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This case study resulted from one of a number of action research projects 
managed by engage Cymru focusing on engaging older people in art and 
gallery activities including within intergenerational projects. The projects took 
place during the period 2009-2011. 
 
Case studies from other projects and research findings are available on the 
engage website: 
 
http://www.engage.org 
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Introduction 
In 2009-10, engage Cymru ran a pilot action research programme across 
Wales focusing on galleries, the visual arts and older people.  
 
Its broad aims were to: 

• Increase knowledge and understanding of visual arts in galleries 
across Wales, for an audience 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 wellbeing of the older people participating and help 

combat social isolation, loneliness and boredom in older people  
 
Six pilot projects were set up alongside action research, to collect information 
to provide guidelines for future projects, examples of good practice and begin 
to build the body of evidence of outcomes to promote the engagement of 
older people as a core audience for gallery education. A case study from each 
project forms part of the programme report, available at www.engage.org. 
 
In 2010-11 a programme of a further phase of three projects was set up in 
three more local authorities with similar broad aims. In each area a gallery 
partner and a freelance artist were involved. Again a research element was 
built into the projects and the findings from phase one were used to focus the 
collection of evidence from these projects which all involved older people with 
dementia. The programme was funded by the Arts Council of Wales, Welsh 
Assembly Government, The BIG Lottery, the Rayne Foundation and the 
Gwanwyn Festival of creativity in older age, which is hosted by Age Cymru. 
 
This is the case study for the Denbighshire project which was made possible 
with match funding from Denbighshire County Council Arts development and 
a partnership approach including: 

• Rhyl Library and Gallery 
• Ruthin Craft Centre 
• Denbighshire County Council – Older People’s Strategy and Arts 

Development 
• Artist Jan Gardner 

 
Beyond the aims of the overall programme this project aimed particularly to: 

• Do more work with people with dementia and their family carers in an 
arts project 

• Learn more about working with this client group 
• Collect evidence of benefit to this client group of art activity 
• Improve working between different departments of the County Council 
• Encourage the use of arts facilities in the county 
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Project description 
 
This project aimed to recruit a number of older people with dementia together 
with one of their family carers as participants. Local authority partners were 
very keen to have two groups one in the north of the county in Rhyl library and 
gallery and one in the South at Ruthin Craft Centre. The plan was for each 
group to have a series of activity sessions with the artist, including visits to the 
exhibitions at the associated galleries.  
 
The artist 

 
Jan Gardner BA ATD 
has been a working 
artist since the early 
1980s both creating 
her own work and 
teaching others. Her 
artwork is exhibited 
and held in collections 
all over the world. Jan’s 
current body of work, 
with its vibrant colour 
palette, layered in 
mixed media is inspired both by the rich variety of her surroundings and 
imagination and is a response to colour research which she undertook 
following an award from The Arts Council of Wales. 
 
Jan’s approach to students is also exuberant. She uses her understanding of 
colour and mark making with a range media and techniques to encourage and 
empower beginners and experienced artists alike to explore their own unique 
way of working through drawing and painting. 
 
The participants 
 
A group of ten individuals, three men and two women experiencing dementia, 
each with a family carer participated in a series of eight sessions in the south 
of the county.  
 
In the north of the county no family carers were involved. Ten sessions were 
held in all, with one woman attending all and a further eleven, seven women 
and four men attending between one and six sessions. Some participants 
were people who regularly attended a day care centre that caters for older 
people who have a range of physical restrictions and/or mental health 
problems. 
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Inspiration 
 

 
 
In the north of the county, 
the first four sessions were 
held in a workshop space at 
Rhyl Library and Gallery.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
The exhibition on show was of art 
inspired by natural objects.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
In the south of the county, sessions 
were held in the education workshop 
at Ruthin Craft Centre and participants 
were able to visit the exhibitions there. 
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Partner organisations 
 
