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About Us
We are Above Bounds Theatre, a children’s theatre company based in Plymouth, Devon, making 
exciting shows for children under 11 and their families. We make theatre for young people, with 
young people, telling big stories and small stories in fun, playful and visually innovative ways. 
We believe theatre is for everyone and make events which are aff ordable, accessible and easy for 
our audiences to get to. We take our magical kids shows to theatres, community centres, libraries, 
art galleries, museums and more! Magical moments can happen anywhere, and we like to surprise 
and mesmerize audiences with our giant puppets, popping up on streets, parks and festivals near 
you. We perform all across the UK, not just in the beautiful county of Devon and our online events 
reach families across the Globe.

Introduction
from Helen Bovey, Above Bounds Theatre

Prior to March 2020, Above Bounds were already accustomed to performing 
and popping-up in unusual spaces, such as libraries, art galleries and on 
the streets. Through a partnership with Plymouth Libraries, we created 
‘Above & Beyond’ a children’s theatre festival in library spaces in Plymouth, 
programming 9 companies making work for young audiences across 3 days 
in 3 diff erent libraries in Plymouth. The focus of the festival was libraries 
outside of the City Centre, bringing the magic of performance right to the 
doorsteps of those who wouldn’t usually access the arts.

When the Covid-19 crisis hit in March 2020, we responded quickly, adapting 
our activities to online mediums. As soon as schools closed, Above Bounds 
artists sprang into action, testing out digital platforms and methods such as 
live streaming, using Zoom, YouTube and a combination of all of the above. 
It feels as though during this time period, our practice has really come into 
fruition, and our playfulness, responsive nature and ability to ‘pop-up’ in 
unusual spaces has meant that we have been able to continue creating- 
reaching our audiences in new and innovative ways. 

Now, just over a year on, it feels like a good time to share and refl ect on what 
we have learnt. With support from the Cultural Investment Fund, we have 
worked with James Woodhams (Barbican Theatre Plymouth) to compile our 
fi ndings from the last year and to begin to see how we can hold onto the joys 
we discovered from using digital mediums in a meaningful way.



Context
The COVID -19 pandemic has forced all arts and entertainment industries 
to rethink how they can engage their audiences. As Charlotte Higgins noted 
‘for many, the ground has shifted so signifi cantly that the world of 2019 is 
now basically irrecoverable’ (Higgins, 2021). Higgins is arguing that quite 
simply the former business models can’t be turned straight back on and 
expect the same impact. Throughout the pandemic theatre has turned to the 
digital platforms to fi nd ‘ways to keep connecting with audiences, as new 
work emerges and adapts’ (Sherman, 2020). Sherman argues that companies 
turning to the internet to connect with audiences proved to ‘be the silver 
lining on some very dark clouds at the moment, to be together virtually not 
just with one another, but with all of us, their voices, and their glasses lifted’ 
(Sherman, 2020). Theatre online also provided this space for young audiences 
to connect, listen and have stories told to them, by specialist companies who 
were unable to create work in this extraordinary time. Sarah Bartley argues 
that ‘Culture is a site where power relations might be enforced or unsettled, 
as such it presents a critical site of intervention’ (Bartley, 2021:178) and 
the internet became the place where culture could still disrupt these power 
relations and empower young people’s creativity. 

Sherman, at the beginning of the lockdown, did rightly state that ‘we all long 
to be back into theatres’ (Sherman, 2020). As he wrote these words in May 
2020, the true longitude of the pandemic had yet to really embed in our 
collective consciousness. At the time of writing the combination of a vaccine 
rollout has brought closer relaxation of restrictions in the UK. It is now 
important to look back and understand what has worked over the past year to 
engage audiences in theatre for young audiences, what hasn’t and how this 
new landscape seems for theatre for young audiences. Above Bounds Theatre 
Collective is now making its fi rst steps back out into the community after a 
year of on again off  again projects and the majority of the work delivered 
online. If Higgins is right and the industry of 2019 is irrecoverable, then 
refl ection now to fi gure out what has worked over the last year and what is 
sustainable digital work moving forward. Above Bounds needs to reconfi gure 
how it continues to serve the community it has found over the past year and 
re-engage those they have missed.

This report takes a refl ective look at this children’s theatre company as they 
navigated the ever-changing world of the pandemic. It will take you through 
all of the extraordinary work created but also be a close examination of key 
projects that have shifted Above Bound’s views of engagement practices, in 
an attempt to investigate these key questions:

·      How did digital theatre work for young audiences? 
·      Did it help to expand Above Bounds reach and engagement style?
·      Will digital engagement translate back into real life engagement? 

