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Key facts: 2018-2020 
Artists 
 

440 
Deaf and disabled artist registrations were 
recorded between 2018 and 2020 

1 in 3 
Fringe artists consulted with the Access & 
Inclusion Coordinator about making their 
work accessible in 2020 

68% 
of Deaf and disabled artists felt welcome at 
Melbourne Fringe in 2020  

86% 
of Deaf and disabled artists feel that 
Melbourne Fringe is ‘accessible and 
inclusive to all artists’ 

 

Audiences 
 

9% 
of audience members identified as Deaf or 
disabled  
 
 

76% 
of Deaf and disabled audience members in 
2020 felt welcome at Melbourne Fringe 

 

133 

 
Requests for access were received by the 
organisation at the most recent in-person 
Festival in 2019 
 

4 in 5 
Audience members report their access 
needs were met (2019)  
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1 Summary 
Melbourne Fringe’s Access and Inclusion Program has shifted every 
aspect of the organisation’s work   

Over the course of three years, Melbourne Fringe Festival’s Access and Inclusion program has 
grown from a stand-alone program into an organisational culture. The Access and Inclusion 
Coordinator Carly Findlay has championed change and staff have embraced the challenge of 
embedding accessibility across every function. 
 
Team members now report that access has become second nature and ‘simply part of what 
we do.’ Despite resource constraints, access continues to be considered at the outset of new 
activities and stakeholders agree that challenges encountered on the program have been 
addressed with integrity and transparency.  
 
Melbourne Fringe staff have become adept at managing access issues and as one stakeholder 
said, ‘they have seen the success’ of their efforts. Some staff say that the program has been a 
highlight of their careers. 

The program has achieved significant impacts for Deaf and disabled 
artists – and is shaping the careers of non-disabled artists 

As a result of extensive consultation, process improvements and creation of resources and 
outreach, the proportion of artists presenting work in Fringe who identify as Deaf or disabled 
grew to 8.3% in 2020. There were 440 registrations by Deaf and disabled artists during the 
three-year program, close to that of the Edinburgh Fringe Festival.   
 
Disabled artists interviewed for this evaluation say that Melbourne Fringe is providing a 
platform to share diverse perspectives and helping them develop their careers.  
 
1 in 3 artists sought advice from the Access and Inclusion Coordinator in 2020, including both 
disabled and non-disabled artists, and 9 in 10 Deaf and disabled artists agreed that 
Melbourne Fringe is accessible and inclusive to all artists.  
 
Over time, the program has resulted in more accessible events within Fringe programs. 
Importantly, works about a wide range of topics can be accessed by Deaf and disabled 
audiences, not just works about the experience of disability.  
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Embedding access in the creative process is leading to better outcomes 
for artists and audiences 

Artists who have incorporated ‘aesthetic access’ into their practice appear to be among the 
most impacted by the program. Non-disabled artists who collaborated with access 
consultants during the creative development process had rewarding experiences and are now 
more committed to making accessible work in future.  
 
Embedded accessibility is not only seen as more interesting by artists, but more impactful for 
audiences – and deserves greater exploration, investment and recognition across the arts 
sector.  

Melbourne Fringe is hailed as a ‘trailblazer’ that is increasingly influencing 
change in other organisations 

Within the arts sector, Melbourne Fringe is increasingly recognised as a leader in access 
nationally and the organisation has been hailed as a ‘trailblazer’ by Caroline Bowditch, CEO of 
Arts Access Victoria.  
 
Wider impacts of the program are beginning to emerge, with other arts organisations hiring 
Access Coordinators and adopting Melbourne Fringe guides and resources. The Melbourne 
Fringe website is held up as the ‘gold standard’ for an accessible website.  
 
However, resource limitations and structural issues continue to inhibit the potential of the 
program – and additional budget is needed to support access costs separately from creative 
budgets.  
 
The need for advocacy also continues, to ensure the accessibility agenda gains traction and is 
prioritised by more organisations, in line with other diversity areas.   

Key staff have played pivotal roles in the program’s impact and 
succession planning is critical 

This evaluation confirms the power of leadership in achieving meaningful change and CEO 
Simon Abrahams is acknowledged as a visionary when it comes to access.   
 
The contribution of Carly Findlay as Access & Inclusion Coordinator is widely acknowledged as 
pivotal in terms of the program’s impact, because of her public following, strong community 
ties and committed approach.  
 
There is a case to see the Access Coordinator position made into a permanent role, to ensure 
the organisation continues to engage, support disabled artists and meet the level of demand 
for access advice. 
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Succession planning for the Access Coordinator and other leadership roles will also be critical.  

Continued investment over time will help see works by Deaf and disabled 
artists impact mainstream Australia  

There are promising signs that the program’s impacts will continue to unfold in the coming 
years — particularly as the emerging artists supported through the program (both disabled 
and non-disabled) further develop their careers and infiltrate more organisations. 
 
However, meaningful change in the broader community will take time and there is significant 
work to do to further amplify the reach and impact of works by Deaf and disabled artists. This 
includes investing in marketing and audience development and commissioning bigger, bolder 
works suitable for touring.  
 
Melbourne Fringe has already established a new initiative, Radical Access, to raise the bar for 
accessibility across the independent arts sector over the next ten years.  
 
It is critical that this program secures funding to ensure that independent Deaf and disabled 
artists can develop works of scale, and which have potential to move from the Fringe into 
mainstream, main-stage settings in Melbourne and across Australia.   
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2 Background 
About the program 

Melbourne Fringe’s 2018–2020 Access and Inclusion Program aimed to 
improve equity of access for Deaf and disabled artists   

In 2017, Melbourne Fringe Festival (‘Melbourne Fringe’ or ‘the Festival’) established a three-
year Access and Inclusion Program. The Program’s objective was to increase the 
organisation’s capacity around inclusion, to guide Festival artists’ approaches to inclusive arts 
practice and to influence inclusion practice in the Victorian Arts Sector. 
 
The Program centred around the implementation of an Access and Inclusion Coordinator 
position. Reporting to the 'Head of Programs and Projects,' this position has worked 
collaboratively in the Melbourne Fringe team to support access and inclusion delivery across 
all aspects of Melbourne Fringe programs and operations. 

The organisation collaborated with a research agency to evaluate the 
impact of the program 

In 2018, Melbourne Fringe commissioned arts research agency Patternmakers to collaborate 
with the organisation to evaluate the impact of the Access and Inclusion Program over time.  
 
A co-design workshop was held to establish a framework for the evaluation and ensure that 
decisions about the methodology were jointly made with people with lived experience of 
disability, including Carly Findlay, the Access and Inclusion Coordinator at Melbourne Fringe 
and Morwenna Collett, Patternmakers’ Senior Research Adviser on Access and Inclusion. 
 
With limited resources, a new model of data collection was trialled over the three years, 
where Patternmakers and Melbourne Fringe shared the fieldwork tasks. During that time, a 
range of measures were monitored by Melbourne Fringe and detailed qualitative data was 
collected by the Access & Inclusion Coordinator.  
 
At the conclusion of the project, Patternmakers facilitated two workshops with the team to 
reflect on the program. They also conducted a series of seven stakeholder interviews (see 
Appendix A: Methodology for more detail).  
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The ‘theory of change’ established a vision for social change based on 
artistic representation of Deaf and disabled artists 

The partners collected data to evaluate the impact of the program based on the following co-
designed theory of change: 
 

Issues 
 

Activities 
 

Outcomes 

x Deaf and disabled 
artists face barriers 
developing professional 
careers as artists 

x Non-disabled artists 
lack knowledge and 
resources to make their 
works accessible 

x Disabled audiences are 
limited in what they can 
access and want agency 
to see a range of work 

x All audiences lack 
opportunities to 
experience unique works 
made by disabled artists. 

x Creation of a 
Coordinator position 

x Training for Melbourne 
Fringe staff 

x Mentoring for disabled 
artists 

x Creation of guides and 
resources for producing 
accessible events 

x Changes to processes 
e.g., for Fringe artist 
registration 

x Advice and support 
provided to make more 
works more accessible.  

x More accessible works 
are presented to wider 
audiences 

x Artists gain professional 
development 

x Disabled artists develop 
their careers and 
develop more 
ambitious works 

x Culturally safe, inclusive 
and accessible spaces 
are cultivated 

x Society sees diverse 
stories represented in art 

x A more just, empathetic 
and equal world. 
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3 Community needs 
Key issues 

Deaf and disabled people are underrepresented in artist careers and 
experience a range of barriers  

It is widely understood that Deaf and disabled artists are vital contributors to Australia’s arts 
and culture and create high-quality work. Deaf and disabled artists provide unique 
perspectives and lived experiences that challenge and redefine aesthetics, leading to the 
assertion that disability arts is in some ways ‘the last Avant Garde.’  
 
According to the Australia Council for the Arts, disability is viewed by some artists in positive 
terms, as a stimulus to new avenues of creativity and as a challenge to the form and content 
of the ideas they want to express. For others, coping with disability is a difficult aspect of their 
lives and for some it is both. Most disabled artists (89%) say that disability affects their 
creative practice at least some of the time.  
 
Overall, disabled artists are under-represented and on average earn 42% less than their 
counterparts without disability. They also experience unemployment at higher rates and are 
more likely to identify a lack of access to funding as a barrier to their professional 
development.1 Disabled people are also under-represented in creative and cultural 
occupations.2 

Mentoring, networking and financial support can help disabled artists and 
arts workers overcome barriers 

The 2016 National Inquiry into Employment Discrimination against Australians with disability 
and older Australians found widespread, ongoing and systemic discrimination in employment 
against Deaf and disabled people, especially those who are self-employed or freelance. 
 
