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This case study is one of a growing number of action research projects 
managed by engage Cymru focusing on engaging new audiences in art and 
gallery activities included within intergenerational projects.   
 
Case studies of other projects and broader research reports are available on 
the engage website. 
 

http://www.engage.org 
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Introduction 
 
Since 2009 engage Cymru has run a programme of pilot action research 
projects across Wales focusing on galleries, the visual arts and engaging new 
and different audiences. 
 
The broad aims are to : 

• Increase knowledge and understanding of visual arts in galleries 
across Wales for audiences who may have limited experience of art 

• Engage and enable participants to feel comfortable and confident in 
visiting galleries 

• Promote informal Lifelong Learning opportunities and,  
• Enhance the well-being of the target groups participating and help 

combat social isolation and loneliness. 
 
Information and evidence has been collected to provide guidelines for future 
projects, examples of good practice, and to begin to build the body of 
evidence of outcomes to promote increased engagement from different 
sections of the community as part of the core audience for galleries.  A case 
study of each project forms part of the programme report available at 

www.engage.org. 
 
The programme has included work with older people, in community settings, 
care settings and in hospital, intergenerational activity and a focus on 
dementia in both community settings and in hospital.  A  gallery partner and a 
freelance artist have worked with participants on most projects, and frequently 
other partner agencies have also been involved providing additional funding, 
practical support or both.  A research report and case studies for each project 
are on the engage website.   
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The action research programme continued into 2012 -13 with further projects; 
one involving participants living with mental health conditions, one with a 
group of older people recovering from a stroke or with other disabilities and 
two working with young adult carers.   
 
This case study documents the impact of the project which ran from April – 
November 2012 at Oriel Myrddin Gallery, in Carmarthen, offering individuals 
living with mental health conditions the opportunity to work with artist Julia 
Griffiths Jones and whose practice includes creating sculptures in wire.   
 

Beyond the aims of the overall programme, this project aimed : 
 

• To offer participants a learning opportunity and challenge 
• To raise awareness of galleries and art activity with the target group, 

their families and friends 
• To encourage participants to visit and use their local gallery 
• To seek to record the impact or effects of introducing the art activity 

on the individuals and on gallery practices  
• To record outcomes and lessons learned for wider dissemination to 

improve practice and gallery engagement programmes elsewhere. 
 

In recent years, there has been a growing interest in the contribution of the 
arts to health and well-being. In 2005 the Arts Council of Wales (ACW) 
commissioned an audit of arts organisation and health activity in Wales 
(Tillcock), which led to a conference in 2006, followed by WAG and ACW 
jointly publishing a strategy document for arts in health in 2007. Arts in Health 
and Well-being - A Plan for Action followed in 2009, which stated: 
 

The main benefits in all arts and health initiatives are to emotional health 
and well-being, relating to the development of self expression and self-

esteem, reduction of symptoms of anxiety and depression, and provision 
of opportunities for supportive social contact. 
       (ACW/WG 2009, pg. 8) 
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Wider research into arts in health is growing, with a number of networks and 
research groups looking at the effect of different interventions in different 
health settings.  Engage Cymru regularly consults with its member galleries 
and has found amongst them, both a need for guidance and a desire, to 
explore this area of work.  The action research projects have become a 
regular feature of engage Cymruʼs work plan.  The results and lessons 
learned from them have been disseminated in a series of CPD events in 
Wales and in conferences more widely. 
 
The Welsh Government acknowledges the need to pay attention to improving 

the mental health and wellbeing of its population and in October 2012 
published Together for Mental Health: a strategy for Mental Health and 
Wellbeing for Wales.  The strategy acknowledges the arts ʻcan be a powerful 
force in the development of improved emotional health and wellbeingʼ (p21) 
and refers to the Arts Council of Wales Arts in Health Action Plan (2009). In 
chapter 4 there is clear recognition that ʻWork occupation and valued daily 
activity play a key role in supporting mental health and wellbeing and states 
that:  

 
The Arts Council of Wales (ACW) is committed to developing a vibrant 
and high quality arts sector accessible to all communities in Wales. 
Much of its activities in the arts and health field involve and are directed 
at improving mental health.   
        (WG 2012, p55) 
 

The strategy also indicates the need for all sectors and services to work 
closely together, and stresses the value of third sector services in this area 
of work.  The project reported here explores these themes. 
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Project Description 
 
The project was a partnership between engage Cymru, Oriel Myrddin Gallery, 
Arts Care – Gofal Celf and West Wales Action for Mental Health, with funding 
provided by the Arts Council of Wales, Oriel Myrddin Gallery and Arts Care - 
Gofal Celf. 
  
