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1. Executive Summary

Since 2005 an interdisciplinary team of theatre and medical professionals have, in collaboration, devised and delivered a creative programme concerned with the integration of biomedical science and theatre.  The aims of the partners were to use drama and theatre to engage audience and project participants in societal issues related to developments in biomedical science, and to develop exciting theatre as a result of the dialogue between art and science.  The particular focus of this work has been an exploration of the personal and social impact of a condition which cannot be explained in biomedical terms – Chronic Fatigue Syndrome/Myalgic Encephalomyelitis (CFS/ME) – and more broadly the role of clinicians and how they communicate with patients in this context.  

A People Award from the Wellcome Trust supported the previous stage of this work, which included script development of 'Sleeping Beauties', informed by presentations and workshops at medical conferences, engagement with CFS/ME support groups and a rehearsed reading at RADA.  It also incorporated a participatory workshop programme informed by the developing play, where Peninsula Medical School (PMS) students used applied drama to explore the 'art of medicine': the use of narrative in understanding a condition with no biological markers.

The subsequent stage of work focussed on development and full production of 'Something Somatic', the play which evolved from 'Sleeping Beauties'.  Supported by the Wellcome Trust, the play underwent a further developmental phase including a public reading, followed by performances at the Roland Levinsky Building in Plymouth, and the Wellcome Collection in London.  A second concurrent participatory workshop programme was delivered at PMS.

This evaluation addresses the efficacy of the production in engaging the audience in issues relating to the impact of CFS/ME, and the nature of medical communication in the patient/clinician relationship.  It seeks to assess audience reaction to the play, both in terms of potential raised awareness and attitudinal change with regard to the play's thematic concerns, and more broadly whether the relationship between biomedical science and theatre has produced an artistically generative outcome.  Potential for future development is assessed in relation to these findings.

Audience response indicated that the majority of attendees believed strongly in the need for greater public discourse and awareness about both CFS/ME and patient/clinician communication.   In this context, the production was successful in achieving its aim of contributing to this debate, with many audience members, including medical students and professionals, indicating that the production had significantly enhanced their understanding of the condition.  Change in attitudinal position was more varied; the majority of respondents rated a positive change in attitude, but the play also served to confirm the position of many audience members, particularly those with prior personal experience of the condition.

A significant feature of the audiences' responses is the relationship between involvement in the play's themes and the theatrical context.  The majority of respondents commented on the impact of the staging and enjoyment of the theatrical experience, with many referring to the ability of an engaging production to communicate complex issues and convey personal experience.  

The collaborative process that informed the play's development has facilitated the insight of clinicians, sufferers and carers as well as theatre professionals.  Consequently 'Something Somatic' offers both a powerful medium for engendering public debate about contemporary biomedical issues, and a platform for medical students and professionals to explore challenging areas of medical practice. 

2. Context 

This evaluation of  'Something Somatic' is intended to be placed in the context of the play's evolution as part of a programme of script development workshops, public readings, medical conference presentations and Special Study Units (SSUs) at Peninsula Medical School (PMS) over the past 3 years.  The process of its generation and development up to and including the public reading of the second draft of 'Sleeping Beauties' was covered in depth in the evaluation of the previous stage of the work; information about the availability of this document can be provided by the Theatrescience team via www.theatrescience.org.uk 

The previous evaluation addressed both the play 'Sleeping Beauties' (which has since evolved into 'Something Somatic') and the concurrent SSU, which was delivered to fourth year students at PMS as part of the Medical Humanities programme.  This phase of activity was supported by a People Award from the Wellcome Trust.  The evaluation's primary conclusions were:

· participants and audience acknowledged the need for greater public awareness of the issues surrounding Chronic Fatigue Syndrome /Myalgic Encephalomyelitis (CFS/ME)

· there was a correlation between an increased comprehension of the personal and social implications of CFS/ME gained through the medium of theatre and a positive change in attitude

· both audience and participating students enjoyed the experience of engaging with the personal and social implications of CFS/ME through drama

· the SSU was successful in providing a way of learning that offered an alternative to traditional pedagogical methods in exploring both the condition and clinician/patient communication

· 'Sleeping Beauties' had potential, as a fully realised production, to engage audiences and stimulate informed debate.

