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Background
“An exercise in sitting with discomfort” is a con
sultative research process based on acknow
ledging the impact of colonial history on contem
por ary practices of solidarity. It aims to propose 
strategies of designing, managing and imple ment
ing relocation programmes with the goal of estab
lishing a more equitable model that is more aware 
of power dynamics and that incorporates anti
discriminatory approaches. This publication is 
designed for decisionmakers and teams in 
temporary international relocation initiatives 
(TIRIs), host organisations, arts institutions, 
funders and policymakers, and is centred on the 
experiences and needs of relocated artists.
  A wide spectrum of individuals, institutions 
and systems is involved in international temporary 
relocation processes for artists and cultural practi
tioners. While artists themselves are actually at 
the centre of these international solidarity efforts, 
it is the NorthSouth asymmetries and the logic
of foreign and cultural politics that shape the 
“sector” itself. As a result, the manoeuvring space 
for TIRIs is restricted by discriminatory visa and 
border regulations and by public funding re quire
ments that limit flexibility, which can cause frus
tration among staff members and artists. We 
recognise that teams of TIRIs and host organisa
tions have limited influence on these realities. At 
the same time, however, injustice, power imbal
ances and discrimination occur also at inter nal
ised, interpersonal, institutional and structural/
systemic levels. It is thus the responsibility of 
everyone involved in organisational structures 
and processes to contribute to eradicating these 
problems.
  While our conversations with TIRI and host 
organisation teams prove that they share an 
awareness of their position and privileges, only 
very few steps have been taken towards actively 
addressing power imbalances and paternalistic 
patterns within organisational structures and 
processes. Recognising the existence of struc
tural, systemic and individual injustice, racism 
and discrimination requires discomfort and 
constant selfreflection, as does contributing to 
their change. Therefore, this report is an exercise 
in sitting with discomfort. We see this discomfort 
as a catalyst for a type of change that cannot 
simply be achieved through individual action 
alone.

Content of the report
The report is the result of a fivemonthlong con
versation between the two authors, and between 
the latter and 92 individuals active in the field of 
international relocation. Organised into six 
chapters, the report provides a basis upon which 
to explore existing challenges. It proposes a set of 
practical implementation recommendations for 
TIRIs, host organisations and for the wider 
ecosystem of TIRIs.
  Different theoretical concepts inform the 
field in which international temporary relocation 
takes place. With the help of these concepts, we 
locate TIRIs in a more comprehensive ecology of 
international cooperation, public funding, and 
the asymmetries in the NorthSouth power 
relations. Based on this, the conceptual frame
work and positioning of the research is situated 
within three main frameworks:
1. Global North and Global South narratives;
2. injustice;
3. institutional and individual discrimination
and racism.
  Our analysis is based on questionnaires 
(62 respondents), an online working session (with 
19 participants) and indepth interviews (with 11 
persons). We contextualise our findings and make 
connections to uncover patterns in perceptions of 
power dynamics, discrimination and equity. The 
questionnaires were disseminated among relo
cated artists, host organisations and staff associ
ated with two TIRIs: the Martin RothInitiative 
(MRI) and the International Cities of Refuge 
Network (ICORN).
For all results, see Chapter 3 in the report.

Read the full report here:
www.doi.org/10.17901/akbp1.22.2022

http://www.doi.org/10.17901/akbp1.22.2022


Half of the 36 relocated artists stated in the ques
tion naire that they did not experience any dis
crim ination or racism during their temporary 
relocation. Eight experienced everyday racism 
and discrimination in such situations as renting a 
flat or administrative procedures. A quarter of the 
artists confirmed that they had been discrimin
ated against by either staff of the TIRI or of the 
host organisation, or both.
  The majority of the artists (25) stated that 
they had no or limited influence on the design of 
their relocation programme. Onethird of the 
artists described their relationship with the host 
organisation as „very stressful“ and one of them 
even as “humiliating”. Even in the three cases in 
which the artists described the relationship with 
the host organisation as friendly and benevolent, 
the limited capacity and experience of the contact 
person negatively influenced their relationship.
  All three questionnaires also asked whether 
open and transparent conversations about de
pend  en cies and power dynamics had taken place: 
Seven out of 12 TIRI team members, only five out 
of 14 host organisations and 10 of the 36 artists 
said they had had such conversations. Three 
artists found these conversations to have a negat
ive impact, while four artists stated that these con
versations could foster a greater under standing of 
the role of the host organisation or TIRI, their 
limitations and ways of functioning.
  It is, of course, difficult to draw any quantit
ative conclusions from these figures. Never the
less, one could safely say that such conversations 
are not common professional practice and do not 
regu larly take place in the informal relationships 
that develop between relocated artists and TIRI 
and/or host organisation team members. Thus, 
chal len ging power dynamics remains relegated to 
„reactionary acts“, rather than part of a purpose

ful, longterm strategy.
  Overall, our research revealed 
several seri ous, deepseated issues 
that need to be addressed holistically 
in order to create a more balanced, 
equitable, safe and less discrimin
atory environ ment, first and fore
most for the artists, but also for all 
those who are part of that eco system. 
Despite these problems, our con
versa tions also confirm the impor
tant role TIRIs play in the relocation 
and support of artists and cul tural 
workers at risk. Indeed, the majority 
of relocated artists we en countered 
stated that they would take the 
option again and referred to the 
broadened networks and positive 
encounters they had experienced 
along the way.

