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This document outlines instructions for how to 
carry out a Work Session, whether you are an 
artist, an independent cultural worker, working 
in a cultural institution, an academic researcher 
or just interested in the role and potential of 
cultural institutions. 

We invite you to submit the findings that come 
out of your work session for inclusion in an 
iterative and evolutive digital publication. The 
publication will provide a space for sharing and 
exchange on these pressing topics, and become 
a repository for the continued documentation of 
‘research findings’ and the novel questions that 
arise from them. 

THE TOOLKIT
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LEXICON

WORK GROUP : A Work Group can consist of 
1 - 6 people and can be assembled by members of 
the public to carry out a Work Session inspired or 
prompted by the research subjects (see Step 3).

WORK SESSION : A session carried by a Work 
Group to hone in a particular hypothesis and 
possibly an experiment that addresses this 
hypothesis inspired or prompted by the research 
subjects.

CONVERSATION SESSIONS : Conversations that 
took place on Day 1 of the PHI Sessions event in 
December 2021.

GROUNDING SESSIONS : A set of conversations 
designed to provide a foundational survey of the 
subjects in question.

DEEP DIVE SESSION : A conversation that 
probed certain territories in more detail, 
where critical.
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BACKGROUND 
& CONTEXT
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PHI Sessions was conceived by PHI, a multi-
faceted cultural organization based in Montréal, 
Canada, as an event, experiment, project and 
platform. Designed to be a collective project, its 
intent is to explore the role and potential of the 
cultural institution writ large (public galleries, 
museums, artist-run centres, collectives, 
independent initiatives, etc.), within our rapidly 
and continuously evolving contemporary 
moment.

PHI SESSIONS :  
THE PROJECT
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PHI SESSIONS :  
THE PROJECT

 – To engage a range of actors and publics in the conversation that operate 
within, but also beyond, the boundaries of institutional practice.

 – To approach the questions and subjects through forward-looking, 
speculations and provocations to uncover new questions and territories 
ripe for further inquiry and exploration (vs. for example, the presentation 
of past works or experience (though we do recognize these as 
foundational to the wisdom participants will bring to the table).

 – To identify new tools and practices through which inquiry and knowledge 
can be collected, shared and perpetuated (cf. scientific method), and in 
turn the means of supporting their use (eg. promoting digital literacy).

 – To engage in a collective (and hopefully ongoing) project through which 
new visions can emerge, and in turn, through which network(s) of 
practitioners operating in the arts and cultural sphere can be reinforced.

Guiding questions: 
 – Understanding that art and culture are essential to our social fabric 

and collective well-being, what are the emerging roles for cultural 
institutions to (re)assert their own ‘essential-ness’ in support of this 
fundamental dimension of everyday life?

 – How can institutions ensure the sustained capacity to play these 
roles, and conversely how might these roles contribute to broader 
sustainability priorities and social progress?

Practical intentions:
 – To share our collective knowledge, which includes the lessons of the 

pandemic, to imagine new means of catalysing a vibrant and invigorated 
arts and culture sector as a connected ecosystem—unto itself and in 
concert with broader societal movements and socio-cultural shifts.

 – To treat as fundamental, notions of serving our audiences, furthering 
the development of community engagement and nurturing the art and 
cultural ecosystem at large.
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PHI SESSIONS 2021 :  
THE ORIGINAL EVENT

This project was launched through PHI 
Sessions 2021, a two-day event that gathered 
a range of voices concerned with the arts and 
cultural milieu. Day 1 consisted of a series of 
Conversation Sessions that generated a rich 
array of reflections, speculations, warnings and 
ideas about the status of the cultural institution. 
Key research subjects representing critical areas 
for further inquiry were derived from these 
conversations. Day 2 consisted of Work Sessions 
during which participants took inspiration from 
the research subjects to hone in a particular 
issue or challenge. They also came up with some 
practical ways to address that issue or challenge. 
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The content and findings that emerged from 
these Work Sessions will be aggregated and 
documented via the forthcoming PHI Sessions 
digital publication. Expressly deploying the 
potential of its digital form, the publication is 
also conceived to be a dynamic platform to 
host the evolving conversation and exchange 
surrounding these subjects, ideas and 
explorations.