We hope you fi nd this report as an interesting retrospective look at the year 
of distancing and how the harsh lesson learned in this time could enable a 
more equitable arts engagement ecosystem for young audiences and their 
families.



The Start
Just before the start of lockdown, Above Bounds were about to tour their 
new show ‘Two Little Kittens’ after a year and three months of research and 
development. Helen Bovey, Co-founder and Artistic Director noted that ‘we 
had dates lined up, just built the new set and designed the puppets, it was all 
happening and then it just stopped’. This experience was one I am sure was 
felt by many creatives in the industry. Months of work lined up ready to go 
and then nothing but uncertainty. 

Bovey continues to note that ‘As soon as schools closed in March 2020, Above
Bounds artists sprang into action, testing out digital platforms and mediums 
such as live streaming, using Zoom, YouTube and a combination of all’.

This instances desire to make and connect was palpable, not only from the 
creators but also from audiences who were stuck at home, only permitted 
outside for a small number of reasons. Through this, the company turned to 
its Facebook page to reach out to its audience. 
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Victorian Horan, movement director and performer for Above Bounds, 
described how the idea of bedtime stories came about: ‘Helen called me up 
right at the beginning of lockdown as if I would be up for telling one story 
live on Facebook that evening. She said it would be a one-off  thing!!’. This 
one off  bedtime story, told live on Facebook, turned into a nightly tradition 
for almost four months, where the team would sit down with a story book and 
props to create a new experience for young audiences. 

The fi rst story was a simple case of a dramatic reading of a storybook, 
simply Helen reading it in front of a camera. However as time passed these 
productions ramped up production style; adding props, costumes and sets all 
created at home. These heightened theatrical elements helped build interest 
for audiences as the story got more complex and detailed, whilst still being 
manageable with items that would work with the visual nature of the screen. 
Playing with the right types of theatricality becomes 
essential for a heightened engagement on the screen.

Bedtime stories were an eff ective and imaginative way 
of engaging young families throughout the lockdown. By 
starting with a simple idea and then adding complexity 
as viewing fi gures grew to maintain & increase 
engagement. 21,079 unique users on Facebook engaged 
with these videos. The global reach of the internet 
allowed these simple stories to engage the community 
Above Bounds had built whilst touring the country. It 
also allowed the work of Above Bounds to be shared 
further in a fi eld with audiences who had not previously 
engaged in their work, building recognition of this 
company. 

It has been widely reported that the digital work created 
has increased the communities companies can reach. 
Bedtime Stories became a focal point for many young 
families’ days in the lockdown, not just in Plymouth, but 
for communities in Canada, Barbados, Australia, South 
Africa and Hong Kong. They also became safe havens for 
audiences be that on the live stream or rewatching the 
content at diff erent times of the day.

Key stats:

 Over 100 stories told 21,079 unique users engaged

 4078 views

 Live craft videos on Facebook (one a week, making something with  
 objects found in the home).

 One-off  stories pre-recorded stories created by Morag Parker.
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Above Bounds decided to deepen this new found audience engagement 
by adding workshops videos that were live streamed and linked to the 
performance, adding another level for families to engage with. It gave 
families permission to watch, recreate and alter the story they had just seen 
whilst stuck at home. These videos acted as the community building tools, 
making the young people engage not just spectators but active creatives with 
the company.

Doing live theatrical presentations from a bedroom or living room do have 
their constraints however. To push their work further they Above Bounds 
created a higher quality of video to be streamed via youtube for their 
communities.

YouTube videos key stats

 1455 views  16.2 watch time hours

 With Flying Colours Videos (YouTube): 351 views

The quality of the Bedtime Stories led to company being approach to make 
works for other companies. The fi rst of these was a commission by Libraries 
Unlimited to create a story for the Summer Reading Challenge. Vicki created 
‘The Silly Squirrel’ and working with Videographer Zoe Bloss, edited this 
into a 10-minute fi lm for under 5s. This piece followed Vicki reading a story 
that is brought to life in a park, following the squirrel itself. The video  was 
shared amongst all of Libraries Unlimited social media pages  helping  again to 
“placemake”, i.e ground the work of a company within a community,  Above 
Bounds as a Devon-led creative company for young audiences. Libraries 
in Devon and Torbay also shared this work on their pages helping again to 
“placemake”, i.e ground the work of a company within a community, Above 
Bounds as a Devon-led creative company for young audiences. 

Alongside these videos, Above Bounds created videos for the With Flying 
Colours professional commission. The videos they created for With Flying 
Colours were ‘Behind the Scenes’ videos, where members of the company 
spoke about their role.

