
 1

 

ARTS & HEALTH SOUTH WEST PRIZE 2015 
SHORTLISTED CASE STUDY 

     

Name of organisation: 

Encounters Arts 

Title of project/programme: 
Ageing Well 

Dates of project/programme: 
Feb-April 2014 

Summary: 
Encounters Arts are a pioneering socially engaged arts organisation based in Devon, 
working throughout the South West and beyond. In 2014 we designed and delivered 

'Ageing Well', a creative consultation and engagement process on behalf of the Torbay 
Community Development Trust, to address issues of social isolation in older age and 

to explore with the community what the ingredients might be to Age Well. We worked 
with over 1000 people in Torbay, an area known for having a large proportion of its 
population aged 50+ and where there are over 10,000 socially isolated older people. 

The creative process led by Encounters was recognised by the Big Lottery as a key 
factor in the success of the £6 million bid submitted by the Torbay Community 

Development Trust.  

Encounters created an Ageing Well 'Toolkit' which included a beautifully designed 3D 
paper 'house' that people filled in with their thoughts, ideas and experiences of 
ageing. Over 100 volunteers, from a wide range of organisations and individuals, were 

trained to deliver the tool, taking it out on a 1-1 basis to people. Encounters also took 
the Ageing Well toolkit onto the streets, setting up Ageing Well sofas and creative 
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activities in public spaces across the area, and opening up a wide discussion about 
ageing. Large-scale creative community visioning events took place bringing together 

hundreds of people who had shared their ideas through the tool. There was also an 
Ageing Well Photographic exhibition of the process in Torbay Hospital. All the 

information gathered was fed into the project plan for delivery 2015-2021.  

Overview: 
Torbay’s population ratio is 1:2 retired to working age people and there are over 

10,000 socially isolated people in Torbay. Torbay is representative of how the UK as a 
whole will be in 30 years, making it an ideal place to test and learn new ways of 
supporting our most vulnerable elders.  

Our project was people centred, and focused on supporting older people and those 

who feel socially-isolated to input their creative ideas and thoughts on what it means 
to age well in Torbay now and over the coming years. The project was a catalyst for 

engaging older residents in the process of shifting service design, attitudes towards 
ageing as well as practical solutions for addressing social isolation. The legacy of the 
project is their ongoing involvement with the £6 million National Lottery grant funded 

Ageing Better programme to be delivered 2015 - 2021. 

Ageing Well was a creative participatory consultation delivered Feb – Apr 2014 in 
Brixham, Paignton and Torquay (Torbay) and which aimed to: 

• Engage people of all ages living or working in Torbay to collect experiences and 

share ideas about what it means to age well 
• Identify priorities and suggestions for: 

o Addressing social isolation 
o Valuing older people more 
o Changes needed to service delivery 

o Ongoing involvement of older people 

Volunteers and organisations were provided with a ‘tool kit’ designed by Encounters 
Associate Jo Salter and Ruth Ben-Tovim to enable the consultation to reach as many 

people as possible. Street-based outreach creative engagement sought to reach the 
most isolated residents and a town centre Ageing Well sofa offered passers-by of all 
ages the chance to feed into the process. Encounters then captured these ideas, 

memories, stories and experiences using a range of different tried and tested creative 
tools and techniques. These snap-shots were shared back at community visioning 

gatherings where we worked with residents and service providers to share 
experiences and explore ideas for change. The events offered people the space to 

reflect on the joys and challenges of everyday life as well as share positive ideas for 
change that could lead to more fulfilled and interconnected lives. These events fed 
directly into the bid that was submitted to the lottery ensuring older people were at 

the heart of decision-making. 

Art forms and Artists: 
Encounters Artists are highly skilled in socially and ecologically engaged arts practice. 

For Ageing Well we devised and delivered creative tools for engaging people in 
thinking about what it means to age well. These included a 3D toolkit designed by 
graphic designer and Associate Artist Jo Salter; along with a set of creative 
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participatory tools and questions designed for delivery around the Ageing Well sofa 
and large scale Community visioning events, by artist Ruth Ben-Tovim. 

Ruth is the Creative Director of Encounters. As a professional artist and consultant, 

she has used the transformational power of the arts to work with thousands of people 
over the last 20 years. Jo Salter is a graphic designer, curator, teacher and artist 

working in a range of media. He has over 25 years’ experience of fine art practice as 
well as devising and collaborating on major projects across the UK. 

Intended health outcomes: 

We want to enable older people most at risk of social isolation to lead more fulfilling 
lives by becoming actively involved in their communities. Engaging people in a 
creative consultation project was a first stage in what we hope will become an ongoing 

and deepening engagement with their local community and make ageing well more 
visible and celebrated by the whole community. New friendships and connections were 

made, and a cohort of Ageing Well volunteers and champions emerged 

We also want to raise service aspirations about ageing. Our consultation revealed that 
isolated people over 75 have very limited aspirations for themselves, the services that 
support them and this is a view often shared by the services that support them. 

Beneficiaries: 
100 volunteers 

• 1000 older people living or working in Torbay 

Outputs of our project were: 

Creation of the Ageing Well toolkit 

• Engagement of 100 volunteers to reach 1000 residents and lead creative 
consultation 

• Street based conversation on the ageing well sofa 

• 3 Community visioning gatherings offering people from a range of backgrounds 
a space to work together to respond to the findings of the community 

consultation findings, and share positive ideas for change that could lead to 
more fulfilled and interconnected lives 

• Photographic Exhibition of the consultation views at Torbay Hospital 

• Input to £6 million successful Lottery Fund bid submitted by the Torbay 
Community Development Trust, to deliver Ageing Better in Torbay 2015-2021. 

