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Preface 

This report is part of a wider 

research project in 2011/2012 that 

aims to support the development 

of community circus in Aotearoa 

New Zealand.  It is funded by the 

Lotteries Community Sector 

Research Fund and involves a 

partnership between Circus 

Kumarani 

(www.circuskumarani.co.nz), a 

community circus provider based 

in Dargaville, and Auckland based 

social researcher Rachael 

Trotman, with assistance from 

Alex Woodley of Point Research 

(www.pointresearch.co.nz). 

As a partnership, this research is 

guided by a project team involving 

ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈÅÒÓȭ 2ÁÃÈÁÅÌ 4ÒÏÔÍÁÎ 

and Alex Woodley, and Circus 

Kumarani representatives Jenny 

Huriwai, Frances Kelliher and Thomas 

Hinz. 

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

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

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

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

 

 

 

 

  

Children spinning plates as part of a joint Circus 
Kumarani and Cirque du Soleil performance in 2005 
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Executive Summary 

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

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

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

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

support its development. 

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

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

received. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

respondents are:  

 Its participatory nature and performance focus. 

 That it is open and accessible to all. 

 Its ability to connect people from all backgrounds and abilities. 

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

social outcomes, as well as for individuals. 

 Its transformative power. 

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

traditional sports and art forms. 

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

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

of people stated that community circus was for everyone. 

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

 Positive connection and social interaction. 

 Empowering individuals. 

 Building team and social skills. 

 Promoting learning, health and fitness. 

 Providing an outlet for skill development, fun and creativity. 

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

also highly valued. 

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

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

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

ownership. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

taiaha. 

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

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

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

integrating community circus into New Zealand culture. 

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

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

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

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

the table below. 
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Opportunity  Description 

Build the funding and 
resource base 

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

Raise the profile of 
community circus 

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

Support professional 
development of the 
sector 

 

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

Ȭ-ÁÉÎÓÔÒÅÁÍȭ ÏÒ ÉÎÔÅÇÒÁÔÅ 
circus into New Zealand 
culture 

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

National support systems 
to support local 
community circus 
provision 

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

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

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

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

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

findings. 

Girl bouncing over ball onto mat 
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1. Introduction 

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

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

national gatherings to: 

 Raise awareness of their activities. 

 Demonstrate the benefits and impacts of what they do. 

 Explore various approaches and good practice. 

 Become more self sustaining. 

 Use simple tools to evaluate their activities. 

 

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

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

initiative to seek research funding from the Lotteries Community Sector Research 

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

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

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

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

described in the next section. 

 

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

methods and timeframes 

The overall ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ ÐÒÏÊÅÃÔ ÉÓ ÃÁÌÌÅÄ ȬDeveloping community circus in Aotearoa New 

:ÅÁÌÁÎÄȭ.  It aims to explore the field of community circus and support its development 

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

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

of circus. 

 Identify the reported benefits of community circus. 

 Uncover good practice information relevant to community circus. 

 %ØÐÌÏÒÅ ÔÈÅ ȬÃÕÒÒÅÎÔ ÓÔÁÔÅȭ ÏÆ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÙ ÃÉÒÃÕÓ ÉÎ .Å× :ÅÁÌÁÎÄȟ ÃÏÍÐÁÒÅÄ ÔÏ 

overseas approaches.  

 Identify ways that community circus can flourish in New Zealand. 

 Provide guidance and simple tools to evaluate community circus activities. 

 

The research methods involve a 

national survey (the subject of 

this report), an international 

literature review, stakeholder 

interviews, evaluation of three 

community circus programmes 

and a workshop at a national 

community circus convention or 

other appropriate gathering. 

The research began with this 

national survey in April 2011 and 

will be completed by September 

2012.  The next steps will be to 

complete the literature review 

and stakeholder interviews in 

2011, and to identify the 

programmes to evaluate in 2012. 

 

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

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

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

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

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

terms of: 

 What it is and who it is for. 

 Benefits and good practice. 

 Current strengths and areas for improvement. 

 Anything unique or noteworthy in New Zealand. 

 National priorities. 

 Evaluation of community circus activity. 

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

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

Zealand and for the wider research project. 

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

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

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

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

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

survey was field tested among team members. 