The project brought together a number of individuals, who at times have 
experienced mental ill health, to take part in art activities once a week for ten 
weeks.  Some chose to spend half a day, others a full day.  They met at an 
educational workshop space in Oriel Myrddin in Carmarthen and worked with 
wire to create artworks. 
 
Whilst it was not a preset aim of the project, quite early in its progress it was 
decided that they would work towards an exhibition.  Oriel Myrddin succeeded 
in negotiating the use of the gallery space at the National Botanic Gardens for 
Wales for over a month for the exhibition a highly prestigious and often visited 
gallery. 
 

The Artist 
Oriel Myrddin chose to work with artist Julia 
Griffiths Jones on this project.  Alongside her 
own practice, Julia is a Senior Lecturer at 
University of Wales, Trinity Saint David, 
Swansea Metropolitan. She enjoys teaching and 
also acts as a tutor on a variety of projects such 
as Wired. 
 
 ʻI really love helping people and watching them 
flower, it's fascinatingʼ, she says. 
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Starting her career studying Printed Textiles at Winchester School of Art, her 
work has developed into a most distinctive form that she calls ʻDrawings in the 
Airʼ. She lived for a while in what is now the Czech Republic and travelled in 
Europe, drawing much inspiration from Eastern European folk art, particularly 
the textiles that women produce alongside their domestic duties.  Her work is 
concerned with the translation of textile techniques such as stitching, quilting, 
patchwork and embroidery, into a wire and metal form; thus changing its 
original nature and function but retaining the meaning and the decoration.  It 
was working with this interesting and unusual form using wire and other 
materials that she offered to the participants of the Wired project. 

 
Julia was able to bring photographs of past exhibitions and examples of her 
current work to demonstrate the form that she finds so creative and liberating 
and which inspired participants so effectively.  
 

The Participants 
 
The intended participants of the project were individuals living in the 
community in the Carmarthen area and in receipt of NHS mental health 
services or using the services provided by the third sector for those with 
mental health problems.  All fourteen such individuals took part at different 
times and with different levels of involvement and commitment.    
 
Two volunteers, several staff linked to third sector services and a pupil from 
the local comprehensive school supported the sessions.  At times, all were 
busily engaged in creating artwork for the project exhibition and the group 
interaction was such that they too could also be considered participants and 
certainly enjoyed and benefited from the project. 
 
The artist was supported for most of the project by two art students from the 

University at which she teaches and staff from Oriel Myrddin.  They were able 
to help participants learn techniques that had been demonstrated and were 
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invaluable in offering one to one support that Julia would have been unable to 
provide alone.   

 
The Gallery 
 

Situated in the Old Art School in Carmarthen, Oriel 
Myrddin is a contemporary craft gallery showing a 
changing programme of exhibitions.  It is supported by 
funding from ACW and Carmarthenshire County 
Council.  The education programme is a highly 

important feature of the work of the gallery both in 
attracting new audiences to the gallery and in taking contemporary art and 
craft activity to all sections of the community.  
 
Over the period of planning, delivering the sessions and some follow up 
meetings with participants the gallery showed six exhibitions which 
participants were encouraged to visit. 
 
Field Notes – Iwan Bala and Menna Elfyn 
ʻLabcraftʼ Digital Adventures in Contemporary Crafts – a Crafts Council 
Touring Exhibition 
Coal Dust Mandala – Jonathan Anderson 
On the Edge of the World -  works selected from the British Council Collection 
The Jerwood Makers Open 
New Work – Glenys Cour 
 
The sessions took place in an upstairs workshop at the gallery which has 
good space, gets plenty of natural light and has appropriate equipment for art 
and craft activities.  A small kitchen nearby allowed for the making of tea and 

coffee as required.  
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Partner Organisations 
 
The enthusiastic and effective cooperation between several partner 
organisations, the artist and participants contributed tothe success of the 
project. 
 
engage Cymru is the leading membership organisation for gallery education in 
Wales.  It has over 70 members and promotes gallery education through 
advocacy, regular area group meetings, networking and professional 

development training events, and through its research projects.  It was the 
lead partner organisation in the Wired project.  Angela Rogers, the coordinator 
for Wales made a successful funding application to ACW that covered the 
majority of project costs and allowed development work to start.  Angela also 
brought together and coordinated the other partners, who contributed match 
funding and very importantly skills, expertise and in-kind support work that 
added considerably to the success and effectiveness of the project as 
described below.  
 
