Co-producing a Collaborative Pop-Up Opportunity for Artists and Makers through Participatory Action Research


This developmental paper explores the use of a participatory action research approach to co-produce a pop-up opportunity for artists, craftspeople, and artisan makers to market their products and services. The paper first looks at how the participatory action research approach came about. Then it turns to the project itself and the initial findings of the research that was undertaken. Some initial conclusions are then drawn, and an indication is given of how the authors intend to develop the paper.

Participatory Action Research

Co-productive research includes research approaches such as action research, collaborative research, interactive research, engaged scholarship, participatory research, and participatory action research. The term “participatory action research” gives rise to contrasting feelings amongst scholars. Some see it as enabling stakeholders to participate throughout the process thereby generating useful knowledge for addressing problems relevant to those community stakeholders. Alternatively, it can be viewed as more action than research and lacking in rigour. This leads to Lindhult and Axelsson (2021) questioning whether participatory action research Is a black sheep, an oddity and embarrassment that does not live up to established standards, or an ugly duckling waiting to develop into a swan in the family of sciences.

In 2021 our University created a participatory research fund with the intention “to strengthen research outcomes by involving the communities and users of research, better recognising their experience, needs and preferences, and give greater agency to communities to implement research findings” (Internal Funding Request Form, 2021). At the time we were running a development programme for local creative businesses and two creative business owners approached us to discuss “pop-up shops”. The idea they wanted to research was what barriers local creative businesses faced in utilising pop-ups and whether those barriers could be addressed by developing a collective pop-up experience and providing training for the businesses.

Drawing on the research team’s combined experiences of retail, visual marketing, pop-up events, and participatory action research, this paper tells the story of the co-production of a pop-up event thereby contributing to the academic literature in these respects. The pop-up pilot, accompanied by workshops hosted by and for local businesses, intended to benefit the creative business owner co-researchers in two practical ways: (1) providing evidence to enhance future funding and grant applications for similar programmes and (2) building a robust and innovative model enabling local businesses to maximise the pop-up formats potential and minimise potential pitfalls.

The research design was planned so that “CLW and AE [the creative business owners will collaborate with the applicants to design the project including: co-designing a needs analysis to establish the level of retail skills in their target market of local creative and food and drink businesses; developing (and evaluating) workshops based on that needs analysis; co-creating a method of obtaining shopper feedback; engaging with other stakeholders; and producing an evaluation of the pilot to facilitate further funding bids” [Extract from the funding bid]. 

Methodological challenges of this type of research include: balancing action and research; maintaining an equal democratic relationship between the academic researchers and practitioner researchers; and making time for, and maintaining engagement in, “appropriate analytic and reflective work for critiquing, developing, and validating theory” (Lindhult and Axelsson, 2021:17). There was initially a good balance between action and research, and there was always an equal relationship. However, there was lots of action needed in the run up to the pop-up event, so the co-creation of methods to collect consumer feedback was less co-created than planned. This was partially due to the academic researchers concern that we had only paid the practitioners for two days research time each.

The Pop-Up Opportunity

A pop-up is defined as “A temporary shop, stall or brand experience used to sell goods and services for a limited period of time” (Centre for Economic and Business Research, 2014). There is a growing body of literature that examines pop-up use by established brands  (Lowe et al., 2018; Rosenbaum et al., 2021; Warnaby et al., 2015) with some authors calling for a more critical perspective to be taken (Warnaby and Shi, 2018). Pop-ups are also proposed as a way of regenerating the high-street as a form of temporary urbanism (Harris, 2015). There has been less focus on the use of pop-ups by small independent artists and makers.

Routes to market for artists and makers are varied, including craft fairs, exhibition, and online selling platforms (Crafts Council, 2020). Whatever the route taken, factors such as locality and proximity are considered important for building personal connection with consumers (Luckman and Andrew, 2020). However, few studies demonstrate how artists and makers can collaborate to create a successful pop-up outlet. In this case we were utilising the services of a property company providing short-term rental retail space in high-end retail locations. The services offered by this company revolved around an ethos of flexibility, affordability, and digital connectivity in renting retail units, meaning creative retailers can tailor a pop-up event to their requirements. 

Warnaby et al. (2015) categorise the potential objectives of pop-ups as communicational, experiential, transactional or testing, all with an underpinning characteristic of novelty. Communicational objectives could be to raise brand awareness, highlight identity and values. Experiential objectives could be to run demonstrations and trials in order to gain market insight. Transactional objectives look to achieving sales especially during festive periods. Testing objectives could be to test new products or store concepts. Warnaby and Shi (2018) also distinguish between pop-up use by established brands versus emerging brands and for promotional vs transactional purposes.

