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Executive summary
Political Cutz is a pop-up hair salon and civic space that offered free haircuts, along with other activities, in the lead up to the 2014 and 2017 general elections. Both iterations of the event were held in
the Wellington central business district. It draws on the tradition of interactive theatre to create an
open collaborative space where participants can drop their inhibitions and speak with strangers about
political issues. It stimulates political engagement in an era of declining participation in conventional
democratic processes.
This report documents aspects of the 2017 iteration of Political Cutz, including participant demographics and political opinions. The question of what art can offer political engagement is explored,
and suggestions are made for future iterations of this event.
The main findings are as follows:
 The average participant characteristics, gleaned from a survey conducted as part of the event,
were as follows: an age of 34, female, Pākehā, holds a bachelor’s degree, has an income sufficient for meeting their needs, and votes for a Left-wing party.
 Participants generally held negative views about the country’s political system, and were concerned with the impact of economic issues on political practices and the quality of life—with
inequality and the housing crisis frequently mentioned. Concerns about the environment
were often raised.
 Participants hoped society would become more egalitarian in the future, and politics more
inclusive.
 Artistic and theatrical practices were used by the event’s hosts to encourage participation in
group discussions, and to prompt reflections on the political system. Two features in particular
are unique to how Political Cutz achieves this:
- Unlike most political theatre, this event is non-partisan and non-confrontational.
- Event hosts act as facilitators, rather than conveying opinions of their own.
 While Political Cutz seeks to increase political engagement in the lead-up to an election, it also
aims to contribute to a broader cultural shift around democratic engagement and the forms
this could take.
 Future iterations of Political Cutz would benefit from bearing two issues in mind:
- The organisers’ current media strategy is good for gaining attention for the event, but
it can also lead to a disruptive media presence.
- A change of location, or a mobile event, should be considered. It is not currently reaching the groups of people who are the most politically disengaged.
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Introduction

P

olitical Cutz is a collaborative pop-up political event that was held in the Wellington CBD by
Maverick Creative and Barbarian Productions in the lead-up to the 2014 and 2017 New Zealand
General Elections. On the Political Cutz website and online event blurbs, the event is described
as a pop-up salon and civic space ‘offering cheap coffee and free professional haircuts in exchange for
casual political discussion.’ The event draws on the practices of interactive theatre to create an open
collaborative space where participants can drop their inhibitions and speak with strangers.
As understood by the event organizers, Political Cutz is a fun and playful art-based mechanism for
opening and broadening the range of political conversations at both the street and community level.
It aims to increase accessibility to political conversation and discourse by offering an alternative form
of engagement in politics that is not available elsewhere. It does this through a deliberate intersection
of art, politics, and public conversation between strangers. This is facilitated through the familiarity of
conversations that take place between hairdresser and customer during a haircut. In addition to the
salon and a coffee cart, Political Cutz expanded in 2017 to include a dress-up station, a political colouring-in competition, a political cinema, and interactive information stands from UNICEF and ORANGE MAN. It ran 5-8th of September, and the organisers estimated that 800 people participated in
the event.
Initiatives like Political Cutz, that aim to facilitate political discussion and engagement, are very important when considering the ‘crisis of democracy’ faced by many developed democratic states. The
report of the New Zealand Electoral Commission on the 2014 Election reveals anxiety about the rising
number of non-voters in the country. ‘A healthy democracy is in everyone’s interest,’ they tell us, and
is not something that ‘New Zealanders can afford to take for granted.’ While a decline in voter turnout
has been common across developed democracies over the past 30 years, it ‘has been particularly steep
and persistent’ in this country, and the Electoral Commission considers it a ‘serious problem.’ The
2017 general election witnessed a voter turnout of 79% of those enrolled (Stats NZ)—if we add those
who chose not to enrol to this figure but were eligible to vote, the actual turnout was closer to 73%.
Of concern for many commentators is that the voter turnout in Aotearoa New Zealand (as elsewhere)
is much lower for younger people, and for those from disadvantaged backgrounds. That inequality
levels are steadily deepening (Rashbrooke 2013), and younger people are turning away from conventional political practices, does not bode well for the future of democracy as currently practiced within
this country. In seeking to foster engagement on political issues in the lead-up to general elections,
and in exploring novel forms of interaction and discussion, Political Cutz offers a productive means of
addressing political disengagement.
Political Cutz 2017 was sponsored by UNICEF, KPMG, WCC Public Art Fund, Good Fortune Coffee, and
the McGuiness Institute.
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Purpose of this report
This report on Political Cutz 2017 has been developed in collaboration with the event’s organisers,
Thomas LaHood, Jason Muir, and Jo Randerson. The report provides, first, a document of the event.
Offering a demographic overview of participants, and an exploration of their thoughts and political
opinions. The report then turns to the organisers’ own reflections on the event, which will be explored
alongside more general questions as to what role art can play in facilitating political engagement in
Aotearoa New Zealand. In closing, the report offers an analysis of Political Cutz 2017, along with suggestions for future events.