Through Oriel Myrddin, Carmarthenshire County Council provided a 
contribution to the funding of the project.  Oriel Myrddin, described above, 
hosted the project sessions, the planning meetings and prior taster sessions 
and the meetings that were held after the sessions to explore sustainable 
ongoing activity.  Oriel Myrddin staff provided expertise in helping to choose 
an artist for the project, negotiated the use of the gallery at the National 
Botanic Gardens for the project exhibition and played a major role in curating 
the exhibition.  Mary Sikkel, the education officer was a key central point of 
contact at the gallery which was particularly important in the early stages of 
the project when participants were uncertain and unconfident about taking 

part.  Mary attended many sessions and supported the development of 
participantsʼ skills. 
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The third key partner was Arts Care Gofal Celf (ACGC). ACGC is a 
professional arts organisation based in West Wales.  It works creatively to 
reach out to groups to encourage participation, working in partnership with a 
wide range of organisations in places where people live, work and meet. 
ACGC were instrumental in identifying participants, encouraging them to take 
part and undertaking the administration required to support their attendance.  
Arts Care Project Coordinator, Rachel Murphy also supported the Wired 
project by attending most of the sessions, helping participants as they learned 
new skills and liaising with them between sessions if there were transport or 
other issues.  Rachel has provided a post project link for grouping their efforts 

to develop ongoing activity. 
 
West Wales Action on Metal Health (WWAMH) works together with service 
users, carers, voluntary organisations, statutory providers and commissioners 
to improve the standards of mental health throughout West Wales. Within the 
Wired project it provided links with potential participants and delivered a 
mental health awareness training session for staff of project partners and the 
artist. WWAMH is also working to help develop ongoing activity for the group. 
 

Project Activities 
 
Engaging participants 
 

This project benefited a great deal from 
spending time on engaging participants prior 
to the main sessions of the project.  In order to 
assess support for the project, potential 
participants were identified and contacted by 
ACGC and WWAMH working with other 
contacts in mental health services and the 

project was advertised by Oriel Myrddin and 
potential participants were invited to an 
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introductory session.  Some participants came with support workers and 
others alone, some appeared interested and others were quite withdrawn. 
 
The artist had already been chosen and Julia brought some straightforward 
activities decorating small pre-prepared metal shapes with coloured wire for 
individuals to try out.  Potential participants and partner organisation staff tried 
out these activities while the project was discussed.  Julia showed examples 
of her work and artefacts made in other projects.  The time, length and 
frequency of sessions were discussed.  Later a second taster session was 
held at which some of the initial group attended again along with some new 

faces.  By the time the first session of the project was held the preferences of 
potential participants as regards timing, length of session, day of the week 
had been considered, most individuals had a reasonable idea of what would 
be required of them and had had an opportunity to visit the gallery so that it 
was no longer a new and unfamiliar place. The evaluation element of the 
project had also been explained to participants.   Not all of those who 
attended taster sessions joined the project and others who had not been able 
to attend did.  
 
One of the potential participants from the first session who had some 
considerable art experience volunteered to be a helper, another volunteer 
from WWAMH had come forward, Julia had arranged for two university art 
students to volunteer and the gallery had an offer of volunteer support from 
the pupil of a local school.  Together with the artist and project partner staff 
there was a team of people to welcome participants and offer help if required.  

 
This element of engaging and making 
sure that participants were welcomed in 
to the sessions was crucial in the early 
stages.  This was demonstrated by one 

person who happened to arrive during 
the lunch break of the first day, when 
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there was no one who could really welcome her, she left after a short while 
and did not return.  The lesson was quickly learned and thereafter there was 
always someone available to welcome newcomers.  Several individuals 
lacked confidence socially and needed drawing in to conversation.  ʻHelpersʼ 
also seemed naturally to pair up with participants and in some cases learned 
new skills together. 
 
ʻThis project was successful because its structure was well thought 
through before we started.  All the people who delivered it were excellent  
teachers and helpful and caring people and volunteer helpers gave such 

valuable one to one assistance.  …………the workshop space being 
light and airy and above the gallery, it all contributed to making it workʼ. 