Following the completion of that stage of the programme, the partners who collaborated on its development and delivery - Jeff Teare (Director), Simon Turley (Playwright) and Professor Anthony Pinching (Associate Dean for Studies, PMS) – felt that the positive responses from audience and participants provided evidence that a full production of 'Sleeping Beauties' was viable.  The Wellcome Trust granted a People Award to support this proposal, which would run concurrently with a second SSU delivered at PMS.  The intended outcomes were:

· A vibrant, engaging piece of theatre based on a biomedical issue that would promote thought and discussion but also entertain

· Greater public engagement in the particular issues of CFS/ME and medical communication in general

· Greater clinical/medical awareness of CFS/ME related issues

Over the following months the play altered radically to become 'Something Somatic', although still retaining as its core the same issues with which 'Sleeping Beauties' had been concerned: social impact of CFS/ME and patient/clinician communication.  The themes of the manifestation of illness, progression of false diagnosis, and the personification of illness formed a thread between the two plays. However in response to audience feedback the writer's intention was that 'Something Somatic' would be a more artistically exciting piece that also addressed to a greater extent the impact of CFS/ME on an older protagonist on whom the consequences may be further reaching. 

The contribution of CFS/ME sufferers and carers had been integral to the development of 'Sleeping Beauties'; the relationship between the play, the SSU and people with experience of CFS/ME continued through its progression to 'Something Somatic'.  Prior to the production being staged, the actors and a CFS/ME sufferer participated in an SSU session, which included the actors reading monologues prepared by students as part of the course, and a general discussion about CFS/ME. The same CFS/ME sufferer also contributed to the process during rehearsals.

'Something Somatic' was developed intensively in April and May 2007, and a rehearsed reading took place at RADA in May.  A full production was held in two venues in November and December 2007.  It was the inaugural production at the Roland Levinsky Building in Plymouth, where 2 performances and a post show discussion were held, and 4 performances took place at the Wellcome Collection, one of which was followed by a post show discussion.

3. External Evaluation: Aims

This evaluation seeks to investigate and assess the success of 'Something Somatic' in relation to the aims stated in the application on which the People Award was based.

Having established in the former evaluation that previous audience members and participants in the project felt theatre to be an appropriate medium for a public engagement in and discourse on the issues addressed, this question will not be specifically re-examined. 

The fundamental intentions of the project were twofold: to engage the audience and participants (including medical practitioners, students, CFS/ME sufferers and carers) in issues relating to CFS/ME and medical communication, and to create a 'vibrant and engaging' piece of theatre that not only educates but entertains. The evaluation will therefore address the efficacy of the project in achieving these aims, with particular reference to:

· audience's level of engagement in issues relating to:

CFS/ME

medical communication

· impact on audience's level of awareness of issues relating to CFS/ME

· success of the production as an engaging piece of theatre 

· potential of the project for future development, as a production and a resource for medical students and professionals

4. Methodology and tools

Audience response questionnaires were distributed on three performances over the two venues, one of which was followed by a post show discussion which was also documented.  They were completed by audiences subsequent to the performances and collected on the same night to increase response rate.

The questionnaires included a combination of open and closed questions providing both quantitative and qualitative data, as well as a number of 'discrete visual analogue scale' (DVAS) questions where respondents were able to position themselves on a spectrum of feeling.  The six questions with DVAS options had identical scales to facilitate ease of completion and analysis.  

The key partners were also questioned in post-production appraisals conducted via email.

5. 'Sleeping Beauties' Production

5.1. Sample

71 audience members completed and returned questionnaires out of 144 possible audience members over the three performances; a response rate of 49% of the total audience for those nights.