Who participated?
A diverse group of participants responded to the Political Cutz written survey, with 105 forms completed. As there were an estimated 800 participants in the event, the survey findings are only partial
and may not provide an accurate overall picture of who attended.
Of those who responded to the survey, age ranged from 15–85 years, with 34 the average age. A
higher ratio of women participated than men, with 57 respondents identifying as female, 43 as male,
and 5 did not specify.
The majority of respondents identified as Pākehā, accounting for 77% of responses. Māori, European,
and Asian ethnicities each totalled 5% of respondents respectively. Following this, three respondents
identified themselves as Pasifika, another three as Caucasian. In bearing the overall population dynamics of Aotearoa New Zealand in mind, the ethnic composition of respondents was slightly skewed
toward Pākehā, with Māori underrepresented (Statistics New Zealand figures for the composition of
the population being as follows: European descent 74%, Māori 14.9%, Asian 11.8%, and Pasifika 7.4%).
There were a range of responses in regard to participants’ highest qualifications. The most common,
at 39%, was a bachelor’s degree. Further, 12% held a Master’s degree, 6% Honours, 6% a Post-Grad
Diploma, and one respondent had a PHD. NCEA was listed as the highest qualification by 16% of respondents, with 2% listing university entrance—this may, in part, be a reflection of the proportion of
young people participating. Other qualifications were held by 5% of respondents, such as a trade’s
certificate. Participants had, overall, a higher level of education than the population at large (with
14.2% of the general adult population holding a bachelor’s degree or higher).
Respondents cited several different sources of information used to educate and inform themselves
about the upcoming election. The internet was the main medium for gathering news, as favoured by
87 respondents. Of these, 44 stated this was through social media sites (such as Facebook), while
another 30 used the internet to access news sites (such as Scoop). The next most common source of
information (35%) was gleaned through discussion with peers, family, and friends. Television news
was watched by 25% of respondents, and news on the radio was listened to by 20%, and 17% indicated
that they read print news. Only 5% of respondents used books as a source of information, and 4%
accessed information through other means.
Respondents also identified how frequently they checked the news, with over half (58%) doing so
more than once a day. Following this, 26% checked the news once a day; 6% said they checked the
news a couple of times a week; and 5% only once a week. Two respondents stated they checked the
news on a monthly basis.
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Respondents were asked how satisfied they were with their income. The largest group of respondents,
29%, indicated their income level was ‘not comfortable,’ 24% held their income level was ‘enough,’
and 23% said they had ‘enough with some spare.’ Only 13% of respondents saw their income level as
‘more than enough.’ In contrast, 12% indicated their income level was ‘not enough.’
Respondents came from a broad range of occupations. The majority (24%) were tertiary students,
with subjects ranging across medicine, law, politics, education, music, and more. Two respondents
were secondary school students. The second largest demographic (16%) was employed in the field of
‘arts and media,’ this group was closely followed by respondents who worked in either business or
sales (15%). Smaller groups worked in the ‘professional’ fields of design, engineering, and science (9%).
Participants also worked in the public service (8%), the education sector (5%), health (4%), and retail
and hospitality (3%). Three respondents indicated they were retired, and four were unemployed.
The majority of participants were Left-leaning in their party vote, with 73% voting for either the Green
or Labour parties (39% Green, 34% Labour). The centrist The Opportunity Party (TOP) had the support
of 11% of participants, while the Right-wing National Party was supported by 7%. The remaining 9%
were undecided. When compared to the overall distribution of votes in the 2017 General Election—
44.4% National, 36.9% Labour, 7.2% New Zealand First, 6.3% Green, and 5.1% other—it is clear that
the political leanings of participants were not representative of the country as a whole. Further, participants were a lot more likely to vote than the general population, with 92% claiming they would
vote in 2017 (with the national turnout rate being 73%). Interestingly, once those who were too young
to have voted in the last election were removed from the data set, only 84.5% of participants had
voted in the previous election. Whether this upward swing in voting intentions is related in any way
to participation in Political Cutz is unclear. It would be interesting for future iterations of Political Cutzs,
were a survey to be conducted again, to ask participants if the event had impacted their decision to
vote.
While the Wellington region tends to be Left-leaning, the proportion of Left voters participating in the
event is higher than the regional norm. This may be related to the event’s location in down-town
Wellington—an electoral seat that has historically been most frequently occupied by Labour. It can be
imagined, for instance, that the same event in a suburb like Khandallah—which is part of the Ōhāriu
electorate, which was won by National in 2017—might attract a very different political demographic.
Another explanation may be that this type of event is more attractive to people on the Left of the
political spectrum.
Taking the above into account, the average participant characteristics were as follows: an age of 34,
female, Pākehā, holds a bachelor’s degree or higher, has an income sufficient for meeting their needs,
and votes for a Left-wing party.
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What did the participants think?
Responses to long-answer survey questions
Participants’ feelings about the political system
The striking finding for the question ‘How do you feel about our political system?’ is that 57 of the 92
respondents held negative feelings. In 13 instances the reply was very short, a single word, or no more
than three to four—running along such lines as ‘It’s fucked,’ ‘Cynical,’ ‘Disillusioned,’ and ‘Suits the
rich.’
Table 1: Participants’ feelings about the political system
Feelings expressed (92 responses from 105 surveys)
Negative feelings

57

Negative impacts of political economy (10)
Politics is not innovative enough (8)
Education and information problems (7)
Political parties are a problem (5)
Politics is too focussed on the short term (5)
There is a disconnect between government and population (5)
Neoliberalism is a problem (4)
Politics is too oppositional (4)
Distrust of politicians (4)
Politics needs to be more representative (3)
Positive feelings

19
MMP is a positive feature (7)
16*
31

Balanced view
Need for institutional changes
Change MMP threshold (3)
Total

123**

* Some instances of a ‘balanced view’ included a combination of negative and positive sentiments, and/or suggestions for
institutional changes, in such cases these sentiments were also counted as examples of ‘negative feelings,’ ‘positive feelings,’
and ‘need for institutional changes.’
** Total exceeds number of respondents, as a single response may contain two or more points that have been coded in different categories. See appendix one for more information about methods and coding.

A number of themes appeared when analysing the negative responses, the most common concerned
‘political economy’ (10).1 While politically-liberal societies like Aotearoa New Zealand tend to rhetorically position the economic and political as distinct spheres, with any encroachment of the political
into the economic frowned upon, a number of participants in Political Cutz saw things otherwise. Government was considered to be working in the interests of the wealthy, with class a distinct issue for
some (4). This is seen, for example, in the following responses: ‘It is shit. It continues to benefit class’;
and ‘The wealthy have too much control.’ Neoliberalism was critiqued a number of times (4), and
concerns about inequality raised: ‘Neoliberalism is punitive, restrictive and concerned with blaming
an individual for societal problems. Poverty [is] a massive issue, equal opportunity a massive issue.’
That economic issues were so prevalent in a response that was asking for reflections about political

