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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  
• 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 of 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 Flintshire project which was made possible with 
match funding from Flintshire County Council and a partnership approach 
including: 

• Denbighshire County Council – Arts Culture and Events Department, 
Social Services for Adults and Community Services Directorate 

• Artist Fliss Owens 
• Supporting artist June McHenry 
• The management, staff and volunteers of Llys Eleanor Extra Care 

Scheme, ‘Xtra care’ 
 
Beyond the aims of the overall programme local partners wanted to: 

• Learn more about working with this client group 
• Collect evidence of benefit to this client group of art activity 
• Explore whether this type of activity is a mechanism for improving 

relationships between those with dementia and those who do not 
have dementia 

• Explore the practical issues of working within extra care 
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Project description 
 
 
 
The artists 
 
 

 
The lead artist for this project was Fliss Owens. Fliss 
is best known as a textile artist working in a range of 
media. She is a very experienced workshop 
facilitator working extensively across North Wales 
and in England leading groups of experienced 
artists. She is also in great demand for community 
workshops and enjoys developing activities to suit all 
abilities accommodating beginners and stretching 
more experience artists alike. 
 

 
 
 
 
On this project Fliss was supported by June McHenry 
who gave her time voluntarily to this project as part of 
her personal study of the value of the arts in health.  
 
 

 
The setting 
 
The workshops were held at Llys Eleanor Xtra Care Housing Scheme in 
Shotton. This is a residential scheme that caters for individuals with a range of 
care needs. Every individual has their own legally tenured home within a 
complex that provides excellent facilities designed to extend independent 
living whilst providing care and support as and when required by residents.  
 
The complex is relatively newly built, very well appointed and alongside the 
accommodation, has a range of communal facilities such as a dining room, 
lounges, gardens, activities room and a library, with computer services, all of 
which are managed by Clwyd Alyn Housing Association. Care elements of the 
provision are provided by Flintshire County Council. The workshops took 
place in a very suitably equipped activities room with sinks, workbenches, 
tables, tabletop easels and good lighting. 
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The scheme employs an enthusiastic and energetic activities organiser who 
arranges activities to suit all interests varying from shopping trips, to bingo, to 
reading groups and the residents input into maintaining a tank of tropical fish 
in the main foyer.  
 
 
The participants 
 
The participants were identified by the activities coordinator and the care 
manager who selected and encouraged participants to take part. They tried to 
engage those they felt would benefit most particularly from the stimulation and 
the social interaction.  
 
Twelve individuals had been identified of whom eleven were able to attend the 
first session. Though there were occasional absences due to illness or 
appointments, eleven of the twelve selected participated in the course 
throughout with an average of ten attending each session apart from the visit 
to the gallery.  
 
They were a group of very mixed abilities. Three of the initial eleven 
participants have some problems with sight, one has difficulty in hearing when 
the group were being addressed, most have mobility restrictions with three 
needing to remain in wheelchairs. More than half have a degree of dementia 
and one has a learning disability.  
 
The inspiration 
 
 

 
 
 
A visit to the Galleries at Theatre Clwyd was arranged to exhibitions that 
included portraits, abstract landscapes and a school pupils’ exhibition. The 
portraits and landscapes were used to inspire the following weeks’ work. 
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Partner organisation support 
 
Several departments of Flintshire County Council were involved in the initial 
discussions for this project, however once the decision was taken to use Llys 
Eleanor as the setting for the project, partner roles became clearer and 
individuals took more positive and coordinated action to organise and support 
the project. 
 
Firstly the Llys Eleanor Care Manager and Activities Coordinator both took on 
board the considerable amount of extra organisation and staff time required to 
support the project both practically and in supporting the research element. 
Without their efforts this project would not have been possible. A Llys Eleanor 
volunteer also attended the sessions and kept notes. The Community 
Services Directorate Planning Officer for older people supported the research 
element, in particular visiting identified participants before the first session to 
explain the research and gain participants informed consent. As mentioned 
above, the project benefited a great deal from having June McHenry as a 
volunteer supporting artist. 
 
Theatre Clwyd also played a part in the project particularly in hosting an 
exhibition of the work created.  
 

