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1 Executive Summary 
 
engage is the leading body in the UK representing gallery art and education 
professionals in the UK and 18 countries worldwide. It promotes access to, 
enjoyment and understanding of the visual arts through gallery education. 
With 70 members in Wales, engage Cymru supports the gallery education 
sector and regularly works in partnership with local authorities across Wales.  
 
During 2009-10 engage Cymru managed an action research programme, 
Galleries engaging with older people, of six pilot research projects. A further 
three projects, held in Denbighshire, Flintshire and Merthyr Tydfil, formed a 
second phase of the programme during 2010-11, which focused particularly 
on individuals with dementia and their carers.  
 
In each area a local partnership of stakeholders was developed that 
comprised the local authority teams delivering arts development and older 
peopleʼs services, artists and galleries, voluntary organisations and residential 
schemes for older people. Each project offered individuals with dementia the 

opportunity of working in a group for up to ten sessions with a professional 
artist, who would deliver a programme of art activities. These were to include 
inspirational visits to one or more local gallery exhibitions. Some family carers 
also participated in the projects.  
 
An independent researcher was contracted to design and conduct an 
evaluation, collecting and analysing evidence. A qualitative approach using a 
variety of methods was used. 
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Clear evidence was collected that suggests that supporting and enabling such 
projects is an intervention that will improve the wellbeing of people with 
dementia who are less likely to take action to improve their own wellbeing. 
 
At the same time, there is clear evidence that this type of intervention 
improves the wellbeing of carers, and a brief exploration of project costs and 
potential savings point to possible cost effectiveness. 
 
Evidence indicates that engaging art activity has a stimulating effect on 
cognitive behaviour in some individuals with dementia.  

 
Professional and volunteer carers who supported project activity and 
witnessed the projectʼs effects, revised their perceptions of the ability of 
participants and, as a direct result of the project, treated them differently and 
also found them less demanding.  
 
The bringing together of a partnership of different organisations and agencies 
and individuals across different disciplines to design and deliver the projects 
was a successful approach in all cases, and practice lessons were noted. 
 
Recommendations 
 
engage Cymru should disseminate the findings from these projects widely 
within Wales to government, local government and voluntary sector networks 
 
engage Cymru as part of engage should disseminate the results beyond the 
borders of Wales. 
 
Informed by the lessons learned from practice, a partnership should be 
developed to seek funding for a larger programme of projects such as those 

studied which could: 
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• For individuals with dementia, living in their own homes, provide an 
intervention to improve their wellbeing and that of their family carers. 

• For individuals with dementia, living in residential care provision, 
improve their wellbeing and change the nature of their care. 

• Provide quantitative evidence of wider benefits with particular 
reference to cost benefit analysis. 

• provide the opportunity to investigate more fully the cognitive effects 
of engagement in arts activity evidenced in the projects. 
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2 Introduction 
This report summarises the results of part of an ongoing programme of action 
research managed by engage Cymru, which explores the outcomes for older 
people of engaging with art through interaction with galleries and professional 
artists.  
 
The evidence of outcomes from three projects for individuals with dementia is 
brought together. Clear indications are presented of the potential for 
engagement with visual art as an intervention to improve the wellbeing of 
individuals with dementia and, for those living in their own homes, the 
wellbeing of their family carers. 
 
The methodology of the study is described, the findings are presented in the 
context of current policy, practice and other research related to ageing, the 
social impact of dementia and the arts in health and some conclusions and 
recommendations made.  
 
The Quality of Silence, the title of the report, reflects a striking feature of the 
evidence; the degree to which participants in the project engaged with and 

concentrated on the art activities which were presented to them. The author 
and several co-researchers experienced a silence when all were 
concentrating which had quite a different quality to the absence of sound that 
can be found when similar individuals are brought together in other 
circumstances. Others have called this quality of concentration a “creative 
flow state” (Kilroy et al, 2007). 
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3 Background and context 
 

3.1 Organisational background 
 
engage is the leading body in the UK representing gallery art and education 
professionals in the UK and 18 countries worldwide. It promotes access to, 
enjoyment and understanding of the visual arts through gallery education. 
engage supports:  

• Training: professional development promoting good practice through 
seminars, briefing days, networking events, an annual conference and 
international summer school. 