Artistʼs comment 
 

The Art Sessions  
 

For the first session Julia had prepared some ʻfail safeʼ activities that she 
knew from experience work well and provided some artistic ideas as potential 
inspiration.  She set out the work tables with drawings and frameworks 
alongside tools and brightly coloured materials so that whole layout was lively 
and attractive. 

People arrived at different times 
during the day, most readily 
involved themselves in some 
activity quite quickly after their 
arrival. Some needed 
encouragement as they lacked 
the confidence to start on 
something, others were unsure 
if they actually wanted to 

engage with making.  Some followed the ideas provided by Julia quite closely 
and from fairly tentative starting points even within the first session produced 
pleasing work. 
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This engendered confidence to take part in future sessions with the maker of 

the flower above (right) saying  
 
ʻIt looks good.  Better than I thought it was going to beʼ.   

Comment to observer 
 
It was noted by several observers that she seemed more relaxed and 
confident in the next session.  
 
Several participants had an existing or past interest in art, were more 
confident creatively and quickly used their own ideas.  Some were stimulated 
by Juliaʼs suggestions and inspiration, others by working with the volunteers, 
while others were content to work by themselves.  
 

ʻI prefer to do my own thingʼ 
      Participant Comment to observer  
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Other comments from individuals included: 

ʻI just love it!ʼ 
ʻJust so exciting! (and exhausting) Iʼm done for the day!ʼ 

Participantʼs comments to observer 
By the time the first day was finished there was a sense of great creativity and 
potential, mixed with challenges including engaging everyone fully, providing 
stretching activity for some, building confidence and skill levels and, with the 
possibility of a future exhibition, creating a shared vision. 

 
ʻWire is a uniquely liberating medium to use, it is light, and without much  
effort you can be drawing in the air, or stabilising your lines by welding 
them into a myriad of forms.ʼ      

Artistʼs comment 
 
Most of the individuals who attended that first session formed the core of the 
group.  They were joined by a few more as the weeks went by.  Two of the 
regulars dropped out, one missed a few weeks, possibly because of moving 
house she said she was feeling uninspired, but once re-contacted by Rachel, 
she returned and said that she was glad she had come back as she enjoyed 
the social side of the group as well.   The other one did not return. On the 
whole however attendance was excellent and it was very pleasing to see 

those who had little experience of art activity so engaged and committed. 
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The range of physical skills and ability and creative confidence within the 
group was very wide and communication with some individuals could be 
difficult.  Some were very reserved and shy and could be overshadowed by 
more extroverted individuals and the task of enabling everyone to proceed in 
the best way for them was challenging.  However, as the weeks progressed 
individual preferences became clearer and ways of working with different 
people emerged.   One individual whose preferred language is Welsh was 
very much happier working with Julia who was able to use simple Welsh to 
help him master new techniques and discuss ideas.    

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Individuals expanded their physical skills learning how to shape, weld and 
paint steel wire as well as using the more decorative coloured lighter weight 
material.  Other textile work was included, using paints that could be ironed on 
to fabric, and some bigger scale work was encouraged.    
 

There were some who found working with wire physically quite difficult and 
who were more satisfied with drawing or stitching their work. In these cases 
their practice was linked in to overall idea of, for example, completing 
framework mugs with stitched textiles or working with a repeated pattern 
painted frieze to create a tablecloth to act as a backdrop for other pieces. 
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It was noteworthy that several individuals were sufficiently engaged to do work 
at home and bring back the results.  Those participants who had little previous 
art experience were beginning to develop their own creative ideas including 
stand alone pieces and contributing to collaborative pieces.   

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Though it was not a prerequisite of the project, the idea of an exhibition of the 
work produced was mentioned early in the project and quickly became an 
expectation, and a focus and purpose for activity.  The gallery space at the 
National Botanic Gardens was offered and there was a group visit to the 
gallery so that everyone could help to plan.  One of the volunteers organised 
and drove a minibus and others made their own way there.  Looking at the 
available space, considering what had already been made, planning what 
might go where, measuring up and realising 
how much more was required was a 
fascinating insight for some members of the 
group who were very enthusiastic in putting 
forward ideas and suggestions.  Most were 
committed to a collective approach but one 
or two wanted their own space within the 
overall exhibition.  
 

