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Setting up an art ists' peer mentoring group 

 

All visual artists and craftspeople can benefit from support, advice, critique and 

feedback on their practice, and this is frequently most beneficial when it comes from 

their own peer group – people working at the same professional level as them. A similar 

professional level can be gauged by factors such as: 

• Number and type of exhibitions an artist has had;  

• Type and quantity of sales a craftsperson has had;  

• The kinds of venues an artist or craftsperson exhibits or sells at;  

• How long the practitioner has been practicing;  

• Any other indicator of an artist or craftsperson's professionalism: reputation, 

 experience in gallery talks or education work, international reputation etc  

Most visual artists and craftspeople will know of people within their personal and 

professional network to whom they feel something in common. These people would 

make up an artists 'peer group', and may or may not be personally known to a 

practitioner, but probably will be known by reputation.  A peer mentoring group is 

when a group of practitioners meet regularly to discuss their practices, the state of their 

careers, or other professional or cultural developments. The groups tend to be 

supportive and benefit practitioners by allowing them to find out about alternate 

practices, informal advice and information, and providing a more cohesive social 

network.  The purpose of these notes is to make suggestions for practitioners who want 

to set up their own group, to demystify the process of setting up such a group, and 

provide practical tips based on the experience of others. 
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Essential Ingredients 

To make and run your own group, you will need at least the following ingredients: 

1. A committed, well-connected organiser;  

2. Suitable venue(s);  

3. A number of artists / craftspeople / other presenters who may also be around 

10-12 regularly attending members; 

4. A schedule that you and your members can stick to. 

 

Organiser 

The organiser is the main point of contact for the group and organises the members 

and speakers. Things they need to do include: 

• Finding suitable speakers for each meeting, which may be drawn from the 

members;  

• Deciding how often and where the meetings will be held in conversation with 

the  members;  

• Selecting and organising the members;  

• Liaising with venues;  

• Sourcing equipment for speakers.   

This organiser has to be reliable, competent, have adequate free time (around 2 days 

per month) and have good personal networks from which to draw speakers and 

practitioners for the group.  You might prefer to split up the role and work with another 

organiser – for example, someone to organise the venue and someone to find speakers. 

This method requires careful planning and close contact between the organisers, but 

does allow for more flexibility and spreads the workload where organising practitioners 

are very busy. How much work is involved will also depend on the frequency you meet – 
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meeting more often (such as weekly or fortnightly) will require a more intensive burst of 

work than meeting less often (such as monthly)  You might also decide to have a 

planning session with all of your members – this is an excellent way to work out dates 

for future sessions and find out which venues are easiest for people to get to. Some of 

your members might know of good venues or speakers that you can get in touch with. 

A meeting also allows you to quickly gauge the commitment from your members and 

explain the purpose of the group in more detail.  Venue  Where you decide to have 

your meetings is crucial. Find a venue that can accommodate your own preference and 

cater to the amount of time you have to spend planning the sessions. It is also 

important that the venue is easy for all members of your group to visit easily, including 

by public transport. 

Some venues may be able to help with organisation, or equipment such as slide or data 

projectors, laptop computers or overhead projectors, and these are more likely to help 

if you have professional or personal links with them. In addition, some venues may not 

be able to stay open late at night, which can curtail the amount of time available in 

evening sessions and cut short conversation. 

You may decide to use different venues each month, or host them all in your studio, or 

at the studios of other members. If one of your guests has an exhibition, you might 

want to arrange with the gallery to have it there. Having a regular venue that you can 

count on will make organising the meetings much simpler. 