• Research and projects.  
• Dissemination of good practice through the engage journal, 

publications and engage website. 
• Advocacy: making the case and working in partnership with key 

stakeholders and partners in the cultural and education sector to 
advance and develop gallery and visual arts education.  

With 70 members in Wales, engage Cymru supports the gallery education 

sector and regularly works in partnership with local authorities across Wales.  
 
During 2009-10, engage Cymru managed an action research programme, 
Galleries engaging with older people, of six pilot research projects. Case 
studies of each project and the final report of this work can be found on the 
engage website at http://www.engage.org/projects/cymru_older_people.aspx. 
A further three projects, held in Denbighshire, Flintshire and Merthyr Tydfil, 
formed a second phase of the programme during 2010-11 which focused 
particularly on individuals with dementia and their carers. This document, 
together with the case studies of the three projects, make up the full report on 
working with individuals with dementia and will also be available on the 
engage website. 
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In each area a local partnership of stakeholders was developed that included 
the local authority teams delivering arts development and older peopleʼs 
services, artists and galleries, voluntary organisations and residential 
schemes for older people. Each project offered individuals with dementia the 
opportunity of working in a group, for up to ten sessions, with a professional 
artist, who would deliver a programme of art activities1. These were to include 
inspirational visits to one or more local gallery exhibitions. Some family carers 
also participated in the projects.  
 

An independent researcher was contracted to design and conduct an 
evaluation, collecting and analysing evidence. A variety of methods, described 
more fully below, were used as appropriate to each project, its participants 
and stakeholder partners. The evaluation considered the anticipated 
outcomes of the overall project alongside more specific aims of local partners 
and sought to capture any unexpected outcomes.  
 
 

3.2 The policy and strategic context in Wales 
 
Over the last two decades interest in developing policy and strategic 
approaches to addressing the issues of changing demography has grown 
within Wales and internationally. Since its inception, the Welsh Assembly 
Government (WAG) has sought to counter the ʻtime bombʼ view of an ageing 
population. It adopted a proactive approach, “setting out a tough objective to 
challenge societal stereotypes around ageing” (WLGA, 2011) with the 
overarching, landmark Strategy for Older People in Wales (WAG, 2003) now 
in its second five-year phase (WAG, 2008). In 2007 WAG launched its Dignity 
and Respect in Care programme, which has had a broad impact on changing 

                                            
1 For full details see the individual case studies here 
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practices in care settings in the wake of its main agenda. The first Older 
Peoplesʼ Commissioner in the world was put in place in 2008.  
 
The importance of local services for older people was endorsed through the 
appointment of coordinators for the strategy and the identification of a 
councillor as a champion for older people in each local authority. Local 
authorities have been supported by the Welsh Local Government Association 
(WLGA) through an officer and a national spokesperson drawn from elected 
members. 
 

The strategy has focused on improving the wellbeing of older people, 
encouraging active ageing and maintaining independence, whilst at the same 
time ensuring that those who need services have access to them. In 2009 the 
Older Peopleʼs Wellbeing Monitor (WAG) was published which reviewed and 
collated available statistics in order to establish baseline quantitative 
indicators for monitoring the wellbeing of older people in Wales. Relevant 
amongst the indicators listed as contributing to wellbeing were no. 51 
Learning Activity and no. 56 Arts Participation and Attendance. 
 
There has also been a growing interest in the contribution of the Arts to health 
and wellbeing. 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 Wellbeing - A Plan for 
Action followed, which states: 
 

The main benefits in all arts and health initiatives are to emotional health and 

wellbeing, 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/WAG 2009, pg. 8) 
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A commitment to art activities for older people in Wales is made through WAG 
and ACW financial support for Gwanwyn, a festival to celebrate creativity in 
older age, hosted by Age Cymru; a small sum of financial support was given 
to the projects reported here via Gwanwyn2. 
 