Of the audience sample:

· 69% (49 respondents) were female, 27% (19) were male, and 4% (3) did not identify their gender

· 16% (11) were in the 11-17 age bracket, 20% (14) were aged 18-24, 11% (8) were 25-34, 23% (16) were 35-44, 18% (13) were 45-54, 11% (8) were 55-64, and 1% (1) 

was aged 65+

· 73% (52) identified themselves as white British, 15% (11) as white other, 1% (1) as mixed race, 3% (2) as  Indian, 3% (2) as Pakistani and 1% (1) as Chinese.  3% (2) respondents did not answer this question 

· 27% (19) said they were employed, 8% (6) were employed part time, 20% (14) were self employed, 3% (2) were a volunteer or unpaid worker, 1% (1) was at home, 7% (5) were unemployed, 28% (20) were students and 6% (4) did not identify their employment status

5.2. CFS/ME – knowledge and engagement

Prior to questions relating to the play, respondents were asked to identify whether or not they had any previous experience of CFS/ME.  The purpose of this was twofold: to ascertain whether this bore a correlation to their response to the play, and to find out whether the production had indeed attracted people within its target audience (the general public, CFS/ME carers and sufferers, health professionals and medical students).  20% (14) stated they had personal experience of the condition, while 11% (8) had professional experience.  3% (2) had both personal and professional experience of CFS/ME, 55% (39) thought they had no previous experience and 11% (8) were not sure.

When asked why they had chosen to attend the performance, several respondents stated that they were PMS students, with 5 audience members referring to their involvement in the medical profession.  Almost a quarter of respondents stated a specific interest in the subject as a reason for attending, some of whom had indicated prior experience, but many had not.

The audience were then asked to respond to the following question:

	7. Do you think the general public should be better informed about the issues surrounding  CFS/ME? Please circle appropriate number             



1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10


not at all








very much so


(all rated questions used the scale above)

The mean response was 8.3, with 68% of respondents rating this question 8 or higher, suggesting that the majority of audience members questioned felt strongly that there is a need for greater public knowledge and awareness of CFS/ME-related issues.  

In order to find out whether 'Something Somatic' fulfilled this requirement, the audience was asked to respond on the play's impact in two ways: knowledge and attitude.  The premise of the key partners was that audience members with negative preconceptions based on a lack of knowledge or misinformation might be subject to attitudinal change if knowledge about CFS/ME were increased.  However it was deemed important to make a distinction between these two facets as increased knowledge also has the potential to confirm negative attitudes, and similarly those with a favourable attitude could find their position confirmed or strengthened by an increase in knowledge about the condition.

Using the scale above, the audience were questioned as to what extent they felt that 'Something Somatic' had contributed to their understanding of the personal and social impact of CFS/ME.  The mean response was 8, with 63% rating 8 or higher; a very positive response overall.  This is particularly interesting when compared to the answers given when asked to rate the extent to which the production had changed the attitude of the audience member to CFS/ME: a mean response of 6.5 was recorded, significantly lower than the previous question with many respondents rating attitudinal change lower than knowledge increase. 

To provide a deeper understanding of this question, audience members had the opportunity to elaborate on the way in which their attitude had been changed.  Respondents who had rated attitudinal change at the lower end of the scale were typically those who had previous experience of the condition, confirmed by comments such as 'Not at all – because I am a patient' and 'Because I know about the disease and how serious it can be, it didn't have to change my attitude!'.  Similarly there were some who found their attitude had been reaffirmed: 'It tended to reinforce what I already know, but I don't think I'm particularly typical – I know about it' and 'It hasn't changed my attitude but has reinforced my understanding of a much maligned illness'.  Interestingly, those with prior knowledge did not generally find their experience inconsistent with the play, which might not have been expected as it deals with a condition with no biological markers which can also manifest in a variety of ways. 

This issue of identification was addressed in the post show discussion when an audience member who was also a CFS/ME sufferer expressed how she related to the play which, she felt, 'mirrors the core of my journey' – although the character was informed by a multiplicity of experiences, it resonated on a personal level.