Partnerships: 

In partnership with the newly established and independent Torbay Community 
Development Trust (TCDT), and Torbay Older Citizens Forum, Encounters worked 

creatively to aid the development of a bid for the Fulfilling Lives Ageing Better fund 
(Big Lottery Funding). The volunteers that Encounters worked with and trained came 
from many different groups and organisations. 

Activities: 

Our project was delivered through: 

• Creation of the Ageing Well toolkit 
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• Street based conversation on the ageing well sofa 
• 3 Community visioning gatherings offering people from a range of backgrounds 

a space to work together to respond to the findings of the community 
consultation findings, and share positive ideas for change that could lead to 

more fulfilled and interconnected lives 

Innovation: 
Creative Engagement tool - 3D house innovative design, a playful, unique consultation 

tool. The houses were part of a Toolkit which contained the houses, tea bags as gifts 
to give away, felt tip pen, documentation pads all of which created an iconic and high 
quality vehicle for a multi- disciplinary non arts, volunteer team to reach older people 

who are isolated and unlikely to have taken part in more conventional 
engagement/consultation processes. 

• Ageing Well Sofa – Within half an hour a range of town centre public spaces 

was transformed into a high street ‘living room’ with sofa, lamp, rug, table, 
cakes, flowers, blackboards and House Toolkits. This intervention into the public 
high street was eye catching, engaging, public art that reached people where 

they were and enabled a large number of people to take part in the Ageing Well 
consultation process. 

• Consultation and engagement is often ineffective, does not reach beyond the 
‘usual suspects’ and is limited. The Torbay Community Development Society 
wanted to ensure that their Ageing Better bid to the national lottery reached 

and involved the very people the progamme is targeted to support. The 
Encounters Creative Engagement and Consultation process added value to the 

TCDT and enabled them to reach and involve a wide range of people and make 
new partnerships across the sector in innovative and effective ways.  

Participation: 

Participation was at the heart of the whole project and they were involved via toolkit 
volunteers in their homes and community centres, on the streets through the Ageing 
Well Sofa, guiding the bid through the large scale visioning events. Altogether 1000 

people were involved with hundreds more as audiences viewing the Exhibition at 
Torbay Hospital  

Outcomes: 

The immediate outcomes of our Creative process were: 

• Reaching and engaging over 1,000 people in a creative process that facilitated 
a deep expression of ideas, feelings, thoughts about ageing and what it means 

to age well in their local area 
• Increased self-esteem amongst hundreds of elders who took part. Participants 

reported feeling more visible, valued and engaged with the design of services to 

reduce isolation and build networks to support creative and healthy ageing 
• Reduced isolation through new support networks and connections created as a 

result of the process 
• Over 50 new volunteers age 50+ many of whom had not been involved in 

community activity before, are now actively involved with Ageing Well and will 

be part of taking the programme delivery forwards over the coming 6 years. 
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 ‘I’m still active, able to be engaged and valued.’ 
 

The process revealed a serious issue for the ‘younger older’ 50 – 70 year olds, linked 
to a loss of identity and social value, as their lives change through retirement, 

bereavement, new caring responsibilities or due to the onset of health conditions, to 
name a few of the triggers. People talked about feeling looked over, under- valued 
and losing a sense of purpose in their lives. The goals of Ageing Well are to support 

and fund community-led approaches that enable older people most at risk of social 
isolation to lead more fulfilling lives by becoming actively involved in their 

communities. 

Learning: 
Challenges were how to design an engagement programme that would reach a large 

number of people in a short time and would deliver qualitative and quantitative 
outcomes. Learnt the power of working across many different organisations and 
groups to cascade out an engagement process and how a clever, design tool can 

animate and activate hundreds of people. During the delivery process the opportunity 
to host an exhibition at the hospital came up at short notice. In future I would have 

ensured that we had a public event to coincide with the exhibition and worked closer 
with the hospital to host a dialogue about Ageing. Due to short time we were unable 
to do this as part of this process  

Critical success factors: 

Project design Arc – from high quality Tool design, to volunteer cohort going out to 
isolated people at same time as Ageing Well sofa tours, culminating in visioning 

events with people never taken part in these sort of events, to bid writing 

• Design of the House Tool – High quality, aesthetically pleasing and clever with 
strong questions people interested to answer 

• Partnership with TCDT who have strong relationships with lots of organisations 
and groups was a critical factor – they were able to activate 100 volunteers to 
take toolkits out to their neighbours, networks, groups 

• Work with Researchers – turning the qualitative data collected from the houses 
and creative tools into quantitative data that could be used as the basis for the 

bid. Encounters were commissioned again by the TCDT to deliver some further 
engagement work with older people in Care homes.  

Funding and Resources: 
£5,000 Commission by the Torbay Community Development Trust  

Project web links: 
 
Ageing Better Torbay:  

http://www.torbaycdt.org.uk/index.php/projects/ageing-better 

http://www.encounters-arts.org.uk/index.php/ageing-better/ 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/67606948@N06/sets/72157642643401224/ 
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Image titles and credits (L-R) 

• Title: Ageing Well – Get Out and About 
Copyright/credit: Encounters Arts 

 
• Title: Ageing Well - Sofa 

Copyright/credit: Encounters Arts 
 

• Title: Ageing Well – Tool Kit 
Copyright/credit: Encounters Arts 