The Alzheimerʼs Society estimated 41,603 people in Wales in 2011 are 
experiencing dementia, with a forecast for significant increases over the next 
ten years as result of the ageing population3. This is therefore a highly 
important issue within any consideration of a strategy for addressing the policy 
and service requirements of an ageing population. A National Dementia Vision 

for Wales has recently been published in partnership with the Alzheimerʼs 
Society, which sets as its ambition: 

To ensure that people at whatever stage of the condition are given the best 

chance to live well and to be as active a part of family and community life as 

they can.       

(WAG, 2011) 

 

 

3.3 Existing arts and dementia projects, brief review 
 

The Arts in Health is a relatively new, though rapidly expanding field of 
interest, particularly in relation to older people. A recent literature review notes 
there are “wide gaps in the evidence base” (Salisbury et al, 2010). 
 In Ageing Artfully (Cutler, 2009) the Baring Foundation set out to collect 
information on professional arts activity targeted at older people in the UK and 
beyond and set an agenda for the future. It includes mention of the successful 
Bealtaine Festival of Arts and Older People in Ireland, on which the also 
successful Gwanwyn festival in Wales was modelled. Both adopt May as a 
month-long celebration of older people participating and engaging with all 
manner of arts activities. The work in the dementia field is more sparse, 
                                            
2 See website 
3 Alzheimer’s Society Website  
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however there are several small projects successfully working with different 
art forms with people with dementia. Many are seeking to address issues of 
memory and communication, using reminiscence to stimulate remaining 
memory and different art forms to offer new communication tools, including 
creative writing, singing, theatre and dance.  
 
The National Gallery has undertaken projects that facilitate older people 
responding to exhibited pieces by producing their own artwork in two 
facilitated sessions. The Wallace Collection has a project for care homes 
called Out of the Frame in which items of the collection are taken out to those 

who are not mobile enough to visit the collection. In New York, The Museum 
of Modern Art has an ongoing and evaluated programme (Mittelman & 
Epstein, 2009), in which every month specially trained interpreters take small 
groups of people in the early stages of dementia with a family carer to view 
selected artworks which the group discusses as they tour.  
 
The 2010-11 engage Cymru projects feature individuals with dementia 
undertaking visual art activity (not art therapy) stimulated by visual art 
exhibitions and facilitated by professional artist over a period of two or three 
months. The projects offer a more directly engaging art experience for people 
with dementia over a longer period than most projects hitherto, encompassing 
both art appreciation and art activity and thus offer opportunity for some new 
learning. 
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4 Aims 
The aims of the first phase (2009-10) of the engage Cymru programme were 
to work with older people and: 

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

• Encourage and develop creativity in the participants. 
• Engage and enable participants to feel comfortable and confident in 

visiting galleries. 
• Enhance self-esteem, confidence, and increased social interaction.  
• Enhance wellbeing.  
• Help combat social isolation, loneliness and boredom in older people.  
• Work with partner organisations. 
• Collect evidence that would contribute to informing policy and practice 

development on the arts and wellbeing in older people.  
• Disseminate the findings of research. 

 
In the second phase the overall aims remained the same, with a specific focus 
on older people with dementia and those who care for them. 

 
The research questions were formed at two levels. Firstly, at the level of the 
individual person, the aim was to record the impact that working with artists 
and galleries can have on the lives of those with dementia and those who care 
for them. The focus at this level was on individual wellbeing, including 
awareness of social isolation and opportunities for personal development. 
Secondly, at a practice level, to collect evidence of use to partner agencies, 
galleries, artists and local authorities in demonstrating the value of artists and 
galleries working with such individuals and in devising practical strategies for 
successfully engaging with them. 
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engage Cymru also intends disseminate the results in order to inform the 
development of policy and strategy at government level in Wales, the UK and 
beyond. 
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5 Methodology 

5.1 Approach 
The growing interest in improving wellbeing as a measure of the success of 
government policies and strategies has led to the development of a body of 
evidence, albeit still under discussion, of the possibilities of applying 
quantitative methods to measuring subjective wellbeing (Waldron, 2010).  
 
For a number of reasons the collection of quantitative evidence was deemed 
inappropriate for this research: the number of participants in each activity 
group was small, fewer than 12; the projects and individuals were very 
disparate; each activity group was organised in a different way and was made 
up differently; the extent to which dementia was affecting individuals varied 
considerably and the ways in which they were supported also varied. 
However, the research methods adopted have been informed by other bodies 
of work4 including from the quantitative field within a wholly qualitative 
approach. 
 