Illustrations
by Amal Hamed, 
instagram.com/ 
amalartworks /
behance.net/
AmalHamed, 2022 
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Four pillars of change
When the causes of a prob
lem are complex and inter
related, the solution cannot 
be simple and onesided. 
Therefore, we propose a 
holistic approach based on 
four pillars:
I) individual engagement,
II) interpersonal 
relationships and networks,
III) institutional practices 
and
IV) resources.
Though highly intercon
nected, the four areas allow 
for an identification of indi
vidual, collective and insti
tutional responsibilities 
toward the desired change. 
With this model, we aim to 
reflect the highly personal, 
emotional and cognitive in
vestment needed from actors 
in TIRIs. Moreover, it 
affords us an intersectional 
lens that allows for a com
pre  hensive understanding of 
how injustice and discrim
ination manifest.
For a detailed version of 
these recom mendations, see 
Chapter 5 in the report:
www.doi.org/10.17901/
akbp1.22.2022.
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I.
Individual engagement
1.
Educate yourself. Read, ask 
critical questions, inter rupt 
injustice when it happens, 
and educate your peers.
2.
Listen and be open to feed-
back and criticism. Try 
your best not to be offended 
when you are confronted 
with your own, institutional 
or systemic racism or “white 
privilege”.
3.
Don’t question or relativise 
any racist or discriminating 
experience that relocated 
artists bring to your 
attention.
4.
Focus on your position and 
presence in the workplace. 
Ask yourself how you can use 
your privilege and power to 
a) contribute to change and 
b) be a good ally to relocated 
artists.
5.
Reflect your motivation. 
Find a balance between indi
vidual political commit ment 
and the fact that these are 
paid positions and not poli
tical or activist movements, 
in spite of the highly political 
content of the work.
6.
Acknowledge your power 
and the privilege(s) that 
come with it. Use it as best 
as you can to the benefit of 
relocated artists.
7.
Speak up and denounce 
injustice in the system. 
Acknowledge that, while you 
are inevitably part of hier
arch ical structures, you are 
more likely to challenge 
hierarchies from a more 
secure space than that which 
the artist occupies.
8.
Engage in self-care. Make 
sure you get the emotional 
support you need to work 
through the stress, frustra
tion and other effects of your 
work.

II.
Relationships & networks:
1.
Avoid confusion in 
relationships. Interpersonal 
connections are less emo
tionally charged when they 
are kept professional.
2.
Manage expectations. 
Communicate in a trans
parent and timely manner. 
Provide all information 
necessary, such that the 
artist has the option to make 
an informed choice.
3.
Don’t base your relation-
ship on reciprocity. Never 
expect gratitude from relo
cated artists for what you do 
as part of your paid job.
4.
Use language consciously. 
Language reveals hidden 
layers of unconscious biases 
or assumptions.
5.
Invest in the power of the 
networks and be creative 
with it.
6.
Build and nurture struc-
tured mech anisms for 
feedback and exchange 
with artists, and between 
host orga nisations and 
TIRIs.

III.
Institutional identities
& practices:
1.
Take accountability 
throughout all decision-
making.
2.
Offer ongoing training 
courses that raise aware-
ness and space for mutual 
support among team 
members.
3.
Pay professionals with 
lived experience of forced 
relocation for the design 
and leadership of TIRIs.
4.
Consider migrant-led 
organisations as potential 
hosts.
5.
Ensure higher levels of 
diversity among staff and 
leadership teams.
6.
Establish a constructive 
positive error culture. This 
includes admitting mistakes 
and changing course when 
they are reported by artists.
7.
Provide, develop and 
continuously update tools 
and strategies. Especially 
for the application process, 
preparation for relocation 
and the initial period follow
ing arrival in the host city.
8.
Critically consider the role 
of host organisations. This 
includes offering adequate 
preparation, constant com
munication and evaluation, 
training opportunities and 
networking.
9.
Review the application 
process and language with 
an antidiscriminatory lens.
10.
Allow for agile planning.
11.
See the artists as valuable 
resources.

IV.
Resources:
1.
Financial resources: 
regulating access and distri
bution of financial and other 
resources should not be the 
sole re spons  ib ility of TIRIs 
but should involve other key 
actors.
2.
Knowledge, skills and 
experience are unnego ti-
able resources: acknow
ledge, respect and consider 
them.
3.
Networks and connections: 
maximise them as support 
systems and know ledge 
banks.
4.
Institutional power: use this 
power to the benefit of the 
relocation process.
5.
Political power itself is an 
essential resource: political 
pressure and advocacy are 
crucial to a successful 
change process.
6.
Content and discourse: 
create content to influence 
public discourse.

The prevailing power sys
tems in which institutions 
operate and those in which 
artists are persecuted put 
great pres sure on all those 
involved in inter natio nal 
cooperation and solidarity 
pro cesses. However, there is 
an un deniable need to estab
lish more equit able and non
discriminatory practices and 
support. We hope to contri
bute to this process with this 
report and call on actors in 
TIRIs in the North to do the 
same.
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