
 
 
Innovation Lab 2022  
 
Invitation for Innovation Lab participants 
 
The BFI FAN Innovation Lab 2022 is a mentorship programme for emerging curators from 
Black and ethnic minority backgrounds. Over four months each Mentee will learn about the 
inner workings of one of the UK leading independent cinemas, develop their knowledge and 
confidence and, finally, curate an event/s at their ‘host’ Mentor venue.  
 
Innovation Lab for 2022-23 is a four month long mentoring programme hosted by the UK’s 
leading independent cinema organisations, working with programmers from 
underrepresented ethnicities to develop celebratory and challenging programmes of films 
and enhancement activities for Spring 2023. Kicking off in November 2022 at Leeds Film 
Festival with group development workshops, facilitated discussions, speakers and 
networking events, mentees will be supported by their Host venue to develop fluency in the 
organisation’s culture, language and processes, working towards a public film programme or 
season. 
 
This Innovation Lab intends to diversify the pool of potential applicants for leadership in the 
independent screen exhibition sector, working with a cohort of film programmers to gain 
valuable experience and to influence how independent cinema organisations support, 
nurture and celebrate their diverse leadership and staff. 
 
We are looking for potential mentees with at least three years of programming experience, 
not necessarily in film but this would be helpful. The focus of content is likely to be features, 
as most independent film programming is of this length, but may also include shorts, archive 
films, artists’ films and other screen media, depending on the host organisation’s 
programming interests. Programming will be primarily of cultural film, that is, international, 
British or independent film, although we recognise that mainstream film (studio films, 
streaming content, television and so on) may also form a small part of the eventual film 
programming. 
 
We anticipate that potential mentees will bring their lived experience to the mentoring 
programme, but also that the eventual film programming may include the widest 
representation both on-screen and behind the camera. 
 
At the end of the mentoring programme, mentees will have: 
• working knowledge of the operation a large independent cinema organisation 
• supported the host organisation to explore diverse points of view in its processes and to 
experiment with diverse narratives in its programmes 
• delivered a programme of celebratory and challenging films and enhancement activities 



• developed and grown their own network of contacts in the independent screen exhibition 
industry 
 
Time commitment: Two days for initial meeting of all mentees at Leeds Film Festival 
(November). Two days (or equivalent) per month for four months to work with host venue 
 
Who is this for: Mentees may be freelance or working within an organisation.  
 
Applications: https://forms.gle/6o4iQ78VFi3LkSZQ8 
 
Funding support: 

•  Innovation Lab provides Participants funding support of £600 over four months 
which may be invoiced in portions at the end of each month or at the end of the four 
month programme. 

• We aim to match participants with Mentor Venues within close geographical reach 
but recognise that some Mentorships will be at a distance and meeting in person 
may be limited. Appropriate travel budget will be allocated once Mentorships have 
been agreed.  

• The project also provides funding (up to £450) towards delivery of at least one public 
screening event which the Mentee would curate in collaboration with the host 
Venue.  

• FHS will provide travel and accommodation for attendance at Leeds Film Festival. 
 
Who are the Mentor Venues?   
We are confirming full time cinema venues from across the UK who are interested in 
diversifying the sector and providing mentorship and programming experience to emerging 
curators.  
 
Support from Film Hub Scotland  
During the four months of Innovation Lab the mentees will be supported by diversity 
consultant Huttson Lo, who has co-devised this programme. The project is coordinated by 
Siobhan Fahey at Film Hub Scotland.  Ideally each Mentor organisation will appoint one key 
point of contact from the senior leadership team to facilitate the mentorship.  
 
 
  



What is Innovation Lab 2022? 
 
Innovation Lab 2022 is a mentorship programme for eight emerging film curators from black 
and ethnic minority backgrounds. Over four months each Mentee will learn about the inner 
workings of one of the UK leading independent cinemas, develop their knowledge and 
confidence and, finally, curate an event/s at their ‘host’ venue.  
 
The Mentees will start Innovation Lab in November 2022 at Leeds Film Festival with group 
development workshops, facilitated discussions, speakers and networking events. Over the 
following four months Mentees will spend two days (or equivalent) each month with their 
Mentor venue to develop fluency in the organisation’s culture, language and processes, 
working towards a public film programme or season.  
 
Participating venues will have the opportunity to build a professional relationship with a 
curator they may not have worked with previously. We anticipate that potential mentees 
will bring their different experiences, expertise and perspective to the mentoring 
programme, and also that the eventual film programming may include the widest 
representation both on-screen and behind the camera. 
 