1

Note, ‘political economy’ is a term introduced here by the researchers to categorise responses that clearly
articulated the interweaving of political and economic issues.
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issues signals that a number of participants recognised the importance of political economy—that
politics and the economy are not separate domains. The negative tenor of these responses is consonant with a society undergoing a period of deepening economic inequality.
There were a number of problems with the political system identified by respondents. It was held that
it needed to become more innovative (8), and less focussed on the short-term (5). As argued by one
respondent: ‘Lame! Lacking in courage and integrity’; and another, ‘I don’t like that the system encourages a short term focus when we need long term plans!’ Political parties were explicitly identified
as a problem (5): ‘… all the parties appear the same’; ‘I think bipartisan politics is over.’ Politicians
were also derided (4): ‘I am tired of the dishonesty of politicians.’ In a related theme, the ‘disconnection’ between government and the people was noted (5), and there were calls for politics to be ‘more
representative.’ Some wanted to see a different style of government, one that was less oppositional
and more ‘consensus based’ (4): 'Broken. Them vs. us mentality. Need working together for solution
approach [sic].’
The desire for change was widespread, with 28 respondents weighing in on this theme. Responses
ranged across negative, positive, and balanced positions. Sometimes this desire was voiced as a direct
statement, with no suggestion as to what the change should be—'Needs a change’—while at other
times concrete suggestions were given—'needs a constitution.’ Three respondents singled out the
threshold of 5% for minor parties in the mixed-member proportional (MMP) voting system as a problem. For the most part, though, while there was a widespread desire to see change, there were not
many common suggestions as to what this should entail.
While the majority of respondents held negative views of the political system, 16 had mixed views—
seeing both good and bad aspects at play, ‘Not perfect, but not that bad.’ ‘Pretty good mate. Annoying
with the 5% thing.’
A mostly positive position was held by 19 respondents. Of these responses, seven explicitly stated that
MMP was beneficial. For instance: ‘MMP rules.’ Although the more ‘positive’ statements often had an
edge—'Capitalism sucks. MMP is okay, comparatively’—or a sense that things could be better—
'Works well, needs more engagement.’

The most important political issues for participants
A number of clear themes emerged in response to the question ‘What do you think is the most important political issue today?’ The most pressing issue, raised by 39 participants, was inequality in
Aotearoa New Zealand. In the words of one respondent, ‘Income inequality [is the most important
political issue today]. NZ just doesn't seem to be a fair and equitable country anymore.’ Other
respondents (12) singled out poverty, or more particularly child poverty (8): ‘Over 200,000 children in poverty, students living in poverty, superannuates and unemployed living in poverty.’

The next most pressing issue was the environment (31). Interestingly, while respondents had
been asked to name ‘the most important political issue’ in the singular, two or more issues were
often raised. A common pairing was ‘Climate change and poverty.’ Overall, 17 respondents listed
climate change as an issue. Water—access to water, or its declining quality—was also raised as a
problem (4).
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Table 2: The most important political issues for participants
Issues identified (by 91 respondents from 105 surveys)
Equality/inequality

39
Poverty (12)
Child poverty (8)

Environmental issues

31
Climate change (17)
Water (4)

Housing

22
Housing affordability (5)

Economic issues

15
Immigration (3)

Social welfare
Political system
Total

8
3
118*

* Total exceeds number of respondents, as a single response may contain two or more points
that have been coded in different categories. See appendix one for more information about
methods and coding.

While ‘inequality’ manifests in many different ways, relating to such issues as gender, sexuality,
and ethnicity, the most common concern for respondents was economic inequality. This echoed
more general concerns about the economy (15), spanning such issues as wages, taxation, the
monetary system, and the impact of immigration.
Housing was also a frequently cited concern (22). For instance: ‘Housing affordability/rental and
ownership. Nothing goes well (health, education, employment, mental health) without a secure,
warm, dry, affordable, safe home!’ As this quote indicates, housing affordability was an issue for some
respondents (5)—an issue further underlining respondents’ economic concerns.
Calls for strengthening the welfare state (healthcare, education, ‘giving everyone a fair start in life’)
were also present (9). An approach to politics that, again, overlaps with economic considerations (the
desire to see increased state expenditure and engagement).
The political system, and this country’s political practices, despite the negative feelings it elicited for
many respondents in the preceding question, were only cited as a ‘political issue’ by three respondents. What was striking about responses to this question, then, were the range of issues considered
by respondents to be ‘political,’ and that the majority of these responses were concerned, broadly,
with economic issues.

Respondents’ biggest fears when thinking about the future of society and politics
Responses to the question ‘What are you biggest fears for the future when thinking about our society
and political system?’ echoed those of the preceding question. Again, economic concerns were paramount (41). At times the fears expressed related to how economic power can be converted into, and
reinforce, the political power of elites. For instance: ‘[I fear the] continued dominance of those who
already have enough.’ Another respondent was concerned with how society would become increasingly divided and hostile: ‘[I fear that we will] continue to divide between people of different
6
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classes, backgrounds, etc., and we start working against each other instead of for each other.’
There was a widespread concern (32) that economic inequality would continue to deepen, with
people facing increased hardship: ‘People who are in hardship will not have a practical way to get
themselves out of it, and the cycle will continue for generations to come.’ The overall impression
emerging from the responses was that inequality is problematic, as it leads to a fractured and
divided society over time.
Table 3: Biggest fears for the future of society and the political system
Fears (89 responses from 105 surveys)
Economic
Deepening inequality and increased hardship (32)

41

Continued decrease in rates of home ownership (3)
Environmental

37
Climate change and ecological collapse (22)
Water quality and access (3)

Political

27
Democratic decline (16)

Social

26
Increased social divisions (16)
Negative attitudes (5)

Generational

13
Younger generation/‘my kids’ struggling (10)
Total

144*

* Total exceeds number of respondents, as a single response may contain two or more points that have
been coded in different categories. See appendix one for more information about methods and coding.

As with the preceding question, economic concerns were closely followed by, and often paired with,
environmental ones (37)—the most pressing issue here being climate change and ecological collapse
(22). For instance: ‘[I fear] that we're going to destroy the planet. That the future NZ will not be a
safe place for me to have kids because of environmental problems and social inequality.’ Or, to
give another example: ‘No climate action. Increase in poverty and homelessness.’ The mood was
apocalyptic at times: ‘[I fear] that my kids will see the end of human life on earth.’
Fears about the political system were also common (27). A reason for the apocalyptic tenor of responses to this question, it seems, was a concern that the political system was not able to affectively
respond to the magnitude of the issues faced. For instance: ‘I fear government won't work until it’s
too late.’ Many respondents were worried about the decline of democracy (16): ‘Democracy is
done to society rather than for it. People just accept it and the state becomes increasingly totalitarian, but not intentionally.’ An issue here, for some, was the disconnect between politics (politicians, political institutions) and the wider population, the spectre of an increasingly
disenchanted population (5): ‘Our current political system seems to be amplify[ing] the disconnect between those who feel entitled to a voice and those who don't.’ The possibility of rightwing populism, or of a Trump-like figure in this country, disconcerted some respondents (6).