The study has sought to: 

 
Get to the heart of the wellbeing agenda by listening to peopleʼs views about 

their own wellbeing. By doing so, paternalism (prescriptive questions that 

assume certain things are good or bad for wellbeing) can be avoided and the 

views of the experiencing self can be placed at centre stage. 

        (Waldron, 2010, pg. 36) 

 

Research subjects have, where appropriate, become co-researchers; the self-
generated, uninfluenced words of individuals have been captured through 
observation, audio and audio-visual recordings of activity alongside more 
directed methods. Each of the projects was designed, organised and the 
                                            
4 See documents cited elsewhere and listed in bibliography 
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activity delivered by the partner stakeholders with no influence from the lead 
researcher. Partner organisations have provided staff and volunteers to 
support project sessions and act as co-researchers. Wider documentation5 
was used as a background to providing stimuli to them to help them identify 
factors of significance and indicators of change on which to report.  
 
The practice-based findings have been drawn from the reflections of 
stakeholder partners delivering the projects, the observations of the lead 
researcher, comparing practical aspects of the four activity groups and 
reviewing the projects within the framework of good practice guidelines from 

related fields6. 
 
Whilst all evidence collection methods were used in all projects they were 
used in different measure as appropriate to the project design and delivery. 
Evidence from each project was analysed separately and the findings 
reported as outcomes in the three case studies associated with this report7. 
The major findings emerging from the three projects have been collected 
together and reported below in Section 6.  
 

5.2 Evidence collection methods 

5.2.1 Observation 

The lead researcher observed some activity sessions in their entirety. At least 
three sessions were observed in each area - early in the project, in the middle 
and towards the end - with 13 sessions being observed in total. Audio and 
audio-visual recordings were also made of some sessions and reviewed 
separately. 
 

                                            
5 See documents cited elsewhere and listed in bibliography 
6 See for example NIACE and Voluntary Arts Network (2007) 
7 See here 
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5.2.2 Journals 

Reflective journals were kept by volunteer support staff who attended 
sessions, by various stakeholder staff who attended regularly and by 
participants who felt able and were willing to do so. Written guidance was 
given to the journal writers and they were encouraged to contribute any 
observations or opinions about the sessions or anything relevant that 
happened outside the sessions in the journal. They were also encouraged to 
include visual material or use the journal as a scrap book. Guidance offered to 
participants was different from that offered to paid or volunteer helpers at 
sessions. 
  

5.2.3 Ad hoc reports 

Some staff from partner organisations attended occasional individual sessions 
and they were encouraged to report their reactions and observations in 
writing. 
 

5.2.4 Photographs 

A record of the projects was made with the lead researcher, artists, support 
staff and others photographing activities, such as individuals at work, visiting 
exhibitions or socialising within the sessions and the stages of creation of 

pieces of artwork, alongside many completed pieces from early in the project 
and towards the end. 
 

5.2.5 Interviews 

Face to face and telephone interviews were undertaken with participants and 
family carers. These were semi-structured to facilitate the voice of the 
research subject being clearly heard, and wherever possible audio recorded 
for later analysis, avoiding the distraction of note taking. More structured 
interviews were also held with project staff and helpers, which took the form of 
written questions and answers in some cases. 
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5.3 Ethical considerations 
 
Many of the participants in this project could be considered vulnerable adults; 
some were very vulnerable, and particular care was needed to ensure their 
protection and also to gain, as far as was possible, their informed consent to 
become a research subject. It was also important to ensure that evidence 
collection methods did not distress or unnerve participants in any way. 
 

5.3.1 Informed consent 

In three out of the four settings it was possible to provide full information, in 
writing and via discussion, to the participants and their family carers before 
the activities began. They were told about the research element of the project, 
all evidence collection methods and how the information would be used. 
Written permission was given by participants and, where there was any 
concern that they had not fully understood, a family carer countersigned the 
consent.  
 
