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In the past week, the emails notifying The Co-op applicants of the selection outcome have been sent out, 
and tonight, the selected participants for The Co-op will be gathering for the first time. 

The Substation team and I felt it important to share an account of the selection process and how we dealt 
with some of the issues that arose. I’m writing this more as a personal account as the Guest Producer of 
The Co-op, though, which really means, I don’t represent The Substation or any of the members of The 
Substation Team. 😉  

Open Call & Information Sessions: 22nd August-22nd October 
The open call for participants for The Co-op was made public on 22nd August. By the end of the call on 
11th September, we had received and accepted a total of 42 applications, including a couple of late 
submissions. 

Before going into the selection process, we (The Substation’s Programme Managers, Ailin and Selene, and 
myself) put together a series of information sessions for the applicants, during which I gave an overview 
about The Co-op as a programme — its aims, its guiding questions, where it sits in the broader 
programming going on at The Substation — and also addressed questions about the selection process, the 
roles of The Substation’s Programme Managers as participants of The Co-op, my role as the Guest 
Producer, as well as the involvement and role of Asst. Professor Hoe Su Fern, the Guest Researcher. This 
was followed by an open-ended Q&A for participants to ask any amount of questions they wished, which I 
tried to answer to the best of my ability. 

SOME OF THE SLIDES SHOWN AT THE INFORMATION SESSIONS 
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These voluntary information sessions were meant to allow applicants an opportunity to clarify concerns or 
doubts about The Co-op, and to make sure that applicants understood what they would be committing to 
by joining this programme if they were selected. I also made it clear that these information sessions were 
not interviews or part of the selection criteria, and made it a point not to ask anybody for their names or 
even make conversation with the attendees, in order to avoid potential concerns about any kind of 
subconscious ‘screening’. Of the 42 applicants, 35 attended the information sessions. 5 were unable to 
make it for the timings or did not reply the emails. There were also 2 applications which had unfortunately 
made it into the email spam folder and were only discovered after the information sessions were 
concluded. 

The applicants were also told that if anything during the session made them want to amend or even 
withdraw their applications (e.g., if it was not what they had originally thought they were signing up for), they 
would be welcome to do so. 3 applicants eventually wrote in to amend their applications and statements of 
interest and another 3 applicants withdrew their applications. 

Selection Panel: 27th September 2016 
The selection panel met on 27th September, and comprised the current members of The Substation team 
and myself. As participants of The Co-op, the Programme Managers Ailin and Selene were not on the 
selection panel, and did not partake in any of the discussions, although they were present at the selection 
meeting together with the Guest Researcher, Su Fern, as observer. 

 
Selection Part I: Commitment to The Co-op and its aims 
To begin with, we had a basic process of anonymous selection, in which applications would be assessed or 
selected based on their statements of interest, and how they responded to the open call and the idea of 
The Co-op. To this end, the names and personal details were blacked out, and the application forms then 
numbered and randomised, before being sent to the rest of the members of the selection panel to go 
through on their own. We were each to come up with a shortlist of up to 15 participants we felt would make 
a good fit for this programme. We then shared our shortlists with each other, and the results were 
concurrently tabulated on a spreadsheet during the meeting. The numbers shifted during the course of the 
discussion that followed, as some people changed their minds / amended or added to their shortlists, but 
this is what the spreadsheet looked like by the end of the selection meeting: 
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SELECTION PANEL  
Alan Oei, Artistic Director, The Substation 

Samantha Segar, General Manager, The Substation 
Isyraf bin Sabtu, Technician, The Substation 

Elena Yeo, Part-Time Programmer, The Substation 
Amrit Dhillon, Intern, The Substation 

Mok Cui Yin, Guest Producer, The Co-op 
 

* Victor Emmanuel, the Venue Manager for The Substation,  
was unable to take part in the selection meeting on 27th September. 

OBSERVERS 
Chin Ailin, Programme Manager, The Substation 

Selene Yap, Programme Manager, The Substation 
Asst. Professor Hoe Su Fern, Guest Researcher, The Co-op



 
NB: Alan (AO) ended up shortlisting 16 applications because he missed out on reading one application whilst coming up with his own 

initial shortlist. After reading the application he missed out, he decided he personally felt strongly about the application and eventually 
voted for as well. This was Applicant #02, whose application eventually made it into the final selection of participants. 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The key selection criteria were: commitment, diversity, and openness.  

