Community Builders
Under Construction

Ethical Framework

How do we create a safe environment for both artists and participants when
working with marginalised groups?

Introduction

This Ethical Framework reflects the experiences of the CUC — Community (Builders) Under
Construction project (2023-2025) and combines guiding questions with answers that
summarise what we have learned together. It is intended for organisations, artists, and
community builders who are committed to change but unsure where to begin. It is for
socially engaged artists who have already faced challenges but choose not to give up. And
finally, it is for the CUC Core Team members — who remained open to growth, learned from
mistakes, and celebrated results with gratitude toward one another.

Experience, learn, and share — so that future projects can flourish.

1. Before embarking on a socio-artistic journey — What to Consider

a) What communities are we engaging with, and why? What is our intent?

When choosing a community to work with, it is essential to carefully reflect on your position
and motivations. Ask yourself: why this community? On what basis is it a community? Am |
part of it? Do your best to understand the community’s needs, while remaining mindful not
to project your personal experiences or assumptions onto the group as a whole. If you are
not part of the community, reflect carefully on what you hope to contribute and what you
hope to learn. How does its reality connect to you, or to the society you live in?

We work with marginalized communities because their unique perspectives and lived
experiences are often excluded from public discourse. Our intent is not to “fix” them, but to
learn, exchange, and grow together. Through our work we seek to honour cultural heritage,
foster cohesion, and empower individuals, using art as a tool for well-being and self-
discovery.

It is natural to want to change the world for the better — this is what drives us — but true
transformation begins with shared experience rather than imposed solutions. What we can
do is open a process of recognition, exchange, and collective discovery — where art becomes
both a bridge and a catalyst for change.
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b) Why have we chosen art as a tool for community building?

We believe that art can contribute to well-being, self-confidence, and acceptance — all of
which strengthen individuals and communities.

However, it is essential to treat art as a tool, not as an end in itself. As an artist, you need to
find the right balance for artistic co-creation: if the process is too complex, participants may
feel overwhelmed; if the outcome is poor, their self-confidence may suffer. Excessive
ambition can be counterproductive.

To prevent this, careful preparation and sufficient time are needed, with roles and aims
made clear for everyone involved. This is especially important when ambassadors (see 1.d.)
—who may not have prior artistic experience — are part of the creative process. It is crucial
that this imbalance does not create a rigid hierarchy between the artists and the
ambassadors.

Our process is participatory, inclusive, and accessible — using forms such as dance, drama,
visual arts, music, and film — that emphasize process over product and invite contribution
from artists, ambassadors, and community members.

c) How do we prepare and explain the context to participants and the
target community?

Preparation takes place through close collaboration between the ambassadors, local
mediators and the core artistic team. Explaining the context must be a dialogue, not an
announcement.

The community rules? — such as “Don’t assume, ask” and “Respect private spaces and
rhythms”— can guide this approach, ensuring the context is shared with respect and open
curiosity.

Artistic solutions can also play a key role. In our project, the French and Hungarian
communities communicated through creative exchanges: for example, the French
participants sent a letter accompanied by portraits to the Hungarian participants, allowing
them to discover the project’s context in a personal and engaging way.

ICommunity rules that we adopted during the CUC project: Enter with humility, not as helpers / Be curious, not intrusive /
Listen more than you speak / Observe without judgement / Respect private spaces and rhythms / Use art as a common
language / Don’t assume, ask / Avoid stereotypes / Be aware of your own behaviour / Create safe space for all / Share
authentically, but don't overshare / Say thank you often / Stay together, support each other / Let the community define
what they want to share / Reflect daily /Leave something behind — not trash, but traces.
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d) Who are the ambassadors, and how do we select them?

Ambassadors are trusted and proactive members of their community who serve as bridges
between the project and the people it engages. Ambassadors represent their community
authentically, facilitate access to opportunities, co-create meaningful initiatives, and
empower others by transferring essential skills.

Ambassadors are often identified with the help of people who hold local knowledge, existing
relationships, and an understanding of the individual’s history and capacities. In some
contexts, we adapt to local values and forgo an open call process — for instance, where
inclusivity and non-competitiveness help to reduce potential conflicts. However, in most
cases, we recommend an open call, regardless of whether outreach happens through a local
organization, a social worker, or another partner. Open calls help ensure that applicants are
genuinely motivated and reduce the risk of selecting someone who feels pressured by the
role or misaligned with the project’s goals.

Once selected, we clarify their roles and responsibilities, identify desired competencies,
define our expectations and agree on a shared code of conduct.

Ambassadors are not social workers or artists; it is essential to define their role explicitly,
and in relation to other contributors — artists, social workers, project managers, and
supervisors — so that overlap or confusion does not create frustration.

By combining recognition, care, and clarity, we aim to make the journey of collaboration

both participatory and transformative. Our goal is for ambassadors to feel that their
involvement is rewarding, enjoyable, and that they are co-creating meaningful art.

2. In Practice — How We Work

a) How many participants can we work with safely and meaningfully?

