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Preface 

This report is part of a wider 

research project in 2011/2012 that 

aims to support the development 

of community circus in Aotearoa 

New Zealand.  It is funded by the 

Lotteries Community Sector 

Research Fund and involves a 

partnership between Circus 

Kumarani 

(www.circuskumarani.co.nz), a 

community circus provider based 

in Dargaville, and Auckland based 

social researcher Rachael 

Trotman, with assistance from 

Alex Woodley of Point Research 

(www.pointresearch.co.nz). 

As a partnership, this research is 

guided by a project team involving 

the researchers’ Rachael Trotman 

and Alex Woodley, and Circus 

Kumarani representatives Jenny 

Huriwai, Frances Kelliher and Thomas 

Hinz. 

A key aim of this research is to shine a light on the thinking and practice surrounding 

community circus within New Zealand, and to place this within an international context.  

This survey contributes to what we know about this field in New Zealand and the 

project team would like to sincerely thank all those who participated. 

 

 

 

 

  

Children spinning plates as part of a joint Circus 
Kumarani and Cirque du Soleil performance in 2005 
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http://www.pointresearch.co.nz/
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Executive Summary 

This report presents the results of a national online survey of people involved in the 

community circus sector.  It is the first stage of a wider research project funded by the 

Lotteries Community Sector Research Fund.  This project aims to explore community 

circus in Aotearoa New Zealand in the context of international approaches, and to 

support its development. 

An online survey was sent by email on 22 April 2011 to 114 contacts.  Respondents were 

asked to pass the survey on to other appropriate people.  A total of 68 responses were 

received. 

Those responding had a wide range of connections with community circus, with the 

most common being teacher/trainer (39%), performers (36%), part of a provider 

organisation (33%), a volunteer or supporter (27%) or part of an organisation linked to 

community circus (23%).  Funders, commissioners and Board members also responded. 

The greatest number of respondents live in Northland (35%), followed by Auckland 

(32%).  Smaller numbers (7%) were located in Wellington or Canterbury; six percent live 

in the Bay of Plenty and one each came from Waikato, Manawatu and Otago. 

When asked to describe what community circus is, responses centred on the use of 

circus skills1 to achieve physical, emotional, mental, therapeutic, spiritual and social 

benefits for individuals, families and communities.  In other words, community circus 

was perceived to perform community and social work via the medium of circus skills. 

What distinguishes community circus from other forms of circus according to these 

respondents are:  

 Its participatory nature and performance focus. 

 That it is open and accessible to all. 

 Its ability to connect people from all backgrounds and abilities. 

 Its desire to engage families and communities and to achieve community and 

social outcomes, as well as for individuals. 

 Its transformative power. 

 Its ability to engage those on the margins and provide an alternative to 

traditional sports and art forms. 

Key target audiences for community circus at present are considered to be children, 

young people, disadvantaged groups and people with disabilities, although two-thirds 

of people stated that community circus was for everyone. 

                                                                    
1
 For example juggling, clowning, trapeze, acrobatics, diabolo, tight rope and so on. 
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The most commonly reported benefits of community circus were: 

 Positive connection and social interaction. 

 Empowering individuals. 

 Building team and social skills. 

 Promoting learning, health and fitness. 

 Providing an outlet for skill development, fun and creativity. 

Its public performance element, community objectives and open accessible nature are 

also highly valued. 

Current strengths of community circus in New Zealand are considered to be the 

commitment, passion and quality of the people involved; its current activity and 

organisations; its potential; its newness; its inclusiveness and community roots and 

ownership. 

Key reported needs for community circus include funding and resources, professional 

development of the sector through for example codes of practice, teacher training and 

research, a higher profile and public understanding, expansion and stronger links 

among the sector itself, and with other social art forms. 

The current New Zealand community circus scene was perceived to be small, with local 

hubs of activity and a strong reliance on a few key people and volunteers.  Some 

concern was expressed that if key people left or burnt out community circus would 

lapse in some locations.  A key perceived opportunity is to integrate community circus 

with Maori and Pacific teaching methods, concepts and art forms such as poi and 

taiaha. 

Key priorities nationally were considered to be strengthening the sector at local, 

regional and national levels, sustainable funding, maintaining open affordable access 

for all to participate, raising its profile, keeping current activity going and growing and 

integrating community circus into New Zealand culture. 