Project activities 
 
Project sessions were held each Friday morning for ten weeks. The staff of 
Llys Eleanor ensured that participants who needed physical support or who 
needed to be reminded to attend had appropriate help. Participants arrived at 
sessions over the period of some minutes which gave the two facilitators an 
opportunity to greet them individually and welcome them to each session. 
Sessions lasted for about two hours with a break for tea and coffee and the 
opportunity to socialise in the middle. 
 
Activities were designed by artist Fliss Owens. 
She set out with a programme of activities in mind, 
however was mindful that she would be working 
with a group with varying levels of skill and 
physical and mental capacity. Her approach 
accommodated mixed groups devising activities 
that could be adjusted so that each individual 
could participate in their own way, for example, 
bringing textured paint or working on a larger scale 
to help those with poor sight. In the first session, 
the artist introduced herself by showing the group 
a portfolio of her work and describing her experiences. The first participants’ 
activities were designed to introduce the group to each other and to the artist. 
A piece of work was made, which became the identifying label for the folder of 
work that would be built over the project. 
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Over the next weeks, silk painting, collage and pastels were used. The artist 
offered simple techniques that were effective in producing pleasing artwork.  
Participants were encouraged to recognise that they had produced good work, 
for example by showing how they would look even more effective with a 
proper mount (see centre photo). For those who already had some artistic skill 
they were introduced to new media and able to experiment. 
 
On the fifth session a group visit to exhibitions at Theatre Clwyd was 
organised. Two members of the group decided it would be too tiring for them 
and another was disappointed when her wheelchair would not fit into either of 
the minibuses available. Accompanied by the two artists, the Activities 
Coordinator, two carers and the volunteer seven participants were able to visit 
the exhibitions, with what was nearly one-to-one support, which was needed 
for example in negotiating the lifts within Theatre Clwyd. As a result there was 
an excellent opportunity to discuss the artworks on display, sharing comments 
and opinions. 

 
“It was a learning experience for us all.”   - assistant artist 

 
The intensity with which participants studied the exhibitions was surprising 
with particular interest in the main exhibition of a wide variety of portraits.  
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Llys Eleanor had provided a 
packed lunch for residents, 
which was eaten at Theatre 
Clwyd and which provided 
further opportunity for social 
interactions. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Over the remaining weeks, art activities were inspired by the visit to the 
exhibition, with pastels used for landscape work and a mixture of media for 
portraits of film stars. 
 

           
 
Participants were also set a longer-term piece of work, a still life, to be 
completed over several sessions. 
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Organisationally this project ran very smoothly. Partner organisations 
recruited participants and gain their permission for the research element. 
Whilst the artists were very active and busy throughout each session helping, 
encouraging, supporting and advising participants they always found time for 
some social interaction as well. Care staff ensured that participants who 
needed additional help arrived in reasonable time and some carers stayed for 
parts of the sessions to offer some help. A volunteer helped out most 
sessions, the Activities Coordinator supported when she could, the Care 
Manager dropped in to some sessions and even the Office Administrator was 
drawn in to help. Llys Eleanor staff and volunteers put in considerable time 
and effort to support the sessions. The support was needed and welcomed. 
Guided by the artists, as these ‘helpers’ recognised the artistic capacity of the 
participants, rather than their familiar incapacities, they learned to support 
without interfering with the artistic development of the individuals. 
 
Some practical issues were encountered with the visit to the gallery. 
 
Having an assistant artist working on the project meant that some additional 
activities were added to the project that would not have been possible with a 
single artist working alone. She was able to take photos of individuals with 
each of their finished pieces of work and at the last session presented each 
participant with a framed copy of one of the photos. 
 

 

 
An exhibition of the work produced was planned to take place in the Theatre 
Clwyd, the same place that most of the group had visited. However, it was not 
possible to hold the exhibition for several months, so to create a celebratory 
event at an earlier date a calendar was created using the artworks and a copy 
taken to social event with mince pies and coffee a few weeks later. 
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The Outcomes 
 
For older people 
 
Enjoyment 
 
The participants clearly enjoyed the sessions, as evidenced by the consistent 
attendance. When arriving at the later sessions, individuals were cheerful and 
obviously looking forward to the morning’s activities. One participant asked 
her family to arrange her appointment for a flu jab early on the Friday morning 
so that she wouldn’t miss the session and commented:  

 
“I am thoroughly delighted with what I have done.” 