Fears were also expressed about the likelihood of negative social change (26). This tied into the
already noted concerns about deepening inequality, and of an increasingly divided society (16):
7
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‘Social divide—more partisanship, a loss of civility and working together in times of need’; and
‘That it [society] will become even more unequal and unfair between race, gender, sexuality and
class.’ For some this might take the form of increasing political polarization: ‘I fear the public is
going to become more polarized (left-right) meaning we cannot have proper political discourse
with each other without hurt feelings/resorting to insults.’ In step with the sentiments of this last
quote, a number (5) of respondents highlighted the possibility of negative attitudinal shifts within
society—that society would become more selfish, greedy, cynical, ambivalent, indifferent, or individualistic.
Significant, also, was what we have termed here a ‘generational’ problem (13). The notion that
political and social change will negatively impact generational groups in different ways. While
there were some concerns about how older people might fare (3), the greatest concern was the
fate of the younger generation (10). Sometimes this was expressed by younger people themselves—‘[I fear the] economic pressures on my generation’—but more commonly it concerned
‘my kids.’

Respondents’ greatest hopes when thinking about the future of society and politics
Unsurprisingly, given responses to earlier questions, the most commonly expressed hope concerning
the future of society and politics was that it would become more egalitarian—that the trend towards
increasing social inequality would reverse (21). This tied into calls from some (8) for a deepening, or
extension, of aspects associated with the welfare state (8). In the words of one respondent:
Instead of having "money in the bank" it is spent on helping the people. We follow places like Norway,
Finland and increase support for families (a year paid leave!). Keeping couples together, breaking poverty cycles, children fed and clothed, free school lunches. Also clean waterways, drinkable rivers, quality
not quantity for exports like milk—move to organic, sustainable crop diversity.

This call for improved environmental practices was echoed in other responses (12).
A common theme across responses were hopes that the political system would change (14), with a
number of respondents (9) calling for a more inclusive system. For instance: ‘[I hope] shifts will occur
that will enable New Zealanders to engage as citizens—and aspire to a fair, smart, green, inclusive,
participatory Aotearoa.’ There was also a hope, from some (3), that there would be more accountability from politicians, and from the political system more generally.
In keeping with themes raised in responses to earlier questions, there were also hopes that economic
change would take place (11). These hopes encompassed such issues as job creation, a green economy, more equitable wealth distribution, the end of poverty (3), and the resolution of the housing
crisis (3).
Radical hopes for complete systemic change were also expressed (10). Continuing with the theme of
economic change, there were hopes that capitalism would end (4), as the following quote evidences
(while evoking the generational theme explored above): ‘[I hope that] millennials will overthrow capitalism and we will become a nation that puts the value of our fellow human beings as the highest
priority.’ And capitalism’s historic foe, communism, also made an appearance in some respondents’
hopes (4): ‘Fully Automated Gay Space Communism!’; ‘Communism… 1 day plz [sic].’
8
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Table 4: Greatest hopes for future of society and political system
Hopes (89 responses from 105 surveys)
An egalitarian society
Change to political system

21
14
A more inclusive political system (9)
More political accountability (3)

Improved environmental practices
Economic change

12
11
The end of poverty (3)
The resolution of housing crisis (3)

Complete systemic change

10
Communism (4)
End of capitalism (4)

Deepen or extend welfare state
Youth as source of hope
Māori strengthened
Multiculturalism and diversity
Increased collectivity
A caring and compassionate society
Total

8
8
4
4
3
3
98*

* Total exceeds number of respondents, as a single response may contain two or more points that have been
coded in different categories. See appendix one for more information about methods and coding.

Paired with concerns for younger people, as expressed in the previous section, was a sense of hope as
to what this generation might be able to achieve politically (8): ‘Youth! Excitement! Critical thinking’;
‘[I am] excited by greater involvement of young people in decision making.’
Hope was also found in the prospect that Māori, and Māori values, might come to have more influence: ‘[One of] my greatest hopes for the future is for New Zealand to embrace Māori culture’; [I hope
for a] politics driven by manaakitanga, whanaungatanga, aroha.’ Others hoped that Aotearoa New
Zealand would become more multicultural and diverse (4). Some respondents expressed the hope
that a more collectively orientated culture (as opposed to individualistic) would take shape (3), and
that society become more caring and compassionate (3).

Findings from audio clips
Negative political themes
A consistent trend throughout the various conversations recorded during Political Cutz was a negative
view of politics in Aotearoa New Zealand. A negative opinion or statement was communicated in at
least twenty instances by participants, most commonly in relation to Aotearoa New Zealand’s political
system (7). Two participants believed that the three-year electoral cycle was too short. Another argued that most members of the public ‘don’t really have a strong grasp on the idea of what MMP is,
how it works and how it affects our votes.’ Others argued that the political process is ‘pedantic’ and
fails to articulate and realise any long-term vision. Some participants (5) expressed negative views of
the government, arguing that the Fifth National Government had ultimately failed to achieve any substantial goals.
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Table 5: Negative political themes
Themes
The political system itself

7

The present government

5

Policy processes

3

Wanting to see evidence-based policy2

3

Uncertainty

2
Total

20

Dissatisfaction with the policy process was also discussed, with one participant stating that politicians
‘don’t know what it really means on the ground.’ In another conversation, a participant critiqued the
tendency of parties to ‘down-size’ their policies, they argued that parties should publicly communicate
specific policy plans, as ‘complexity is important in policy.’
Other negative views of politics in Aotearoa New Zealand concerned the potential implications of ‘evidence-based policy,’ particularly for communities due to the disconnect between what constitutes
‘evidence’ and the lived reality of people in these areas.
Two respondents grappled with uncertainty about their party vote—whether to vote on the basis of
what is best for them, as individuals, or rather for the interests of society as a whole.

Positive political themes
A number of discussions (12) raised positive themes around Aotearoa New Zealand’s politics, particularly when comparing the upcoming 2017 election to previous ones.
Table 5: Positive political themes
Themes
Young people

5

Personality politics

4

Progressive policies

3
Total

12

Some discussed youth in Aotearoa New Zealand and the advantages that could come from further
engaging them in politics. One participant stated that young people have ‘a whole lot of strength and
literacies and competencies’ that could contribute to the country’s growth. A young participant also
stated that they believe it is ‘really important’ for youth to be involved in political debate.