It was a beautiful day to be at the gardens and before 
returning to Carmarthen the group did some drawings 
of plants in the greenhouse.  Some individuals were 
very apprehensive about drawing but at least one 
drawing made that day became a wire piece.  
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Plans were made for a huge vine at the 
door of the exhibition to draw visitors in and 
guide them around the space.  There would 
be flowerbeds, a kitchen window sill and 
table with tablecloth, decorative screens, 
some larger sculptures and an individual 

piece with wire and textiles in a big arched window.  With clear ideas 
developing for the exhibition, creativity and productivity seemed to increase.  
As confidence was gained by everyone, roles blurred and changed.  Some 
participants became at times creative directors with others helping them to 

achieve their vision.  Some of the helpers had time to make some pieces of 
their own. One participant took up the role of assistant technician as well as 
creating some stunning artwork of his own.   

 
 
 
 
 
 

The scale and complexity of pieces grew, and with it the sense of shared 
activity and effort.  Whilst some individuals remained more reserved they were  
still very much a part of the group, relaxed and content in getting on with their 
work, encouraging others and contributing to the whole.   The group dynamic  
seemed to support creativity, with individuals feeling confident enough to offer 
ideas for comment, and some witty and clever ideas appeared alongside 
others simply intended to be beautiful. 
 

One participant decided to make flowers for 
everyone involved in the project to wear as 
button holes for the opening of the exhibition, 

spending many hours at home creating 
enough for all involved. 
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After the main sessions had finished there were other meetings to discuss the 
exhibition. For a while there was a degree of disagreement and tensions 
about what work would be included and what would be left out from the 
exhibition.  However, at a project meeting different views were aired and it 
was agreed that Oriel Myrddin Gallery Manager, Meg Anthony would curate 
the exhibition and make the final selections of pieces and work with Julia.  The 
aim, agreed by all, being to create a coherent exhibition appropriate to the 
prestige of the gallery, rather than a display of every piece of work completed. 
 

ʻUsing just wire to create the pieces meant that there was automatically a 

strong visual link between the work, it would have been much more 
difficult to put on a cohesive exhibition with many different forms of 
expression made by participants with different levels of skillʼ. 
        Artistʼs comment 

 

Some pieces were still to be finished and Julia helped one individual to 
complete a large scale and ambitious piece that was eventually displayed. 
 
Celebration 
 
There was a three month gap between 
the last session and the opening of the 
exhibition at the National Botanic Gardens 
yet the enthusiasm of the participants for 
the project was undimmed and still 
infectious.   Nearly all the participants 
attended the opening, with those who 
were shy of public and social occasions drawing confidence from the group 
support and being prepared to share the limelight.  All those who had been 
connected to the project in any way had their metallic buttonhole flowers, a 

treasured momento of a very enjoyable project for all concerned.  Invitations 
had been issued to friends, family, councillors and arts professionals and the 
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gallery was crowded.  The exhibition was opened by internationally 
recognised sculptor, Roger Moss, who lives locally and who commented on 
the exceptional quality of the work.  Alongside the Artist, Julia, and key project 
coordinator, Angela, one of the participants spoke humorously yet inspiringly 
about the value of the project to her and the others.  In thanking everyone who 
was involved in putting on the project she said this of artist, Julia Griffiths 
Jones. 
 

ʻ….[she] has inspired, encouraged and supported us to get to this point.  
She has an exceptional gift as a teacher …….people have literally 
blossomed and grown in confidenceʼ. 

 

The aspirations to create an exhibition of quality and substance were certainly 
achieved.  The exhibition was in the gallery for 6 weeks and over that time 
gallery visitors left over 150 comments in the visitors book.  This was a very 
high number of comments in such an environment and staff from the National 
Botanic Gardens commented that this exhibition was one of their most popular 
with the public.  The vast majority of comments made were extremely positive 
noting the wit, humour, creativity and skill shown in the pieces.   

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

As an exhibition it seemed to touch many hearts and minds. 
 

14-10-12   Very moved by the authenticity of expression. The exhibition   
              touched me deep inside. 
17-10-12   Moving- poetic in places- funny – hopeful and joyous.   
01-11-12   November Wonderful creations – clever ideas. 
19-11-12 Inspiring and provocative! Envious of your creative ability. 

Visitorsʼ book comments 
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Evaluation and evidence collection methods 
As part of the action research approach that engage Cymru has taken, an 
independent evaluation of the project ran alongside it.  Evidence was collected 
in order to assess whether the project had achieved its aims and those of the 
partner organisations, to record any wider or unexpected impacts and 
outcomes and to clarify any lessons learned for future dissemination by 
engage Cymru.  
 