Reported evaluation of community circus activity tends to be based on participant and 

stakeholder feedback, observing changes and impacts for participants, attendances at 

performances and the financial health of community circus providers and organisations. 

Key opportunities for the community circus sector indicated by this survey are set out in 

the table below. 
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Opportunity Description 

Build the funding and 
resource base 

Support is needed at local and national levels to identify 
and diversify funding sources, build resources and support 
groups to be sustainable 

Raise the profile of 
community circus 

For example by enhancing its web presence, 
communicating local circus stories, developing generic 
communication materials and increasing advocacy around 
the role and potential of community circus 

Support professional 
development of the 
sector 

 

This includes more training of performers and tutors, 
development of safety standards, codes of practice and 
good practice guidance, research and evaluation, 
development of career pathways, advice and support for 
local organisations and opportunities for the sector to 
come together 

‘Mainstream’ or integrate 
circus into New Zealand 
culture 

For example via linking more formally with schools, and 
with the disability, youth and early childhood sectors in 
particular 

National support systems 
to support local 
community circus 
provision 

This need not be a national body, but could involve the 
collective development of national strategies around key 
needs such as resourcing, tutor training and promotion 

These survey findings will be tested and refined as the wider research project continues, 

via stakeholder interviews, an international literature review and a national workshop. 

The communications surrounding this survey and the overall research project will make 

the findings widely available and seek ideas on how to act constructively on the key 

findings. 

Girl bouncing over ball onto mat 
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1. Introduction 

In Aotearoa New Zealand, community circus currently has a low key presence and 

public profile.  Since 2007, community circus practitioners have identified needs at 

national gatherings to: 

 Raise awareness of their activities. 

 Demonstrate the benefits and impacts of what they do. 

 Explore various approaches and good practice. 

 Become more self sustaining. 

 Use simple tools to evaluate their activities. 

 

Circus Kumarani is a community circus provider based in Dargaville, Northland and has 

been operating since 2004.  In response to the calls above, the organisation took the 

initiative to seek research funding from the Lotteries Community Sector Research 

Fund.  In January 2011 Lotteries agreed to fund a research partnership between Rachael 

Trotman & Associates, with assistance from Alex Woodley of Point Research, and 

Circus Kumarani.  This report on the results of a national online survey of the 

community circus sector is the first phase of this wider research project, which is briefly 

described in the next section. 

 

Fireshow outside Creative Centre in Dargaville 2006 
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2. Research project objectives, 

methods and timeframes 

The overall research project is called ‘Developing community circus in Aotearoa New 

Zealand’.  It aims to explore the field of community circus and support its development 

nationwide. The core objectives of the research are as follows.  

 To clearly describe community circus, including how it differs from other forms 

of circus. 

 Identify the reported benefits of community circus. 

 Uncover good practice information relevant to community circus. 

 Explore the ‘current state’ of community circus in New Zealand, compared to 

overseas approaches.  

 Identify ways that community circus can flourish in New Zealand. 

 Provide guidance and simple tools to evaluate community circus activities. 

 

The research methods involve a 

national survey (the subject of 

this report), an international 

literature review, stakeholder 

interviews, evaluation of three 

community circus programmes 

and a workshop at a national 

community circus convention or 

other appropriate gathering. 

The research began with this 

national survey in April 2011 and 

will be completed by September 

2012.  The next steps will be to 

complete the literature review 

and stakeholder interviews in 

2011, and to identify the 

programmes to evaluate in 2012. 

 

Stilt walker team who performed at Sky City in 2005 
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3. Report purpose and format 

This report presents the results of an on-line survey of individuals, groups and 

organisations involved with community circus in New Zealand.  The purpose of the 

survey is to help paint a picture of community circus in New Zealand and respond to the 

research objectives above. The survey sought respondent views on community circus in 

terms of: 

 What it is and who it is for. 

 Benefits and good practice. 

 Current strengths and areas for improvement. 

 Anything unique or noteworthy in New Zealand. 

 National priorities. 

 Evaluation of community circus activity. 

The report presents the methodology used below, followed by the results of the survey.  

It concludes by presenting survey implications for the community circus sector in New 

Zealand and for the wider research project. 