Vicki also created some ‘Golden Gift’ video activities 
to be sent to children and young people in their 
schools. Again this sense of using the digital 
world to create a fi ller experience for the 
community, to show creativity as not 
just performance but making as 
well. 

 1455 views  16.2 watch time hours 1455 views  16.2 watch time hours

 With Flying Colours Videos (YouTube): 351 views

Vicki also created some ‘Golden Gift’ video activities 
to be sent to children and young people in their 
schools. Again this sense of using the digital 
world to create a fi ller experience for the 
community, to show creativity as not 
just performance but making as 
well. 



Above Bounds paired up with Plymouth Libraries to host ‘Above & Beyond 
Storytelling Week’- in place of where the ‘Above & Beyond Children’s Theatre 
Festival’ usually would be in October half term. Above Bounds commissioned 
2 performers to create pre-recorded stories, as well as recording their own 
(Vicki & Helen) and releasing a video made by Plymouth University interns 
during an iMayfl ower internship with the Company.

These higher quality videos, and the experience of high engagement online 
led to a surge in commissions for higher quality engagement packages for 
online delivery. These include both the want for video performance, but the 
desire for creating workshops to accompany them as well. 

In February half term 2021, Above Bounds repeated ‘Above & Beyond 
Storytelling Week’, commissioning 1 performer to tell a story, re-sharing 
‘The Silly Squirrel’ and videos made by Above Bounds Assistant Practitioner 
Danielle Watmore for her MA at Plymouth University called ‘Danni Dives In’.

Above Bounds were also asked by Plymouth Community Homes to make 
storytelling videos with accompanying crafts just for their residents. They 
made 10 private videos for Plymouth Community Homes, using stories told 
during the Facebook lives.

These videos, due to not being as responsive to the lockdown as Bedtime 
Stories increase the artistic value of the work. I argue that this led to a video, 
fi lmic experience that audiences would want to engage in again and again. 
It seems strange that although the live streams on Facebook were very 
popular, these videos were not rewatched. Audiences on Facebook videos are 
normally watched once and then they move onto something else. As they are 
live they are like a theatre performance, they are there one moment but not 
the next. Higher quality videos, however, seemed to attract an audience to 
re-watch them. It moves beyond theatre to a video, an experience that can be 
consumed again and again at the user’s leisure. Even if the same amount of 
time was spent on the videos as the live streams, the visual nature of digital 
work lends itself more to the higher quality video. When the work is of higher 
quality, and on a diff erent platform, it increases the ability for young families 
to engage the work more than once. 

Key stats:

 2020: 364 total views

 2021: 182 total videos
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The engagement numbers above show a strong trend. More people engaged 
with videos on Facebook than YouTube, even if YouTube videos had more 
instances of repeat viewing. Theatre for Young Audiences seem to use 
Facebook as their primary channel of receiving content for their families. 
Whilst the YouTube views are in themselves impressive, they did not reach 
the heights of complete viewership and sharing that Facebook did. To be 
precise there are 2500 more views on Facebook compared to YouTube. This 
trend to one platform isn’t unique to theatre presented online. Paw Research 
Centre researched the usage of social media in demographic to see if their 
platform usage is diff erent. Whilst they found there wasn’t much signifi cance 
diff erence in time usage from parents to non parents, the platforms they 
choose to engage are signifi cantly diff erent (Duggan et al, 2015:2). Duggan 
goes on to argue that parents, especially young mothers, see Facebook as 
‘a source of useful information and as one parenting tool as a collection of 
others’ (Duggan et al, 2015:3) that parents can ‘gives and receive high levels 
of support’ (Duggan et al, 2015:2) from fellow young parents. It is clear then 
that Facebook to young parents is more than a social media platform, but 
a place of solidarity and support. It is easy then to see why this is a much 
more potent tool for expanding the outreach of theatre for young audiences. 
Parents trust each other, and if one parent within their networks sees and 
enjoys the work, they can share it with those families who are more likely to 
want this type of entertainment. These personal sharing’s mean that Above 
Bounds work is then not lost in the algorithmic background of the platform.