Evidence was gathered at meetings surrounding the project, from observation 
of sessions, from photographs1, from journals kept by the artist, her two 
students and partner organisation staff.  Participants direct input was sought 
via questionnaires, at meetings and from direct conversations during sessions 
and at the exhibition opening.  
 
Before the sessions started the participants had met the evaluator and it had 
been explained that she would be attending sessions and wanting to know 
their views on how the project was progressing from their perspective.  At the 
first session there was an initial one-to-one explanation to gain participant 
consent, and to ensure that everyone was content that the evaluation, note 
taking and photography would be taking place.  There were some individuals 

who did not like being photographed at all and others who did not wish for 
photographs to be publicly available and these wishes have been respected.  
In general photographs of individual participants have not been used in the 
report.  

                                            
1 Many photographs were taken during sessions of activities in action, provided evidence of 

changes in behaviours, social interaction levels, confidence, demeanour as well as growth in 

skill and creativity.  This evidence is reported rather than published in order to respect privacy.  
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Outcomes 
Creativity and learning 
The level of creativity uncovered in this project was exceptional and as the 
many photographs throughout this report demonstrate.   
 

ʻ…….the group picked up the wire techniques, the welding and the 
concepts introduced at the beginning very quickly, the project soon left 
me and became theirsʼ.     Artistʼscomment 

 
Over 150 comments were left, over a 6-week period, by visitors to the 
exhibition that were overwhelmingly appreciative of the work: 

 

22-10-12 Weird, wacky, wonderful. 
1-11-12 Good use of creativity and very clever. 
10-11-12 Loved it!  Clever ideas, well done! 

Visitorsʼ book comments 
 

Helpers and observers were impressed by how quickly participants took on 
the idea of creating something with whatever new skill or material they were 
using.  At first many were following a suggested way of doing things, but very 

quickly, after some early successes, they were using their own ideas. 
 
ʻ…..use of colour and considering different colour waves rather than just 
experimenting  like last weekʼ. 

Student helper observation 
 

A few of the participants had some background in art, though some had done 
nothing artistic for a while but quickly found their creative instincts stimulated. 

 
ʻThis has been great for me, it has got me back in to my lateral thinkingʼ 
this course has woken up my creativityʼ               

Participantsʼ comments  
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One participant who has eye 
damage that reduces his vision 
to 2D was delighted with the 
medium of wire as he was able 
to construct in 3D and really 
see it from all angles.  He found 
it liberating. 
 
 
For some, involvement in art was a new experience, but they very quickly 

showed their creative abilities.  
 

ʻHowever, there was a change;  ………. came with an idea of his own, to 
weld a poppy form togetherʼ.     

Artistʼs comment (week 2) 
 
One of the very shy and reserved members of the group who worked fairly 
hesitantly at first, needing a lot of one to one help, found his creative feet 
making a triptych that was based on drawings he made at the National 
Botanic gardens.  The triptych became the image used on invitations to the 
opening. 
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Engagement, concentration and focus 
 
At the beginning of the project, whilst participants were willing and on the 
whole enthusiastic some seem to tire easily and lose concentration and 
needed to be encouraged to complete a task.  Later in the project when 
participants had devised the pieces they were making and had a real sense of 
ownership of individual work and of the project as a whole they were much 
more engaged. 
 
ʻSome individuals increased their ability to concentrate, tired less and 

seemed much more alert and lively.ʻ 
ʻArt is a mental gymnasiumʼ    

Participantʼs comment in a meeting 
 
Many individuals found concentrating for long periods difficult, however 
stimulated by a clear vision and desire to achieve a creative outcome they 
worked very hard.   Often other group members would help or encourage and 
the pleasure in successfully completing the work was obvious. 
 
ʻ…the strain drained away from his faceʼ.    

Observer comment  
 

The creative act provided focus for individuals whether they were making 
pieces for the exhibition or not.  There was a purpose behind the activity that 
provided a meaning to the work and inspired greater efforts to concentrate 
and a motivating desire to complete pieces.   
And that the 
  
ʻExhibition gave the project momentum and a goalʼ  

Participantʼs comment at a meeting 
 
 



  25 

Confidence and self-esteem 
 
An improvement in individualʼs confidence within the sessions was observable 
in a number of ways.  As they gained skills and succeeded in making objects 
and pieces of work that pleased them, they grew much more confident of their 
own abilities, in handling equipment, choosing materials and deciding how to 
make work. They were also more confident in asking for help rather than 
waiting for help to be offered, asking others opinions and giving their own 
opinions to others when asked.   
 