Learning circus skills at Kaikohe Skate Park Youth Week 2009 
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4. Methodology and response 

The research project team worked together to develop a set of potential questions for 

the online survey, which were then narrowed down.  A Circus Kumarani representative 

was trained in the use of Survey Monkey and entered the survey questions into this 

programme.  This was then reviewed by several other project team members and the 

survey was field tested among team members. 

The email contact list was drawn from attendees of national community circus 

conventions organised by Circus Kumarani, project team contacts and a national 

website search of key individuals and organisations.  In all 114 email contacts were 

identified; however those sent the survey were also asked to forward it to relevant 

people using an ‘email tree’ approach, so the final number receiving the survey is 

unknown. 

On 22 April 2011 the survey link was sent to the people on the email contact list 

explaining its purpose and how to respond.  A reminder was sent two weeks later and 

the closing date for responses was 16 May 2011.  The survey took around twenty 

minutes to complete and an incentive prize draw was offered of the winner’s choice of 

two tickets to Cirque du Soleil’s Saltimbanco show in Auckland in August/September 

2011, or $100 worth of supermarket or petrol vouchers. 

A total of 68 responses were received.  This is an excellent response in terms of the 114 

contacts sent the survey (60%) – however given that people were actively encouraged 

to pass the survey on to others to complete, an actual response rate can not be 

accurately established.   

 

Acrobatics in Circus Kumarani performance with Ciruqe du Soleil 2005 
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5. Survey results 

The survey results begin with information about those who responded, before moving 

into perceptions of what community circus is; its benefits and issues for community 

circus in New Zealand. 

5.1 Who responded 
 

Respondents were asked to indicate the nature of their connection/s with community 

circus.  As people could choose more than one option percentages do not equal 100%. 

Figure 1: Please indicate your connection/s with community circus - tick as many as 
apply 

 

n=66 

Almost 40% of respondents were involved in teaching or training community circus, 

36% were individual performers and a third were part of an organisation or group that 

provided community circus activities. 

Over a quarter (27%) were volunteers or supporters of community circus and 23% were 

part of an organisation linked to community circus, such as a school, disability provider, 

youth organisation or performing arts group.  Smaller numbers of respondents 
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commissioned or hired community circus activities (14%); were a Board member of a 

community circus related organisation (9%); or funded community circus activities 

(8%). 

Of the thirteen respondents that noted ‘other’ connections (20%), six were parents of 

participants, two were supporters and one each was a community circus participant, 

production manager for festivals, circus equipment retailer, magician and programme 

director of a circus organisation.  Overall it is likely that many of the survey respondents 

have multiple roles and connections. 

5.2 Location of respondents 

Figure 2: What is your current geographical location? 

 
n=68 

The highest numbers of survey respondents are based in Northland (35%). This may 

reflect Dargaville-based Circus Kumarani’s role in the research, in that the survey may 

have been sent to greater numbers of Northland based people.  This is closely followed 

however by Auckland respondents (32.4%). Smaller numbers of respondents (7%) are 

located in Wellington and Canterbury; six%, or four, reside in the Bay of Plenty, two in 

Thames/Coromandel and one respondent each came from Waikato, Manawatu and 

Otago. 
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Three people indicated that they live in an ‘other’ location. One stated ‘national’, one 

was from Cornwall in the United Kingdom and one had been living in Wellington but 

was now located in Sydney, Australia. 

5.3 Describing community circus 
 

Respondents were asked how they would describe community circus to someone else. 

Figure 3: In a sentence or two, how would you describe to someone what 
community circus is?   

Description N= % 

A vehicle for skill development, fun and creative expression 29 21% 

Open and accessible to all ages and abilities to participate 27 19% 

Connecting people in a healthy, supportive, safe, fun environment 27 19% 

Using circus skills to empower, build social skills, respect, confidence 
and self esteem 

19 13% 

Performance of circus skills, entertainment for communities 13 9% 

Promoting learning, brain development and mental health  12 9% 

Circus with community and social objectives 9 6% 

An alternative way to promote motor skills, coordination, fitness and 
healthy lifestyles 

5 4% 

 

According to respondents, community circus brings diverse people together in a safe, 

fun, healthy environment and uses circus skills training as a means to build confidence, 

self esteem, coordination, social and motor skills, fitness and general learning.  It is 

open and accessible to all and can have a wide range of individual, community and 

social benefits. 