2

The prevalence of phrases like ‘evidence policy,’ a favourite of TOP’s leader Gareth Morgan, indicates the
presence of TOP supporters at the event.
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‘Personality politics’ was seen to be a defining feature of the upcoming 2017 general election for some.
As one respondent stated, ‘personality is super, super important in politics,’ and ‘someone’s personality and appearance may sway us in our voting.’ One participant believed that voters were ‘more
engaged with personality than politics.’ Tied into this focus, in no small part, was the so-called ‘Jacinda
effect’ (the perception, frequently conveyed in media coverage of the upcoming election, that the
Labour leader Jacinda Ardern’s charisma and relative youthfulness was a driving feature of this party’s
rapid rise in the polls).
A final positive feature of the political landscape in the lead-up to the election, as identified by respondents, was the rise in progressive policies from parties—spanning such areas as the possibility of
cannabis reform and changes to the education system.

Significant issues and policy areas
In addition to the broad ‘positive’ and ‘negative’ themes discussed above, participants identified several significant issues and policy areas—of which the environment and immigration were the most
frequently discussed. As one respondent stated, ‘climate change is the most pressing issue that we
face, not only as a country but as a world.’ Another asserted they would give their vote ‘to the party
that has the best environmental policies.’
Table 6: Significant issues and policy areas
Issues and policy areas
Environment

4

Immigration

4

Inequality/poverty

3

Housing

3

Education

3

Agriculture

2

Universal basic income

2
Total

21

On the topic of immigration, one participant held that the housing crisis was a result of the government allowing ‘too many people to come to New Zealand.’ Another mentioned the potential exploitation of migrant workers. While the general attitude was sympathetic towards immigrants, there
were calls to reduce immigration, and for more support to be given to those already living in the country.
Inequality and poverty were also mentioned by some participants. One said that ‘the biggest problem
as I see it in New Zealand at the moment is inequality,’ arguing that the government must increase
the wealth of the country and use that money to help ‘those who need it most.’ Another participant
held they had witnessed, first-hand, ‘a huge disparity’ in the country.
The housing crisis was raised as an issue, with a lack of leadership on this issue by the then National
Government seen as contributing to the crisis. Education was mentioned in relation to parties’ policies
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and suggested reforms in this area. There was some discussion of agriculture, in particular the innovation that is coming through that sector. Lastly, two participants communicated their support for a
Universal Basic Income, with one noting the importance of extending it to youth.

Summary of participants’ opinions
There is a notable similarity in the responses across the survey and the audio clips. As it is unlikely that
every survey respondent participated in the audio recordings, and vice versa, it can be argued that
there was a consistent political sensibility running through the event as a whole.
Participants mostly held negative views of the country’s political system. There were concerns about
the interplay of economic interests and power in political processes—with widespread concern about
the housing crisis, deepening inequality, and what the impacts of these might be in the future. The
environment was another frequently raised issue. Participants appeared to be, overall, desiring of
systemic political change—ranging from small scale adjustments, such as the threshold for MMP,
through to total systemic change (communism!). There was an appetite for more open, inclusive political processes, and for a more egalitarian society.

What can art offer politics?
An important question, in assessing Political Cutz, is that of ‘what can art offer politics?’ In this section
of the report we draw on an interview with the organisers of the event, along with some academic
research on this topic, to find answers.
Political Cutz creates a unique environment through what Randerson calls the ‘deliberate obfuscation
of space.’ The event blurs the distinction between commercial space and art space. It is housed in
what would usually be a retail space, and offers goods and services for free or well below market value
(free haircuts, one dollar coffees). The subversion of the normal commercial experience is, in and of
itself, enough to create a carnivalesque setting. This is further extended by the actions of the hosts,
who draw on the tropes of interactive theatre to bring an artistic sensibility to the proceedings. Although this is done in a way, Randerson notes, that is not what ‘art punters’ expect—as they come in
‘to check out this art thing and then find it’s something a bit different.’ The disruption of expectations
is an important element in the event’s success, it prompts people to engage within the space and
other participants in novel ways. Participants are not able to rely on normal social conventions when
interacting, due to the unique nature of the Political Cutz space. As LaHood argues, the theatrical dimension of Political Cutz creates a ‘non-natural environment that you’re heightening […] so you can
introduce rules and it doesn’t feel like you’re impinging on someone.’ The theatrical and performance
elements impact participants in a way, Muir notes, that ‘breaks some barriers down [… and] invites
them to kind of let go a little bit and actually open up and talk.’ The event creates an engaging nonconfrontational space, freeing participants to speak with one another about political issues.
Scholarly research on political theatre has found it is usually explicitly Left-wing and confrontational—
often with the explicit purpose of challenging the government (Holderness 1992, Hunter 2013,
Rasmussen 2009). Political Cutz is unique in this regard, as the organisers stress the importance of
providing and facilitating a non-partisan space. As Muir notes, ‘the fundamental purpose is not to say,
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“do you believe this or this,” but [… to ask] “what do you believe?”’ and to provide a place that facilitates the free expression of participants’ answers. Political Cutz, he continues, works ‘as a platform,
not as a message.’ As Randerson puts it, ‘we are there to listen, not to impose views.’
It has been found that political theatre can facilitate a more deliberative approach to politics—one
that need not be concerned with messaging or entertainment—which is particularly important in an
era of declining political engagement (Chou, Ganon, and Pruitt 2015, Etherton and Prentki 2006). LaHood holds that the role of the Political Cutz organisers is around ‘80 percent’ facilitation. The hosts
are ‘like conductors being able to […] see how the whole space functions and try and guide the dynamism of that interaction between people.’ The artist as conductor facilitates interactions within the
space they have created, prompting people to think differently about political issues. As Muir argues,
the ‘arts breed thinking, deep thinking, different thinking.’ Yet, he notes, the capacity of the arts to do
this is all too-often side-lined (in part, he suggests, because ‘art sometimes segregates itself with its
own cleverness from the rest of society’).
Muir shared a short video with the report writers, in which he discusses politics with a woman who
we will call ‘Sarah.’ The video captures the dynamics of Political Cutz as an event, underscoring what
the artistic sensibility and the space created by the hosts can achieve. Sarah mentions that she works
two jobs, one in mental health and addictions housing, and another in a homeless peoples’ night shelter. It is apparent at the start of the conversation that Muir has been talking with Sarah for a while,
and the two are relaxed. While combing her hair, Muir prompts Sarah to discuss a point she had raised
earlier in relation to the people using the services provided in her places of work. A lot of people using
these services, notes Sarah,
don’t feel like they’re valued, they don’t think their vote counts, some of them don’t understand what
some of the parties stand for, or their policies. One asked me last night, “Oh, is it [the election] every
three years?”, and he’s in his forties. So I thought, oh, maybe we’re not reaching them as well as we
think. So something like this [Political Cutz] is really cool. It’s a different creative way, it’s not boring,
[or] intimidating.