They also gained confidence in being an accepted part of the group. Some of 
the quieter members were far more ready to join group discussions, help 
make teas and coffees etc as the weeks progressed. 
 
There was some evidence that indicated improved self-esteem.  Some 
individuals seemed to take more care in presenting themselves and having 
had a hair cut for example.  Some who were uncomfortable being 
photographed with their work, in the early weeks were willingly prepared to be 
pictured smiling and holding up their work by the end.  Participantsʼ presence 
at the exhibition opening, dressed for the occasion, with their unique corsages 
proudly identifying those involved with the project, was a collective statement 
of self-esteem. The opening of the exhibition, although it was nerve racking, 
with the high praise for the work was also a great boost to self-esteem.  
 
Participants themselves mentioned this type of outcome in feedback forms 
and sessions 
 
ʻI enjoyed meeting people, getting more confident and making something 
beautifulʼ.    

   Participantʼs contribution to a leaflet about the project 
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ʻI noticed a change in everyone's body language.  The level of 
communication in the group was amazing - it was magic.  It was a major 
self-esteem boost for us. The growth in this room was enormousʼ. 

     Participantʼs comments at a meeting 
 
Social interaction and group dynamic 
 
Many of the participants knew each other from other groups and meetings but 
not all.  Photographs of early sessions show individuals working alone of with 
a ʻhelperʼ and there was some talk and interaction. Later photographs show a 

great deal more interaction, noise levels in sessions were generally higher 
and there was more laughter.  As they worked towards the exhibition a real 
sense of togetherness and working as a collective developed.  The warm 
smiles and a relaxed manner of the more reserved members of the group 
signalled their sense of inclusion just as clearly. 
 
Feedback in various forms from participants features phrases like ʻmeeting 
peopleʼ, ʻdelightful new friendsʼ, ʻworking as a groupʼ, “ʼriendly atmosphereʼ, ʻa 
really good way to make friends and socialiseʼ, ʻI shall miss our chat and 
friendly banterʼ, ʻgreat funʼ demonstrating how important this aspect of the 
project was to participants.   
 
Enjoyment 
 
In recording the many important positive outcomes of this project the simple 
fact that everyone concerned with it enjoyed their involvement can not be 
underestimated.  Participants expressed their enjoyment in many ways.  
Flowers and thanks were given to Julia at the last session.  Comments made 
by participants throughout the project about enjoying the sessions, 

 

ʻToday has been funʼ 
ʻItʼs just so excitingʼ 
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ʻItʼs just been brilliant…ʼ      
Comments to observer 

 

went hand in hand with more reflective comments on evaluation forms, 
 
ʻI thoroughly enjoyed the wire sculpture groupsʼ 
ʻAbsolutely magic!ʼ 
ʻExtremely useful and incredibly beneficial – lets have moreʼ! 
      Participantsʼ evaluation forms 
 

One of the participants decided, out of the blue, to write a statement about the 
project and printed several copies to give to those involved.  In it he said 
ʻI am enjoying the sessions. Itʼs really a highlight in my life. 

 
Impact on mental health 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Dawning hope following madness – a piece from the exhibition 

 
Many of the long list of very positive outcomes above are linked to 
improvement in mental health e.g. self confidence and self esteem, social 
interaction, purposeful activity and learning and would indicate that the project 
was very likely to have had a positive impact on the mental health of 
participants.  Without views from mental health experts, only the participants 
themselves can genuinely comment.  Some openly reflected on this. 
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ʻI have long believed art to be a very therapeutic process.  The 
opportunity to experience working in a group of this nature has been 
invaluable to me and my emotional wellbeingʼ. 
 

ʻConfidence and experience.ʼ 
 

ʻI am a bit more [both?] since Iʼve been hereʼ. 
 

ʻI saw increase in mindfulness, and a willingness to help each otherʼ. 
 

ʻPeople being together gave the power of self helpʼ  
 

ʻFor people with mental health issues, the imagination can be a 
dangerous thing.  But working with wire and being in a group like this 
made it a safe place to imagine, it was focused energyʼ  
    Participantsʼ comments from a range of sources 

 
For others involved in the project 
 
Paid staff of the project partners and volunteer who took part enjoyed it too. 
  

ʻA wonderful day. I forgot all the work I had to do back at the office and 
enjoyed focussing on the needs of the groupʼ.    

Observer journal 
 

It was an opportunity for such staff to work side by side with some of their 
service users and get to know them in a very different way. 
 