“[Community circus] builds social cohesion and happiness through stealth. The 

‘cover’ is the teaching, learning and performing of a wide range of physically and 

mentally challenging circus skills”. 

Community circus usually involves a public performance aspect and tends to operate 

within a community building or social framework that seeks to connect people, 

promote alternative pathways to health, learning and fitness, include and empower 

vulnerable or marginalised people and engage families and communities.  One person 

described community circus as “a means to do social work”. 

“[Community circus is] circus made accessible, the chance for communities to build 

through a shared activity”. 

“A community circus is aimed at developing the confidence and self esteem of 

groups that may otherwise not have the opportunity, especially groups such as... 
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lower socioeconomic groups or those with disabilities.  These goals are achieved 

through the learning of circus and performance skills”. 

5.4 Who community circus is for 

Figure 4: Who do you feel that community circus is currently for or is targeted 
towards?  Please tick as many as apply. 

 

n=63 

The greatest percentage of people (86%) considered children and young people to be 

the key current target audiences for community circus.  However two-thirds felt that 

community circus is for the general public, while 57% each felt that people with 

disabilities and disadvantaged groups were key target audiences for community circus.   

Of those who gave an ‘other response’, most indicated that community circus was for 

everyone or ‘anyone who wants to’.  One person each stated a target group as being the 

elderly, those needing physical or mental rehabilitation, adults or theatre and dance 

practitioners. 

The responses indicate a perception that community circus is potentially open to all, 

with children and young people considered to be the most common target audiences at 

present. 



Community Circus in Aotearoa New Zealand: A National Survey 

 
15 

 

5.5 Main benefits of community circus 
Respondents were asked to describe the main benefits of community circus. 

Figure 5: What in your view are the main benefits of community circus? 

Description N= % 

Connecting diverse people in a healthy, supportive, safe, fun 
environment  

34 19% 

Using circus skills to empower, build social skills, respect, confidence 
and self esteem  

34 19% 

Promoting learning, brain development and mental health  26 15% 

An alternative way to promote motor skills, coordination, fitness and 
healthy lifestyles 

25 14% 

A vehicle for skill development, fun and creative expression 24 13% 

Performance of circus skills, entertainment for communities 13 7% 

Circus with community and social objectives 13 7% 

Open and accessible to all ages and abilities to participate 10 6% 

 

n=62 

The most commonly mentioned benefits of community circus were positive connection 

and social interaction, empowering individuals and fostering team and social skills, 

promoting learning, health and fitness and providing an outlet for skill development, 

fun and creativity. 

The reported benefits of community circus cover the spectrum of physical, social, 

psychological, emotional, therapeutic, spiritual and community benefits:   

“Physical well-being: fitness, increased flexibility, strength and coordination, 

growing grey and white matter in the brain.  Mental well-being: many circus skills 

are like puzzles which require concentration and mental agility.  Emotional well-

being: when mastering skills one often achieves a state of "flow"...not to mention 

just feeling happy!  Social well-being: many skills require teamwork and the circus 

itself has a sense of 'family' about it.  It is also very inclusive, especially with people 

who may not feel comfortable in ordinary sports team settings.  Spiritual well-

being: when everything is going well in all the other areas mentioned above there 

is a sense that you're part of something bigger.  We also promote attitudes and 

values that are generally seen to be positive.” 

One unique aspect of community circus noted was its ability to connect both sides of 

the brain through skills such as juggling and its combination of mental and physical 

challenge. 
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Other words used to describe the benefits of community circus include the following:  

learning calculated and positive risk taking, trust building, breaking down barriers, it’s 

unique, different and fun, healing, teamwork, harm/abuse prevention, social capital, 

community pride and cohesion, holds something for everyone, encourages active 

participation, builds a sense of achievement, involves trying something new, keeps 

youth off the streets, connects people with disabilities with the mainstream community 

and is easily adapted to any situation and community. 

5.6 Good practice 
 

Respondents were asked whether they were aware of any existing good practice 

literature relating to community circus and, if so, how this might be accessed.  While 

most people weren’t aware of any good practice literature, some respondents gave 

examples as follows. 