 
A carer who had not been involved in the sessions at all popped in during the 
clearing up after one sessions just to mention that the participants were all 
talking, over lunch, about the morning and how much they had enjoyed it. All 
observers commented specifically on how much the individuals appeared to 
enjoy all aspects of the sessions: for some who were familiar with the 
residents this was a surprise. 
 
 
Social interaction and reducing isolation 
 
Over the period of the project the interaction between participants during 
sessions increased noticeably. In the first session individuals initiated very 
little conversation with others, however by the end of the project there were 
friendly greetings between residents. Observers commented on lively 
conversations and interactions between participants sitting together.  
 

“These two weeks have been wonderful – there has been conversation and 
laughter… The group are very comfortable with each other, with banter across 
the room.”        - assistant artist           

 
The Llys Eleanor staff selected some of the participants purposefully to try to 
increase their engagement in activities and reduce their isolation and this has 
proved successful. 
 

“Two of the gentlemen have established a good friendship from attending the 
sessions…and their friendship continues to flourish.”      - staff member 

 
It has also been noted that those who participated are more willing to attend 
coffee mornings and other social activities and are more confident socially. 
 
There was good interaction between those with and without dementia, and no 
indications of any unease with the mix.  
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A sense of achievement and purpose 
 
All participants felt a great sense of achievement when 
producing the artwork that built their portfolio. Even the 
one member who could draw very well, learned new 
techniques and enjoyed the challenges he was set by 
the artist. Early success for all gave a sense of purpose 
to the activities and stimulated real effort to succeed 
with the tasks set to produce a piece of artwork I which 
they could take pride. There are many photos that 
clearly express the sense of achievement that 
individuals felt. 
 
  

Confidence 
 
As the weeks went by there was a growing confidence within the individuals 
with more interaction initiated by residents either social with representatives of 
partner organisations that might have called in or with the artists seeking 
advice, comment or help. Those who attended the exhibition confidently 
commented on the work they observed. 
 
Participants also gained confidence in 
mastering the new techniques that they 
were learning and, for example, adjusted 
the way in which they tackled an activity to 
suit them rather than accepting the way it 
was demonstrated. For example, a 
wheelchair user propped up her canvas so 
that she had better control over the painting 
rather than working with it flat. 
 
Creativity and expression 

 
The individuals were at first 
hesitant about the activities they 
were asked to undertake, following 
instructions very carefully but as 
their confidence grew and with 
encouragement from the artists 
they began to express their own 
creativity more and more. Staff 
commented on how unexpectedly 
creative residents were and the 
resulting folios of work demonstrate 
this clearly. 

 
Individuals were also surprised at their own success. 
 

“Fliss has worked wonders with me.”    - participant 
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Focus and concentration 

 
 
 
The activities offered were 
carefully and skilfully selected 
and together with the sense of 
purpose helped the 
participants to achieve a level 
of concentration and focus that 
surprised staff 
 
“Like myself, they [the staff] 
were amazed by their 
[residents’] attention to detail” 
   - Care Manager 
 

 
 
Physical and mental wellbeing 
 
The project stimulated physical activity. Firstly for some, quite a considerable 
physical effort had to be made just to attend, particularly the gallery visit, 
despite the use of mobility aids and support from care staff. Secondly, fine 
motor skill control exercise was required to complete the art activities offered.  
The discussions at the gallery, listening to and understanding instructions 
provided mental challenge, which, coupled with the enjoyment, improvement 
in confidence and sense of achievement that the project offered, improved 
participants’ mental wellbeing. 
 

“All the tenants involved in the project have really benefitted in terms of 
their physical and mental health.”     - Care Manager 

 
 
For the artist and the assistant artist 
 
Most importantly both artist enjoyed working with this group immensely and 
enjoyed working together. They both gained valuable experience of working 
with a group of individuals with very mixed range of physical and mental 
capabilities. Both gained great satisfaction at seeing the creativity of the 
individuals develop and blossom so effectively. 
 
The lead artist enjoyed the challenge that the group gave in designing an 
appropriate set of activities. 
 
The assistant artist gained a great deal in terms of personal development 
working with such an experienced artist in such a challenging setting. 
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For staff supporting sessions 
 
Care staff 
 
The staff supporting sessions enjoyed seeing the residents getting pleasure 
out of the project activities.  
 