Facebook - The Platform for 
TYA Performances

What is interesting from responses is that audiences that engage online can 
be described in three diff erent areas of engagement. You have the following: 

• Inner circle (engagement week on week)
• Middle sections (come across work organically, watch videos occasionally, 

maybe come to a couple of sessions)
• Wider circle (recommendations from others and come to a show)

What we are proposing here is that these types of engagement that are 
encountered through online work do have an eff ect on how they will engage 
in Above Bounds work in the future. You have the inner circle which, like the 
name suggests, will engage with all work come hell or high water. Then you 
have your middle sections who watch videos and shows occasionally but 
don’t do the workshops or come to every show. The wider circle are those 
coming to the work less organically and have been recommended by the 
other 2 types of families to watch the work. These circles do not operate 
independently. There are multiple points of intersectionality within these 
groups and people can easily fl uctuate between them, from being in the 
inner circle progressing out as children get older or vice versa. 



What is most vital for us to understand is how the 
inner group can help turn the other engagements from 
digital viewership to in person attendees. As suggested 
this group are active champions of the work, as Helen 
Bovey describes ‘will want to know exactly when we 
are coming, will encourage friends to come and create 
a buzz around our work’. As Duggen showed these 
recommendations between young families are essential 
so these people infl uence the middle and wider to 
continue to support the companies. The work draws 
all of the circles in and could easily turn a family in the 
wider circle into the inner circle, but the support and recommendation from 
fellow parents cements this quality checking purpose. The inner circle, with 
members that might have (and in some cases have) supported the company 
from the beginning can vouch for the work beyond the digital work others 
have only started to engage with. Keeping this inner circle engaged and 
active is vital to help the progression from casual viewership to sustainable 
audience. 

Facebook is a more personal social media community. Whilst there are 
public pages, the way they are shared between networks of friends and 
acquaintances. Networks also form around people encountering similar life 
challenges, like new parents. The platform purposefully creates a trusted 
circle of networks. Tapping into the new parents’ focus on Facebook allowed 
Above Bounds an expansion in viewership and people reaching their work.

Bovey noted that some ‘members were people who have come to A-Tissue! 
A-Tissue! development workshops and to our other shows. They have been a 
core family for us and this maintained and deepened those connections’ as 
the combination of videos and workshops brought those ties closer. These 
pieces not only expanded the audience base, linking ties between creatives 
and audiences, they highlighted the need in Theatre for Young audiences for 
a consistent connection to the families within the communities you engage 
with. Digital work deepened the connections with the communities that 
engage with Above Bounds. It made personal connections that are sustained 
week by week. It generates a local community that is intertwined with the 
community. Digital work is still local. The people who engage with your 
community at its core are still the community you serve. Then those people 
use their power through Facebook to share the work with their communities 
expanding the companies reach, exposing them to new audiences and 
growth.

The internet helped maintain and strengthen ties with the local community 
Above Bounds has always engaged with were the main engagement centres 
for these videos.

 400 users who engaged came from Plymouth

 623 coming from Devon alone for the Facebook videos.
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Creativity does have its limits however. There’s only so much you can do 
within your bedroom when not allowed outside. There’s only so much you 
can do with fi lm on a limited budget. As everyone else was stuck at home, 
fi nding small videos like these were vital to survival. They provided a safe 
haven of response and variety to what was a very monotonous, restrictive 
and scary existence. As the UK started to reopen throughout June and July 
2020 interest in the videos started to drift away. These once vital focal points 
were succeeded by visits to families, parks and other activities. Families 
were using the new found freedoms to explore other places of culture, 
entertainment or activities. Suddenly the rigged time of live streams no 
longer was a desire for these groups.

However, theatres remained closed throughout the summer of 2020. Above 
Bounds couldn’t go straight back to touring the work. To provide a diff erent 
experience, one that could imitate the liveness of theatre they took fi ndings 
from their bedroom stories and videos to create Live Zoom performances. 

Throughout the year, Above Bounds were also invited by London based 
company Little Supernovas to perform at their ‘Onceupona Virtual Children’s 
Festival’. Bovey states ‘We were asked to perform at their in-person festival 
in May 2020 in Crouch End in London, but this was cancelled due to the crisis. 
The company transferred their festival online, taking place on Zoom.’ For 
Above Bounds, these were a chance to try out a more performative style on 
Zoom, with direct contact to an audience. Above Bounds at fi rst told some 
of the stories they had been telling on the Facebook Lives, before shifting 
to tell stories which would become either in-person, or future shows for 
the Company. The team worked together to produce ‘Jack & The Beanstalk’. 
This created a playful format that was built on Zoom to allow for a 
more authentic audience feedback to the piece. Again breaking 
the divide between video and live help to generate a new 
interest and engagement from the audience. The 
young audiences responded very excitedly to all 
moments where they could interact with 
each other and the performers.