 Issue 21 of Kidz Mag called “Circus Kids”. 

 No Fit State, based in Cardiff. 

 German/European Union publications. 

 Circus West in Dubbo, Australia (eg Paul Woodhead’s school resource kit). 

 Vulcana Women’s Circus. 

 Circus Space in London. 

 Circus Kumarani has documentation. 

 Reg Bolton’s PhD called “Why Circus Works” (Australia). 

 National community circus organisations and youth circuses. 

 The Performing Arts School of New Zealand. 

 New Scientist magazine (on the benefits of juggling). 

5.7 Current strengths of community circus in New Zealand 
 

Respondents were asked what they consider to be the current strengths of community 

circus in New Zealand. 

Figure 6: Current strengths 

Description N= % 

The people involved    28 38% 

Its existence and current organisations, events and activity 14 19% 

Its potential, growing awareness and developing network 11 15% 

Its newness  8 11% 

Its inclusiveness, openness and accessibility 7 10% 

Its community roots and ownership 5 7% 
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Of the 55 people who responded to this question, the single greatest perceived strength 

of community circus at present was considered to be the quality of the people involved.  

Respondents here commented on the passion, energy, leadership, skills, knowledge, 

commitment and enthusiasm of many of those involved in community circus. 

“It [community circus] has some people with great passion driving it”. 

The next perceived greatest strength was that it exists at all and the current 

organisations, events and activities in place.  Several people noted that community 

circus tended to occur in a small number of local hubs around New Zealand. 

Eleven people saw the potential of community circus as a strength and felt that 

awareness of it was growing:  

“A strength is that it is a developing area, meaning it is not entrenched in previous 

ways of working and is open to innovation”.   

Several people commented that it had a national network developing and that this was 

a very positive aspect (presumably via the national conventions hosted by Circus 

Kumarani over recent years). 

Eight people saw the fresh and new nature of community circus as strengths in New 

Zealand, giving it the space and flexibility for innovation:  

“Newness, opportunity to develop and to learn from international best practice”.  

 Its perceived open and inclusive nature and strong community, grass roots focus were 

also seen as strengths. 

5.8 Needs or areas for improvement 
 

Respondents were asked what they consider to be needs or areas for improvement for 

community circus in New Zealand. 

Figure 7: Needs or areas for improvement 

Description N= % 

Funding and resources 25 32% 

Sector development – eg codes of practice, research, teacher training 16 21% 

Stronger profile, understanding and awareness 13 17% 

Expansion 13 17% 

Stronger links among the sector 11 14% 

 

Off the 55 people who responded to this question, the greatest perceived need was for 

community circus funding and resources.  Resource needs identified were for paid staff, 

vehicles, stable space to operate out of, equipment, sponsorship, professional advice 
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(for example on which organisational structure to use such as a Trust or company), 

international exchanges, events and the formation of national infrastructure such as a 

national body and support systems.  One respondent suggested developing dedicated 

community circus spaces or facilities, for example in Auckland, and referred to such a 

space in Byron Bay in Australia as an example. 

A set of needs were also identified around quality control and assurance – specifically 

training of community circus tutors, skilled staff, standards and good practice and 

research and evaluation. 

Greater profile, awareness and understanding of community circus as a sector were 

sought, including a greater web presence, promotion of existing organisations and 

programmes and a clearer distinction between community circus and other forms of 

circus and social arts.  Several people commented that community circus ticks lots of 

funding boxes and needs to be perceived holistically:  

“Currently [community circus] is trying to fit under the umbrellas of dance, sport or 

performance when trying to get funding.  It is all of these things in some ways and 

as a result it gets shunted from one to another with little support from these 

umbrella groups”. 

At the same time, community circus for some needs to overcome old perceptions of 

circus:  

“Overcoming public perceptions of red noses, big shoes and ‘carny’ folk by showing 

[people] circus is essential in their lives – not a luxury”.   

One person commented that community circus tended to be undervalued, with many 

people unpaid or underpaid, plus an expectation of free or cheap classes and shows and 

sporadic work.  This links to the issue of a perceived lack of awareness and 

understanding of community circus as noted above. 