My approach to coming up with my shortlist was first to map out some of my own ideas as to how an 
applicant’s interest in and commitment to The Co-op as a programme could come across or be expressed 
in their statement of interest, before reading the applications. For instance, some applications could be 
interesting to consider because they offered particular thoughts about collaborative / cooperative working, 
or because they demonstrated an interest in exploring relationships between arts spaces and the publics. I 
ended up have three rounds of shortlisting, reading and re-reading each application over a few rounds. 

Personally, I felt that it was crucial to not have qualifications or track records to be a benchmark for 
decision-making — especially when in Singapore,  we have such an overwhelming bias towards accolades 
and qualifications as a way of defining merit — and so I advocated strongly to not have CVs referred to at 
this stage of the shortlisting process. (On hindsight, whilst that might have prevented a certain kind of bias 
from factoring too strongly in the selection process, I also see that it may have affected the chances of 
those who revealed too little about themselves in their statements of interest and were expecting for their 
CVs to have more weightage in the selection process.) 

Selection Part II: Diversity and Plurality 
Once our shortlists were combined and tabulated, we first looked at the applications that had received 0 
votes, to make time for second thoughts or a vote revision if necessary, before collectively agreeing to 
eliminate these applications from this first round of shortlisting. 

Thereafter, we looked at the applications which had received a majority vote (i.e., 4 votes or more), to see, 
when put together, what kind of a group they formed. We took turns to share our thoughts on this “majority 
vote” group: the type of grounds they covered, what might possibly be missing or desirable to add in order 
to arrive at a committed yet diverse group. To this end, some members of the panel also suggested 
particular applicants for (re)consideration. 

Despite blacking out the personal details, the identity of some of the applicants were still very obvious to 
any member of the panel who might know the person. And so, if we were advocating for an applicant 
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whose identity was obvious, and whom we knew on a personal level, some of us opted to state a disclaimer 
about knowing the applicant, before going on to advocate for them, though mostly still on the basis of the 
content of the application. Admittedly though, there was no way we could enforce this, and how we dealt 
with it was largely left to conscience. If a member of the panel opted to stay silent about knowing an 
applicant personally, it was beyond us to verify all the possible connections between the applicants and the 
members of the selection panel. 

In attempting to address diversity, we also did not start out with a list of boxes to tick or quotas to fill, but 
tried to respond to the range of applications we had, and the question of how to best complete this 
“majority vote” group. Some factors we considered whilst discussing group diversity included: 

- age; 
- gender; 
- occupational status: e.g., student, fresh graduate, in part- or full-time employment, NSF, etc; 
- varying levels of prior engagement and existing relationships with The Substation (and the arts scene 

at large); 
- differing extents and nature of involvement in the arts:  artists, creative professionals, people who do 

not study or work in the arts, individuals who were dedicated audience members or consumers, 
individuals with a dedicated amateur interest in artistic pursuits, creatives from a range of disciplines 
and practices, etc. 

Granted, not all of these factors were necessarily evident in the applicant statements, but where they could 
be made known to us, we took that information into consideration. Because the personal details on the 
forms had been blacked out, the Programme Managers also helped to look at the original applications to 
check or verify certain questions, such as the gender or age distribution. 

This part of the selection meeting was a lot more discursive and organic and took quite a bit of time, as we 
argued and debated about plurality, how it could manifest, what was valuable (or not) for The Co-op, why 
particular applicants were worth reconsidering, and so on.  

By the time we were left with the last 2 slots to fill — of the original 12 we had planned for — there were still 
at least 5 to 6 applications that were strong contenders, each being advocated for very strongly by different 
members of the selection panel. We finally agreed on 3 more applicants — 02, 09, and 24 — which 
addressed most of the gaps we’d identified in the course of this discussion. 

And so after about 5 hours(!), we arrived at our list of 13 selected applicants, whom, together with AIlin and 
Selene, will form the core group of 15 participants of The Co-op. Exciting times ahead! 🙂 
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