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Summary 
 
Arts Together is an on-going programme that has operated successfully 

for 17 years and believe that being reliable and sustainable is the best 
way to support older people experiencing overwhelming change and loss. 
They believe that providing for basic needs is not enough to make life at 

any age worthwhile. They have 6 groups in Wiltshire and use high quality 
creative projects led by professional artists to enrich the lives and 
improve the health and wellbeing of frail, isolated older people living in 

the community. 
 

“It’s not medication you want; it’s the feeling better without all that 

stuff. That’s Arts Together” 
 
Arts Together recognise that among the greatest challenges facing frail 

older people in our rural county are geographical and social isolation 
which too often lead to extreme loneliness, loss of confidence, increased 
confusion, susceptibility to falls and reduced life expectancy. They help 

members recover their zest for life and live independently and confidently 
in the community. 
 

Arts Together’s experience is that delivering first-class arts projects alone 
is not enough. Uniquely among Wiltshire charities, they also provide the 
encouragement and practical support that frail people need to take part. 

 
Arts Together have chosen to highlight work they carried out during a 6 
month period in 2015 which marked a turning point for the organisation 

because for the first time they achieved funding from the Arts Council for 
their artistic costs. It was an opportunity to evaluate in depth what they 
achieved and provided clear pointers for future development. 

 
 
Overview 

 
Identifying need 
Members are referred by health and care agencies and occasionally by 

relatives. Generally they are withdrawn and fearful after long periods of 
loneliness when they first join Arts Together. The team ensure that they 
settle in at their own pace and train their artists and volunteers to identify 

and address individuals' changing physical and psychological needs so 
that all can take part. This may include adapting tools or techniques or 
providing one to one support and repetitive reminders for a member with 

dementia. 
 
Aims and Objectives 
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Arts Together aim to counteract the damaging effects of isolation and 
extreme loneliness on frail older people. By providing interest and 

challenge in a safe environment they help people rebuild their self-esteem 
and confidence, and restore their resilience and capacity to deal with 
issues in their daily lives so they become better able to live independently 

in the community for as long as possible 
 
 

What they did 
This 6-month project was delivered at 6 groups and involved 11 different 
arts projects, encompassing a wide range of materials and techniques. 

Alongside the arts sessions, Arts Together ran a Wellbeing Service which 
provided the essential encouragement and practical support which made 
participation possible by all their members whatever their personal 

limitations. 
 
When and where the programme happened 

The programme took place between 13th April and 24th October 2015 in 
the market towns of Pewsey, Marlborough, Devizes, Trowbridge, Corsham 
and Bradford on Avon. Each group met weekly for 15 sessions. Because 

of the dearth of social activities in Wiltshire suitable for our target group, 
members travelled long distances to attend their groups. 
 

“At my age I need challenge, stimulation. Where else would I get 
this?” 

 

Each group met in the lounge of a sheltered housing scheme, chosen 
because it is comfortable, safe and fully accessible and has facilities to 
prepare a freshly cooked meal. 

 
Activities 
The activities were twofold: 

• 90 creative sessions (described under 'Artforms and Artists') 
• Wellbeing Service which ensures that all members, whatever their 

disability, are able to attend their groups and participate fully in 

activities and can access additional health or social care support if 
the need arises. 

 

Arts together provided: 
• comfortable venues 
• paid carers to help with personal needs 

• door to door escorted transport 
• reminder calls for members with impaired memory 
• a hot two-course meal which for many is the only meal eaten in 

company all week. 
 

 All volunteers and artists are trained by Arts Together to support 
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members to achieve their best whatever their physical or mental 
disability.  

 
As very few members have social workers these days, Arts Together also 
help them access health or social support when they need it. In the past 

members would stop attending after crises such as hospitalisation which 
sapped their confidence. Arts Together now stay in touch, refer them to 
the help they may need and encourage them to return when they feel 

able. There have been over 210 such interventions in the last year 
including two referrals to the Safeguarding Team. 
 

“Other things are a long way away, and I can’t get up stairs, and it’s 
too expensive. This is ideal. This we can do because we’re helped all 
the time.” 

 
Artforms and Artists 
Arts Together has a bank of 12 practising artists chosen because of their 

professional and social skills. Their role is to help members discover and 
develop their own creativity. A programme of projects was planned by the 
Manager in consultation with the artists taking into account previous 

experience and feedback from members and volunteers. Projects involved 
a variety of materials and techniques so that the programme provided a 
balance of the comfortable and the challenging for each member. By the 

end of the programme all had progressed. 
 
Seven of these artists with expertise in ceramics, soap making, theatre 

design, film making, sculpture, textiles, illustration, mosaics, painting, 
print making and graphic design delivered the programme. 
 

The programme comprised: 
Clay and Wood Villages, Explorations in Printing, Soap Cathedrals, Matisse 
Paper Cut-outs, Personal Coats of Arms, Garden Project with Found 

Objects, Mosaics, 3D Framed Pictures, Papier Maché Pots, Resin and 
hand-made paper hangings, Acrylic animal painting. 
 

Each activity allowed members to build on what they learnt previously, 
discover their own creativity, learn new skills and to experiment outside 
their comfort zone thus helping to build their confidence. They created 

both as individuals and as a community, combining their particular skills 
and abilities, and balancing out individual disabilities. 
 