Live Zoom Performances
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Jack and the Beanstalk live zoom performance in May 
2020 brought Above Bounds back to that live communal 
engagement that theatre off ers. It thus became clear 
that work over zoom could act as a bridge between 
digital streamed shows, the live streams and the old 
work they used to conduct. As restrictions started to 
lift, Above Bounds started to look at ways to adapt and 
engage in the new world where people might be scared 
on engaging in person. With the drop off  they wanted to 
move away from Facebook live and so they planned to 
test out Zoom workshops and performances throughout 
Autumn 2020.

Throughout the year Above 
Bounds have performed 5 
Zoom performances. 
• Jack & The Beanstalk (May Half Term 2020 19 families)
• Little Red Hen (Summer 2020 - 12 families)
• The Snow Queen (Winter 2020 - 31 families- over 70 people)
• Rapunzel (February Half Yerm 2021 - 40 families)
• The Igloo Experience (Easter 2021- 10 families)

These performances help expand and solidify the reach achieved from the 
Facebook videos. The performances managed to reach local communities 
and National communities, but most importantly communities in rural 
areas. These families found the “online performances more convenient” 
as they fi tted it in around other activities they engage with. Also the lack 
of travel time to see the show and workshops more easier to connect to 
the performance “being on Zoom makes it more accessible for them to 
participate, as logistically they would struggle to attend live events in 
Plymouth (1 more so than the other)”. This allowed the fl exibility for parents 
to engage in the work, allowing their children to meet the performers of the 
bedtime videos they have seen before. 

Whilst these performances off ered fl exibility the above viewing fi gures 
shows a trend that is consistent across the year. Engagement is highest when 
lockdowns are in place or any other popular times for TYA performances. This 
does raise questions about the sustainability of these productions that run 
alongside normal programmed activities. 



Zoom Workshops
Performances over Zoom piqued interest that Zoom could facilitate even 
more interactive activity. Above Bounds expanded its profi le enough to 
create two Zoom workshop groups. A home-schooling parent group got in 
contact in the hope to create a Zoom Drama Club for their children (aged 8-9). 
Above Bounds also wanted to test the water for another age range Under 7s. 
Up & Above Drama Club and Tall Tales for Tiny Tots were born.

Drama Club
Key stats:

 12 sessions

 98 engagements across sessions

 12 sessions

Up & Above Drama Club focused on more traditional theatre workshop 
techniques, looking to create character and performances. Each week they 
worked on diff erent stories. Around Christmas, the focus changed to help 
the company start to create their new show Snow Queen, which they are 
looking to present in the winter 2022/early 2023. Young people really 
responded to being able to focus on these techniques with one participant 
noting “came up with a character in the week, it was awesome”. They also 
stated that they enjoyed having the ability to work on new shows for the 
company. Participants said that they particularly enjoyed ‘Seeing all the 
diff erent characters emerge, even though we had the same starting place’. 
The collective nature of creation enables young people and their families to  
still enjoy and take active pleasure in the diff erence of the work they create.

 98 engagements across sessions



Tall Tales for Tiny Tots is an online storytelling & imaginative play class 
for families with under 7s at home. The fi rst term was the Autumn term 2020. 
Above Bounds practitioner Victoria Horan ran 5 sessions on Zoom, plus 2 
focus groups (under the theme of the Wonderful Wintery Workshop). 7 craft 
packs were also created and posted out to families (2 families did not attend 
the zoom workshops but received craft packs).

In the Spring term 2021, Victoria Horan ran 1 Facebook session, plus 6 
zoom sessions. For both terms, Vicki was joined by an assistant practitioner, 
recruited from Plymouth University (students who had worked as interns for 
Above Bounds previously, or contacted the Company due to an interest in 
working in children’s theatre).

The sessions started with a story being told, followed by a couple of songs 
and a creative task. This balance between stories, creative tasks and songs 
was something that the families enjoyed. One participant’s parent noted: 
“Enough structure but not too much, a good balance of stimulation and 
physical play”. This balance of physical play and sit down visual stimulation 
more suited to the video format led to deeper imaginative engagement for 
young people, with one even noting it was all “really fun”. 