Small groups allow trust and safety to develop, while larger groups can dilute focus. In CUC,
the artistic group itself consisted of nine core team members and ten ambassadors, which in
itself proved challenging due to its size.

b) How do we ensure the ambassadors’ motivation? How do we ensure they
contribute meaningfully to the co-creation process?

Ambassadors should be treated as co-creators and key contributors from the start, avoiding
top-down approaches. Motivation is sustained through a safe environment, constructive
feedback, recognition of their role, and real opportunities for expression.
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Facilitating discovery, rather than teaching, proved to be the most effective approach. Still, it
is important to recognize limits: there is always a practical boundary to how many artists and
ambassadors can be involved in the co-creation process. If everyone is to have a voice, they
must also be included in project meetings — which is not always easy to organize.

Two parallel goals must be carefully balanced: supporting ambassadors’ personal growth —
which sometimes requires designing parts of the process for them rather than with them —
and involving them as co-creators in community work. In such cases, even “small”
contributions should be encouraged and acknowledged so that ambassadors feel they are
participating meaningfully.

In practice, we often asked them to define their own commitments, such as: “/ will give
positive feedback,” “I will talk to one of the harder-to-motivate kids,” “I will set an example
by paying attention,” or “I will not be late.” They were then given space to reflect on these
commitments.

c¢) How do we ensure a safe collaboration between ambassadors and
artists?

Safety comes from trust, clear boundaries, and recognition. Clear initial agreements, regular
alignment sessions, and a shared commitment to a culture of acceptance and constructive
disagreement, are necessary.

When rules are created together, they become a shared reference point for the entire team.
Because they apply equally to everyone, they help avoid top-down dynamics and create a
sense of shared ownership. These rules should be written down and made visible to all.

Some practical examples include:

e Attendance: agree on how many absences are acceptable (e.g., one absence per seven
sessions, with no more than one ambassador and one artist absent at the same time,
except in emergencies).

® Lead by example: ambassadors and artists should demonstrate the same behaviours
they expect of participants (e.g., arriving on time, communicating with respect and
benevolence).

e Feedback: schedule regular feedback meetings and honour the commitment to hold
them. Allow time for both structured reflection and informal connection.

e Decision-making: agree on whether decisions are made by consensus, voting, or other
methods.

e Communication: use a shared channel so everyone has the same information.

e Conflict: decide together how conflicts will be addressed (e.g., through group
discussions, supervision, or mediation).
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d) How do we handle situations when expectations are not met?

Respond with open communication and adaptability. Ask: what went wrong, what went
right, and how can we realign expectations? Invite ambassadors into problem-solving and
adjust roles or tasks as needed.

Never lose sight of the project’s fundamental purpose. If at any time the well-being of the
ambassador, the artist, or the wider community is at risk and the situation cannot be
resolved by the above means, the collaboration should be paused or suspended.

Social workers play an essential role here, as they are trained to handle delicate situations.
Avoid placing blame — instead, open feedback loops to understand why expectations

differed and how to move forward. In CUC, the absence of such mechanisms left gaps when
ambassadors and other project contributors disengaged.

e) How do we create a safe space for ambassadors?

Creating a safe space for ambassadors requires both practical measures and ongoing care.
Ambassadors often carry personal risks and emotional weight, so protecting their well-being
must be a priority.

Key challenges include:

® Risks of visibility: Being recognized as an ambassador can expose individuals to
vulnerability within their community.

e Time constraints: Building trust and preparing ambassadors for co-creation requires
time. If the process is rushed, the method can cause stress rather than benefits.

e Emotional strain: Ambassadors may be personally affected by the project’s themes,
especially when working with their own communities. Personal ties can make the work
emotionally draining, leading to fatigue or a sense of helplessness.

Practical steps to ensure safety:

e Provide emotional support and access to supervision, just as for artists.

e Create reflection circles and nominate trusted team members as first contact points for
support; external experts can also be involved when needed.

e Make space for many voices so that no single ambassador carries the weight of
representing the whole community.

e Ensure that no decision is ever made against a participant’s well-being or consent.

e Acknowledge that, in some cases, creating a fully “safe space” within the community
may not be possible. In such cases, prioritize protecting ambassadors from harm —
including releasing them from responsibilities if their well-being is at risk.
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Recognition and accountability:

Ambassadors’ contributions should always be valued in meaningful ways — through
acknowledgement, visibility, or financial compensation. If compensation is provided, it must
be transparent and tailored to reflect the unique nature of their role.

At its core, safety also means ensuring ambassadors can step back or ask for support without
fear of judgment — protecting both the individual and the integrity of the project. Prepare
respectful procedures in advance for such instances (e.g., when an ambassador steps back,
proves unfit, or crosses boundaries).

f) What is the role of the social worker or mediator?

The social worker is the safe person —a bridge between ambassadors and artists. Their
primary role is supporting the ambassadors.

If possible, the same social worker should accompany the project throughout. Look for
someone who has a professional connection to the community and aligns with the project’s
objectives. Responsibilities must remain clear: social workers should not take on the role of
artists. Their role is safeguarding, not creating.

g) How and when do we ask for help?

Every team member must feel empowered to signal fatigue or difficulty whenever needed.