Intended health outcome 
• Improved self esteem 
• More stimulated and alert minds 

• More positive outlook 
• Increased self-confidence 
• Reduced perception of pain 
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Beneficiaries 

72 older people aged from 60 to 99 from a wide variety of backgrounds. 
All live with one or more conditions which make them dependent on 
others for most of their daily needs, including dementia, Parkinson's, 

learning disabilities, severe sight or hearing loss, poor mobility and poor 
mental health. Most are unable to go out unassisted or use public 
transport where it exists. Their lives are circumscribed by their conditions 

and they have very few opportunities to make choices or express life 
preferences. 
A few of Arts Together’s members were professional artists and some 

have enjoyed creative hobbies in the past, but most are complete novices 
and may even have been deterred initially by the word ‘arts'. 
 

‘Arts Together has given me confidence to try new things. Even if I 
make a mess of it nobody judges what you do or make.’ 

 

Outputs 
A total of 90 arts sessions and 11 different projects 
High quality products which members are proud to display at home or 

give as gifts. Some are also displayed on Facebook and twitter and are 
part of Arts Together exhibitions and local promotional displays 
  

 
Partnerships 
Arts Together work with around 35 agencies and charities who refer 

potential members to them, including Adult Care, Mental Health Teams 
and Age UK. In addition Housing Associations provide venues free of all 
charges: Aster Living, Guinness Hermitage, Selwood Housing, Green 

Square. 
 
The following care agencies provide up to 2 paid carers to each group, 

free of charge or heavily subsidsed: Leonard Cheshire, Mears, Carewatch 
 
 

Innovation 
 
Wiltshire Council's strategy for older people aims to support people by 

providing for basic needs in their own homes rather than in institutions. 
This leaves an increasing number of elderly people living alone without 
social contact or mental stimulation. 

 
The Community Foundation 2014 report 'Wiltshire Uncovered' highlights 
the lack of stimulating activities for our target group. Arts Together 

believe that one reason why activities in Wiltshire for frail older people are 
generally unimaginative is that the public and those who plan services do 
not take account of the intellectual and creative needs of the elderly and 
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are not aware of their capabilities if they are given inspiration and 
appropriate support. 

Arts Together know of no other local group which offers the same mix of 
stimulating creative activities and the essential support that frail people 
need in order to take part, which means they can include people whose 

needs are too complex for other groups. 
 
Arts Together add value to the basic home care services by providing the 

interest, stimulation and fun that is otherwise missing from members' 
lives. For many their group is their only social outing each week and the 
only mental stimulation to relieve the boredom of TV and the 4 walls. 

When consulted they told Arts Together that they had made new friends 
and felt more confident socially outside their group. Around half of 
members also said that they continued creative activities at home, 

inspired and motivated 
 
 

Participation 
 
Programmes are devised around feedback from the members, artists and 

volunteers. One group member is also a trustee and regularly visits all the 
groups to review progress.  
Most members are dependent on others for their daily needs which leaves 

them few opportunities to express preferences. Within their groups they 
again have choices. Interpretation of each project depends on the 
interests, skills and experience of the members and the finished products 

vary significantly from group to group.   
Members know they own their groups and contribute to it according to 
their capacity. Many talk of their 'Arts Together Family' - a place where 

they feel valued and cared for but also where they can care for others and 
feel needed. One artist reported: 
 

“I noticed that I hear snippets of conversation that are basically skill 
sharing and people helping each other, directing those that have lost the 
thread a bit and doing so with confidence and kindness.  Really lovely.” 

 
Members know they own their Arts Together group and have a say in how 
it is run and what they do. The projects present them with choices and 

decisions, something often removed from their daily lives. 
 
Members’ renewed sense of control over their lives contributes to their 

self-confidence and sense of self-worth. 
 

“(Arts Together) gives you confidence. You are faced with things here, 

and now it doesn’t faze you. I couldn’t say that 2 years ago.  Now you 
know that somehow you’ll do it and that affects how you get on with 
life.” 
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Outcomes 
 
Records and Evaluation. Volunteers and artists reported on progress 

regularly, group members kept notes in their hand made group 
notebooks, and we held consultations with group members, volunteers 
and artists at the end of the 15 weeks. The evaluation document (pdf) 

with illustrations produced for ACE is available on request 
 
 

Learning 
 
The main challenge for Arts Together was to produce a high quality 

programme which could be adapted to a wide range of needs and 
abilities, from severely arthritic hands to lost sight and hearing to fragile 
memory.  Each new project and each new member presented us with 

unique challenges. They changed and adapted each project in response to 
need as we proceeded and each time they faced new questions they 
consulted with specialists and agencies for advice. In the future they will 

aim to locate advice and guidance and implement in a timelier manner. 
 
 

Critical success factors 
 
All group members completed the projects. Members gained new skills, 

more confidence and were better able to take on new challenges. 
 

"She's (the artist) so enthusiastic, she makes you believe you can do 

anything," 
“I enjoyed every minute. We all had a laugh seeing what we could do; 
amazing to see what we could do.” 

 
"Arts Together is something that once you start you don't want to 
stop. I've learnt so much and got so much pleasure and fulfilment. I 

feel fulfilled. I've done so many things I never thought I could” 
 
Most successful, apart from the projects themselves, was the pre-

planning sessions with the artists. Armed with feedback from group 
members, Arts Together were able to discuss and plan together and 
integrate projects so at least one aspect grew from one project to the 

next. 
 
 

Funding and Resources 
 
For the first time our artists' fees and materials were funded by Arts 
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Council England. Historically Arts Together have found it very hard to 
obtain grants for these costs and believe it is because they are competing 

for scarce funds with groups who rely on unpaid amateur artists to deliver 
their projects.  Although they routinely evaluate their services this 
funding required them to reflect more deeply on their practices which has 

provided evidence for future service development e.g. a pilot project for 
'home kits' for holiday use and for members who are ill and temporarily 
unable to attend their group. 
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