For gallery staff and the artist who were less accustomed to knowingly 
working alongside people dealing with mental health issues it was a steep but 
enjoyable learning curve.  The satisfaction of inspiring someone who was 

reluctant, or unconfident, and drawing them in to making a pleasing piece of 
artwork was a reward in itself. 
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The students who helped out really enjoyed themselves and had the 
opportunity to see a different side of working as an artist at an early point in 
their career. 
 

Practical outcomes 
 
Alongside the less tangible outcome discussed above there have also been 
some very practical outcomes:- 
• The exhibition at the National Botanic Gardens together with an 

explanation of the project was viewed by hundreds if not thousands of 
people.  It raised awareness of, and changed attitudes towards, mental 

health and those who have greater difficulty in maintaining theirs 
• Efforts are being made by group members, the gallery and  project 

partners to keep the activity going and several meetings have been held 
aimed at being able to hold weekly sessions at the gallery 

• One member of the group has been taken on as a volunteer gallery 
helper at Oriel Myrddin 

• Another member will help occasionally at the gallery with flower making 
workshops 

• One of the exhibition pieces was bought as a trophy to be awarded at an 
Age Cymru event to celebrate involvement in the Gwanwyn Festival of 
creativity in older age. 
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Lessons Learned 
• The partnership between the various organisations worked very well with 

each laying their part effectively.  engage Cymru and the gallery 
providing the necessary expertise to produce artistic output of quality 
and integrity.  ACGC and WWAMH providing the expertise to ensure 
engagement and support for participants 

• The preparation time spent on engaging and introducing participants to 
the gallery and the art activity was effective in avoiding early dropout of 
participants 

• There was a need for a lot of extra support staff and volunteers, 
especially in the early days to ensure that participants did not withdraw, 
feel unwelcome or become disheartened.  This support came from a 
number of volunteers and was vital to the success of the project 

• Mental Health awareness training was available before the project 
started.  Additional support for the artist to discuss how best to engage 
with some participants as the project progressed may have been 
beneficial 

• Having the exhibition as a goal for the production of work was very 
motivating. However clearer discussion on what sort of pieces were to be 
included earlier in the process might have avoided the creation of 

discontent and some disappointment amongst some participants 
• A slightly longer project would have allowed time for introducing 

participants to the medium before starting to plan and create the 
exhibition works. 

Conclusions 
There is clear evidence that the project had many positive outcomes for a 
sometimes difficult to reach and important target group for health improvement 
in Wales.  It has confirmed the acknowledgments that were made in the 
Welsh Government strategy Together for Mental Health of the values or the 

arts and of valued daily activity in supporting mental health and well-being 
and reinforces the intentions of the Arts Council of Wales Action Plan (2009) . 
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Lessons have been learned both from success and overcoming difficulties 
that will support improved practice in the future. 
The project clearly fulfilled the following stated aims, 
 

• Increase knowledge and understanding of visual arts in galleries for 
audiences who may have limited experience of art 

• Engage and enable participants to feel comfortable and confident in 
visiting galleries 

• Promote informal Lifelong Learning opportunities  

• To offer participants a learning opportunity and challenge 
• To raise awareness of galleries and art activity with the target group, 

their families and friends 
• To encourage participants to visit and use their local gallery 
• To seek to record the impact or effects of introducing the art activity 

on the individuals and on gallery practices  
• To record outcomes and lessons learned for wider dissemination to 

improve practice and gallery engagement programmes elsewhere 
 

There is strong evidence recorded above that the last of the stated aims was 
also fulfilled 
 

• Enhance the wellbeing of the target groups participating and help 
combat social isolation and loneliness.  
 

The project has clearly illustrated the benefits of engaging in purposeful 
activity and offered creative activity as a way of delivering improved wellbeing. 

Recommendations 
1 engage Cymru should provide the evidence of the outcomes of this 

project to the Welsh Government Department of Health and Social 
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Services to support its policy Together in Mental Health, and call upon 
Welsh Government to find ways to encourage similar projects. 

2 engage Cymru should raise awareness of this project and its 
successful outcomes and the lessons learned from it  to the Arts 
Council of Wales, Third Sector Mental Health organisations, Mental 
Health service providers and Galleries to encourage them to undertake 
similar projects 

3 engage Cymru should seek out further opportunities to raise awareness 
of this project and its successful outcomes and the lessons learned 
from it in conferences,  newsletters and via networks 
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