One thing that these workshops brought parents/guardians/caregivers into 
the creative process more. As creative tasks needed supervision and guidance 
not just from practitioners but from parents. This needed direct engagement 
from the caregiver to help make the sessions possible. Caregivers stated that 
this was one of the draws to the sessions as it gave them something “nice to 
do together”. Parents also noted that “The sessions have been great quality 
time with children” as it’s nice “to be guided through activities”. This creative 
guidance and working together enhance the shared memories for the young 
people and their caregivers. It also enhanced caregivers’ confi dence in 
engaging in other creative tasks beyond the sessions. One parent mentioned 
“I’ve learnt new ways of being expressive in storytelling” when working 
with their young person. Parents creating with their children with support 
then permeated beyond the sessions, giving them creative permission and 
confi dence to continue the work. Zoom enabled this creative work together. 
As soon as April 2021 came around and restrictions started to be lifted, Tall 
Tales for Tiny Tots did not continue online. There was no desire at this time to 
continue the sessions in this format. Parents had mentioned that as soon as 
the country opens up some might “not be able to commit to every week” for 
the sessions. However they did mention that if it was 1 a month or another 
more sparse time they could do this. This desire for fl exibility does refl ect the 
very adaptable nature of the online world. This hints at the possibility that 

Key stats:

 Run October 2020 - December 2020

 10 sessions      61 engagements

 Work fed into creative show development.

Tall Tales for Tiny Tots

 10 sessions      61 engagements 10 sessions      61 engagements



Interestingly in the feedback for the group we had asked about how they 
heard about the group. Here are their responses: 

The signifi cant amount is heard through social media. This shows that all 
the digital performances that were invested in the social media platforms 
help draw people’s attention to the company. This digital intersectionality 
is vital. Work has to be shown and engaged with through the platforms 
that you then advertise other work. The above shows that engaging people 
with arts on free platforms that you might use to advertise the work leads 
to more interactive, personal work. Thus you have to off er work that shows 
your company style and work they create on accessible platforms for young 
audiences to lead to further engagement. Again this fundamentally points to 
the key fact that digital is local. The more presence you have on one platform 
the more loyalty you build here. 

once people have got out and beyond fatigue caused by a year of lockdowns, 
a new equilibrium will form where digital work will be more prominent but 
not as consistent as it was in the lockdown. Above Bounds is now taking time 
to fi gure out if Tall Tales for Tiny Tots continues online or in person.

The link between performance 
and other engagement



Many of the families enjoyed the work being done via Zoom, though there 
were mixed feelings about how this platform worked for young people. 
Recognising the situation some participants were just happy to have a place 
where their child ‘could meet and socialise people together’. Others found 
that being on Zoom allowed for greater fl exibility, mentioning the timing of 
the workshops, at late afternoon/early evening is ‘a good point in the day, 
something to wrap your day around- to plan other activities around’. One 
even noted that it took complete pressure off  trying something new, 

However some thought that Zoom wasn’t the most  ideal platform for the 
work:

• It mostly works, it can’t replace face-to-face, but it goes some way towards 
it.

• In person has the advantage of the children being more engaged than 
on a screen. A bit of eff ort trying to keep littlest engaged. Have some 
health conditions, so this new Zoom world has been a help for getting into 
groups with the children.

There is a sense that the community enjoyed the work through lockdown but 
they were very unsure that Zoom was a good platform for the work. It was 
convenient yes, but missing a vital element that is usually found in theatre 
workshops.

It’s interesting to note that many of the participants from the Drama Groups 
did sometimes struggle to maintain their engagement during the sessions 
on Zoom. Whilst they noted that it was amazing that they were still working 
together they found working on Zoom “distracting”. One participant noted 
that Zoom made it hard to concentrate due to “lots of sounds, and part of it 
is lots of pictures, everyone moving at once”. Another participant noted that 
“sometimes I enjoy it and sometimes I want to know what others are doing 
(in their home)”. This implies that Zoom did not have the ability to hold the 
attention consistently in the way that being in a room does. It doesn’t hold 
the same ‘energy’ or vibrance a group dynamic can create. If anything the 
more visual stimulation can become a greater distraction then help.

How did Zoom work?
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Tall Tales drop off in engagement wasn’t a once a time event. The fall in 
engagement of the Facebook bedtime stories and the group prove that once 
the restrictions are lifted the groups interest stops. Fundamentally this lack 
of sustainability as soon as restrictions are lifted poses a difficult question 
for all those creating TYA work. Digital plays, live streams and videos have 
opened small companies to the world, providing opportunities to build 
audiences nationally and internationally with one single piece of work. But as 
soon as the world opened up, the interest in digital work waned.