In watching this interaction between Muir and Sarah, it is apparent that the intimate act of hairdressing—the physical proximity it involves, the touching of a stranger, talking about their appearance,
things we normally only do with those we are close to—creates a space for conservations that might
not normally happen. Further aiding this process, creating a space that’s ‘not boring, [or] intimidating,’
is Muir’s ability to make jokes and put a person at ease.
Connections are an important outcome—the bringing together of those who might not normally share
a space. As Randerson puts it, the event is successful if ‘people can feel that there are others, like they
are part of a wider community and maybe even who they don’t know, who they can have political
conversations with in an accessible way.’ Alongside this more diffuse ‘sense of community’ type of
connection, which is a common aim for practitioners of applied theatre (Dufour 2002), Political Cutz
can also facilitate more direct practical connections. For instance, Muir mentions an example in which
two members of a housing group came in for haircuts, and they were critical of the mayor’s housing
programme due to its possible impacts on people with mental health needs. ‘So, we were like “well
hang around, the mayor’s going to be in here in a couple of hours,” and they did, and had that really
quite deep [conversation], and Justin [the mayor] was having his haircut, and it was like this is a wow,
if this has helped broker a one-to-one conversation.’
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To give another example of the type of connections between different people fostered by Political
Cutz, one of this report’s authors recounts an experience from their time at the event:
I was there on the Saturday morning. When I arrived participants were positioned around different
activity sites. Some were lounging on bean-bags and were in conversation with one of the hosts, playing
a card game. Two people were at the colouring-in station, they looked to be in their thirties, and were
quietly engaged in the task at hand. A couple more people stood around the coffee machine, talking to
the barista. Another participant was in discussion with a host, and was about to have their photo taken
with a message they had written on a small white-board.
The largest group of people sat in a semi-circle around Muir, who was giving a haircut at the time. Muir
was in deep discussion with the recipient of the cut, asking them questions about the upcoming election, and what they considered to be the big issues. Muir would also address questions to the others
present. Mostly, though, the people in the semi-circle were engaged in quieter conversations of their
own.
I decided to join the semi-circle myself after a brief stint at the colouring-in table. A diverse group was
assembled. The youngest was a student who looked to be in her early twenties. The oldest was a retired
woman in her mid-sixties. She told us that she came from a political background, but found it hard to
find spaces to talk about politics these days. Another member of the group was a plumber in his forties,
who had come in from a rural town where, he said, nobody talks about politics.
I sat next to a guy in his thirties. He had previously belonged to a street-gang, had recently finished a
stint in prison, and was now working in construction. Politics used to be talked about a lot in his family,
he said, but this came with a lot of pressure to vote Labour—‘So the first time I ever voted,’ he joked,
‘was for National, not because I agreed with their policies, but just to piss my mother off.’ On my other
side sat a young man who was an enthusiastic supporter of TOP. He worked in computer programming,
and had been living overseas for the past five years. Now he was back in the country, he told us, it felt
important to get involved in politics, and he was campaigning for TOP primarily because of their policy
that supported the introduction of the Universal Basic Income.

The diversity of people who are brought into conversation with one another, and the ease with which
these conversations can take place, is a testimony to what the alternative space created by Political
Cutz can offer.
In developing a range of ways for people to participate, Political Cutz creates an alternative forum for
political discussion. As Randerson argues, existing forums for political conversation, like television
news or the radio, are ‘very binary, they’re very oppositional, they’re usually full of men, and white
men in particular, and I like that we can create a space that is more accessible and that helps people
feel like the way that they relate to or think about politics is just as valid.’ The aim is show that there
are different ways for the public to have a political discourse, to increase the diversity of voices engaged in discussion. LaHood states that Political Cutz is trying to change the country’s media-scape,
and to stimulate more productive, inclusive, forms of public engagement. As Muir argues, Political
Cutz is trying to counteract ‘that quality in global political trends towards Brexit or the Trump Administration […] we have these incredibly disaffected people who also don’t have any outlet to express
their views [… or] space where they can […] tease out how they do feel about things.’
Political Cutz, in drawing on artistic practices to stimulate political discussion, aims to achieve more
than engagement with an upcoming general election. It has a prefigurative dimension. It seeks to con-
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tribute to a wider political shift—away from the conventional notions of Left and Right and the partisan forms of politics that come with these positions—towards a more consensus-based, directly democratic mode of politics. As Randerson puts it, she would ‘prefer to see a world in which the citizens
are much more embedded in the democratic process, not just at election time, but all the way
through.’
In a period of dramatically declining engagement in established democratic political processes, Political Cutz highlights how artistic practice can bring people into political discussion in the lead-up to an
election. Part of the potential, here, is the artist’s ability to move quickly to create interactive experiences. As LaHood notes:
art can act as a real shortcut to get to a process that otherwise you’d have to go to an organisation or
agency or some kind of big structural thing and say, “Hey, can we do this?” And then they spend years
going, “Maybe, if we do this, and maybe if we do that.” And then they come back with reasons why you
can’t […] so everything gets stalled. But art can shortcut that, because it takes it out of the real context
and into an imagined context […] a pocket of utopia.

In considering the pressing nature of the ‘crisis of democracy,’ and the difficulties that states have in
addressing this, art offers the possibility of a ‘rapid response.’ In producing an ‘imagined space’ interactive art projects like Political Cutz give participants a glimpse into a different way of being. The idea
that an artistic project is not ‘serious’—compared, say, to a governmental select committee—can
prompt an openness from participants. There is a chance that the experiences offered by an event like
Political Cutz may not only lead directly to participation in existing practices—like voting—but might
open out to something more.
As the quote from LaHood above indicates, there is a utopian dimension to Political Cutz. It fosters
forms of engagement that might, were they to spread more widely, lead to new forms of political
organisation and engagement. Democracy is not a static concept, and should not be reduced to the
institutional forms through which it may be exercised at particular historical points (for instance, one
vote every three years for someone else to represent you). Rather, democracy is a relation between
people, it is cultural as much as it is political. Political Cutz points to how the culture of democracy
might be positively changed in Aotearoa New Zealand.