Innovation Lab Mentees will have the opportunity to learn about the working practices of 
an established Cinema organisation – from the organisation’s Board to the technical team. 
Meetings will be agreed between the Mentee and Venue to develop their knowledge of, 
and networks within, the sector. 
 
We aim to partner Venues and Mentees within the same city or regional area.  Mentees will 
receive a fee for their time and local travel costs and they may be freelancers or from 
smaller organisations. The Innovation Lab programme is coordinated by Film Hub Scotland 
and both Mentees and Mentor Venues will be supported through this mentoring process. 
All participants should share the aims of increasing access and diversifying the film 
exhibition sector.  
 
Outcomes 

• Mentees will: 
1. Develop their confidence in working with a range of people at different levels of 

seniority. 
2. Build knowledge of the legal, operational and management of established 

independent cinema organisation 
3. Curate a public film programme or season for a leading UK Cinema 
4. Develop of network of curators from across the UK 
5. Raise their profile within their region 
6. Build relationships with Mentor venue teams 

 
• Mentors will: 
1. Be open to changing the culture within their organisation and the wider sector 
2. Commit to be inclusive and representative 
3. Develop greater understanding of different perspectives across venue team 
4. Be supporting the development of diverse emerging curators in their region 



Innovation Lab 22: We do not know what we do not know.  
 
If we want to see a more diverse leadership in the sector, business cannot go on as usual. If 
organisations—even successful, thriving and leading organisations—carry on as they do now 
(or as they did before the pandemic), they risk losing out on current and future audiences 
who are not represented, included or welcomed in organisations as they are today.  
 
If your leadership is white, male and of a certain age, are you absolutely sure that your 
organisational processes are able to recruit, recognise and champion staff that are Black or 
Asian, queer or female, disabled, younger or older? Can you confidently say that your whole 
organisation is anti-racist? Is your programming representative of the audiences where you 
are? Are you seeking out the stories that speak to your wide diversity of audiences, no 
matter where those films are made? 
 
I know that it is impossible to do everything, even in a huge organisation; but with 
organisations made up as they currently are, it is near impossible for people who are Black, 
Asian or from an ethnic minority to see themselves as potential leaders for those 
organisations. They do not see that an organisation has space for someone who looks 
different, speaks differently, has a different family or faith dynamic. 
 
They also do not see how hard an organisation might be working to be inclusive and 
representative, because programming (and leadership) jobs come up so rarely.  
 
Even so, despite the rarity of the roles, it would be better to have a more diverse pool of 
potential recruits; however, are they being recruited into organisations where the culture is 
set in stone? And are they being recruited for their uniqueness but then asked to conform, 
and failing? Giving someone the opportunity to bring their whole self to their work but 
without understanding that the workspace is not yet ready to support them as individuals is 
probably worse than doing nothing, like offering water in the desert and then pouring it 
away.  
 
And so I come back to we do not know what we do not know.  
 
We do not know if our organisations are culturally homogenous if we do not have staff with 
different heritages and backgrounds to tell us what works and what doesn’t. We do not 
know if our programming is inclusive of our audiences if we do not have a representative of 
those audiences in the room when decisions are being made. We do not know why our 
audiences are not representative of our local community if we do not have their direct input 
leading and guiding our organisation.  
 
No organisation is perfect, and in four months we cannot hope to change organisational 
culture in any one of the participating organisations; but we can take a first step. We can 
help the host venues to explore what they already do for Black, Asian and other ethnic 
minority staff, what the organisation aspires to do and what they aren’t doing at all. The 
mentees are almost consultants in that respect, which is what happens to ethnic minority 
staff anyway, asked to represent because of their skin colour (even though there is even 
further diversity within diversity, and no one individual can speak for a whole community) 



so let’s acknowledge that each of the mentees will be asked their opinions on things they 
might not know (and I will support them to articulate how they can answer a query or not).  
 
So, beyond a curated programme, each of the host venues will get a chance to explore what 
their organisational culture does for Black, Asian and ethnic minority staff, what that culture 
looks like to an outsider, and to what degree the organisation welcomes outsiders. After all, 
if an organisation can’t welcome its own diverse staff, what hope of welcoming a diverse 
audience, which is what this is ultimately about. 
 
On the subject of ongoing commitment, I would hope that this programme is part of wider 
activity that organisations, Film Hubs and the BFI are already undertaking, that we ask host 
venues to articulate where it fits into their existing strategic plans, and what they plan to do 
after the programme is over.  
 
Huttson Lo, Innovation Lab coordinator/ Sept ‘22 