As the national arts funding body, the Australia Council notes the support needs of Deaf and 
disabled artists are complex and diverse. Their research points to the importance of agency in 
decision-making, recognition and equitable access to compete fairly for funding, for example 
through accessible grant application forms. 
 

 
 
1 Australia Council for the Arts 2018, Arts and Disability: A Research Summary, 
https://www.australiacouncil.gov.au/research/arts-disability-research-summary/  
2 Meeting of Cultural Ministers 2018, Research Overview: Arts and Disability in Australia (PDF, 2.5MB). 
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Mentoring and networking are also key to disability arts careers, and the National Arts and 
Disability Strategy notes that education and training can be key avenues for artists to find 
mentors and build networks.3 
 
It also notes that some of the most significant barriers for Deaf and disabled people in the 
arts sector, and the wider workforce, are negative attitudes and low expectations about Deaf 
and disabled people. 

The pandemic has brought new challenges for accessibility of arts events 

Prior to the pandemic, the Australia Council’s National Arts Participation Survey showed that 
arts attendance was becoming increasingly accessible to Deaf and disabled people.  
 
In 2016, disabled respondents were just as likely to attend the arts as respondents who did 
not identify as having disability. Among disabled respondents, arts attendance increased 12 
percentage points between 2013 and 2016, from 61% to 73%, following a stable trend 
between 2009 and 2013. 
 
However, data from the Audience Outlook Monitor confirms a setback in attendance by 
disabled audiences in relation to the COVID-19 pandemic.  
 
Disabled audiences are now more cautious about attending cultural venues compared to non-
disabled audiences. In March 2021, disabled audiences reported feeling slightly less 
comfortable attending large theatres or concert halls (84%, compared with 91%) and comedy 
clubs/live music venues (39%, compared with 58%). 
 
Further, around one-third (35%) of disabled audiences said they would be comfortable 
attending an event with 100% seating capacity, compared to 50% of non-disabled audiences.4 

Digital presentation is increasing access for some disabled audiences, but 
challenges remain 

` Data collected in the early stages of the pandemic revealed that digital programs are 
providing audiences with new opportunities to access arts and cultural experiences 
when venues and events are closed.  

` In May 2020, the Audience Outlook Monitor highlighted that 75% of audiences were 
participating in online arts and culture activities. While decreasing as the pandemic 

 
 
3 https://www.arts.gov.au/sites/default/files/research_overview_of_arts_and_disability.pdf?acsf_files_redirect 
4 Patternmakers 2021, Fact Sheet: Disability and Access, 
https://www.thepatternmakers.com.au/blog/2019/4/5/audience-outlook-monitor-march2021-fact-sheet-
disabledaudiences  
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wears on, audiences continue to engage online at a rate of 46% nationally in March 
2021. This rate increases to 57% for disabled audiences, highlighting the important role 
that digital presentation is playing in widening access.  

` Around half (52%) of disabled audiences report that they are engaging in online cultural 
events more frequently than before the pandemic — a rate that is higher than non-
disabled audiences (46%). 

` However, digital experiences are not suited to everyone with access needs and some 
barriers, such as price, might exist online as well as offline.  

Creation of the program 

Access and inclusion are core to the purpose and value of Open Access 
Programs 

` Melbourne Fringe’s Open Access Program means that anyone can participate as an 
artist and there is no quality judgement for work to be accepted into the Festival. This is 
important as throughout history the traditional gatekeepers of quality have focused 
primarily on mainstream appeal, commercial viability and subjective consumer taste, 
and undervalued core components of artistic expression such as community 
connection and cultural articulation.  

` According to Melbourne Fringe, ‘By holding doors open instead of keeping gates closed, 
the program is enabled to feature a broad range of artist experiences — from 
established professional artists to everyday creative people — and demonstrates a 
broad representation of social, cultural and political backgrounds in events that are 
unfettered by the subjective opinions of arts workers.’ 

Understanding that some groups are systemically disadvantaged and, in extreme cases, 
become the target of vilification, Melbourne Fringe states that it aims to work towards: 
 

‘Prioritising safety of these structurally marginalised groups over the discomfort of the 
dominant majority, bearing in mind the intersectional complexities of power dynamics 
that may be involved in each situation that may arise.’ 

By taking a leadership position on access, Melbourne Fringe is achieving 
progress towards its vision 

Participation in all of Melbourne Fringe’s programs is guided by two key principles:  

` Freedom of Expression: Freedom of artistic expression is vital to our culture, our 
democracy and our artistic practice, and allowing a diversity of viewpoints allows 
powerful, difficult and important conversations to take place. 



MELBOURNE FRINGE: ACCESS AND INCLUSION PROGRAM 

 
 

 

 

12 

 

` Ensuring Community Safety: No freedom is absolute nor without consequence, and 
they are committed to creating culturally safe spaces for self-expression to champion 
artistic freedom for all participants. 

The program is seen to be fundamental to the organisation’s goals and objectives. According 
to CEO Simon Abrahams, ‘It feels important that we take a leadership position on something 
like accessibility because of our purpose. We enable participation no matter who you are.’ 
 
Equity of access to the arts is also important for fuelling broader social change. As one artist 
put it, ‘The arts is a place where a lot of social change is initiated and discussed — where a lot 
of ideas begin and are disseminated throughout other industries.’ 
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4 Program activities 
The Coordinator role 

Disability activist Carly Findlay was appointed to the Coordinator role in 
early 2018 

Writer, speaker and disability activist Carly Findlay commenced in the 3-year Access and 
Inclusion Coordinator role in February 2018.  
 
Carly Findlay OAM is an award-winning writer, speaker and appearance activist with a 
significant following — and strong relationships with the arts and disability community.  
 
Alongside her part-time role as Access and Inclusion Coordinator, Carly engaged with 
disability advocacy. She writes on disability issues for publications including ABC, Daily Life 
and SBS, and her own website. Carly has also written a memoir called Say Hello and edited 
Growing Up Disabled in Australia.  
 
She has a public profile, having appeared on ABC’s You Can’t Ask That and Cyber Hate with 
Tara Moss, and was named as one of Australia’s most influential women in the 2014 
Australian Financial Review and Westpac 100 Women of Influence Awards.  

The Coordinator engaged in building capacity internally, while reaching 
out to arts and disability communities 

In Carly’s first year, part of the role was to audit organisational culture, practices and policies 
and champion a holistic approach to inclusion across the organisation and all its operations. 
 
Along with participating in the Festival as a speaker, Carly began undertaking the following 
activities: 

` Supporting artists: Engaging with artists who identify as Deaf or disabled across the 
program and engaging with non-disabled artists, producers and venues on best practice 
around inclusive performance, language and creating accessibility. 

` Bridging the gap: Identifying gaps and barriers to artists taking part in Melbourne 
Fringe program (e.g. cost, discrimination) and conducting outreach into the disability 
community to encourage artists to participate. 

` Building capacity at Melbourne Fringe: Advising project staff on access and inclusion 
best practice for events like Fringe Club and Fringe Furniture. Coordinating disability 
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competency training, creating resources about access and inclusion for internal and 
external use at Fringe and providing input into evaluation. 

` Networking with the wider arts sector: engaging with Arts Access Australia, 
Melbourne University and other stakeholders and arts organisations. Providing input 
into the national Disability Arts Strategy and engaging with venues about accessibility. 
Giving interviews for the media, and providing advice on disability reporting.  

Carly strengthened communication and outreach with Deaf and disabled 
artists, building trust and confidence 

The program enabled dialogue between Melbourne Fringe and artists and audiences within 
the Deaf and disabled community. Carly used her own social media networks to engage with 
artists and audiences as a form of community outreach. 

One Fringe staff member shared, 

‘Artists are confiding in Carly about barriers and access. They approach and want to 
talk about it. It is about having an embedded staff member. There is a lot of distrust of 
organisations who don't have an access coordinator.’ 

Melbourne Fringe also created an assistant producer position and a new 
role for volunteer Access Champions  

Along with the Access and Inclusion Coordinator position, Melbourne Fringe gained support 
from Creative Victoria to recruit two assistant producer positions with lived experience of 
disability. 
 
The Assistant Producer role in 2018 was filled by Deaf producer, choreographer and dancer 
Anna Seymour, while the second position was postponed due to the pandemic.  
 
In 2019 new ‘Access Champion’ volunteer roles were also created. That year 15 Access 
Champions were appointed to work during the Festival, five of whom were Auslan users, and 
one who identified as Deaf. Some of these people were Auslan students; and many had a 
keen interest in access and inclusion. 
 
Their tasks included being a key contact for patrons at Trades Hall who were Deaf or disabled, 
assisting with navigation through the Trades Hall venues, communicating in Auslan in social 
settings, assisting with any access support requests and feeding back ideas on how to make 
the venues more accessible and inclusive.  
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Stakeholders note the importance of lived experience and deep 
community connection 

Caroline Bowditch noted the value of having targeted roles, filled by people with lived 
experience:  
 

‘A specifically targeted role is making a massive difference for people. Both Carly and 
Anna come with a community, a following: Carly has an amazing public presence, Anna 
is heavily connected in the Deaf community. There’s something about the disability 
leadership and connection to community.’ 