Suggested venues include: 

• Small gallery you have links with  

• Private room above a bar  

• Artist studio 

Having the meetings in a flat is not recommended; the atmosphere tends to be too 

relaxed for serious conversation.   
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Speakers 

You should decide on a short- or long-term focus for your group and arrange speakers 

around this theme, or you may decide to simply talk about each members' work, one at 

a time. It's better to restrict by theme rather than by medium or length of practice, for 

example, as themes allow a greater flexibility in who can attend. You may not have 

speakers from outside the group, but this can frequently engage members more than 

hearing from within the group all the time.  Your speakers need to be appropriate for 

the members you have chosen. Are they at a similar career level to the members, and 

does their work fit with your theme? You do not need high-profile speakers, but they 

must be interesting and articulate so your members keep coming along. You might find 

speakers through your own personal professional or social networks, or through your 

members, or even via advertisement on a studio notice board or email mailing list. Find 

out what equipment each speaker needs well in advance of their talk. 

 

Members 

Your members are the most important element of your peer mentoring group. You 

should decide on between 10 and 12 artists and craftspeople to make up your group – 

more becomes difficult to find a venue, and less can make conversation difficult, 

especially if they don’t all know one another. Email or write to them all before the 

sessions start and tell them what they are expected to do, how often and where the 

sessions will be and the theme or subject matter of the meetings. You might even want 

to show them these notes. 

It's usually better to choose people from your personal network of friends and 

professional acquaintances so you know their interests and reliability. You should also 

choose people who are informed and friendly. The sessions should be informal, relaxed 

and enjoyable whilst maintaining a rigorous level of discussion and feedback on finished 

work and work-in- progress. 
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Established artists may find it difficult to commit to attending all the sessions you 

organise; a backup list of other people you can invite would be helpful. In exceptional 

circumstances you might want to contact practitioners you do not know personally to 

attend your sessions, but be aware that this will impact on the informality of the 

sessions and take-up rates tend to be low. You should also choose a time of year for 

your sessions which best suits all members – professional artists and craftspeople 

frequently teach in art colleges, so are more likely to be around in term time than in the 

summer. 

You may decide to stick only with artists or craftspeople in disciplines related to 

yourself, but groups working across all disciplines (including curators and writers) tend 

to be better attended and more interesting for members. 

In order to keep your members committed, you might consider the following ideas: 

• Rotate the organisation of the meetings so that each member has a turn of 

assisting  you;  

• Arrange dates well in advance;  

• Ask a friend (or friends) to join with you in leading a group of people to spread 

your  workload;  

• Encourage your guests to nominate people to fill in for them if they cannot 

come to a  meeting.  Schedule  How often you have your meetings will 

depend on how long one session takes to organise. Can you afford enough time 

to arrange one meeting every week? Or one a month? Perhaps you could 

organise meetings frequently between certain months of the year – for example, 

have 6 meetings between August and February, and leave the rest of the year 

free. Whichever combination you decide on, it is vital that it is tailored to the 

requirements and availability of yourself and your guests. 
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Think carefully about how much time you have to spare on your meetings – its better to 

have well-organised sessions than be overworked. Again, consider asking another 

artist(s) to help out with the organisation if you feel the workload may be too much. 

Where did these notes come from? 

These notes are based on evaluation with the Lead Artists (organisers) from the 

Artquest Forum project from 2004-2006. 

Forum is an ongoing annual project initiated by Artquest in 2004. It is designed to 

provide a conceptual space for established visual artists and craftspeople to engage in 

constructive, rigorous and critical discussion of their work and practice. Forum is the 

only peer-mentoring project specifically aimed at established artists and craftspeople 

living and working in London. 

The 2004 Forum groups were led by Barby Asante, Anna Best, Shez Dawood, Rona Lee, 

Nina Pope and Binita Walia. The 2005/2006 sessions were led by Helen Carnac, Any 

Harper, Kim Pace, Abigail Reynolds and Becky Shaw. 

For more information on Artquest's Forum, see http://www.artquest.org.uk/forum/. 

About Artquest 

Artquest is the advice and information service for London's visual art and crafts 

communities. Since 2001 Artquest has provided a comprehensive information, advice 

and listings website (http://www.artquest.org.uk/) covering all aspects of visual art and 

crafts careers; regular seminars and talks on practitioner professional development; a 

free telephone and email helpline service for London-based practitioners. For a full list 

of our services, see http://www.artquest.org.uk/. 