The number Above Bounds engaged in lockdown has proven there is 
a desire for digital work. The lockdown provided a place for people to 
experiment with new types of entertainment. The ‘restrictive living 
conditions consequent of the COVID-19 pandemic related to poorer cognitive 
performance’ (Ingram et al, 2020:11), meaning that many audience members 
resorted to alternative ways to engage themselves and provide stimulus. 
But as soon as restrictions started to lift these performances became less 
popular. Psychologists have argued that the ‘Easing of restrictions allowed 
more mobility, and social contact coincided with improvement in a number of 
tests of cognitive function’ (ingram et al, 2020:11). This improved cognitive 
function from other activities compared to those in lockdown underpinned 
a desire to get back to things in person, as the audiences wanted the live 
connection that theatre can offer. Zoom workshops enhanced this liveness 
but couldn’t fully replicate the experience of live theatre. As lockdowns 
fatigue set in Zoom Performances were used to abate these issues but there 
was still a keen desire for live performances. 

However, after this fatigue lifts and we all establish a new routine, what will 
the role digital theatre plays in this new theatre ecosystem? It seems clear 
to me that digital work has to find some kind of equilibrium. The rule of a 
diminished return must stand at the forefront minds of all theatre makers at 
this time of transition back to in person performances. Theatre companies 
should no longer expect the same amount of engagement Zoom sessions, 
Facebook lives or other digital work that occurred such amazing responses in 
the lockdown. Theatre has to now find what is the usual, normal responses to 
these works, their usual engagement numbers, their own targets and goals in 
a world that has an endless supply of activities not just one place for creative 
expression. Theatre needs to give audiences a break from digital work, allow 
space for the world to find out about live performances. After a small time 
then we will stream again and truly know if this engagement is sustainable 
or if it just became a part of families lives as a necessity caused by the 
pandemic. 

Digital Work - Sustainable post 
Lockdown?



As shown above, digital work can easily expand the reach of your work 
nationally and internationally. This prompted Above Bounds as a company to 
generate fans around the country. However does this translate into in person 
attendance? Will these audiences still want to come to the show? 

In responses to these questions, parents, guardians and caregivers said 
directly that they would come to workshops and performances. Some even 
stated that “wherever you will go, we will come and watch you”. Whilst this 
was the most enthusiastic support some did note that the real issue for them 
was again locality. In response to a question about coming to workshops 
live, one member of Tall Tales For Tiny Tots stated that they would come but 
noted ‘we live in Essex’. This highlights both the benefi ts and issues with 
digital work. You can work nationally, even internationally, easily, with no 
restrictions on who can access your work. However moving back in person 
these families are excluded from activity they have been engaging for 
months. Thus, a sustainable way for them to be engaged between online 
work and physical work must be attained. As Above Bounds is a Plymouth 
Based company it is harder to reach Essex with restrictions still easing 
throughout the UK at the time of writing. Time will tell how this balance can 
be achieved. 

Earlier we have proposed however that digital is still local. As stated the 
main audience groups were those based in the South West and closer, 
with the biggest audience being Plymouth. Thus, to truly understand if 
there is a relationship between online outreach that converts to young 
person attendance, Above Bounds produced their second public in person 
performance in May-June 2021 called Silly Squirrel to see if they can convert 
the digital engagement to in person attendance.
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In October 2020, as part of the With Flying Colours project, Above Bounds 
were able to go into school playgrounds with The Golden Penguin- an audio 
story with accompanying puppet walkabout. The children listened to the 
story in their classroom, before going out onto the playground to watch a 
Polar Bear and a Golden Penguin (two characters from the story) interact with 
one another.

In this brief moment outside of lockdown, Above Bounds were also able to 
take the puppets to Teat’s Hill and Devonport Park. These one-off  walkabouts 
attracted local families and young people and were a lovely and eff ective 
activity.

Above Bounds explored the ‘pop-up’ idea further in 2021, taking part in 
the Barbican Theatre Plymouth’s Puppet Parade and creating one of their 
lockdown fi lms, The Silly Squirrel, into a piece of pop-up theatre for Under 
7s. This piece was aimed to be performed outside for many performances 
to work around covid restrictions. The show would also only have one 
performer, Vicki, as to reduce the risk on performers, staff  and audience 
members. 

The Silly Squirrel premiered on the 19th June 2021 at Teats Hill 
Amphitheatre, Plymouth, UK. Covid restrictions led to creativity in the 
production. In the original The Silly Squirrel fi lm Vicki turns up to the park to 
read the story and have a picnic. For The Silly Squirrel the show this picnic 
set up was used again, but this time having all the puppets, set and props 
inside of the basket. This slow reveal thus heightened the engagement from 
the young people and slowly brought them into the world of the show, slowly 
igniting their imaginations and belief in the life of the puppets.
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This show was seen as the real fi rst test to see if families who engaged 
with Above Bound Digital work over lockdown would translate into in 
person attendees. The performance in Plymouth was chosen as it where the 
company is based and also where the majority of its viewership online came 
from. It was a chance to try and understand if the families would be confi dent 
enough to make the leap between the digital world and online world. 
However what was not expected in how the majority of the audience had 
never seen an Above Bounds produced production at all. As part of the 
research at the end of each performance we asked for details of who had 
seen Above Bounds work before. As the below graphic indicates only a third 
had seen work produced before and during the pandemic. 