 
Melbourne Fringe Development and Evaluation Manager Pauline Cady illuminated some of 
the reasons, saying ’It enabled a dialogue about some of the social impact work we’re doing — 
haven’t been able to speak as safely or as frankly to anyone else.’  
 
Caroline adds, ‘So much is about the shoulder tapping and the outreach — which has made it 
much more welcoming and allowed people to think they really belong here… I’m not sure a 
non-disabled/community-connected person could achieve that.’ 

The Coordinator has provided critical focus, but involvement of all staff, 
and support for the Coordinator, has been vital 

While the creation of the Coordinator role represented a significant step forward for inclusion 
at the Festival, this evaluation confirms the importance of shared responsibility for access 
across the team.  
 
One artist said, ‘Carly’s role is a major part but the commitment to the program from the rest 
of the staff has been very good — their momentum and drive, they do consult with people 
which is good.’ 
 
Artist Chelle Destefano says that because of efforts across the organisation, ‘It’s really 
established now — their disability and inclusion planning… The awareness is there and in our 
Deaf community we now have the expectation that MF is an inclusive organisation.’ 
 
It’s also important to note the ways that Carly has been supported by the team. Carly says, ‘I 
have appreciated the flexibility in work. Part-time hours mean I can switch my days if I am 
unable to work on a certain day due to sickness or freelance work.’ She also notes ‘the 
understanding of the emotional labour that I undertake in my Fringe and freelance work, and 
also the support I've had with the bullying I have faced within the disability community.’  
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The importance of leadership means support and succession planning 
are vital 

Many stakeholders note the importance of leadership in setting a vision for the program and 
getting people on board. 
 
CEO Simon Abrahams is recognised as a visionary where is comes to social impact. One 
stakeholder said, ‘Simon is completely driven by equity and he wants to ensure everyone has 
the opportunity to be part of Fringe.’ 
 
Succession planning will be vital to ensure that future leaders maintain the organisation’s 
commitment to accessibility.  

Consultation 

Consultation and engagement have been critical to building relationships 
and establishing trust 

A key component of Carly’s role as Access and Inclusion Coordinator has been engaging with 
artists, including Deaf and disabled artists, through a range of channels, such as social media 
and email.  
 
Along with artists she consulted with major venues, disability service providers such as Scope 
and Vision Australia, and disability arts organisations Arts Access Victoria, Arts Access 
Australia and Accessible Arts (NSW).  
 
Consultation was undertaken not just by Carly but by the wider team and Head of Programs 
and Projects Danny Delahunty emphasises the importance of meaningful outreach and 
follow-through:  
 

‘It is not enough to open the door to Deaf and disabled artists, you need to provide an 
active and genuine invitation; and this can’t just be a one-off post or email, it requires 
ongoing work.’ 

Consultation with Deaf and disabled artists can be challenging at times 
and requires care and skill 

Caroline Bowditch notes the powerful role of consultation. She says, ‘Many people in the 
disability community live lives that have been forgotten. The fact that MF is so committed to 
access makes people feel seen.’ 
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Chelle Destefano, a participating Fringe artist, explains, ‘For 140 years, hearing people have 
always put Deaf people to the side…and they are angry. They want to be involved in as much 
as possible. There’s a lot of fatigue and stress that comes with being a Deaf person — fighting 
for their access and rights.’ 
 
Carly agrees, adding: 
 

‘There is a level of care involved with Deaf and disabled artists. It’s hard being in the 
community knowing what they’re going through. I have a huge level of sympathy for 
artists — it’s hard to separate [myself from the work].’ 

 
The Melbourne Fringe team have also noted that the level of professionalism is not always as 
high among as it might be among some disabled artists, for example with some artists 
potentially taking matters more personally or lacking experience in how to handle certain 
situations.   

The Coordinator was able to identify gaps, issues and opportunities 
through consulting with artists 

Carly kept an Access and Inclusion progress log to track consultations with artists. In the log 
she documented anecdotes and enquiries related to accessibility, including barriers and 
constructive feedback.  
 
Other common themes among entries in the log include professionalism, resourcing, 
producing and developing work, representation, mental health and more.  
 
An example of something that was identified through consultation and subsequently actioned 
is the implementation of aural ratings, to indicate how much sound an event has, for people 
who are blind, or have low vision, to make an informed choice about the show.  
 
Melbourne Fringe also created a Plain English guide to registering for the Festival, after 
feedback that the original documents were too complex. There are now a range of ways for 
people to apply for opportunities — simplifying both recruitment and commissioning/grants 
processes. 

Key initiatives 

The program enabled a range of access and inclusion initiatives to be 
developed  

Over the three-year program, the organisation examined access across a wide range of 
processes, making changes and experimenting with new approaches. 
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For instance, access and inclusion was made a standing item of the staff meeting agenda. 
Artists and producers were encouraged to consider access and inclusion from the start of 
their development processes and access checks were made part of the proofing process for 
artist registrations.  
 
Danny Delahunty said, ‘In 2018 we made the decision to integrate access and inclusion into 
every Info Session & FAQ rather than separating it out, because we considered it an important 
topic to cover as part of registration, and budgeting, and marketing, and producing, and 
project planning.’ 

Three key support initiatives created opportunities for 34 Deaf and 
disabled artists 

Three Access and Inclusion Program initiatives for artists were introduced in 2018 and 
embedded into the organisation through to 2020, including: 

` Compass Navigate (until 2019): A mentorship program to support emerging 
producers and artists who may have experienced obstacles to participation in 
professional development programs. 

` Ralph McLean Microgrants: Funding grants to assist and support artists facing 
structural disadvantage to participate in Melbourne Fringe. 

` Your Space (commenced 2020): Inclusive professional development program for 
artists and producers who are Deaf or disabled, in partnership with Darebin Arts 
Speakeasy. 

Table 1: Participation in Access and Inclusion Program initiatives 2018 to 2020 

 2018 2019 2020 
Programs - Compass Navigate 

- Ralph McLean 
microgrants 

- Your Platform 
(Darebin Arts) 
grants 

- Compass 
Navigate 

- Ralph McLean 
microgrants 

- Your Platform 
(Darebin Arts) 
grants 

- Your Space 
(Darebin Arts) 
grants 

- Ralph McLean 
Microgrants 

Participation  6 9 19 
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Skills development 

Melbourne Fringe facilitated over 500 attendances at access training and 
education activities over the three years 

Over the three years, Melbourne Fringe staff participated in a range of training and education 
activities related to access and inclusion. Carly led the implementation of staff training and 
developed the Disability Access and Inclusion Plan to be embedded organisation-wide. 
 
Staff training programs became increasingly diversified and targeted between 2018–2020 
(Table 2) as knowledge and skills and experience were accumulated under Carly’s leadership. 
For instance: 
 

` In 2018, 14 staff attended disability awareness training with Amanda Lawrie-Jones and 
189 staff attended an access training induction and information session delivered by 
Carly. 

` In 2019, the number of courses offered grew to four: Auslan at work (attended by 16 
staff), Deaf Awareness Training (attended by 12 staff), Mental Health Training (attended 
by 20 staff) and an Access Briefing (attended by 89 Festival volunteers). 

` In 2020, the most diverse range of education opportunities were available, noting that 
the extended lockdown period in Melbourne meant many workplaces engaged in more 
training. The opportunities included Deaf Culture Training (attended by 25 staff — 
double that of Deaf Awareness Training in 2019), Access and Inclusion 101 (attended by 
22 staff), Image Description Training (attended by 17 staff), Festival health session 
(attended by 26 staff) and a mid-year mental health session (attended by 20 staff). 

 
In 2019 Carly, along with Associate Producer Anna Seymour, also took part in the Arts Centre 
Melbourne’s Kiln series, a series of discussions, masterclasses, networking events, forums and 
training for artists and arts workers. 
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Table 2: Number of staff attending training courses (2018–2020) 

 Number of staff attended 
 2018 2019 2020 
Disability awareness training  14   
Access training induction  189   
Auslan at work course  16  
Deaf Awareness Training  12  
Mental Health Training  20 15 
Access Briefing (volunteers)  89  
Deaf Culture Training   25 
Access and Inclusion 101   22 
Image Description Training   17 
Festival health session   26 
Mid-year mental health session   20 
Total attendances at access training 
opportunities 203 137 125 

Staff have grown confident in managing access issues 

Over the three years, Melbourne Fringe staff developed their confidence and competence in 
delivering accessible and inclusive practices in their work. 
 
CEO Simon Abrahams says its ‘all about awareness. For example, when an event comes in, my 
team will look at it and know exactly what access is going to work best. They have such 
knowledge and skill to advise an artist.’   
 
He adds, ‘They have seen the success — my team are now better at access than I am.’  
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5 Artist outcomes 
Participation by Deaf and disabled artists 

A growing proportion of Fringe artists identify as Deaf or disabled – 
approaching leading global benchmarks 

A large number of Deaf and disabled artists registered to participate in Melbourne Fringe 
during the program, including 138 in 2018, 142 in 2019 and 160 in 2020’s Digital Fringe. 
 
Stakeholders see this level of participation as extraordinary. Caroline Bowditch says, ‘The 
number of identifying artists at Fringe is super significant. That would be close to the level of 
involvement of Deaf and disabled artists at Edinburgh Fringe, for example.’ 
 