In one setting participants were not identified in advance and therefore 
consent was gained at their first session largely by discussion with 

participants, followed up with written information. Where participants, from this 
setting, were deemed not capable of giving informed consent themselves no 
information on them has been used within the research. 
 

5.3.2 Protection of individuals 

No individuals that took part in these projects, apart from the professional 
artists and paid staff, are named in this document or the accompanying case 
studies. Where photographs of vulnerable adults have been used they have 
been chosen so that visual identification of the individual is unlikely, 



 

Page 20 of 20 

particularly where the individuals are living in their own homes in the wider 
community, where they may be at higher risk. 
 
A set of principles was agreed with partner organisations on how they were to 
protect information. 
 

5.3.3 Avoidance of harm 

There was a possibility that research subjects would become distressed or 
anxious about the evidence collection and every effort was made to minimise 
this possibility. Evidence was collected by individuals who became familiar as 
active contributors to sessions, all evidence collection methods were made as 
unobtrusive as possible, note taking during sessions was kept to a minimum 
and interviews were informal. Great care was taken to prevent any individual 
feeling as though they were being observed and photography became an 
accepted, intrinsic part of what was a visual art activity. There was no 
incidence of any resistance to or discomfort with evidence collection. 
 

5.4 Limitations of the study 
Whilst the number of participants was relatively small, 44 in total, the study did 
include individuals living in three different local authority areas in Wales, from 

a range of socio-economic backgrounds, some of who were Welsh speakers. 
There were no individuals from BME groups. 
 
Each project ran over a period of no more than ten weeks and evidence was 
collected over a slightly longer period in some cases.  
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6  Findings 

6.1 Outcomes for participants 
 
The individuals who participated in these projects were people with dementia 
some of whom were accompanied by family carers - these individuals are also 
considered as participants. In simplistic terms, all participants benefited from 
the projects as, without exception, they all expressed the enjoyment gained 
from taking part, which will have contributed to their wellbeing. All sessions 
were characterised by good humour and a relaxed, friendly atmosphere. 
 
Outcomes from the three projects are described in more detail in the case 
studies of each8. For this report they have been grouped under themes that 
emerged from the collective evidence. It is interesting to note that the themes 
closely relate to indicators that promote wellbeing and contribution to 
dementia care9.  

6.1.1 Increased social interaction 

Within the project sessions 
The group sessions provided opportunities for social interaction between 
participants and as the sessions progressed there was much greater 
interaction and the development of a group relationship.  
 

The group are very comfortable with each other with banter across the room. 

         Assistant artist      

 

Even where individuals knew each other before the sessions there was a 
greater sense of friendship, and in some instances new friendships were 
formed. 

                                            
8 See here 
9 NEF, 2008; Waldron 2010; 
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The two women participants sat together on most occasions and chatted 

together happily even though they had not known each other before hand.  

        Journal observation 

  
Two of the gentlemen have established a good friendship from attending the 

sessions…and their friendship continues to flourish.   

Care manager10 

 
It is interesting to note that the friendship described above is between an 
individual with dementia and one without. 
  

There was also social interaction with the artists and those supporting the 
sessions. The willingness and confidence of participants to engage socially 
with relative strangers noticeably increased; at the celebratory exhibitions of 
artwork made, participants were confidently speaking to invited guests and 
talking with authority abut the activities they had experienced and the work 
they had produced. 
 
Beyond the project sessions 
Partner organisations that work with some of the individuals outside the art 
sessions reported them being more willing to engage in social activities and to 
engage in more socialising as part of other activity. 
 
Several family carers, including those who did not attend sessions, suggested 
that they would be likely to make a social family visit to the gallery with which 
the project had been linked, with one gallery already seeing evidence of this. 
 

6.1.2 Physical activity 

 

                                            
10 This friendship continued for many months after the project  
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For many of the participants merely attending the sessions required quite a lot 
of physical effort. During the sessions there were additional small and large-
scale physical exercise demands - assembling the required equipment, 
unaccustomed reaching and stretching, walking around gallery exhibitions and 
on occasion the more vigorous exercise of working clay. The physical skills 
required for the art activities improved very quickly for most participants, 
indicating perhaps that they had the physical and mental ability to undertake 
such activities, but that there had been no need for them to use them for some 
time.  
 