This percentage change indicates that the work performed outside helped to 
engage a new audience whilst simultaneously engaging old ones as well. This 
new site, again, helped to engage local families with predominantly those in 
the PL4 postcode area in which the site was situated. Maybe again this proves 
that, like digital work, productions are local. And where performing in public 
parks, sense of community ownerships changes the audience who see it.

Audience



Of the 33% of those attending who had seen Above Bounds work before it 
is interesting to note in which way they have engaged. It was a rough split 
down the middle with 40% of responses saying they had engaged with 
performance in theatre or libraries, another 40% said they had only seen 
Above Bounds online work, and their was 20% who had seen both. This 
shows that in audience engaged in the productions before was split between 
before and during the pandemic. Interestingly only a very small portion of 
attendees were part of Above Bounds inner circle. The audience mainly came 
from this middle section of people who occasionally engage with work. With 
the audience mainly coming from this group shows that there is a desire from 
some people who “occasionally” engage to have a deeper relationship with 
the company. They want to see more work and have their young audiences 
experience diff erent performance styles, be that in person or online. These 
audiences then are not transient, but keen to support the company further. 

Digital work, as shown by the data above, did engage people for the fi rst 
time and turn their engagement into live attendance. There is a desire for 
families to give their children a variety of experience if they are able to. By 
providing a variety of experiences help these children encounter imaginative 
experience in many diff erent ways. However, it is shown by the vast majority 
of the audience being new does show that only a small portion of audiences 
come to multiple productions and venues to access this work. The cross over 
between performance sites, be that digital or in person, isn’t huge. Thus work 
needs to be sustained on all platforms to ensure continued support for these 
communities.
needs to be sustained on all platforms to ensure continued support for these 
communities.



The Silly Squirrel response shows that there isn’t a one size fits all approach 
to reaching young audiences and their families. If anything, I would argue 
that the work shown throughout the pandemic shows that really all these 
performances sites should be used to sustain engagement with young 
audiences. 

Digital performances can act as a vital outreach for slightly reducing costs 
and being more flexible to fit around creatives and audiences to create/view. 
It can also support the reach so that as a company you could go to Essex or 
Manchester and be received by a familiar and supportive audience. In some 
cases as well, you might reach a booking manager at a venue who will then 
book in performances in response, as what happened before. It helps to 
create keen supporters to enhance in person work. It would, however, become 
easy to get complacent in the ability of digital to achieve this. Work needs 
to be continued to find that in a post pandemic world which types of digital 
engagement are the most effective in engaging audience members. It also 
is, in the majority, a completely separate audience. Live and digital audience 
do intermingle but not in the majority. The two spaces access a different 
audience groups. Thus, to maintain a wide outreach both performance sites 
should be seen as such, different arenas to reach different audiences. 

However, as is shown in The Silly Squirrel feedback location is everything. 
Different performance settings, types and places is your best way of 
connecting with new audiences. Digital work could then sustain this 
connection moving them to the inner circle of a companies following, but 
this might mean it doesn’t happen. Audiences who engage in a library might 
not engage in outside theatre. Audiences who engage digitally might never 
dream of seeing work in person. This research indicates a 1/3 of audiences 
will make those steps between the boundaries of performance areas, but 
there must be a conversation about how you maintain audience members 
who had never engaged before. I would argue that you need to perform in 
these four different sites consistently within a year’s programming to sustain 
their engagement. 

This report has been a reflective experience to try and process all of the work 
Above Bounds has done over the last year (and a few months). The responsive 
nature of it means these findings and musings come from a quick response 
of the work. We are sure in the coming year the true impact of the digital 
engagement that existed over the lockdown period will become clear. Will 
it go back to pre-pandemic levels, or will it find a more prominent place in 
the theatre industry ecosystem? We are unsure of this. However this report 
shows the potency and ability of this work to generate interest, imaginative 
engagement, and young people’s creativity and in person attendance for TYA 
performances. Digital is a vital tool within the arsenal of young companies to 
establish themselves and reach parents of young audiences, and it is unwise 
of any young company starting out to ignore this. 

Conclusion
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for their support in conducting this research. Thank you to all of the families 
who engaged with us during a very diffi  cult time. We hope we brought you 
some creativity and joy!