Working with marginalized groups is mentally and emotionally demanding, so preventing
burnout and psychological harm must be a priority. It is advisable to plan for supervision
already in the design phase and embedded at key points in project management — especially
when working with larger or more diverse teams.

At the same time, not all challenges can be anticipated. Clear “red flags” should trigger
immediate supervision — for example, when someone feels so emotionally affected that they
cannot continue their work as planned. Even a short pause of one or two hours, taken at the
right moment, can prevent escalation.

Supervision should be a built-in practice, not an emergency measure.

h) How do we manage participatory processes and unforeseen
circumstances?

Stay flexible, but keep clarity of purpose.
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While maintaining clarity on the ultimate objectives is essential, it is equally important to
create opportunities for pause, reflection, and adjustment. This approach requires attentive
listening to participants' feedback and the evolving context, avoiding rigid attachment to
initial plans or personal perspectives.

i) International dimensions: How can two communities meet meaningfully?

The encounter between two communities can be deeply enriching but it may begin with
distrust, misunderstandings, or even fear of difference: “I’'m afraid of what | don’t know.”
Language barriers and cultural differences can lead to mutual misunderstandings,
misjudgements or even culture shock. These difficulties can cause frustration and erode
trust if not addressed carefully.

Creating a safe space for dialogue and understanding is therefore essential. This takes time,
patience, and mutual effort to cultivate curiosity about one another. Finding common
ground or a shared theme can provide a strong foundation for connection.

Some practical considerations include:

e Use clear, simple language. Provide interpretation when necessary. Always allow time for
understanding.

e Create cross-cultural rituals (shared meals, opening games, closing circles) that connect
everyone.

e Use movement, play, and collective creation to bridge language gaps.

e Have someone responsible for cultural sensitivity, ready to step in if misunderstandings
or tensions arise.

When communities meet in this way, differences can transform from sources of fear into
opportunities for learning and growth.

3. Reflections — Learning Along the Way

a) When and how do we create moments of supervision?

Plan moments of supervision at key stages — before and after intensive activities —and be
explicit about what needs to be processed.

b) How do we integrate feedback and reflection constructively?

Feedback must lead to solutions. It should be documented, shared, and translated into
concrete adjustments, demonstrating that it has been heard.
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¢) How do we document and evaluate impact?

Evaluation should capture both artistic and social dimensions: not only performances or
artworks, but also shifts in self-confidence, communication skills, and sense of belonging.

A value-based approach can help define what success truly means. Feel free to develop your
own evaluation criteria that reflect how often impact unfolds in individual stories and long-
term changes that extend well beyond the timeline of a single project. For us, success lies in
what remains after a project closes: its legacy — the relationships, knowledge, and skills that
participants carry forward — as well as how that learning and experience are embedded into
new projects.

d) What did we learn from our mistakes?

Acknowledging mistakes is about growth, not blame. In CUC, some choices and conditions
did not fully serve the project, the ambassadors, or the communities. By naming these
moments openly, we create opportunities for learning and improvement.

Key lessons include:

e Fatigue undermines community-building: Travelling, meeting new people, foreign
languages, and long days are overwhelming. Rest must be planned.

e Lessis more: Fewer artistic disciplines at once may allow deeper engagement. CUC
included dance, film, drama, and street art — an overly ambitious scope.

e Communication needs time: The core team is itself a community and requires the same
care as any other.

e Reflection cannot be skipped: The accelerated pace of the camp left little room for
feedback and adaptation, which was especially difficult for ambassadors. Too much
attention on local communities reduced space for supporting ambassadors, who needed
facilitation and mental support.

Appendix: Our Open Manifesto

In addition to the guiding questions and answers outlined above, the CUC partners have
articulated a set of commitments that summarize the spirit of our work. These points are
shared values we agreed on at the outset of our work — reminders of how we want to
collaborate, grow, and take responsibility together:

Make new generations aware of their opportunities and cultivate curiosity

Don’t create without the participants: involve them early in the creative process
Never act against participants’ well-being or mental health

Respect participants’ will: sometimes resistance comes from fear of the unknown —
discover their expectations without pushing too far

e Acknowledge the long-term impact of the project
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Always focus on recognition and self-discovery

Acknowledge that there are no mistakes, only learning

Take responsibility for the agreed common result and for ensuring safety
Trust each other and the process

Encourage disagreement & discussion

Accept differences

Reflect on our own roles and positions, and engage in peer mentoring
Create and maintain a safe environment

Capacitate in community building

Stay flexible with your ideas — be ready to adapt and change

Give and receive feedback

Always ensure gender diversity and inclusion

Remember that we are role models — lead by example

Commit to continuous learning

Be prepared to step outside of your comfort zone

Explain context clearly, avoid harmful situations, and protect participants
Express our values in multiple languages (verbal / non-verbal)

Develop our own evaluation criteria. What is success for us?

Funded by the European Union. Views and opinions expressed are however those of the author(s) only and do not
necessarily reflect those of the European Union or the European Education and Culture Executive Agency (EACEA). Neither
the European Union nor EACEA can be held responsible for them.
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