In 2020, Melbourne Fringe was able to access greater funding for programming, and therefore 
could actively support and commission more Deaf and disabled artists, enabling them to be 
paid upfront.  
 
Additionally, according to Melbourne Fringe staff, ‘We are one of the few accessible and 
affordable venues for performers and audience, thus a venue of choice.’ 

Table 3: Key artist participation figures 2018–2020 

 2018 2019 2020 Digital Fringe 
Artists identifying as 
Deaf or disabled 

138 142 160 

Total artists 3,794 2,900 1,930 
Proportion of 
identifying artists 

3.6% 4.9% 8.3% 

Artists increasingly feel that Melbourne Fringe is accessible and inclusive 

Deaf and disabled artists were asked whether or not they feel ‘welcome at Melbourne Fringe.’ 
In 2018, 61% of Deaf and disabled artists said they did feel welcome, and this rate increased 
to 68% in 2019. This remained consistent through to 2020 (68%).  
 
Meanwhile, among artists overall, the proportion who felt welcome remained stable at 68% 
between 2018 and 2019, before dropping to 50% in 2020. The decline in this sentiment may 
be underpinned by an overarching loss of social connection caused by the pandemic and 
catalysed by Melbourne’s extended lockdown period. Digital Fringe meant fewer 
opportunities to create a welcoming atmosphere and challenges for communication.  
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Table 4: Progress on artist outcomes (2018-2020) 

Measure  2018 2019 2020 Digital 
Fringe 

 
% artists who feel 
welcome  

Disabled artists 61%  68% 
 

68% 
 

Non-disabled artists 68% 68% 50% 

% artists who feel Fringe is 
accessible and inclusive to 
all artists 

Disabled artists 63%  68%  86% 
 

Non-disabled artists 74%    82% 88% 

 
The artist survey also asked all artists whether they felt that Melbourne Fringe was ‘accessible 
and inclusive’ to all artists. This measure saw year-on-year progress among artists who 
identified as Deaf or disabled and artists more generally.  
 
Among artists who identified as Deaf or disabled this rate increased steadily, from 63% in 
2018, 68% in 2019 to 86% in 2020. Among all artists, the rate also increased from 74% in 2018 
to 82% in 2019 and 88% in 2020. 

Support from Fringe is enabling Deaf and disabled artists to share their 
experiences through art 

Artist interviews conducted for this evaluation confirm the importance of Melbourne Fringe as 
a platform for sharing diverse perspectives.  
 
Artist Chelle Destefano is one example. She says, ‘I make works for all, but mainly they’re for 
the hearing community. Of course, they’re for Deaf people as well, but I want to help hearing 
people have a bit of cultural awareness. It’s about educating and encouraging hearing people 
to understand there’s a very rich Deaf culture and Deaf history.’ 
 
Some artists also note the importance of theatre as an alternative to traditional advocacy. 
Artist Heidi Everett says ‘Having done mental health advocacy for so long — it’s always the 
same five people on stage speaking for the full breadth of lived experience. I want to create 
spaces for diverse people to advocate through theatre.’ 

Fringe has supported the career trajectory of Deaf and disabled artists in 
a range of ways 

Based on feedback from artists, it’s clear that the program has supported their career 
development in a range of interconnected ways.  
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Practitioners note the benefits from mentoring, including Heidi Everett who says, ‘The 
mentorship was such a huge win. It was really beneficial to my career [as a producer].’ She 
explains why, saying, ‘I thought as a producer that I have to oversee everything — learn maths 
and spreadsheets. When I realised I can ask for support — it’s freed me up and I’m so grateful 
to learn that practical wisdom.’    
 
Artist Chelle Destefano said, ‘Since I started the performing aspect in 2019, my career has 
gone right off. I started my Masters of Contemporary Art. I’ve got a mentor... Fringe has really 
encouraged me to have Auslan in my performances.’ 
 
Caroline Bowditch noted, ‘[One of the past Fringe artists] is making statements about all sorts 
of amazing things — that they may never had the confidence to do otherwise. It gave them a 
platform, an opportunity to try something out, get a direct audience experience in an artform 
that they’ve never been before — that’s their career trajectory.’  

Advice on accessibility 

Many artists have limited understanding of the full breadth of access 
services 

According to the 2019 Open Access Program report, artists reported being aware that Fringe 
offers advice and guidance on access services, but there were limitations in their 
understanding of the breadth of access services.  
 
In both 2018 and 2019, the least-known services were Assistive Listening and Tactile Tours, 
followed by Captioned Performances and Audio Description. The most recognised access 
services that Melbourne Fringe provided advice on were Physical Access, Relaxed 
Performances and Auslan Interpreting advice.  
 
Between 2018 and 2019, the proportion of events that were held in wheelchair-accessible 
venues increased from 56% to 62%.  
 
Assisted Listening (or hearing loops) were mostly unused in 2018 and 2019. Tactile Tours were 
only offered in 2018 (1%). 
 
Other forms of accessibility were relatively stable from 2018 to 2019. In 2019, 9% of shows 
had Auslan interpretation (stable with 7% in 2018), 6% had a 100% visual rating (stable with 
7%), meaning they contain no sound, music or dialogue so Deaf or hard of hearing audiences 
can engage fully with the event. 2% offered a relaxed performance (2%, stable), 1% were 
audio described (stable with 2%) and 1% were captioned (stable with 2%). 
 
Artist and producer Heidi Everett believes that there is not enough understanding of 
neurodiversity – and misunderstandings about who relaxed performances are really for. She 
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believes there’s more we can be doing to create inclusion for neurodiverse people, beyond 
trigger warnings, and that there is also a lack of understanding about mental health 
conditions.  

In 2018 and 2019, the offer of direct assistance was underutilised 

Throughout the program, artists were able to enquire with Carly as to how they could improve 
their practice to incorporate access and inclusion, contribute to Melbourne Fringe’s access 
guidelines and to engage with her about how to develop their work. 
 
The 2018 Open Access Program report stated, ‘the service [Carly’s artist engagement] we were 
able to offer was underutilised, with only 15.6% of artists reporting that they engaged with the 
Coordinator. 
 
55% of artists reported that they found the information extremely or very useful and 
supportive, with 17% reporting it was moderately useful, 19% reporting it was only adequately 
useful and 9% reporting it was not useful at all.’ 
 
The 2019 Open Access Program report stated that, ‘This was the second year we have had a 
dedicated Access & Inclusion Coordinator working for Fringe, and as with last year the direct 
assistance provided by this role was quite low, with only 12% of artists reporting having 
engaged with this role. This was down from 15.6% of artists reporting that they engaged with 
the Coordinator in 2018. Those that did engage with the Coordinator found the information 
provided extremely useful or very useful.’ 

The need to present works digitally in 2020 led to greater access options, 
and more artists seeking advice about access 

In 2020, the Open Access Program report noted a significant increase in the number of artists 
seeking advice, with 30.77% of artists reporting that they consulted with Carly as part of the 
digital Fringe program.  
 
Digital presentation enabled more artists to use accessibility tools and with audiences able to 
participate from their own homes, the number of accessible works increased dramatically.  
 
Non-disabled artist Oliva Staff explained that the pandemic provided a new opportunity to 
consider access, explaining, ‘I wasn’t really expecting to fall into it — but we were making an 
audio work during lockdown, and I thought I had the time and resources to incorporate 
access into my work.’  
 
In total 71% of events were Auslan interpreted, 72% were captioned, 66% were audio 
described. Almost as many (63%) were relaxed performances — noting the very different 
context of streaming events digitally to homes.  
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Almost all (98%) of the events were streamed digitally, allowing more people with access 
needs to participate from a location of their choice. 

Artists note the value of tailored advice  

Several artists noted the value of advice from Carly on access options. One of the success 
factors in the advice service was attention to detail and looking over things thoroughly.  
 
One artist said, ‘Carly’s great about thinking about support and suggesting improvements. 
Proof reading, fact checking everything you’re trying to do. She looked over access pack and 
checked language and formatting.’ 
 
Another artist Cheryl Ho said, ‘Consulting with Carly was incredibly beneficial — in terms of 
who to talk to and providing links to shows that achieved accessibility in different ways.’ 

The Coordinator’s advice helped artists set realistic goals  

One artist described being over-ambitious at first, wanting to incorporate too many forms of 
access into a single performance. ‘I booked into a consult with Carly — and it was very, very 
helpful in helping me pare my expectations back.’ 
 
They noted the complexities of how one form of access might affect or limit another form of 
access.  
 
Separately, in 2018, Carly documented that: 
 

‘An artist enquired about doing a relaxed performance. I provided them with the 
guidelines and explained what is required to call it a relaxed performance. The artist 
decided that they won't have a relaxed performance this time, but maybe next time.’ 

Creation of guides and resources 

Melbourne Fringe’s guides and resources are highly regarded 

Artist and winner of the Access Award in 2020 Olivia Staff said, ‘Melbourne Fringe has really 
great resources that I’ve recommended to other people… it says here are the practical things 
to make your work accessible. It’s really easy to read and understand.’ 
 
The creation of resources that can be used by the whole sector is significant. Caroline 
Bowditch notes that, ‘It sets them apart... They’re not just doing it but excelling at it — and 
they’re really generous with their learnings. The resources online for others to learn from 
…they are giving people all the info about how they can do it.’ 
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In fact, the progress made by Melbourne Fringe on access has even been a source of 
inspiration for the State’s arts and disability peak body. Caroline Bowditch shares, ‘Simon put 
fire in my belly. His reflective questions and feedback made me completely redevelop our 
training program — to be much more powerful, less apologetic — moving towards that 
disability equity space, rather than disability awareness.’ 