Examples: 
One participant claimed that she “couldnʼt hold a pen so well these days”, but 
by the end of that single session was confidently drawing freehand. 
 
An older womanʼs marks on the paper were very faint and showed lack of 
certainty at the beginning, but later her work showed more confidence and 
control. 
 
An individual who was able to walk unaided, but who used an electric 
wheelchair for longer distances, used the wheelchair less often within the 
sessions as the weeks went by.  
  

6.1.3 Intellectual Challenge and Achievement 

Within the project sessions 
Participants demonstrated an ability to respond to the mental and creative 
challenge that the artistic activities set them, with great focus and a high level 
of concentration. There were many occasions in each of the settings when the 
“quality of silence” in the sessions reflected the way in which participants were 
completely absorbed in the task in hand. One participant, who sometimes 
finds language difficult, expressed the change by saying “I was all...” and 



 

Page 24 of 24 

shaking his head and hands “at the beginning, but now I am all good”, 
accompanied by a wide smile and still hands11.  
 
The ability to concentrate and the creativity shown by participants with 
dementia came as a surprise to paid staff and family carers and to the staff of 
other organisations that worked with the individuals. Paid staff and volunteers 
suggested that they had revised their opinions of the capability of individuals 
and family members made comments like “quite like his old self”. 
 
With the activity programme they had designed for the groups, in their own 

way each of the artists challenged participants to try new techniques, offered 
new and different visual perspectives and encouraged participants to express 
their own visual ideas, which provided a purposefulness for their learning and 
efforts. Participants responded to both the stimulus and purpose, respecting 
the artistsʼ professionalism, encouraged by early success in producing 
pleasing artwork and being reassured of the validity and value of their efforts. 
The participants were rewarded by the sense of achievement and pride that 
they felt in their work which encouraged their efforts forming a positive 
feedback loop. The art activities provided them with a meaningful and new 
occupation at which they could succeed. 
 
Beyond the project sessions 
There was some evidence that intellectual stimulation had penetrated beyond 
the project session. The improved concentration and general preparedness to 
engage in more challenging activity was observed more widely. One 
participant was reported as “doing some homework”, others as engaging more 
successfully with other occupational activities attended.  
 
Comments made by families such as “He does more things at home”, “She 
started doing little bits of house work again” and “He seems more interested in 

                                            
11 In conversation with the author 
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things” were common, and a volunteer who also attended an occupational 
woodwork session with some participants noted a difference in the way they 
tackled that activity too. One participant had started to suggest improvements 
in the way items were made and another was more able to get on with things 
by himself and did not need as much one to one support. 
 
Individuals were reportedly calmer and “easier to deal with” at home and 
starting to take up forgotten activities again. Several family carers decided that 
they would encourage participants to continue making artwork after the project 
had finished to provide purposeful, enjoyable occupation. 

 
[He] has never been one for sedentary hobbies, consequently a little at a loss 

for things to do(apart from TV)     Carer participant 

 
Evidence that they had responded to the artistic challenge was there for all to 
see in the artwork produced. Participants and their families were justifiably 
proud of this artwork and were very pleased to see it properly mounted and 
framed and exhibited in a gallery.  
 
The exhibitions were not only an opportunity for pride and external validation 
of the artwork, they were also an opportunity for joyful celebration of all 
aspects of the projects that seemed to raise the spirits of all stakeholders. 

6.1.4 Participants valuing the projects 

There was strong evidence that participants valued these projects and 
considered their attendance at the sessions important.  
 

Illuminating, interesting and educational. I donʼt know what I will do on a 

Tuesday now that it has finished.    

Participant with dementia 

 

[He] was up early and looking forward to the project. 

        Carer participant 
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This is the only activity he does that I have never had to persuade him to go to. 

          Carer  

 
The nature of dementia required that additional organisational arrangements 
were made to assist participants to attend consistently. However this did not 
remove the responsibility for choosing to attend from the participants. 
Practical evidence of the regard in which participants held the sessions and 
the responsibility they exercised in attending were: 

• A participant who had forgotten about the session hurried to get 
himself ready when his transport arrived. 