Simply ‘more’ community circus programmes, events and activity were sought by 

some, including stronger connections with key sectors such as schools.  One person felt 

community circus should become part of the school curriculum, for example, and 

another that stronger links with schools were needed to embed community circus more 

into the culture of New Zealand.  Some concern was noted that community circus is 

driven by a very few people and can be lost in local areas if those people lose interest or 

suffer burnout. 

The final key set of needs was considered to be stronger links among those in the 

community circus sector in New Zealand.  Ideas here included setting up a national 

body or other collective structure and support systems, for example around training, 

leadership, artistic skills and organisational issues. 

Several people commented however that care should be taken not to focus on the 

‘bureaucracy’ and organisational needs of community circus, or at least to balance the 
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‘wild spirit’ of many circus performers and teachers with the ‘boring paperwork’ which is 

needed to gain funding, to maintain organisations, for record keeping and so on. 

5.9 Unique or noteworthy aspects in New Zealand 

“New Zealanders have a really good time with circus, like they long for it 

(European or Asian heritage) or are new to it (Pacific Island, Maori heritage)”. 

Respondents were asked whether there was anything they considered to be unique or 

noteworthy about community circus in New Zealand.  Forty six people responded and 

comments here were diverse, with the most common being: 

 The quality of the performers, tutors and other people involved (5 people). 

 The ‘do it yourself,’ creative nature of New Zealand culture (4 people). 

 Strong community involvement (4 people). 

 Its existence here and attempts to grow (4 people). 

 General benefits of circus (4 people). 

 Its inclusive and accessible nature (3 people). 

 The way it has changed attitudes towards disabled people in Dargaville (3 

people). 

Several people noted that community circus is a European tradition, and considered 

that community circus was strongest in New Zealand in Northland, with another strong 

centre in Christchurch linked to the CircoArts Circus School. 

Several other people commented that community circus has low public awareness in 

New Zealand, with little understanding of the connection between community and 

circus, and that it is considered a fringe art here. 

In terms of New Zealand culture, one person commented that the ‘tall poppy’ syndrome 

here and the reserved nature of some can hinder participation in community circus, 

while another felt that New Zealanders were open and excited to take part in 

community circus. 

Unique aspects of community circus in New Zealand noted by one or several people 

were: 

 More reliance here on volunteers. 

 The Northland community circus partnership with Cirque du Soleil. 

 Overseas visitors getting involved in local community circus provision. 

 Community circus is not competitive. 

 New Zealand’s small population. 

 It is people and not animal based. 

 An amazing sense of rhythm and creativity among Maori and Pacific Island 

people who participate. 
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Opportunities noted for community circus in the New Zealand context were: 

 An opportunity to integrate Maori teaching methods and concepts of 

community to strengthen the process and reputation of New Zealand style 

community circus. 

 Potential for integration with Pacific arts. 

 The wearable arts sector joining forces with the performing arts to create a 

world class show. 

 

5.10 Key priorities 
Respondents were asked what their key priorities were for community circus in New 

Zealand.   

Figure 8: Key national priorities 

Description N= % 

Strengthen the sector locally, regionally and nationally  34 42% 

Build a sustainable resource base 13 16% 

Maintain affordable open access for all 10 12% 

Raise public profile, awareness and understanding 10 12% 

Keep it going and growing 7 9% 

Integrate community circus into New Zealand culture 7 9% 

 

Of the 51 people who responded to this question, the highest perceived priority 

nationally was to strengthen the community circus sector locally to nationally in the 

following ways: 

 Greater and more advanced training of (paid) performers, practitioners and 

tutors, including teacher training certification and possible alignment with 

physical theatre associations or other art therapy teaching methods. 

 A focus on safety and safe practice standards, general codes of practice, 

cultural awareness, finding a common language around community circus, 

research and good practice. 

 National infrastructure including a support network, advice and 

opportunities for the national community circus sector to come together 

and to interact with other social arts:  

“Establish a strong, inclusive and professional leadership group; a support system 

enabling autonomous community circus groups and an organisational structure 

that nurtures the establishing, operation and development of community circus 

groups all over the country”. 
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 Strong local leadership and organisations, including retention of key people 

(managers, teachers, instigators) and reducing burnout, reliance on volunteers 

and duplication of roles. 