Partnered with engage Cymru on this project were Denbighshire County 
Council’s departments responsible for arts development and for older people’s 
services and the two gallery venues hosting the projects. Alongside attending 
planning meetings, staff from partner agencies attended some project 
sessions both collecting evidence for the research element and providing 
additional support to participants. The Education Officer at Ruthin Craft centre 
was able to give excellent support to the artist and attend all sessions in 
Ruthin. Similarly invaluable support was offered by a young volunteer in Rhyl 
and Prestatyn. 
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Project activities 
 
Rhyl and Prestatyn 
 
The project began with four sessions in Rhyl library and gallery. The workshop 
room was easy to find and accessible with good facilities for activity and in 
which tea and coffee could also be made available. Use of this facility by 
another class immediately prior to the sessions allowed only a short time to 
prepare the activities, however the artist was able to set up quickly and have 
activities for participants in place quickly. The setting up time also gave an 
opportunity for greeting participants and for them to greet each other making 
everyone feel welcome. 
 
Several participants living in their own homes with their carers had been 
expected to attend the first session, however, only one person attended the 
full session. Over the four sessions held at this venue, a core group of three 
participants developed, others came to attend one session and did not return.  
The library and gallery then closed for refurbishment and the sessions were to 
move to a different venue. 
 
The original target participants had been those who were not already 
receiving more intensive services. However, the numbers participating were 
not high, no family carers or staff familiar with the individuals with dementia 
were regularly attending the Rhyl sessions and there was some concern for 
the safety and comfort of the participants if, for example, they wished to leave 
early or became disoriented. It was therefore decided to hold the second 
series of six sessions at a daycare centre in Prestatyn, where it was hoped 
that the existing group members would be joined by those attending the 
daycare provision and experienced staff would be on hand.  
 
This change of venue resulted in less consistent attendance from one of the 
Rhyl participants, two others however attended most sessions. Several 
individuals, from the day care session participated in the art sessions with a 
few dropping in to try it out and others attending on a fairly regular basis. At 
this venue the workshop area was quite small, there was little space to spread 
out work and people needed to walk through the area at different times and 
there was difficulty in setting up the activities . However, despite the 
restrictions the artist was able to offer a variety of enjoyable activities to 
develop the skills of the original Rhyl participants and also stimulate the 
engagement of new participants who had widely differing skill levels.  
 
Ruthin 
 
Five people with dementia each with one of their family carers were offered 
eight sessions in a workshop with excellent facilities including kitchen for tea 
and coffee making and convenient toilet facilities. Illness, holidays and work 
commitments resulted in a rather inconsistent attendance from some pairs. 
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The art activities 
 
In the artist’s own words, she offered a “skill build format” that was fun and 
would “enable each individual to create their own unique voice within a 
relaxed friendly atmosphere”. The artist modelled new techniques for 
participants to copy and learn.  
 
Creating an attractive piece of work early in the sessions built participants 
confidence quickly and gave participants enjoyment and a sense of 
achievement.  
 

   
 
Participants created a pleasing piece of work each session and those whose 
attendance was frequent built the techniques and inspirations together to 
create a developed, individual art work. 
 

       
 
 
  Some very complex, layered pieces of work were produced. 
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In both areas, visits to the galleries were important sessions. The opportunity 
to take time over viewing artworks, discussing them and expressing their 
views about them was an important part of the project. 

 
 
 
 
 
In the north of the county two visits were 
made to the exhibition and the theme of 
Inspirational objects was developed 
further, by using natural objects as an 
inspiration for expression or colour choice. 
 
 
At the Ruthin gallery, three exhibitions 
were attended by most of the participants. 
Having the Gallery Education Officer supporting the project allowed additional 
input and this was a very interactive session with participants with dementia, 
and their carers, all very actively engaged, sometimes together, sometimes 
apart. 
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Staff from project partner organisations attended sessions in turn so that they 
could assist if required but also to enable them to experience the sessions, 
observe and report on any outcomes or practice development issues that they 
noticed. 
 
 
Celebration 
 
The work of both groups was collected together for a month-long exhibition, 
open to the public, at the Ruthin Gallery. Every participant had at least one 
piece of work on display and the decision was made to display both finished 
work and folios of work that were created as part of building skills and learning 
techniques.  