Some staff have also noticed that some residents are now less demanding 
when they are involved in other activities, perhaps because they have gained 
self confidence during the art sessions. 
 
Staff learned a lot about the residents whilst working alongside them. They 
were surprised by their creativity and the capacity to master some of the tasks 
set. They needed to reassess their own views, opinions and impressions of 
certain residents and this has led to a change in the way some of them now 
work. 

 
“There is no doubt that the staff have developed a more re-abling approach to 
their work in assisting tenants to achieve their goals/outcomes. I feel 
the project has definitely influenced staff in this area of their work.” 
         Care Manager 

Activities Coordinator 
 
This project gave the Activities Coordinator the opportunity to provide an 
activity for some residents who would not normally take part. The opportunity 
to work with a professional artist, normally outside the scope of the activities 
budget, appealed to some individuals who had not shown any interest in other 
activities. Activities usually cost residents a small fee and she was able also to 
engage some on low incomes who would not consider activities a spending 
priority. This allowed both groups to experience the many benefits of taking 
part in activities and may help encourage them in future. 
 
 
For Partner Organisations 
 
For the partner organisations their main aims were achieved: 
 
Aim Result 

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

7 residents, 3 staff and a volunteer 
were helped to understand the 
exhibitions at a nearby gallery 
 

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

As above 

Promote informal Lifelong Learning 11 individuals were involved in 
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opportunities  learning activities 
Enhance the wellbeing of the older 
people participating and help combat 
social isolation, loneliness and 
boredom in older people  
 

As described above 

Learn more about working with this 
client group 

A list of lessons learned was 
compiled see below 

Collect evidence of benefit to this 
client group of art activity 
 

Many benefits were recorded of the 
benefit to the client group as detailed 
above 

Explore whether this type of activity is 
a mechanism for improving 
relationships between those with 
dementia and those who do not have 
dementia 
 

The project was provided for a group 
some of whom had dementia and 
some didn’t. Over the weeks a group 
relationship developed and there 
appeared to be good social 
interaction between all members of 
the group 

Explore the practical issues of 
working within Xtra care  
 

These practical issues are included in 
the ‘lessons for practice’ section 

 

Lessons for practice 
 
General 
 
In terms of a venue at which to hold such a project, an extra care scheme 
seems most appropriate, reaching individuals who are less likely to be able to 
engage in study of art or visit exhibitions easily. 
 
Drawing the gallery into the partnership at an earlier stage would have been 
beneficial so that they could have played a full role in the visit to the 
exhibition.  
 
Staffing issues 
 
Working with a group of between ten and twelve people, all of whom have 
some sort of care requirement, needs adequate staffing. This project had a lot 
of supporting staff, which enabled the group to learn and progress: this should 
be noted as an essential ingredient for success. 
 
The demands on the care staff time, simply in getting everyone who needed 
help to the activity room on time, were high, and resulted occasionally in 
delayed starts to the sessions. It has been suggested that perhaps an 
afternoon session might be easier for the care team. 
 
Even more demanding and costly is the staff and transport required to take 
participants to the gallery to visit an exhibition. Alternative options (though 
potentially less satisfactory) might need to be considered for providing 
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inspiration and building knowledge, such as inviting visiting speakers from 
galleries to bring artworks to the participants. 
 
Some induction for staff who are going to support sessions on how to foster 
independent art and creativity would be helpful before any sessions. 
 
The professional artist 
 
It has been observed that the fact that individuals were working with a 
professional artist resulted in respect, trust and attention to what was being 
said amongst the participants. The tone was set by the artist, who 
demonstrated her respect for her students by bringing her own portfolio to 
show them. 
 
Session facilitation 
 
As has been observed, considerable skill and experience is required to devise 
appropriate activities for such a mixed-ability group. This was achieved in this 
project but needs to be recorded as an important factor. 
 
With such a mixed group, a second person with some knowledge of the 
techniques to be used would be advisable. 
 
Cost of provision 
 
The fact that this project offered sessions for free to participants was 
important. In particular this has a role in engaging with more socially isolated 
individuals and those who might not be able to make the value judgement to 
pay for an activity that improves their wellbeing. 