Those who had indicated that their attitude had changed significantly bore a striking consistency across their responses, with 12 making specific reference to raised awareness and increased understanding, and others commenting on how it had changed their perception of sufferers (increased empathy or sympathy).  A number of respondents made explicit reference to the way in which the theatrical medium facilitated this change in attitude, noting that it gave a 'personal experience', 'Was very intriguing and informative to become 'involved' in the sufferer’s inmost world' and that 'the subtlety of the presentation provoked a rich internal dialogue'.  

The focus of the comments was very much on the experiential aspect of theatre, its ability to engage the audience in the particular experience of the protagonist and thus convey effectively both personal and social impact, which Professor Pinching commented on during the post show discussion, noting that the play captured 'something critical about the human experience of illness'.  

It is interesting to note the particular response of students and medical professionals.  Those who identified as students scored highly (usually 8 or above) on 'change of attitude' and 'increased knowledge', whereas people in the medical profession tended to score much lower on attitudinal change.  

5.3. Medical Communication

Throughout the development of both 'Sleeping Beauties' and 'Something Somatic' the partners sought to explore the relationship between clinician and patient, and its manifestation in communication between the two parties.  In addition to its inclusion as a central theme in the play, where the experience of the CFS/ME sufferer – the common journey of frequent misdiagnosis – is explored, it also formed the basis of much of the concurrent SSU.  Students used applied drama to open up debate about what the partners termed the 'art of medicine': the space the clinician must inhabit when recourse cannot be sought to biological markers and a quick diagnosis, with particular reference to the interpretation of narrative.

It was decided that, in order to gauge the audience's response to this element of the play, it was important to first establish their position on the issue.  To this end audience members were asked to identify the extent to which they thought a greater public debate about how medical professionals communicate with patients was needed.  A mean response of 8 was recorded, again indicating the majority of respondents' stance that the medical and scientific issues addressed in the 'Something Somatic' were of importance to the general public.  Two respondents who scored this question at the lower end of the scale also identified themselves as clinicians, and a further investigation of this question with a much broader  sample of the medical profession would be beneficial. It should also be noted that, as many audience members expressed an interest in the subjects addressed by the play - or a more general interest in the dialogue between art and science - as a reason for attending, that one would expect these respondents to score these questions more highly than perhaps a sample of non-attenders. 

When asked to what extent the play had engaged them in the issue of medical communication, the mean response was 8.2, with the majority of respondents rating it the same or higher than the previous question.  For two audience members with previous experience of CFS/ME this aspect of the story clearly resonated, as they noted it as the most enjoyable aspect of the performance, with one stating 'I totally identified with the frustration of [the] useless initial doctor's responses'.  This indicates that in the context of greater public debate about medical communication, theatre that can engage audience members in the issue without taking a didactic stance could have an important role to play.

5.4. Production

All key partners felt that the fundamental progression from 'Sleeping Beauties' to 'Something Somatic' was a journey from a theatrical piece with education about CFS/ME at its core, to a 'stronger, more focussed and distilled drama' that primarily entertains and therefore, they surmised, would be more effective in engaging the audience in the issues addressed.  

In order to find out how the audience responded to the production as a whole they were asked about the extent to which they enjoyed the play; this was again indicated on the DVAS scale, with the mean response a significant 9.5, and 70% (50) of the audience rating their response at 10.  This clearly indicates that enjoyment of the play was not contingent on a particular interest in or knowledge of the subject, as over 50% of the audience had no prior experience of CFS/ME.  It also demonstrates that, even if the audience members did not feel particularly strongly that CFS/ME or medical communication should be more widely debated, they responded to and enjoyed 'Something Somatic' as a piece of theatre.

This was borne out in the post show discussion, where it was clear from the balance of questions that the audience were equally interested in the content and concerns of the play, and their theatrical expression; characterisation, staging and directorial decisions were discussed, as well as the nature and impact of CFS/ME and how such a production could inform a wider public debate.  