 
 
A celebratory event was held for an invited audience of interested 
organisations and the project participants. Organisational representatives who 
were able to attend heard about the background of the project and how the 
learning outcomes could feed into both strategic approaches and practice.  
 
Unfortunately the event coincided with particularly bad weather, only relatively 
local guests were able to attend and the weather conditions made it 
dangerous for older participants to attend. One of the family carers from the 
Ruthin group was able to attend with his brother who was impressed by the 
quality of the work produced by their 89 year old mother and others. 
Fortunately some of the Ruthin participants were able to go to the exhibition 
during the month and expressed pleasure, satisfaction and pride at seeing 
their work displayed.  
 

“…she really enjoyed seeing her paintings and the photographs of the 
workshops. We were both impressed by the quality of the exhibition.” 

- Carer 
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The outcomes 
 
 
For the older participants 
 

 
 
During the period of the project, the wellbeing of participants – whether they 
were those with dementia or their carers – was improved in a number of ways. 
 
Enjoyment 
 
Participants who attended several sessions enjoyed the many different 
aspects of the art sessions and the visits to the exhibitions.  
  

“The atmosphere was jovial and lighthearted and I think that all those who were 
taking part were sorry that this was to be the last workshop.” 
        - Outreach Arts Officer 

 
“We both thoroughly enjoyed the things we did.”   - A participating couple 

 
“...she also enjoyed meeting the other people attending the course and the 
cakes and tea!”      - Carer participant 
 
“Socially another happy afternoon…”   - Carer participant 
 

 
Some participants had been uncertain before the project and had been 
encouraged to attend by their family carer, however they too enjoyed all 
aspects of the sessions once they attended. 
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“Enjoyed the session more than anticipated…definitely looking forward to next 
week…”       - Participant 

 
Social interaction and reduced isolation 
 
The opportunity to meet with other people was an important part of the project 
with some participants making new friendships. A young volunteer assistant 
worked closely with one participant who valued that relationship and was 
disappointed when the volunteer was absent. The group relationship 
developed quite strongly in Ruthin with participants genuinely concerned for 
one of the group who was ill and several expressing how much they looked 
forward to seeing the others each week.  
 

“Looking forward to session, especially mixing with other people.”  
        - Carer participant 

 
The break for tea, coffee and cake each session was an opportunity for social 
interaction, not only between participants but with the artist, volunteer and 
other project partner staff who attended on an ad hoc basis. When the 
sessions ended there were exchanges of phone numbers and contact details 
between the group. 
 
An increase in the sociability, as the sessions progressed, of the participants 
with dementia was noticed by project staff and volunteers and by carers. 
 

“[He] was much more chatty (like he used to be).” - Carer participant 
 
Having an additional activity and venue to attend each week reduced the 
isolation felt by participants at times.  
 
Increasing confidence 
 
As the sessions progressed a growing confidence could be observed in 
participants with dementia who attended more regularly. This was observed in 
several ways. As the project went on they more confidently greeted not only 
other participants and the artist at the beginning of each session, but also the 
project partner staff that attended now and then, whom the participants hardly 
knew. They were more prepared to tackle new activities, were increasingly 
prepared to comment and were less dismissive of their own work than at the 
start. 
 
All participants gained confidence in the processes of making art, gradually 
learning to make their own decisions rather than referring back to the artist for 
every decision. 
 

“I noticed that everyone was taking control of the space, taking and using the 
tools and materials they needed.” 

 
“I felt that [participant] was well away today, making her own decisions and 
exploring her own possibilities.” 

      - Gallery Education Officer 
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Engagement and concentration 
 

Whilst the social interaction provided a relaxed and 
informal atmosphere there was also keen 
engagement in the art activities.  
 
As participants’ skills and confidence grew, they 
engaged more and more completely in the 
activities and the focus and concentration at times 
was so intense it was almost tangible to observers. 
 
“The silence in a room of people who are 
concentrating hard is so different to just the absence 
of sound. Their focus was palpable.” - Researcher 
 

Carers who attended were surprised and pleased by the ability of their family 
member to engage so fully. 
 