The materials provided in this toolkit will help 
you organize your own Work Session beyond the 
boundaries of the original event.

PHI SESSIONS CONTINUED: 
THE DIGITAL PUBLICATION
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ORGANIZING 
YOUR WORK 

SESSION, 

STEP 
BY STEP

This toolkit is intended to provide the information 
and materials to support the organization of self-
directed Work Sessions. The goal of the Works 
Sessions within the context of the PHI Sessions 
project is to articulate concrete hypotheses and 
sketches of experiments/ideas/proposals related 
to the identified research subjects that emerged 
from the original event that can be tested or put 
into action within the cultural milieu. The hope is 
that by sharing, probing and testing these ideas 
and proposals, we might establish new collective 
means to find and hone critical questions, and 
possibly find some answers. To foster ongoing 
and collective inquiry, groups that undertake a 
Work Session are invited to send their material 
back to PHI for inclusion in the PHI Sessions 
digital publication and platform.
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As a suggested format, a Work Group can consist of 1 - 6 people, and Work 
Sessions can be as long as you like and/or organized as multiple meetings. 

During the PHI Sessions 2021 event, Work Groups met for 3 hours and the 
Work Sessions took place both virtually and physically.

The worksheet is provided as a support template for documenting, framing 
and structuring the ideas and proposals that might emerge through a Work 
Session. It has been provided as a form that can be completed digitally or 
printed and filled out by hand.

(see Step 4)

STEP 1: ASSEMBLE YOUR WORK 
GROUP AND PLAN FOR YOUR  
WORK SESSION

STEP 2: CHECK OUT THE 
RECORDINGS

On the following pages, you will find the recordings of the Conversation 
Sessions held on Day 1 of the PHI Sessions 2021 event.

The conversations consisted of a Grounding Session, designed to provide 
a foundational survey of the subjects in question; two Deep Dive Sessions, 
probing certain territories in more detail; and lastly a Summary Session, 
through which key ideas and thematics of the day’s conversations were 
discussed and reviewed.

HOW TO USE THESE RECORDINGS ?

THESE SESSIONS WERE FOUNDATIONAL TO IDENTIFYING THE ORIENTING RESEARCH SUBJECTS (DETAILED 
BELOW), BUT ARE NOT NECESSARILY CRITICAL TO VIEW IF/WHEN PLANNING A WORK SESSION. VIEWING 
CAN BE OPTIONAL OR DONE SELECTIVELY. 
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DURATION: 90 MINUTES 

PARTICIPANTS: Kama La Mackerel (moderator), Calum Bowden,  
Haley Mellin, Monica O. Montgomery, Carmen Papalia

This session was conceived to explore new opportunities for institutional 
agency and action in the face of emerging societal forces. Building on fun-
damental institutional missions, are there new ways of conceiving the range 
and character of commitments and responsibilities that could reinforce sus-
tainability and relevance?

KEY TERRITORIES OF DISCUSSION:

diversity, inclusion, accessibility, equity, environmental sustainability, 
governance, community participation and building, etc.

Deep Dive Session 1 :  
The emergent commitments and  
responsibilities of the cultural institution

DURATION: 90 MINUTES 

PARTICIPANTS: Ken Lum (host), Yesomi Umolu (guest),  
András Szántó (guest)

This mini series of conversations was presented in a ‘talk show’ format with 
the host engaging in one-on-one conversations with two guests. Grounding 
and foundational, these conversations were intended to provide broad and 
contextual, survey-level information, offering the forum a general sense of 
the areas of exploration and concern before us.

Grounding Sessions -  
Where are we now?
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DURATION: 30 MINUTES 

PARTICIPANTS: Cheryl Sim and Talia Dorsey

A summary session discussing and reviewing the red threads and ideas that 
emerged through and between the conversations of the day.