Creation of a centralised information hub represents a significant asset 
for the arts sector 

In 2020, the number and variety of resources available to artists increased significantly. 
Feedback from artists on the resources has generally been very positive, though one blind 
artist said there was lots to read through, and another artist commented on the amount of 
information to digest, saying: 
 

‘I think the [information] pack was excellently made and contained very useful and 
well-structured information. However, the amount of it felt sometimes overwhelming.’ 

 
Many people saw this as a positive. Artist Jacci Pillar said, ‘It’s one thing to have a spreadsheet, 
it’s another thing to have all the supplementary information about what it means.’  
 
Another artist suggested, 
 

‘If there was a way to centralise the information then link/reference it in the bulletins 
— maybe that would be less daunting?’ 

 
These sentiments confirm the important opportunity highlighted in the 2020 Open Access 
Program report, to develop a Resource Hub for artists. As the report states, 
 

‘The idea behind this Resource Hub is that it would be a “one-stop-shop” for artists — 
with all the information being searchable on the one platform.’ 

 
This resource has since been created, with advice and input from access advisors to make a 
range of formats available. 
 
The new Melbourne Fringe website is also highly regarded. Caroline Bowditch says, ‘The 
Fringe website is held up as the gold star for an accessible website. People are finding out 
about what’s on — potentially to submit applications or to fill out whatever info is required.’ 
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Production of accessible work 

The program has enabled artists to build their capacity in producing 
accessible and inclusive work 

As a result of consultation, changes to the artist registration process, creation of resources 
and provision of tailored advice, significant changes are evident in terms of access at Fringe 
performances.  
 
Artist feedback revealed several ways in which they are adopting access and inclusion as part 
of their practice. In the 2019 artist survey, an artist commented, 
 

‘We captioned all the promotional material and used Auslan interpreters for 
performances. We promoted our event in all Auslan Facebook groups and emailed the 
Auslan community.’ 

 
Several others felt appreciative that Melbourne Fringe increasingly accommodated access 
needs. This was mentioned in relation to artists, as one said, 
 

‘They made allowances and extra considerations for our ensemble who have physical 
and intellectual disability, during rehearsal and [the] show period.’ 

Artists who incorporated access report positively on the experience 

Another artist reported in 2020, 
 

‘It was good to experiment with the online digital platform and have a reason to edit 
together the footage we had archived. We realised accessibility is really important to us 
and invested in captioning.’ 

 
Others were grateful that they were able to reach a wider audience, as another commented,  
 

‘I really appreciated that this venue was accessible to patrons using wheelchairs.’ 

Fringe is providing some non-disabled artists with transformative 
experiences 

Oliva Staff said, ‘When we got the award it was a bittersweet moment… As non-disabled artists 
we thought we had done the bare minimum. To be awarded concerned us — and it started 
my interest in this field. How can other people include access and inclusion in their work? You 
don’t have to have a disability identity to consider how to make your work accessible and 
inclusive to other people.’ 
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Cheryl Ho, a non-disabled artist who embedded access into her work said, ‘The process was 
actually really, really fun — from a craft perspective as well. Working on the captioning and 
how we describe sounds… a lot of humour came through in how we describe sounds — and 
the character’s voice. It didn’t feel like another thing I had to do; it was very much woven into 
the fabric of the creative process.’ 

Embedding access from the outset has a range of benefits for artists and 
audiences – highlighting a key area for investment 

Artist Olivia Staff said, ‘By thinking about it from the beginning, you’re including it in your 
design, and in the content of the work. You don’t get to the end and then have to spend all 
this money to retrofit access to the work.’ 
 
Cheryl Ho had a similar view. She said, ‘It was definitely not less work, but a very different kind 
of process. If I left it as an after-thought — it would be more work — to deconstruct the work 
I’d made.’ 
 
Embedded access also appears to deliver benefits for audiences, in terms of a more 
integrated and interesting approach. Simon Abrahams shares:  
 

‘Where it can be embedded into dramaturgy — you’re creating an aesthetic that is 
accessible. When you put it in as an afterthought — it jars very often. When it’s 
embedded you create an artistic experience that’s much more impactful.’   

 
Olivia said, ‘It results in a more considered and inclusive show’ and Cheryl said it made her 
practice much more intentional.  

Some artists feel they could be better supported to facilitate access 

Most of the feedback from artists is positive, though some artists feel that they could be 
better supported to deliver shows in accessible formats. One artist suggested including 
options to communicate accessibility at venues at the point of registering for the Festival, 
commenting, 
 

‘I don't know if maybe I missed something like this, but it would be great during the 
application process to have little symbols by each venue to signify which ones are 
accessible.’ 
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Artists are conscious of the resource implications of providing the full range of accessible 
formats for Fringe Hub shows. Some artists shared in the 2019 survey,  
 

‘I have little money but would have liked to do an Auslan or more accessible show but 
obviously don’t have the funds to pay for that at Melbourne Fringe where there is 
already a lot of things to pay for.’ 

 
‘I know the majority of spaces [at Fringe Hub] are mobility accessible, but I think would 
be great to offer more accessible performances in the Hub, whether or not there are 
specific grants for this. I know access can be expensive.’ 

It’s possible to implement accessibility improvements without significant 
funding — but a specific budget would unlock greater change  

This evaluation identified examples of artists building accessibility into their work without 
substantial resources. For instance, artist Olivia Staff reported, ‘We didn’t spend any money on 
access — I think a lot of people don’t implement access measures because they don’t have the 
budget for it.’  
 
However, many people noted that if they could access additional resources, via a budget for 
access costs, they would be able to implement more access options. 
 
A key issue is that access costs currently need to be covered by artists’ creative budgets, and 
this can reduce the resources they have available for other things. For disabled artists, it can 
mean digging into their NDIS funding. 
 
There appear to be precedents at other organisations, with artist Chelle Destefano sharing, ‘At 
Arts House — they provided an interpreter. I didn’t need to use my NDIS funding. Melbourne 
Fringe need to fight for funding, so that the creative work can be separate: Different funding 
pools for different things.’  
 
Simon agrees that ‘The funding model should be shifted to mandate accessibility and fund 
accessibility.’ 
 
Caroline Bowditch explained, ‘People think of access as a drain on their creative budget. If 
Fringe were to have a pot of money available for access, that would be really helpful.’ 
 
However, she also notes a positive outcome of the current situation: ‘For lots for these artists, 
they’re young and emerging, it’s great that they’re thinking of access and budgeting for it, so 
hopefully its embedded in their future making.’   
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Those who have incorporated access into their creative process are 
passionate about continuing 

Based on interviews with non-disabled artists, it appears that the process of making their 
works accessible has been impactful, and they suggest it has led to an enduring interest in 
aesthetic access. 
 
Following her experience at Melbourne Fringe in 2019, Artist Oliva Staff is now working on a 
project that merges film and live theatre. She says, ‘I’m thinking about how the film elements 
can be used for captioning as well as being an aesthetic creative choice. Rather than layering 
captioning over the top as an afterthought. 
 
Once you start doing it, I now feel like it’s essential. You have your lighting design, your sound 
design, and you have your access and inclusion design. It’s an essential part of making a 
show.’ 
 
She also says, ‘Now that I have started a collaborative relationship with people who are 
neurodiverse or identify as having an intellectual disability — I feel that I have to maintain 
those collaborations and always continue consultation.’ 

Influencing change in other arts organisations is critical to achievement of 
wider impact 

While significant progress is being made at Melbourne Fringe, many stakeholders reflect on 
the need for wider change, specifically in terms of how other arts organisations prioritise 
accessibility. 
 
Caroline Bowditch explains the importance for artists, ‘After doing Fringe the [artists] might 
have high expectations. They might experience let downs in other places. How do we bring 
other organisations on the journey with us — embedding the learnings and inviting others on 
that journey?’  
 
Simon says, ‘The weight of expectations needs to change. We’ve seen this with First Nations. 
It’s unacceptable to launch a festival without significant, genuine, First Nations engagement 
up front. That has not happened with Deaf and disabled artists.’ It is something Melbourne 
Fringe want to ensure happens with the new Radical Access program.  
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Sites and formats 

The new Fringe Hub created opportunities for connection — though 
feedback confirms the challenge of engaging everyone 

Feedback gathered in the 2019 artist survey indicates that the new Fringe Hub at the Trades 
Hall was a great opportunity to socialise with other artists and audience members after 
shows. One artist shared, 
 

‘The Fringe Hub was a marvellous success in my opinion. The downstairs bar had a 
fantastic feel to it and was a great place to go after the show and have a drink with 
audience, and other performers.’ 

 
However, some artists shared that some aspects related to access could be improved, for 
example, one artist shared, 
 

‘I think it was a little difficult, especially on Closing Night/Awards, to have enough space 
to accommodate everyone with a disability. I really needed a seat since I can't spend 
long periods of time standing but there was no room whilst we waited outside. I 
appreciated the chairs set up at the back but unfortunately the trade-off was that we 
couldn't see the stage.’ 

Providing a range of social occasions can help to meet people with 
different needs 

In terms of suggestions to improve inclusion through social events, suggestions included 
considering different spaces and events at different times of day. One said, ‘Think it was a 
great inaugural event — maybe some quieter chill out spaces like the lovely knitted room.’ 
 
