, but also continuing despite the life struggles that they were 
experiencing So I think the impact of those emergency fund awards, the d/Deaf & Disable 
Artist Support Funds, shouldn't be underestimated. It makes it seem like you know, well, it's 
just money going to artists to carry on making work, but it's bigger than that. It was much 
bigger than that. It has a wider personal and societal impact. 

 
SF: It's something I’ve always said, I'm very privileged to be in the position I am in working with 

you and our team of trustees in providing that critical friend role. think that period of time 
was one where obviously the trustees were working even closer alongside you and the team 
than normal. Everybody was on the same page in terms of getting on support, making sure 
we could do everything we could to flex and to support a community of people. You know 



 

 
 

it's a focal point, it's a membership base, but it’s a community of people, people with hopes 
and dreams, and equally, in a lot of situations, dependents too. 

 
DC: I suppose one of the points I’m making is that it would be terrible to think that at some point 

in the future we'd move away from having that close relationship with the people we’re 
there to support. Having an open door policy might seem like an administrative nightmare 
and a diary management nightmare. But you've got to think at the end of the day that those 
are the people who are your justification for what you do. They're paying your wage in a 
way. And it also helps to listen, because when you listen, you learn, and from that learning 
we can improve what we do as an organisation. We are constantly learning and trying to 
improve, taking the rough edges off things and just making things that wee bit easier for 
people to access funding, or access to support, or look at how they can improve their own 
artistic practice. Looking back to the thing we've always talked about: punching well above 
our weight and I think we do. We do that on the level of the personal, you know the one-to-
one, but also on the bigger picture stuff as well. We can do stuff at a socio-political level that 
has influence, but we can also influence on a personal level as well, and let that personal 
level influence us. 

 
SF: I think it's fair to say that the future of the organisation's very bright, and I think that the 

future for the community is a lot brighter than what it has been as we come out of covid and 
I think that that element of being—I mean I don't use phrase lightly lately—but word-leading 
as an organisation in terms of the impact that's been had across countries across Europe and 
beyond, and the United States. And I think it's an exciting time for people. And it's nice for 
people from our community to have that sense of collective pride to be able to look and see 
artists on main stages blowing up the lights. It’s a nice place to be. 

 
DC: It is and I mean there's very interesting developments happening out there in our sections of 

the sector. For example, We know that one of the people we've supported, they're on the 
cusp of being commissioned by BBC for a TV series. There's people who are just about to 
release new albums. These are people that we have worked with, and supported, and 
encouraged, and motivated over a number of years. And now that's coming to fruition 
there's a possibility, for example, that next year we might be able to support a couple of 
artists to go to the Edinburgh Fringe to represent University of Atypical. So lots of things in 
the pipeline. Not to mention the fact that we've still got our three European programmes on 
the go, and those are important because that's us influencing at an international level 
because we're involved in those projects as they go-to organisation; the experts on sort of 
equality, access and inclusion and making artistic activities more accessible to d/Deaf, 
disabled and neurodiverse people. We are doing a research project at an international level 
with Berlin and Brighton and ourselves, looking to develop a model of best practice for 
international research for d/Deaf, disabled a neurodiverse artists who currently feel 
excluded from that. And there's always opportunities for artist to go and work at an 
international level in studio residences but Many, many d/Deaf, disabled and neurodiverse 
artists feel excluded because they're not really designed to make their needs. So we're doing 



 

 
 

this research project and we're going to publish a model of best practice that studio 
schemes right across the world can actually take this model down off the shelf and use it or 
adapt it to their own situation. So I mean, we are doing groundbreaking work, but an awful 
lot of that happens behind the scenes. 
 
One of the other things, Sean, I would say is interesting, and it's great that the trustees have 
supported us in this, actually knowing when to walk away from something. So that's a really 
important one too, and it's important when you're going through change, and you know 
yourself, there's. a couple of things that we've been doing for many years, and there's other 
activities that were new and were being tested. We have identified funding and different 
packages of funding to do them, find different modeling, and in the end we've just said this 
isn't going to work, and so what we've done is we've shared our learning with other 
organisations, and said, ‘Look here it is.’ This is how far we've got with it if you want to take 
it on And try to make it work in your context. It's there, just take away.’ And it's really 
important that we're able to do that. And I see in the future that we maye even develop 
initiatives that for us will work as well, and could become part of our package of activities. 
But what we might just hand onto other organisations. We will always have, like a 
developmental or incubation role as well. You know, like we have with them, you know, 
organisations like Design which is an arts group of d/Deaf and hard of hearing people. And 
we did some developmental work and supported them to get off the ground. And I think we 
have a role to play in that as well. So there's lots of interesting areas that people maybe 
don't see, that are happening behind the scenes as well. 
 

SF: I think, to take you back to that bit about knowing when to walk away from stuff. I think a lot 
of that as well, in terms of that working for the organisation, is the relationship that has 
been built between yourself and the trustees. And equally your openness to having that 
relationship between trustees and staff, that it's not the trustees are getting into operational 
matters or overstepping you, but that that all is a kind of culture where everybody's being 
brought on a journey. So if change is coming, it doesn't come out of the blue. It's not panic. 
It's not making people feel that they're not part of decisions. I think that's a testament to 
yourself and the staff team for building that up, having that ability to go, ‘Right we're looking 
at this slightly differently, here's where we might be going,’ and eventually it is the case that 
a decision’s made about something, but it doesn't come out of the blue. I think that's truly 
good for staff, truly good to the organisation, trustees as well. 

 
DC: Yeah, in terms of the consultation process on the new strategy, I mean, there was as much 

time devoted to, as much influence made by the staff as there was trustees. You know they 
were given equal status. I mean the trustees are the people who have the final say, but 
there's an awful lot of knowledge and learning within the staff as well that can help shape 
the organisation. And we're looking you know is to have a board of trustees that have a 
much more diverse range of knowledge, skills, and expertise than we have on the staff team 
because if you think of the diverse range of trustees that we have and the different sectors 
that they come from, we couldn't get that within our staff compliment. So what's really good 



 

 
 

from my perspective is that the trustees will look at a proposal, then review it, and then 
they'll come up with recommendations. And what I really like is when people say ‘I don't 
think that will work,’ and that makes me have to go back and think again. And you could be 
precious about it, but what's the point? Because people wouldn't be saying it if there wasn't 
something that was a learning point. So I think, you know, in terms of I would approach 
change of as an organisation, I think we've approached it pretty well. We could have sat 
down, and as I had to do in the past, wrote a thesis on change management, but we've done 
it on a very fluid sort of way, and I've documented it in different ways as I go along, and part 
of that was through the Blueprint programme with Arts & Business. But we have a fairly 
robust change management process and we’re adaptable and we’re flexible, and we've got 
review points built in, and those can be very subtle, and those can be as simple or 
straightforward as one-to-one conversations with members of the team, asking them about 
their work and the changes that have made and how it impacts on them. Or it can be, we've 
had like trustees and staff away days to review what we do, how we go about it other 
improvements that can be made. 

 
SF: So you're kept slightly busy, Damien.  
 
AB: If you’d like to know more about University of Atypical, they’ll be launching a new website in 

September 2022, where you can out all about their services, their Bounce Festival, and their 
gallery space. Thank you from everyone at Arts & Business NI to Damien & Sean, to our 
friends at Whitenoise for their support, and to our principle funder, the Arts Council of 
Northern Ireland. 