The second perceived highest priority was for a more sustainable funding and resource 

base for community circus.  This includes forming partnerships, career pathways, study 

tours abroad for performers, more spaces and venues and tapping into less traditional 

funding sources:  

“Establish financial sources outside traditional paper applications to charitable 

trusts, government or others who call the tune.  Specifically, target wealthy 

individuals who can support ongoing growth without creating the agenda”. 

Maintaining open affordable access for all and raising public awareness and 

understanding of community circus were the third equal highest perceived priorities.   

“We are competing with a sporting culture. We need to find a way of showing the 

public that community circus and circus in general is valuable too.” 

These link to the next highest priorities of keeping community circus going and growing 

and working to integrate it more into New Zealand culture. 

5.11 Evaluation 

Figure 9: If you provide or organise community circus activities, do you evaluate 
your activity? 

 

n=57 

Of those who answered this question, 42% stated that they did evaluate their activity 

and 10.5% that they did not. 
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5.12 Evaluation methods 

“There is a lot of informal evaluation so I'm sure we're always refining our best 

practice. But funders want to see bits of paper with numbers on. This means more 

(and more boring compared to teaching or performing) work for teachers.” 

Those that did evaluate their activity were asked how they did this.  The most common 

form of evaluation was verbal or written feedback from participants, parents, 

caregivers, teachers, facilitators, practitioners and audiences in the case of 

performances.  This could be anecdotal or more structured via debriefs, feedback forms 

and interviews.   

Other forms of monitoring and evaluation were: 

 Setting objectives for individuals, groups, classes etc and evaluating against 
them.  

 Observing changes and impacts for participants. 

 Annual and monthly reports. 

 Attendance at performances and media acknowledgement and reviews of 
performances. 

 Spend against budget, whether an activity is self funding and surplus funds 
made. 

5.13 Awareness of formal evaluation 
Respondents were asked to note any formal evaluation of community circus activity 

that they are aware of and how it may be accessed.  Only four potential sources were 

named: evaluation undertaken by Circus Kumarani (eg via participant feedback forms); 

evaluation by the Riverside Community Circus; the evaluation of circus skill levels in 

schools via the work of Paul Woodhead in Australia; and via funders such as the ASB 

Trust and Lotteries who have provided financial support to community circus 

programmes in New Zealand. 

5.14 Further comments 
Further comments are summarised as follows. 

Via Circus Kumarani over the last seven years one respondent had noticed families 

bonding better because of their programmes, abled and disabled children practicing 

hard, and 80% of festival participants either joining in or becoming the audience on the 

last day performance:   

“Every year has been different and joyful. An uplifting experience for everyone; 

much needed in today’s society.” 

Another respondent suggested fully funding circus as physical education in schools, 

which would support the full time employment of teachers to deliver these 

programmes.  More opportunities for performers and teachers to upskill were identified 

as a need.  This person also noted that teachers can lack administrative skills or the 
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support needed to network and sell their project, or to work with diverse groups, and 

thus are not able to take students to their full potential or maximise their impact in the 

community. 

A further respondent expressed concern that a focus on evaluation and teaching 

accreditation would “poison the very experience of the wonder and worth that attracted 

me in the first place”.  Any moves to professionalise the sector need to respect its less 

traditional and avant garde nature. 

 

"Clowns in Sounds" Performance 2005 
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6. Survey implications 

6.1 Implications for community circus in New Zealand 
This survey does not provide a stocktake or map of community circus activity in New 

Zealand. What it does indicate however is that the community circus sector is 

characterised by small localised hubs of activity nationwide, with the strongest areas of 

activity likely to include Northland (and in particular Dargaville2) and Auckland, with 

other hubs in Canterbury, Wellington and the Bay of Plenty.   

Those within the community circus sector can tend to undertake multiple roles, which is 

typical of grass roots groups and activities where a few people take on a wide range of 

tasks. 

Community circus involves using circus skills to achieve a wide range of physical, 

emotional, mental, therapeutic, spiritual and social outcomes for individuals, families 

and communities.  It performs community and social work through the medium of 

circus skills. 

What distinguishes community circus from other forms according to these respondents 

are:  

 Its participatory nature and performance focus. 

 It’s open and accessible to all. 