Another respondent shared a suggestion related to the time of day, commenting, 
 

‘My ensemble living with a disability are living in group homes, have carers and limited 
capacity to get to the main opening and closing events due to the timing and we felt a 
little left out of the broader feeling of being part of Fringe.’ 

Digital Fringe expanded the possibilities for artists to participate in in the 
Festival 

Anecdotes from Digital Fringe in 2020 demonstrate that the Festival created opportunities for 
a wide range of artists to participate and explore possibilities in creating accessible work. 
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Carly reported in the Access and Inclusion Evaluation Report that, ‘Artists were excited about 
the possibility of creating accessible shows, with many artists contacting [the Coordinator] 
keen on making shows accessible — and following through.’ 
 
Pauline also shared, 
 

‘The pandemic was sort of a happy accident. Digital access for a while was cost 
prohibitive. [Pre-pandemic] it all ended in ‘we can’t do that’.’ 

 
This sentiment was shared by many artists. Some artists mentioned this in relation to 
geographical inclusion, as one said, 
 

‘I couldn't have been physically and financially able to come and perform in Melbourne 
and the digital inclusion it was great. I hope it continues.’ 

 
Others mentioned that the online Festival facilitated the production of shows.  
 
One artist shared, 
 

‘The online/digital option made the production process much less intimidating and 
accessible for an individual (emerging) artist […] As a result of Fringe 2020, my 
confidence and capabilities as an artist has grown immensely and in future I would 
consider putting on both in-person and digital events.’ 
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6 Artist case studies 
Cheryl Ho  
    

Advice from Melbourne Fringe helped 
non-disabled artist Cheryl Ho embed 
access into her award-winning one-
woman show  

Cheryl Ho is a Melbourne-based Chinese-
Singaporean Actor, Maker and Director of Special 
Projects at Artwave Studio.  
 
Support from Access and Inclusion Coordinator 
Carly Findlay helped Cheryl to set an achievable goal 
for making her work accessible. 
 
She collaborated with Deafferent Theatre, 
embedding captioning into her one-woman show 落
叶归根 (Luò yè guī gēn) Getting Home, which 
interrogates the conflict between a woman's desire 
for success and her sense of duty and longing to be 
with her family. 
 
She went on to win four awards at Melbourne 
Fringe.  
 
Cheryl says: 
 
‘The process was actually really, really fun from a 
craft perspective… Working on the captioning and 
how we describe sounds, a lot of humour came 
through. It didn’t feel like “another thing” I had to do; 
it was very much woven into the fabric of the 
creative process.’ 
 
 

  
 

 

_____________________ 

‘I wish that more artists 
would utilise the resources 
at Fringe, and not fear not 
doing accessibility right, 
especially for the first time.’ 

_________________________ 

 

https://www.melbourne.vic.gov.au/arts-and-culture/signal/signal-young-creatives-lab/Pages/current-projects.aspx
https://www.melbourne.vic.gov.au/arts-and-culture/signal/signal-young-creatives-lab/Pages/current-projects.aspx
https://www.melbourne.vic.gov.au/arts-and-culture/signal/signal-young-creatives-lab/Pages/current-projects.aspx
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Chelle Destefano   
    

Support from Melbourne Fringe has helped 
Deaf artist Chelle Destefano develop her 
practice and gain recognition as a 
performance artist    

Chelle Destefano is a multidisciplinary artist and 
storyteller focused on centring Deaf perspectives, 
language and culture. 
 
Having initially presented an art exhibition at 
Melbourne Fringe, Chelle performed a show in 2019 
after encouragement from the Festival. This experience
kickstarted a new focus on performance, with Chelle 
becoming a regular feature in Fringe programs and 
developing other new works.  
 
Chelle says that Melbourne Fringe are very good at 
offering proper access provisions, and have been 
proactive in supporting her. However, she wants to see 
funding for accessibility provided separately from 
creative budgets.    
 
Chelle was recently awarded the Lake Art Prize for her 
multidisciplinary textile and performance 
work Navigating to Safe Space, which also attracted 
media attention. She is currently working on a major 
new project about Deaf clubs in the 80s and 90s, 
titled What I Wish I'd Told You, which will feature five 
other Deaf artists. 
 
Chelle says: 
 
‘I want to help hearing people have a bit of cultural 
awareness. It’s about educating and encouraging 
hearing people to understand there’s a very rich Deaf 
culture and Deaf history.’ 
 

  
 

_____________________ 

‘Since I started the performing 
aspect in 2019, my career has 
gone right off. I started my 
masters of contemporary art. 
I’ve got a mentor… Fringe has 
really encouraged me to have 
Auslan in my performances.’ 
_____________________ 

 



MELBOURNE FRINGE: ACCESS AND INCLUSION PROGRAM 

 
 

 

 

35 

 

Jacci Pillar    
     

Melbourne Fringe has opened up 
opportunities for autistic artist Jacci Pillar 
to perform at other autistic-friendly 
venues 

  

Jacci Pillar (they/them) is an autistic comedian, writer, 
variety artist and producer with a background in 
anthropology. They are a PhD candidate at 
Melbourne University. 
 
Jacci is passionate about the power of comedy to 
educate audiences on disability pride and says that 
having the 2020 Festival dedicated to diversity gave 
them more artistic freedom. 
 
As an autistic person Jacci says they struggle with 
social communication and sensory processing issues. 
Their experience through Melbourne Fringe has 
helped them learn ways to talk about what they need, 
such as a ‘soft spot’ and no flashing strobes nearby. 
 
Jacci describes Melbourne Fringe’s ‘Common Rooms’ 
venue as a one-stop-shop where ‘they all get it.’ But 
they say there are big challenges in the broader scene 
and wonders how the organisation can have a flow 
on effect to every venue.  
 
Jacci says: 
 
‘More conversations are now happening about stage 
access, lighting and sound for autistic people. They 
are shaping the space pretty rapidly.’ 
 
 

  
 

 

_____________________ 

‘I’ve learned ways to talk about 
what I need… The program has 
opened up opportunities for 
me at other autistic-friendly 
venues. 
_____________________ 
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Olivia Staaf   
    

Winner of the Access Award in 2020, non-
disabled artist Olivia Staaf hopes her 
practice will encourage others to make 
inclusive work 

Olivia Staaf is an emerging theatre maker and 
producer, currently completing her Masters of 
Theatre (Directing) at the Victorian College of the Arts. 
 
In 2020, Olivia directed and produced A Recorded 
Companion which received the Melbourne Fringe 
Access & Inclusion Award. 
 
She said support from Melbourne Fringe helped her 
realise her ambition to make her work accessible in a 
range of ways, including captioning and making a 
sensory-friendly version of the show. 
 
She describes the news that she had won the Access 
Award as bittersweet, saying ‘To be recognised was 
actually sobering… It spurred me into action. I need to 
do more to encourage other people.’ 
 
Olivia’s current arts practice focuses on a process that 
is socially-engaged, welcoming and inclusive. She is 
currently completing an internship at Back to Back 
Theatre and is also working as a Facilitating Artist at 
Footscray Community Arts Centre. 
 
Oliva says: 
 
‘For me it’s about inclusion – it shouldn’t matter if 
you’ve got a disability or not – who are you making 
this work for? With? How can you make it inclusive? 
 

  

 

 

_____________________ 

‘Fringe is very much a festival 
of experimentation… As an 
artist I was well-supported in 
the risks that I wanted to take.’ 
_____________________ 
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Heidi Everett    
     

Melbourne Fringe has helped Heidi 
Everett on her journey to create 
accessible works advocating for mental 
health 

Heidi Everett is a writer, multimedia artist, producer 
and mental health recovery advocate. She wants to 
create spaces for diverse people to advocate through 
theatre. 
 
Initially participating in Melbourne Fringe as part of a 
show, Heidi is now an independent producer. She 
received a mentorship for emerging producers, which 
enabled her to gain practical tips and hands-on 
learning — an experience she described as a ‘huge 
win’ for her career.   
 
Heidi’s practice has grown over time — she runs a 
range of mental health arts programs and has written 
her first book. She has also delivered mental health 
training to Melbourne Fringe staff — and is 
passionate about improving mental health 
accessibility for neuro-diverse people, beyond 
sensory friendly performances.  
 
Heidi says: 
 
‘We take so much care to put on a show that “goes 
there” but doesn’t trigger people into a stress attack 
through sudden noises, yelling, sex scenes, allusions 
to death and gore… I don’t want to sterilise works — 
but there needs to be a genre which is culturally 
respectful to neurodiverse people.’ 

  
 

 

_____________________ 

‘Melbourne Fringe is the one 
space that supports people like 
me. Carly is great at doing that 
and makes sure doors are 
opened — or at least 
unlocked.’ 
_____________________ 
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7 Audience Outcomes  
Participation in-person 

More Deaf and disabled audiences are attending Fringe – and 
expectations may also be higher 

Across the three years where an in-person Festival experience was provided, the proportion 
of audiences who identify as Deaf or disabled increased, from 5% in 2017 to 7% in 2018 to 8% 
in 2019. 
 
The number of audience members indicating that they had access needs (‘access requests’) 
during ticketing transactions also increased, from 48 in 2017 to 99 in 2018 and 133 in 2019. 
 
The proportion who said their access requirements were met was similar across the three 
years, dropping slightly from 86% in 2017 to 83% in 2018 and 80% in 2019 – perhaps 
confirming the greater task of meeting access requirements due to widened participation.  