To provide a deeper and more comprehensive picture of the ways in which the audience reacted to 'Something Somatic' they were asked open ended questions regarding what they felt to be the most and least interesting and/or enjoyable aspects of the performance.      There was a huge variety of responses relating to all aspects of the production; under 'most enjoyable' 26 respondents referred to acting or performance, and 13 identified staging (set, lighting or sound) as the facet that most appealed.  21 mentioned writing, storytelling or structure in their response, citing the 'completely engaging script', 'sharp and witty' writing and 'the excellence of the play and its production and the clear intensity of the audience engagement'.

Several people mentioned the personification of illness, commenting on 'the idea that disease exists as something separate from ourselves' and 'the underlying hint of Jake's questionable existence'.  The trope of embodying the protagonist's illness in the character of Jake was one of the elements of 'Sleeping Beauties' that the writer had felt to be particularly effective, retaining this element in the transition to 'Something Somatic', and which was also addressed in the post show discussion.  As the nature of Jake's representation of a somatic illness is never made explicit during the performance – indeed the condition is never mentioned by name – some audience members had not made the connection, while others felt it was very clear.  Jeff Teare, the director, stated that it was not essential that the audience should realise this, as the purpose of the production was not to teach about science, but rather to give a theatrical experience about illness.  With a total of 60 audience members referring to aspects that were dramatic in nature as opposed to the issues addressed or educational impact of the play as the most enjoyable element, it seems pertinent to note that this ambition has been achieved.

8 respondents specifically mentioned the issues with which the play dealt, often in conjunction with the manner in which they were portrayed, including comments that it was 'a humorous play on a serious subject', 'very engaging while keeping on the topic and not preaching or being too serious', and praise for a 'nice combination of wit and information'.  

3 audience members included the post show discussion in their appraisal of what they had most enjoyed, which was found to be 'very valuable'.  

Very few people indicated any aspect of the production under 'least enjoyable', with many responses such as 'nothing' or 'I enjoyed it all'.  3 people felt that it was slightly too long, and 2 mentioned disruptive scene changes, which impinged on an otherwise enjoyable performance (these audience members all rated their overall enjoyment highly).  Only one audience member identified the issues explored by the play in this section, with the comment 'I hate the term 'yuppie flu' as used by [the] Daily Mail and felt Emma's character fitted this a bit too closely'.  As noted above, the partners were aware of the variety of ways in which the condition can manifest, both through Professor Pinching's input and their engagement with support groups; the writer stated in the post show discussion that he was not seeking to represent either the specific experience of a real sufferer or a universal truth that applies to all people in that situation. 

The audience's enjoyment of and engagement with the play was further evidenced by the fact that, when asked whether they would recommend the production to their friends,  93% (66) said yes, 7% (5) said maybe and no audience members responded 'no'.  This confirms the proposition that, whatever their stance on and response to the issues within 'Something Somatic', the audience appreciated it as an entertaining and successful piece of theatre which they would encourage other people to see.

6. What Next?

Several audience members who completed questionnaires or participated in the post show discussion were interested in what plans there were for the future of 'Something Somatic', both as a production and a resource.  When asked to provide any further comments about the production 4 people specifically referred to hopes for 'wider distribution' and 'further performances'.  During the post show discussion one person said that they felt 'genuinely enriched' by a 'fantastically integrated and fascinating piece' but questioned how people with CFS/ME (such as one of his family members) would be able to engage with the production.

The director acknowledged the difficulty of CFS/ME sufferers attending a production, and discussed plans to film scenes from both 'Something Somatic' and 'Sleeping Beauties' to form a DVD resource which could be of use to support groups, medical practitioners and students. Professor Pinching felt that both plays had huge potential in enabling both sufferers and clinicians to access different ways of conceptualising the illness; to achieve the same result he 'could lecture for hours but [the play] shows it in minutes'.  

Although not intended as the primary audience, there is clearly a demonstrable interest from sufferers and carers for an opportunity to engage with the play, which could be achieved through more accessible platforms (distribution of filmed elements via the internet) or integration into support and treatment programmes.