 Its ability to connect people from all backgrounds and abilities. 

 Its desire to engage families and communities and to achieve community and 

social outcomes, as well as for individuals. 

 Its transformative power – in terms of attitudes and range of individual and 

community impacts. 

 Its ability to engage those on the margins and provide an alternative to 

traditional sports and art forms. 

Community circus in New Zealand tends to target children, young people and people of 

all ages with disabilities (as is the case overseas).  However there is a strong perception 

that community circus is applicable and of potential value to everyone. 

According to these respondents community circus provides an impressive range of 

benefits, with highly valued aspects including its accessibility, community focus, 

performance element and ability to connect and empower people. 

While small and reliant on volunteers and a few key people, the community circus 

sector’s key strengths in New Zealand are considered to be the quality of the people 

                                                                    
2
 It should be noted however that Circus Kumarani’s link with this research will have pushed up 

the response rate from that area. 
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involved and current activity, its potential for development, inclusiveness and grass 

roots nature. 

Evaluation of community circus activities appears to be based mainly on participant and 

stakeholder feedback and this survey validates the need for simple tools to support 

providers to review and improve what they do. 

Overall, five key opportunities for the community circus sector indicated by this survey 

are as follows. 

1. Build the funding and resource base 
In some areas community circus activity may be at risk due to its reliance on key 

individuals and the risk of burnout.  Support is needed at local and national levels to 

strategically build resources and support groups to be more self funding and 

sustainable.  Ideas provided range from focusing on non traditional funding sources 

such as wealthy individuals, to developing a dedicated community circus centre in 

larger areas such as Auckland.   

2. Raise the profile of community circus 
A key opportunity is for the sector to combine resources and forces to raise awareness 

of community circus in local areas and nationally.  This could also be the focus of 

national funding bids, for example to enhance the web presence, communicate local 

circus stories, develop generic communication materials and increase advocacy around 

community circus. 

3. Support professional development of the sector 
A significant number of respondents pointed to needs surrounding more and better 

training of performers and tutors, safety standards, codes of practice and good practice 

guidance and research and evaluation.  Advice and support for local organisations and 

activity hubs to strengthen and grow was also a perceived need.  This would require 

gaining more information on what is happening where and the specific needs of 

different groups and areas. Opportunities for the sector to come together as a sector 

and to link with other social arts sectors are also sought. 

4. Identify ways to ‘mainstream’ or integrate circus into New Zealand 

culture 

If community circus is to become less ‘fringe’ then strategies to mainstream or grow it 

as an activity are required.  The key opportunity identified here is via schools and 

seeking to link more formally with the school curriculum (for example via the 

Enviroschools model or similar).  Other opportunities exist to link community circus 

more strongly with the disability, early childhood and youth sectors, for example.  This 

would require however strong advocates and the ability to meet increased demand. 

 



Community Circus in Aotearoa New Zealand: A National Survey 

 
26 

 

5. Consider ways to develop national support systems 

All of the above indicate a need for some national infrastructure or support mechanisms 

for local community circus to flourish.  This need not be a national body, but could 

involve the collective development of national strategies around key needs such as 

resourcing, tutor training and promotion. 

6.2 Implications for the research project 

This survey has gone some way towards painting a picture of the community circus 

sector in New Zealand, including some key strengths, needs and opportunities.  In 

terms of the wider research project: 

 The survey findings can be compared with other community circus scenarios in 

other countries, including key perceived needs, issues and opportunities. 

 The key findings and implications can be tested and refined via the 20 

stakeholder interviews planned for later in 2011 (note that 40 survey 

respondents were willing to be interviewed as a stakeholder).  The questions 

asked will reflect the feedback in this survey. 

 The survey implications could also form the basis of some kind of national 

workshop or gathering by August 2012 – or they could be workshopped at 

another appropriate forum.  In particular checking the feasibility of developing 

national support infrastructure is a key issue to test with the sector, along with 

how to further the other four key opportunities identified. 

 The evaluation of three Circus Kumarani programmes will be informed by the 

needs indicated by this survey for simple, practical monitoring and evaluation 

tools. 

The communications surrounding this research project will make the findings widely 

available and seek ideas on how to act constructively on the key findings. 

 

Clowning during a school holiday programme 