Initial Findings: Unearthing attitudes of creative businesses to pop-up opportunities

The authors co-designed a survey to identify potential barriers and potential benefits that creative business owners perceived in respect of pop-up events. We also enquired about their other sales methods. We received 48 responses. Of the 28 businesses who had taken part in a pop-up previously, the biggest perceived barriers were:

	Cost of the opportunity 
	71%

	Potential lack of footfall
	61%

	Time commitment
	57%

	Quality of location 
	54%

	Lack of promotion
	50%



The survey which was intended to be a needs analysis to inform the training provision revealed that visual marketing was only a perceived barrier for nine of the respondents and confidence to sell/interact only a perceived barrier to one of the respondents. However, the experience of the creative business co-researchers was such that they designed the training workshops as follows.
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In terms of the potential benefits ranked by the respondents (n=48) as very important they were:
	Customer relationships
	73%

	Sales generation
	71%

	Primary location and footfall
	71%

	Brand
	65%



‘Traditional’ pop-up benefits as categorized by Warnaby et al. (2015) were not so often ranked as very important e.g. testing new concepts (17%), new product launches (19%), gaining customer insight (29%), marketing campaigns (27%).

Most of the respondents operated a hybrid model of selling. Only four had their own physical outlet and only four had no online presence. 58% had their own ecommerce shop (of which 68% also had a Facebook/Instagram shop and 46% also had a present on another online platform such as Etsy. Of the respondents 63% had products stocked in other outlets, 48% used market stalls and 52% took part in seasonal events. Seven (15%) had taken part in a pop-up in a department store

Initial Findings: Unearthing attitudes of consumers to pop-up opportunities

We also administered a (less) co-designed survey in the pop-up during the pilot project. This survey had 40 respondents of which 25 had visited a pop-up before

The key findings were that:
· 95% agreed that pop-ups like this one would make them more likely to visit the out of town shopping centre where the pop-up was located
· 90% agreed they would like to see pop-ups like this one on the High Street too
· 100% agreed that it felt good to buy from small, local businesses
· 92.5% agreed that they liked to tell their friends and family that they bought from a local business

But only 63% said they knew how and where to buy from local creative businesses

In terms of consumer preferences the following was revealed:

	To what extent do you agree with the following statements:
	Definitely

	I like to know about the designer/maker/producer I am buying from
	62.5%

	I like to have met the designer/maker/producer I am buying from 
	30%

	I am willing to spend a lot more to purchase from a local designer/maker/producer
	52.5% *

	I would buy a handcrafted product without being able to see the product ‘in real life’ 
	50%

	I like to be able to follow my favourite local businesses on social media and/or receive their newsletters
	80%



From this it is clear that knowing about rather than meeting the designer/maker is important to consumers, a hybrid model is important and social media is significant. More than 70% of sellers ranked interacting with customers as one of the top things they wanted from pop-ups. This was partially to counter the isolation they experienced in working in their studios. However, only 30% of consumers expressed a definite preference to have met the designer/ maker/producer.

Evaluating the experiences of the participants in the Pop-Up Primer Programme

Over two iterations, 20 small businesses took part in the Pop-Up Primer Programme. We have semi-structured interviews with fifteen of the participants that are yet to be analysed in detail. However, themes are emerging including the value of a peer community; the need to engender confidence and positivity; and the level of learning achieved in a short time. These themes are also evident initial feedback that we gleaned: including

“Thanks so much for all your hard work during the Pop-up Primer training.  You made it look easy, but I know that these things require a lot of hard graft. It was a great learning experience and I have also made some excellent contacts and met some lovely people, so it has been really worthwhile.” November 2021 participant

“It was amazing to have my tiny business at such a venue and it was a great experience. Thank you for making the process as pain free as you did, the information you gave was so helpful and was such a help with calming the nerves with set up etc. I think we all learnt so much as a group and it was lovely to be with so many talented creatives - we all helped each other so much.  

I'm so pleased I took part in the PopUp primer programme. It has put me in a more positive frame of mind with the whole fair/pop up/market booking and taking part.  It can be a bit daunting when you're working on  your own but this experience has taught me I'm not the only one who feels that way and there is a great creative community who will encourage and support other makers.”
May 2022 participant

Initial Conclusions

One of the goals of this initial project funding was to give greater agency to communities to implement research findings. One of the findings is that there is potential consumer demand for collective pop-ups featuring local creative businesses in prime retail locations. 

Questions remain as to how a sustainable business model can be developed post-funding and whether there is a role for local authorities, centre owners or department stores. Warnaby and Shi (2018) differentiate between established brands and emergent brands, but there are aesthetic and practical considerations when mixed brands coming together for a collective pop-up. Practical issues include how you select, curate and vet and deal with issues of control. This leads to a suggestion that there could be a role for pop-up intermediaries.
Long-term, the project has the potential to offer ongoing training and support for small designer-makers to develop their practice and capitalise on available opportunities. This has the potential to create a collaborative and supportive community that is highly engaged with the University and contributes to the local economy. 
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