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

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

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

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

ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÕÓÉÎÇ ÁÎ ȬÅÍÁÉÌ ÔÒÅÅȭ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈȟ ÓÏ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÎÁÌ ÎÕÍÂÅÒ ÒÅÃÅÉÖÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÓÕÒÖÅÙ ÉÓ 

unknown. 

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

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

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

ÍÉÎÕÔÅÓ ÔÏ ÃÏÍÐÌÅÔÅ ÁÎÄ ÁÎ ÉÎÃÅÎÔÉÖÅ ÐÒÉÚÅ ÄÒÁ× ×ÁÓ ÏÆÆÅÒÅÄ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÉÎÎÅÒȭÓ ÃÈÏÉÃÅ ÏÆ 

Ô×Ï ÔÉÃËÅÔÓ ÔÏ #ÉÒÑÕÅ ÄÕ 3ÏÌÅÉÌȭÓ 3ÁÌÔÉÍÂÁÎÃÏ show in Auckland in August/September 

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

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

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

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

accurately established.   

 

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

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

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

circus in New Zealand. 

5.1 Who responded 
 

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

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

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

 

n=66 

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

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

provided community circus activities. 

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

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

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

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

(8%). 

Of the thirteen respondents ÔÈÁÔ ÎÏÔÅÄ ȬÏÔÈÅÒȭ ÃÏÎÎÅÃÔÉÏÎÓ (20%), six were parents of 

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

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

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

have multiple roles and connections. 

5.2 Location of respondents 

Figure 2: What is your current geographical location? 

 
n=68 

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

reflect Dargaville-ÂÁÓÅÄ #ÉÒÃÕÓ +ÕÍÁÒÁÎÉȭÓ ÒÏÌÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ, in that the survey may 

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

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

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

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

Otago. 
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Three people indicated that they live in an ȬÏÔÈÅÒȭ location. OÎÅ ÓÔÁÔÅÄ ȬÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌȭȟ ÏÎÅ 

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

was now located in Sydney, Australia. 

5.3 Describing community circus 
 

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

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

Description N= % 

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

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

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

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

19 13% 

Performance of circus skills, entertainment for communities 13 9% 

Promoting learning, brain development and mental health  12 9% 

Circus with community and social objectives 9 6% 

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

5 4% 

 

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

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

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

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

social benefits. 

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

ȬÃÏÖÅÒȭ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÔÅÁÃÈÉÎÇȟ ÌÅÁÒÎÉÎÇ ÁÎÄ Ðerforming of a wide range of physically and 

ÍÅÎÔÁÌÌÙ ÃÈÁÌÌÅÎÇÉÎÇ ÃÉÒÃÕÓ ÓËÉÌÌÓȱȢ 

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

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

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

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

ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÙ ÃÉÒÃÕÓ ÁÓ Ȱa means to do social workȱȢ 

Ȱɍ#ÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÙ ÃÉÒÃÕÓ ÉÓɎ ÃÉÒÃÕÓ ÍÁÄÅ ÁÃÃÅÓÓÉÂÌÅȟ the chance for communities to build 

ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ Á ÓÈÁÒÅÄ ÁÃÔÉÖÉÔÙȱȢ 

Ȱ! ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÙ ÃÉÒÃÕÓ ÉÓ ÁÉÍÅÄ ÁÔ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÎÆÉÄÅÎÃÅ ÁÎÄ ÓÅÌÆ ÅÓÔÅÅÍ ÏÆ 

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

ÔÈÒÏÕÇÈ ÔÈÅ ÌÅÁÒÎÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÃÉÒÃÕÓ ÁÎÄ ÐÅÒÆÏÒÍÁÎÃÅ ÓËÉÌÌÓȱȢ 

5.4 Who community circus is for 

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

 

n=63 

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

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

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

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

/Æ ÔÈÏÓÅ ×ÈÏ ÇÁÖÅ ÁÎ ȬÏÔÈÅÒ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅȭȟ ÍÏÓÔ ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÅÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÙ ÃÉÒÃÕÓ ×ÁÓ ÆÏÒ 

ÅÖÅÒÙÏÎÅ ÏÒ ȬÁÎÙÏÎÅ ×ÈÏ ×ÁÎÔÓ ÔÏȭȢ  /ÎÅ ÐÅÒÓÏÎ ÅÁÃÈ ÓÔÁÔÅÄ Á ÔÁÒÇÅÔ ÇÒÏÕÐ ÁÓ ÂÅÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ 

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

practitioners. 

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

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

present. 


