“I was surprised how quickly my Mother became absorbed in the subject and 
wanted to try the various techniques demonstrated by Jan.”     

 - Carer participant 
  

“…was very responsive to Jan’s attention”                     
 - Carer participant 

 
One 89 year-old participant seemed to tire after about an hour of physical 
effort but remained watching the activities with interest for longer. 
 
Learning, challenge and physical coordination 
 
Participants learned several new artistic techniques over the period and 
learned that these could be used alone or to build more complex artworks.  
 
In visiting the exhibitions with knowledgeable artists, participants experienced 
studying, considering and discussing pieces of art rather than simply looking 
at them.  

 
“…stated that she had started looking at 
everyday objects differently, thinking how 
they could be used to paint with.”  
                   - Partner organisation observer
  
Some participants were initially very 
hesitant and physically uncoordinated. 
However later in the sessions hand tremors 
were reduced and greater dexterity 
achieved alongside the improved 
concentration. 

 
One participant developed from saying that she “couldn’t hold a pen so well 
these days because of arthritis” to completing a freehand drawing of a 
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butterfly within an afternoon. Such development in so short a time would seem 
to relate to confidence and purposefulness rather than repetition and practise. 
 
Purposeful and important activity 
 
Whilst the possibility of holding an exhibition of work was always considered 
as part of the project there was no pressure on either the artist or the 
participants to produce work for exhibition. However there is evidence that the 
participants considered the art sessions not only as something enjoyable to do 
to pass time but that producing art work became a significant and important 
activity in its own right that provided a new sense of purpose.  
 

“…determined to practise at home…”  - Participant with dementia 
 
“…picture is coming together nicely I think…” - Carer 

 
The participants who attended the Rhyl sessions made significant efforts to 
attend the sessions at Prestatyn and one of the Ruthin participants made 
special transport arrangements to attend after she had been ill, in order to 
finish her work, providing evidence that these sessions had become very 
important to them.  
 
Additional outcomes for carers 
 
In addition to all the above outcomes there were additional benefits for some 
carers. Those who were full time carers felt that they were able to enjoy the 
sessions in their own right without having to worry about their spouse. 
Attending a session together gave them “a break” without having to make 
alternative care arrangements.  
 
Further the art activities gave them ideas for purposeful activity which could 
occupy their family member at home and which they could encourage, 
facilitate by ensure the practical equipment was available. Individuals took 
detailed notes of the art materials used. 
 

“…has never been one for sedentary hobbies and consequently is a little lost 
for things to do, apart from TV”      - Carer 

 
Some carers intended to do further art activities at home and also to visit the 
gallery more often to look at the exhibitions.  
 
For the artist 
 
The artist had the opportunity to extend her knowledge of working with this 
client group and enjoyed the experience of drawing out individuals’ “unique 
voices” within their artwork both as finished pieces and within folios of work. 
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For partner organisations 
 
Firstly, the overall aims of the partner organisations were largely fulfilled: 
 
Aim Result 
Increase knowledge and 
understanding of visual arts in 
galleries across Wales, for an 
audience who may have limited 
experience of art 
 

Participants with dementia and some 
of their family carers (approx 14 
people) were stimulated to visit 
exhibition in galleries more frequently 

Increase knowledge and 
understanding of visual arts in 
galleries across Wales, for an 
audience who may have limited 
experience of art 
 

Through practical art sessions and/or 
interpretive gallery visits participants 
(20 individuals) increased their 
knowledge of both art and galleries 

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

Several participants have visited 
galleries independently of the project 

Promote informal Lifelong Learning 
opportunities  
 

20 individuals have taken part in 
lifelong learning activities and at least 
six indicated that they plan to 
continue art learning 

Enhance the wellbeing of the older 
people participating and help combat 
social isolation, loneliness and 
boredom in older people  

As detailed above 

Do more work with people with 
dementia and their family carers in an 
arts project 