Summary Session
Deep Dive Session 2 : Reframing  
the ‘spaces’ of the cultural institution
DURATION: 90 MINUTES 

PARTICIPANTS: Jepchumba (moderator), Jasmina Cibic, Ella den Elzen, 
Skawennati, Richard Fung

This session was conceived to provoke new ways of framing the notion and 
qualified importance of ‘institutional spaces’ - interrogating the binary of 
the digital and the physical; questioning boundaries (beyond geography?) of 
public and community space(s); questioning conventions of spatial hierar-
chies, et al.

KEY TERRITORIES OF DISCUSSION:

digital space, physical space, public space, communities beyond geogra-
phies, democratization of space, ‘creation’ of space, indigenization of space, 
accessibility, etc.
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Here you will see the research subjects that were derived from the 
Conversation Sessions. Use these as a guide or launchpoint(s) 
for the focus of your Work Session.

LEARNING FROM ARTISTS
How can institutions learn from artists as critical navigators of our 
contemporary moment (now, and in perpetuity)?

How can institutions support and encourage this model (and the value of 
artists as critical and visionary figures within our broader context)?

(NEW) DYNAMICS OF POWER 
Where are the (new/actual) centers of power/authority within the cultural 
system? What could a new order that better reflects this reality or potential 
be? (... that readdresses leadership, conditions for workers, hierarchies, 
accountability, decision making, etc.) 

SPEED 
How can we accelerate change and increase agility for institutions mired 
by inertia and their implication within systemic logics? (what might be the 
critical levers of change?) How can we slow down to reintroduce human 
time-scales of experience and greater institutional responsibility?… and 
how can change itself be sustained?

NUANCE & PLURALITY
How do we move beyond blanket terms and understandings* to better 
address complexities and alternate versions (... of perspectives, of systems, 
of hierarchies, of communities, of spaces, etc.)? 
*e.g. ‘audience’, ‘disability’, ‘art world’, ‘digital’, ‘DEI’, et al.

NEW MODELS OF CAPITAL FLOW
How can the inherent structures/logics of capital exchange (financial, 
cultural, etc.) be strategically reimagined to address new imperatives? How 
can we unpack the interdependencies of financial and cultural capital to 
rethink cultural institutions’ potential and agency?

STEP 3: CHECK OUT  
THE RESEARCH SUBJECTS
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STEP 4: CONDUCT  
YOUR WORK SESSION

STEP 5: SUBMIT YOUR WORK

PHI invites you to submit the findings from your Work Session for inclusion 
in our digital publication. This important contribution will not only foster 
the continued conversation, but also provide new means for collaboration, 
experimentation and the furthering of ideas and research amongst the 
growing network of collaborators on this collective project.

Submit your material to : phisessions@phi.ca

To document, frame and structure the ideas and proposals that emerge 
through your Work Session, you may use the worksheets provided in 
this toolkit, which can be completed digitally or printed and completed 
physically. 

It is not obligatory to use the worksheets, though in the materials you 
produce, we ask that you:

 – make sure to include the key identifying information (as at the top of the 
worksheet)

 – state your hypothesis as clearly as possible
 – borrow from the suggested structuring details to the extents appropriate
 – indicate the name(s) of the people who participated in the Work Session

(see next page)
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HYPOTHESIS :
(the critical question/position to be explored)

Work Group Name: 

Contact Person (name, email): 

Experiment:

Related Research Subject:

   Learning from Artists

   (New) Dynamics of Power 

   Speed

   Nuance & Plurality

   New Models of Capital Flow

   Other

WORKSHEET
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WORKSHEET

PROPOSAL :
(proposed elements to help structure and formulate the proposal)

Description
(what is the central idea of the experiment / proposal and how is it de-
signed to explore the hypothesis?)

Actors
(who's involved, and how?)

Space(s)
(where would this take place?)

Duration
(how long would this need to lead to insights or conclusions?)

Method of Analysis
(How could the experiment / proposal be evaluated?)

Method of Documentation
(What would be the most salient aspects to document, and how?)

Metrics
(What would be the data points to track?)

References / precedents
(are there any examples that relate to the proposal (in any way)?)
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