Table 5: Progress on audience outcomes for in-person events (2017–2019) 

Measure 2017 2018 2019 
# audiences who identify as Deaf or disabled 5% 7% 8% 

# of audience access requirements requested 
(ticketing system) (measured through access 
requests) 

48 99 133 

% of audience access requirements met (audience 
survey) 

86% 83% 80% 

% audiences who identify as Deaf or disabled who 
feel welcome 

* 68% 76% 

% audiences who feel Fringe is accessible and 
inclusive to everyone 

* 68% 84% 

* marks figures not available    

 
The proportion of audiences who identify as Deaf or disabled who feel welcome at Fringe 
increased from 68% in 2018 to 76% in 2019. 
 
The proportion of audiences who feel Fringe is accessible and inclusive to everyone also 
increased from 68% in 2018 to 84% in 2019.  
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Participation online 

Digital Fringe expanded the range of accessible formats available to 
audiences  

Facing the COVID-19 pandemic, Melbourne Fringe Festival in 2020 was presented in a 
completely new format: taking place through a new digital platform combined with a handful 
of socially distanced in-person events around Melbourne.  
 
As noted earlier in the report, digital presentation enabled more artists to use accessibility 
tools and with audiences able to participate from their own homes, the number of accessible 
works increased dramatically. That year 71% of the shows were Auslan interpreted, 72% were 
captioned, 66% were audio described, 63% offered a relaxed performance and 47% had 
tactile tours — setting a record for the number of accessible opportunities to engage with 
Fringe.  
 
Pauline Cady shared, ‘An enormous amount of works were accessible in 2020 in ways they 
couldn’t have been in real life.’ 
 
Feedback from audience members indicate that Digital Fringe enabled wider access to the 
Festival, by overcoming barriers to attendance — including financial, social and geographical 
barriers. 
 
Responses from the 2020 audience survey included: 
 

‘Being transported around the world from the comfort of my own couch. Attending 
more events because I didn't have to travel. Paying what I could afford and feeling free 
to donate to shows I wanted to support.’ 

 
‘Inclusiveness — felt very much a part of the community when attending an online 
event that had audience participation.’ 

Digital events also create new challenges for access 

The broader range of accessible events led to a high point in terms of audience 
representation, with 9% of audiences identifying as Deaf or disabled. Of these, 76% said they 
felt welcome at Fringe. 
 
However, the proportion of all audience members who felt that Melbourne Fringe was 
accessible and inclusive to everyone in 2020 was 73%, slightly lower than the previous year’s 
in-person Festival (84%) — perhaps reflecting the challenge of creating inclusive, connective 
events online for a community of eventgoers accustomed to a vibrant in-person experience.  
 



MELBOURNE FRINGE: ACCESS AND INCLUSION PROGRAM 

 
 

 

 

40 

 

According to Melbourne Fringe’s 2020 audience survey report, six respondents felt the 
Festival did not cater to their access requirements, with four providing reasons: 
 

` Platform was not fully screen reader accessible, particularly with live events 
` The insert for Auslan interpreters was too small on screen 
` Not enough shows audio described 
` Not all venues appear accessible in a clear and inclusive way. 

 
Research as part of the Audience Outlook Monitor also confirms that digital formats present 
new opportunities and challenges for access. Among a list of barriers in the March 2021 
Audience Outlook Monitor survey, disabled respondents were more likely than non-disabled 
respondents to say they ‘generally don’t know what is on offer’ (37%, compared to 31% of 
non-disabled audiences), they need help figuring out how to access digital programs (15%, 
compared to 8% of non-disabled audiences), or that they don’t have the right technology (9%, 
compared to 5% of non-disabled audiences). 
 
Disabled audiences are also three times more likely to say that digital offerings are out of 
their price range (15%), compared to non-disabled audiences (5%).  

Engagement 

More people are talking positively about accessibility at Melbourne Fringe 
— with room to continue growing word-of-mouth 

In 2018, there were 24 positive Facebook posts and 19 tweets about access at Melbourne 
Fringe.  
 
Facebook posts more than doubled to 68 in 2020 and 22 Tweets were made in 2020. One 
example includes a Facebook post by Arts Access Victoria that stated: 
 

‘The Melbourne Fringe Festival is just around the corner and it's time to start looking 
and booking. The link will take you to the accessible guide to Fringe, where you can 
filter the shows through event access.’ 

 
Another post by Vision Australia 2020 read: 
 

‘Heading to Melbourne Fringe next month? Check out the accessibility guide to the 
Festival, including information on all accessible shows and events! 

 
Image description: a dancer performing on a dimly lit stage, wearing a flowing gold 
costume.’ 
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Access information web page views increased from 1,386 in 2017, to 648 in 2018, 1,416 in 
2019 and 2,144 in 2020.  
 

Table 6: Progress on communications outcomes (2017–2020) 

Measure 2017 2018 2019 2020 Digital 
Fringe 

# of positive media/social media 
mentions about Fringe access (FB / 
tweets) 

N/A 24 FB 
19 Tweets 

Not 
collected 

68 FB 
22 Tweets 

# of Fringe Access Information 
webpage views  

1386  648 
 

1,416 2,144 

 
Over the three years of the program, several media outlets and organisations reported on 
accessibility at Melbourne Fringe, including 3CR, ABC Melbourne radio, Time Out, Deafferent 
Theatre, Australian Federation of Disability Organisations, Arts Access Victoria, Vision 2020 
Australia, Herald Sun, and more. 
 
An article by the Herald Sun featured Deaf artist Chelle Destefano, using the headline, ‘Fringe 
show from artist Chelle Destefano to teach audiences about sign language.’ 
 
These signs point to emerging interest from mainstream media — and an opportunity to 
continue growing the profile of Deaf and disabled artists and accessible events at Melbourne 
Fringe.  
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8 Conclusion 
Overall impact 

The program is having a profound impact for Fringe artists 

Data collected throughout the Access and Inclusion Program shows that Melbourne Fringe is 
delivering significant impacts for Deaf and disabled artists — enabling more people to 
participate and further their careers as artists.  
 
Melbourne Fringe is also having significant impacts for non-disabled artists, encouraging them 
to make their work accessible and providing advice and support to learn about access.  
 
A particular achievement of the program is in supporting embedded access, which has 
transformative impacts for artistic practice and leads to better integrated, engaging 
experiences for audiences with the potential to shift perceptions.  

Melbourne Fringe is recognised as a ‘trailblazer’ in the access and 
inclusion space 

Increasingly, Melbourne Fringe is perceived as an inclusive and accessible organisation. 
Named a ‘trailblazer’ by Arts Access Victoria CEO Caroline Bowditch, the organisation is 
leading best practice accessibility in the arts.  
 
At the 2020 Festival Program launch, Disability and Arts Minister Martin Foley recognised 
Access and Inclusion as a key part of Melbourne Fringe.  
 
Carly Findlay is increasingly sought after as a speaker. She was invited to present at World 
Fringe Congress and put together panel expertise for VCR Fest, made up of panellists who 
were both artists and audience members, discussing what they wanted to see in a post-COVID 
world.  

Melbourne Fringe resources are seen as vital references being shared 
across the sector 

Melbourne Fringe resources are being shared across the arts sector and beyond. Artist Jacci 
Pillar said, ‘I’ve used their producers pack and spread it like wildfire as much as I can — even 
to non-performance-based settings.’ 
 
Several other festivals engaged with Melbourne Fringe and Carly for guidance on access and 
inclusion. For example, there were discussions around access with Adelaide Fringe in 2020 
and Sydney Festival requested they use Melbourne Fringe’s aural rating access symbol. 
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Much of the program’s ultimate impact is yet to be seen and will emerge 
in the coming years 

While great progress has been made, the program’s wider impact is still at an early stage in 
some ways — with many of the artists directly impacted still emerging as artists and 
developing their practice.  
 
Media and social media engagement are beginning to emerge, and the impact of the program 
will likely amplify over time as supported artists go on to take on more ambitious projects and 
infiltrate arts organisations and venues across the country. In the meantime, careful 
‘scaffolding’ is needed: time, funding and practical experience to support their career 
development.  

Future directions 

It’s critical that the Festival program continues to actively engage with 
Deaf and disabled people 

Active dialogue with artists and audiences with lived experiences has been essential in 
delivering an accessible and inclusive Festival each year, and it’s critical that resources be 
secured to maintain the program and in particular the Access & Inclusion Coordinator role at 
this pivotal time.  
 
Carly has helped to lay down a foundation of access and inclusion practices at Melbourne 
Fringe, though there is an important opportunity to make this a permanent position. 
Continuing training opportunities and embedding knowledge widely throughout the 
organisation will ensure wider accountability and influence. 

Resourcing of access costs would unlock wider accessibility   

It’s likely that expectations of the organisation will continue to increase as more Deaf and 
disabled artists emerge and more Deaf and disabled audiences seek to access works in the 
program.  
 
Funding for access costs would address a structural issue and represent a significant step 
forward, particularly enabling more artists to make more works and events accessible.  

Commissioning of bigger, bolder works and a focus on aesthetic access 
will deliver transformational change 

If additional funding can be generated, investment into commissioning works of scale is likely 
to have the biggest impact in terms of wider social change.  
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Work is already underway on Radical Access, a new partnership project between Melbourne 
Fringe and Arts Access Victoria, which will pool knowledge, resources and platforms to 
imagine a radical version of best practice accessibility across the independent arts sector.  
 