14 people with dementia and six 
family carers were involved  

Learn more about working with this 
client group 
 

Lessons learned from this project are 
detailed below 

Collect evidence of benefit to this 
client group of art activity 
 

Evidence of the benefit to participants 
is described above 

Improve working between different 
departments of the county council 
 

The County’s Social Services and 
Arts Development departments 
worked together on this project. 
However, benefit for the client group 
would be gained by closer 
cooperation as indicated in lessons 
learned section below 

Encourage use of arts facilities in the 
county 
 

Two arts venues in the county were 
used and will be visited again by 
participants 
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Ruthin Craft Centre 
 
The centre’s Education Officer had initially been interested in this project as 
many of the centre’s exhibiting artists are themselves older. The Education 
Officer was able to attend the sessions and acted as an assistant to the artist. 
Her help was invaluable and she also learned a great deal about working with 
this client group. In particular she commented on the careful balance needed 
between being friendly and chatty to ensure a pleasant, comfortable 
atmosphere and distracting some individuals, who were only to keen to chat, 
from the art activities. 
 
The centre would be pleased if they were able to find funding to put on similar 
activities. 
 
The centre’s staff also saw at first hand the benefits to the individuals 
participating and started to build relationships with some of the participants, 
who intended to become more regular visitors and who could provide a core 
of participants if further projects were to be set up. 
 
Arts Development Department 
 
Observers from the Arts Development team were delighted to see that the 
family carers who came along to the sessions gained as much from the 
sessions as the individuals with dementia. 
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Lessons for practice 
 
Session facilitation 
 
Having observed the way in which Jan Gardner was able to maintain an 
encouraging, relaxed atmosphere and offer at all times a range of activities to 
suit different skill and confidence levels, project partners appreciated the 
important role the played by the artist facilitator. The need for quite a lot of one 
to one attention indicated that a knowledgeable assistant to help with the art 
activities is very helpful. 
 
Individuals with dementia can be demanding, changeable and can become 
disoriented and distressed. Attendance at the sessions should therefore 
include some form of care provider who is familiar with the individuals with 
dementia. The sessions which included the family carers worked very well and 
when staff from Alzheimer’s society who knew the individuals were present 
there was potential to diffuse any difficult situation. 
 
An opportunity for staff who supported sessions to have induction or training 
in what was required of them could have helped them to be effective when 
encouraging and supporting participants’ art development at an earlier point in 
the project.  
 
Venue 
 
Good facilities at two of the three venues underlined how much easier it was 
to work with plenty of space, convenient sinks, near to the galleries to visit 
exhibitions and with scope to make tea and coffee for the social break.  
 
The timing of sessions should allow at least half an hour at either end of the 
session for setting up and clearing the equipment and activities. 
 
Recruitment of participants 
 
The time and effort spent on recruiting participants in the south of the county 
was beneficial. By contacting the Alzheimer’s Society and visiting groups 
before the start of the Ruthin sessions a viable group existed from the start of 
the series. The education officer from the gallery also acted as the contact 
point for participants and spoke to them all on the phone before the first 
session, which reassured participants.  
 
A visit by the artist to a drop in clinic in the north of the county drew additional 
participants. Holding the sessions at the day centre where appropriate 
participants were already together offered a different approach to establishing 
the group. 
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Adjusting to irregular attendance 
 
The artist had planned a series of activities that would develop participants’ 
knowledge and skills over the complete project. However not surprisingly, with 
the nature of the participants, there was a very variable attendance in both 
groups due to illness and other support difficulties. The artist was successfully 
able to support the development of each individual by ensuring that a range of 
activities were available every session. 
 
The time-limited nature of the project increased the potential of drop out after 
an absence. There was evidence that if the sessions had been ongoing, some 
participants who dropped out would have returned as it would have been 
“worth the effort” of making alternative arrangements for a supporting carer.  
 
Timing of sessions 
 
Early afternoon seemed to be an appropriate time for the sessions, however 
two hours was a little long for one of the older participants and as she had a 
family carer with her it was possible for her to leave when she was tired. If she 
had not been accompanied, alternative arrangements would have been 
necessary. 
 
 