Tensions to be addressed for future iterations of Political Cutz
In discussing Political Cutz, the organisers noted some tensions within the event. The most pressing
concerns how they position themselves in relation to the media. As LaHood reflects, ‘theatricality can
be a bit of a double-edged sword.’ As organisers they want the event to get media and publicity, as do
the event’s sponsors and funders. The theatrical element of Political Cutz is ideal for gaining attention,
but the point for the organisers is that it is a ‘tool’ for fostering engagement and deliberation from
participants. If the event becomes too much of a spectacle, then the less its theatricality achieves its
purpose due to the distracting presence of news media. The organisers spoke of how the media came
in on the first afternoon of the event and ‘just basically took the place over, and in some cases quite
aggressively.’ The exposure draws people in, notes Muir, ‘but it can end up overriding the purpose
and intention of the work.’ Reflecting on the 2014 and 2017 events, Randerson notes that media attention ‘always goes crazy… [and is] always bigger than we expect.’ In thinking toward the next event,

15

Political Cutz 2017
then, there is clearly a need to plan for how to deal with the disruptions that media attention brings,
or to rethink how media might become involved.
The event’s location is another concern for the organisers. As seen in the earlier discussion of the
event’s demographic profile, the average participant characteristics (as gleaned from the survey) were
as follows: an age of 34, female, Pākehā, holds a bachelor’s degree, has an income sufficient for meeting their needs, and votes for a Left-wing party. Research around non-voters in Aotearoa New Zealand
reveals a demographic that is mostly young, from an ethnic minority group, is relatively poor, and is
often in rural locations (Electoral Comission, 2015). The difference in these two demographic profiles
indicates that Political Cutz has not, in its previous two iterations, had a chance to reach those who
are most disengaged from mainstream political institutions and practices. The reasons for Political
Cutz current demographic profile are complex and beyond the scope of this research to effectively
address. That said, the location of the event is likely a major contributing factor in terms of who participates. An issue the organisers are aware of. As Randerson states:
there is a target demographic that we would love to reach more, which is a younger demographic, a
disengaged demographic, and I think we were never going to be able to reach that with the inner-city
location. […] I feel as soon as we say it’s in the CBD, and it’s open these hours [10-4], we really dictate
the huge amount of the people that come in, no matter how much we try and reach out it’s just silly to
try.

The organisers would love to take the event to more diverse locations, but this requires ‘a lot of resourcing.’ For instance, Muir has floated the idea of a Political Cutz caravan that could go to places like
the rural town Morrinsville, or to the Porirua CBD, locations with very different demographics to inner
city Wellington. If the event is to move towards its ambitions of fostering a wider shift in the country’s
political culture, then it will need to find a means of reaching a wider range of people—both demographically and geographically speaking—than it currently does.

Concluding comments
Political Cutz draws on the tradition of interactive theatre to create an open collaborative space where
participants can drop their inhibitions and speak with strangers about political issues. It stimulates
political engagement in an era of declining participation in conventional democratic processes. This
report has documented aspects of the 2017 iteration of the event, and explored the question of what
art can offer political engagement, along with making suggestions for future iterations of Political Cutz.
Based on the results of the survey conducted as part of Political Cutz, the average participant characteristics were as follows: an age of 34, female, Pākehā, holds a bachelor’s degree or higher, has an
income sufficient for meeting their needs, and votes for a Left-wing party. Only 105 of (approximately)
800 participants completed the survey, so these findings are indicative only. Based on the survey findings, and the audio clips that were analysed, it can be seen that a number of participants in the event
held negative views of the country’s political system, and were concerned with the influence of economic issues on political practices, and the impact this had upon social conditions. Inequality and the
housing crisis were frequently raised concerns, as were environmental issues. Participants hoped society would become more egalitarian in the future, and the political system more inclusive.
The event’s hosts used artistic and theatrical practices to encourage participation in group discussions,
and to prompt reflections on the political system. Unlike most examples of political theatre, Political
Cutz is non-partisan and non-confrontational. The hosts act as facilitators, rather than conveying opinions of their own. While contributing to attempts to bolster political engagement around general elections, the event also seeks to foster a broader cultural shift around democratic engagement. In this
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sense the event has a prefigurative dimension—it seeks to model and inspire new democratic practices. The openness, deliberation, and respect for others found within the event signal an alternative
approach to politics. Of interest here being that the event’s practices match some participants’ hopes
for how politics might develop in the future.
There is a synergy between the event’s aims and practices, and its participants. In no small part because of its location in inner city Wellington. The question of how the event might translate to other
locations—especially those with a demographic less inclined to engage with mainstream political practices—is an important one. If the practices animating this event were to carry over to other locations,
then such bodies as the Electoral Commission would do well to pay attention. Might art have much
more to offer political life in this country than currently recognised?
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Appendix one: Data collection and methodology
A wealth of information was gathered by the Political Cutz organisers, including photographs, audio
interviews, audio documentation of group discussions, videos of participants interacting with each
other and the organisers, and surveys. It was beyond the capacities of the research team to engage
with all of this material, we focussed on the following: surveys, audio clips, and an interview the researchers conducted with the organisers after the event. These sources are supplemented, at times,
with the researchers’ own observations of the event, and some specific additional materials provided
by organisers.
The surveys were composed of two sections. The first section gathered basic demographic information—such as age, gender, satisfaction with income, and voting behaviour. There were 105 survey
sheets filled out by participants. This is far below the number of people who actually attended, which
is estimated to be 800, so the findings offered below are indicative only.
The second section of the survey was composed of long-answer questions, which were completed by
91 respondents. Of these, five were partially completed (one to three questions answered). The four
long-answer questions attached to this survey are as follows (see appendix two for the full survey
sheet):
 How do you feel about our current political system?
 What do you think is the most important political issue today?
 What are your biggest fears for the future when thinking about our society and political system?
 What are your greatest hopes for the future when thinking about our society and political
system?
In setting these broad, open-ended questions, the intention was to provide respondents with plenty
of scope for offering their own thoughts on the issues raised—rather than asking simple ‘yes/no’ questions, or questions that ask respondents to assign a numerical value to their thoughts and feelings on
particular issues (for instance, we did not ask questions like ‘On a scale of one to five, with five “very
concerned,” how concerned are you about climate change?’). The value of this open-ended approach
is that it can lead to surprise findings—issues that the researchers never expected to encounter. The
shortcoming of this approach is that it can be difficult to process due to the variety of issues raised.
In all, there were around 350 long-answer responses. Processing involved a number of steps: all responses were read in full; nodes (recurrent themes) were then identified; the responses were then
read through in full again and coded to relevant nodes. The result of this process is an overview of the
different issues respondents’ raised. A single response might be coded to two or more nodes. For
instance, consider the following response to the question ‘How do you feel about our current political
system?’:
Medium. Some good ideas but not very creatively ambitious on problem solving. Following the wrong
footsteps instead of forging an inspirational path. Selling our assets is dumb. Let's be braver. People
who don't live here shouldn't get to own stuff. Too much loop-hole play.