Wherever possible, a focus on aesthetic access is likely to be the most transformative for both 
artists and audiences.  

There is an opportunity to reimagine what success looks like, aiming even 
higher in the next phase 

After the success of the three-year program, and as the organisation looks ahead to a 10-year 
Radical Access program, the time is right to aim for more ambitious goals. 
 
For instance, within 10 years, true representation would mean that Deaf and disabled artists 
supported by Fringe: 
 

` Achieve box-office success and are widely attended 

` Sustain careers as professional artists long-term 

` Tour productions nationally and internationally 

` Earn critical recognition at mainstream arts awards 

` Gain media attention and build significant public profiles 

` Secure large-scale commissions, such as the new $100,000 Melbourne Civic 
Commission announced in 2021. 

This program is already recognised as an important, rich and successful program. With 
continued investment over time, Melbourne Fringe will see even greater flourishing of 
accessible practice and inclusion. It’s likely to be a program stakeholders look back on as 
pivotal in a movement towards a more just, empathetic and equitable world. 
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Are you working on accessibility? 
Top tips for widening access 

` Based on their learnings throughout the Access and Inclusion Program, Melbourne 
Fringe staff were invited to share three tips for widening access at Festivals and other 
arts organisations: 

Creative Director and CEO, Simon Abrahams  

1. Make an internal and a public commitment to access. This helps to hold you 
accountable. 

2. Decide on some quick (and cheap) wins so that these can be achieved quickly, and 
progress can be made immediately.  

3. Choose some big, lofty and expensive goals, as these are what drive us forward, and 
truthfully what donors and funders and sponsors are attracted to. Being able to 
articulate why their support is required is key to resourcing and implementing big 
change. 

Access and Inclusion Coordinator, Carly Findlay 

1. Disability and accessibility are diverse. I will not know everything about accessibility — 
and so it’s important to ask advice from disabled people in the community who are 
experts in their own access needs.  

2. Write down progress. From achievements to media inclusion to difficult feedback. At 
the end of the three years, you will be able to see progress and changes in the arts 
sector.  

3. Have someone to debrief with. As a disabled person active in the arts outside of Fringe, 
and as a public figure, a lot of expectations are placed on me, and my work crosses 
over into all aspects of my life. Finding someone to talk to who gets it is key. 

Development and Evaluation Manager, Pauline Cady 

1. It’s essential to have buy in and support for access and inclusion work from the top of 
the organisation (Executive and Board). 

2. The angle you write funding applications from is important — resist ‘inspiration porn’, 
othering or deficit stressing in funding applications — stick to the social model of 
disability! 

3. It’s very important to bring funders along for the ride — this work is full of juicy, 
interesting, challenging material that funders really appreciate sharing. 
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Head of Programs and Projects, Danny Delahunty 

1. Best practice accessibility cannot be achieved if you’re not talking about access at the 
very start of the conversation — whether you’re working across programming, venue 
operations, staffing, etc — whatever the area, the conversation must happen early and 
often for it to have any measure of success. 

2. It is not enough to open the door to Deaf and disabled artists, you need to provide an 
active and genuine invitation; and this can’t just be a one-off post or email, it requires 
ongoing work. 

3. While it’s useful to approach access and inclusion as a discrete project (in addition to 
integrating it to all other projects), it’s important to acknowledge it doesn’t have an 
identifiable endpoint like many projects do. Complete accessibility to all people, in 
every area of work we engage with, is not realistically achievable as a finished goal 
(best practice, on the other hand, is). So, it’s important to set and work towards 
individual goals, but to be aware that there will always be more work to be done. 
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Appendices 
Appendix A: Methodology 

Project phases 

With limited resources, a new model of evaluation was trialled, where Patternmakers and 
Melbourne Fringe shared the evaluation tasks.  
 
The evaluation was conducted in three key phases, beginning with Planning and Co-design in 
April 2018. 
 
From there, Melbourne Fringe collected data each year in a Progress Tracker, monitoring key 
indicators.  
 
In 2021, Patternmakers and Melbourne Fringe reconnected to review the data together and 
reflect on the successes and challenges of the program. It was agreed that Patternmakers 
would undertake a series of seven additional interviews, to supplement data collected by 
Melbourne Fringe.  

 
Approach to data collection 

Patternmakers and Melbourne Fringe worked together to design an evaluation framework at 
the outset of the program. Patternmakers was responsible for: 

` Setting up a ‘Progress Tracker’ and interim report template 

` Suggesting the design of survey questions 

` Providing recommendations on where & how data could be captured 

` Analysing survey data at the end of the three years. 

Over the study period, Melbourne Fringe staff were responsible for: 

` Administering all surveys, including artist and audience surveys 

` Capturing qualitative data 

` Tracking and analysis of data for interim reporting (e.g., after the Festival each year).  
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Interviews 

After the final year of the program, a series of interviews was conducted by Patternmakers, to 
gather a range of views on the successes and challenges of the program.  
 
Working with Carly Findlay and the Melbourne Fringe team, the following interviewees were 
identified: 
 
Caroline Bowditch — Caroline is a leader in the arts and disability community. She is CEO of 
Arts Access Victoria, and a performing artist.  
 
Olivia Staaf — Olivia is a non-disabled artist who made her show accessible in the 2020 
Festival.  
 
Cheryl Ho — Cheryl is a non-disabled artist who made her show accessible in the 2020 
Festival.  
 
Jacci Pillar — Jacci is a disabled artist and has been a part of Melbourne Fringe since 2018.  
 
Chelle De Stefano — Chelle is a Deaf artist who has also been a part of Melbourne Fringe 
since 2018, putting on a show each year.  
 
Heidi Everett — Heidi is a neurodiverse artist who created Qualia in 2019, after being a part 
of the 2018 mentoring program. She has also delivered mental health training to Melbourne 
Fringe staff. 
 
Simon Abrahams — CEO of Melbourne Fringe.  

Key sources 

Other key sources referenced in this report include: 
` Artist survey — Administered with lead artist/producer of each event, as a mandatory 

requirement following the Festival each year. Total responses collected were 192 in 
2018, 281 in 2019 and 162 in 2020 (noting that collaborating artists may not always 
disclose their disability identity to lead artists). 

` Audience survey — Administered online with all ticket buyers, following the Festival 
each year. An incentive is offered to maximise the response rate. Total responses 
collected were 822 in 2018, 626 in 2019 and 272 in 2020. 

` Log — A record of key interactions, media, progress and observations collected by the 
Access & Inclusion Coordinator.  

` Statistical collection — Information collated manually from a range of sources such as: 
ticketing data, artist registrations, pedestrian counts, etc.  
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Notes on key sources 

To calculate attendance for the Digital Fringe 2020, Melbourne Fringe used the following 
methods: 

` Digital Fringe: for everything on the Digital Fringe platform, we used the total unique 
viewers multiplied by the average number of audiences per device (1.8). Total unique 
viewers were calculated through our ticketing system Red61: every time a customer 
entered the unique page hosting the performance either from their E-ticket or through 
the event listing it registered that performance against their Red61 account. There were 
some anomalies, for example Facebook live events were calculated by Facebook 
viewers. 

` Events not on Digital Fringe (includes in-person events and some analogue events): we 
measured attendance at ticketed events by tickets issued. For free (non-ticketed) events 
we measured these by an estimate of 25 per session. This is down from 50 per session 
in previous years, due to the decreased foot traffic in 2020. Again, there were some 
anomalies, such as Dial an Artist which used the call logs to gather attendance.  

Between January — December 2020, the following data collection methods were used to 
unearth insights about the impact of the Access and Inclusion program at Melbourne Fringe: 

` Audience surveys (administered for Festival and VCR Fest): 272 recipients 

` Artist surveys (Festival and Common Rooms) 

` Data from artist registration system (Festival only) 

` Data from ticketing system (EVENTOTRON) 

` Social media and google alerts 

` MF website 

` Internal statistics (i.e., number of projects etc) 

` Carly’s log for qualitative data 

` Analytics from our digital platforms 

` Chat and feedback from digital performances 

Limitations 

Because the Festival was predominantly digital in 2020 (apart from a handful of socially-
distanced projects), access was digital, not physical. Therefore, data collected in 2020 may not 
be equivalent to data collected in other years.  
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Questions where this will potentially be an issue are:  

` Q4 audience access requirements (ticketing system). Red 61 does not enable us to 
collect access requirements at point of purchase so we have been using bookings for 
access as a substitute measure. This won’t capture some access requirements in 2020 
as the new format (i.e., digital rather than in person) made some access requirements 
redundant.  

` Q11 (the venue for most works was a digital platform). Like previous years, we did NOT 
run a venue survey, but calculated this measure through a question in the artist survey 
that asks was your event accessible and asks respondents to indicate the access options 
they offered. 

Language used in this report 

This report uses the language of ‘disabled people,’ in line with practice at Melbourne Fringe.  
 
Many people in the disability community prefer identity-first language. This positions disability 
as part of a person’s identity and belonging to a cultural group.  
 
Another preferred term is ‘people with disability’ — this term puts the person before the 
disability, and it acknowledges that disability is caused by societal barriers.  
 
Disability includes but is not limited to visible and invisible disability, chronic illness, Deafness, 
mental health conditions and neurodiversity; and other barriers, identifiers and experiences 
that people may have as part of disability communities.
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