The enthusiasm and response of audience members with prior experience of CFS/ME indicates that the production also has potential as a resource for anyone connected with the condition, including sufferers, carers and clinicians. Investigation by the partners into the development of a training pack for professionals is ongoing, but the response from students of all disciplines, who rated a high score in increased knowledge and attitudinal change, suggests that incorporating this into structured training would be an appropriate stage and method for clinical engagement with the play and wider programme.  

Audience members who attended the post show discussion were keen to engage in debate about the issues raised in the play, and some mentioned a desire to access further information about CFS/ME.   If the partners are successful in staging a wider tour with a related public engagement and/or education programme, the provision of supporting information and resources for participants would provide opportunity for a more protracted exploration of the issues addressed and offer additional inspiration and insight for those engaging with the play.

The partners also intend to publish 'Something Somatic', which would further contribute to the dissemination of the work and raise the profile of the play.  The main objective of the partners following these performances, however, is to stage a national tour, building on the reputation developed throughout the various stages of the project, and enabling a much wider audience to engage with the production and the issues explored.  

7. Conclusion

Determination of the success of this production, as well as the potential for a wider tour, rests on the way in which the audience responded to the first full staging of 'Something Somatic'.  Would a play concerned with medical issues alienate those with no prior experience of the subject?  Would it appeal only to a specific 'niche' audience?  Would the audience appreciate it first and foremost as a theatrical experience or would it only be understood in an educational context?

In an audience where approximately two thirds of the sample who participated in the evaluation had no prior experience of the condition being explored (or were unsure), but a considerable 37% had previous or professional experience, there was a striking consensus of opinion.  This related not only to appreciation of the dramatic event but also the play's success in engaging the audience in its central concerns.  

The audience was diverse in background and impulsion to see the play: 15 audience members referred to either the play's topic or their profession as a clinician as attracting them to the production, 13 mentioned either general or personal interest, and a further 4 stated a specific interest in the collaboration between artists and scientists.   It is important to bear in mind that, despite a long history of collaboration between artistic and scientific disciplines, many audience members had not been introduced to work specifically concerned with this dialogue and were drawn to or appreciated the production for its interdisciplinary approach.

This evaluation's first aim was to assess the audience's level of engagement in the issues the play sought to address - CFS/ME and medical communication – and subsequently to discover whether there would be a correlative increase in knowledge and/or change in attitude.  Regardless of motive in seeing the production, background or prior experience, audience response indicates  'Something Somatic' was successful in making these subjects accessible and engaging, with many citing the way in which the condition of the sufferer was explored as the most enjoyable element of the production.  

While the audience reported a significant increase in their understanding of the personal and social impact of CFS/ME – all the more interesting bearing in mind that the condition is never explicitly named during the play – they tended to rate change in attitude slightly lower (although still above the median in the range of response options).  The majority of those who rated attitudinal shift at the lower end of the scale (1-3) often had prior experience of the condition, whether professional or personal, and many commented on how the play had confirmed rather than changed their attitudes.

To put this in context, one must return to how the audience reacted to the production as a whole. The consistency of positive audience response across the three evaluated performances demonstrates that, while many were drawn to the play because of the issues it addressed, its success as an exciting piece of theatre is not dependent on the extent to which the audience is engaged in these themes.  When questioned about what was most enjoyable over 50% of the audience referred to the 'theatricality' of the piece – set, lighting, sound, direction and acting – indicating the importance of the quality of the dramatic experience.   

How then do plans for future development relate to the aims set at the beginning?  Attendees ranged from medical students, one of whom commented 'Having not attended the theatre much I was surprised by how engaged I was, it was excellent!', to those with no prior experience of the issues, such as the audience member with an arts background who found the most enjoyable aspect 'the revelation of the social impact [of CFS/ME] both of and on others'.  While the play is clearly of interest to members of the medical profession and people with experience of the themes of the play, its appeal is not exclusive, and neither does it fail to engage those whose primary reason for attending is an evening of entertainment.  Audience response indicates that 'Something Somatic' is  successful in generating interest in and debate about challenging areas of biomedical science, but perhaps more importantly does so by offering an exciting theatrical experience which entertains rather than seeking to inform. 
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