This wide-ranging response was coded to the following nodes: ‘Balanced view’; ‘Politics needs to be
more innovative’; and ‘Distrust of politicians.’ Some responses were more laconic—for instance, ‘It’s
shit’—and were coded against a single node only.
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In coding the responses, there were instances where a major node would be established and then a
number of sub-nodes attached to this. For example, a major node for ‘Feelings about the political
system’ was ‘Negative’ (57); this node then had the sub-node ‘Need for institutional changes’ (14)
along with another lesser node, ‘Change MMP threshold’ (3). This means that of the 57 people who
had negative views of the political system, 14 argued there was a need for institutional change of
some sort; and of these 14, three argued that there needed to be a change to the MMP threshold.
Three responses aligning with a single node was the threshold for an issue being considered a significant trend.
It should be noted that while this research approach provides a general sense of the respondents’
shared concerns and interests, as well as highlighting divergences in attitude, the process of coding
this data, and reporting on it, is subjective. It is possible that another group of researchers working
with the same data could identify different themes, or might have assigned responses to nodes in
other ways. It is even possible for a researcher to relate to this data differently from day to day. With
these disclaimers in place, the researchers are confident that the findings in this report are broadly
representative of the views of the survey respondents.
At various times Political Cutz participants were recorded having conversations with event hosts, and
within groups (with consent having been granted for this recording to take place). These audio clips
aimed to capture natural conversations where participants expressed their ideas and opinions about
the political climate in Aotearoa New Zealand, especially in relation to the upcoming election. In some
instances a panel of participants were given a set question to prompt discussion.
The audio clips were transcribed and then coded. First, recurrent themes or nodes were identified in
the transcripts. Three general trends of discussion emerged: negative political themes; positive political themes; and key issues and policy areas. Transcripts were then re-read and coded in line with the
trends identified, and sub-themes were then identified.
The final data analysed in this report is an interview conducted with the event organisers. The interview was ‘open ended’ and semi-structured, providing ample opportunity for the interviewees to pursue their own lines of thought and interest, and to provide direction to the interview. Once completed
the interview was transcribed in full, and the researchers identified key themes and tensions raised
by the interviewees.

Considerations for future research
The writers of this report collaborated with the organisers in designing the research programme in the
lead-up to the event, but circumstances did not lead to the writers being present except for the final
day. On the one hand this was problematic, insofar as we were not able to develop a fine-grained
analysis of the day-to-day life of Political Cutz. An ethnographic approach to researching the event
would reveal more nuances than the approach deployed here. On the other hand, by not being present at the event for the entirety of its duration, the researchers did not impose themselves upon the
space. If future researchers were to attend the event in its entirety, care would need to be taken to
not disrupt the event’s hosts and processes—the problematic nature of the media ‘takeover’ of the
event, as noted by the organisers, should also serve as a caution to future researchers.
A strength of the research approach undertaken for this event was the collaborative process of setting
up the research project, and then leaving it to the hosts to collect data in the forms that which they
were most comfortable with. This can, though, cause some problems for the researcher. A notable
one for this research team being that only 13% of participants completed survey forms, rendering the
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demographic findings partial. For instance, might it be that the profile of those most disengaged from
political processes corresponds to an unwillingness to complete a survey form? Another issue was the
large amount of data collected by the hosts, which was beyond the scope of the research team’s resources to analyse—meaning a significant portion of those who participated in the event did not have
their voices heard by the research team.
The survey included too many long-answer questions about respondent’s political views. While all
questions were consistently answered, there was a lot of overlap in each participant’s responses—
which led to diminishing returns in terms of the information gleaned from each consecutive question.
If a survey is used for future events, it is suggested that two, rather than four, long-answer attitudinal
questions be included.
The research conducted here involved a major oversight: participants’ reactions to the event itself
were not solicited. For instance, the survey could have included questions like ‘How has Political Cutz
prompted you to think differently about politics?’ and ‘Are you more likely to vote now that you have
participated in this event?’ Researchers, or event hosts, could also conduct short interviews with participants inquiring into how the event’s artistic and theatrical elements were received. Such research
would further understandings of how art can influence political engagement, and might also be of use
to the hosts when planning future events.
Finally, if the event were to be conducted in different locations in the future, then there would be
some benefit of repeating aspects of the research approach used in 2017. This would allow a comparative profile of events to be developed, including attitudinal differences and similarities between different demographics.

Ethics approval
The researchers were granted approval for this research by the Standing Committee of the Human
Ethics Committee, Victoria University of Wellington (application ID: 0000025552, application title:
Political Cutz: Political engagement and voting practices).
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Appendix two: Survey form
The purpose of this survey is gain an understanding of who participates in Political Cutz, and to gain
knowledge of how people feel about our political system and where it is going. You do not have to
answer every question in this survey. Do not write your name on this survey, as we wish to keep people’s identities anonymous. We may share this survey with academic researchers.

In what year were you born?
What is your ethnicity?
What is your gender?
What is the highest educational or professional qualification that you have Achieved?

What is your current profession, or level of study if still a student?

Tick the box that most accurately describes your current income level:
I do not earn enough to get by
I earn enough to get by, but not comfortably
I earn enough to get by
I earn enough to get by, with some to spare
I earn more than enough to get by
Did you vote in the last election?
Will you vote in this year's election?

If you are voting, who do you think you will vote for?

Please answer the questions over the page
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Please take a little more time to answer the following questions:
How do you feel about our current political system?

What do you think is the most important political issue today?

What are your biggest fears for the future when thinking about our society and political system?

What are your greatest hopes for the future when thinking about our society and political system?
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