• There was a change of venue for one setting and potentially 
confusing information provided on the new venue, yet the participants 
attended at the new venue under their own transport arrangements. 

• A participant had a heart attack in the period of the project and wasnʼt 
able to attend for two weeks. When she wanted to return to the 
sessions, her transport had been cancelled, the art class being 
deemed by a social worker as an unimportant activity. She made her 
own transport arrangements because she “really wanted to come”. 

• A participant insisted that her family make arrangements for her 
winter flu jab early in the morning so that she wouldnʼt miss the 
session. 

 
 

6.2 Outcomes for families, carers and other service 
providers 

6.2.1 Perceptions of capability 

One of the most striking outcomes of this project was the changed views of 
the capability of participants with dementia. Those who knew them well as 
family carers, paid carers or within another service provision all reappraised 
their assessment of their capacity to concentrate and focus, their persistence 
in completing challenging tasks, their physical ability and control and the 
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creativity they demonstrated. This has lead directly to different impacts in 
different situations. 
 

For staff and volunteers who routinely work with dementia: 
 

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 

Makes me think – do we make decisions for people too quickly about what they 

can/canʼt do, what theyʼd be interested in.   

Service provider 

 

Itʼs us that holds them back. 

    Service provider not directly involved in the project 

 
 
Families have also indicated that they may do things differently, such as visit 
the gallery independently, provide art equipment at home and, for family 
carers who participated alongside, to continue with joint art activity. 
 

6.2.2 Staff and Volunteer Development 

Staff and volunteers of arts, care and other organisations that worked 
alongside participants supporting the art activities learned a great deal about 
the individuals with whom they were working, but also more generally about 
approaches to working with dementia. This included the style and extent of 
support needed, the value of ʻownershipʼ of activity to participants and the 
benefits of the nature of art activity as: 

…very open ended and not weighted with any expectations of correct results 

from anyone 

      Service provider (original emphasis) 
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6.2.3 Benefits for family carers 

As noted above, family carers reported that those they cared for were less 
demanding, more active, responsive and engaged, less anxious or agitated 
and easier to deal with in a number of ways. Experience of the project also 
offered some of them new ways of engaging which might provide strategies 
for diffusing difficult behaviour. 
 

Projects like these will make carers last longer.    

Family carer 

 
All family carers appreciated the finished artworks, which they would be 
displaying in their homes with pride - a positive reminder of capability to learn 
rather than lost skills.  
 
Family carers who did not attend the sessions benefited from a few hours 
break from their caring responsibilities without having to arrange formal 
respite care. Those who participated also considered the sessions as a 
respite  

 

A bit of stress this morning as electricity off due to repairs in the area. This 

confused [him] somewhat…Looking forward to the session if only for a “break” .

       

Carer participant 

 
Participating carers also mentioned how relaxed they felt in the sessions when 
concentrating on their art. 
 
 

6.3 Practice issues 

6.3.1 Recruiting participants 

Those projects and settings where more time was invested in building a 
cohort of participants before the sessions started were more effective in 
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achieving regular attendance. Different methods of identifying appropriate 
participants were successful. The work was easiest where individuals were 
already known to partner organisations, although some individuals were 
recruited from the general public. Given sufficient advanced notice and staff 
time to provide a contact person who could explain the project, answer any 
questions and allay any worries, a viable group could be created. 
 
In one area the artist provided short taster sessions for some groups of 
potential participants which also stimulated interest. More personal contact 
added to that stimulus would be likely to encourage recruitment. 

 
Participants were offered places on the art workshops free of charge and for 
some participants on fixed incomes this was an important factor in recruiting 
them. Individuals who had been difficult to engage in other social activities, 
possibly mindful of the costs and not appreciating the benefits, were reported 
as being more willing now to take part, not only in the project but in other 
activities. It was also noted however that some participants would have been 
able and willing to pay a small sum to take part. 
 
It was notable that these projects engaged a high proportion (43%) of men. 
The proportion of women willing to engage in what might be termed 
ʻrecreational learning activitiesʼ is typically far higher than is accounted for by 
demographic differences. It may be that art activity could prove particularly 
useful in encouraging male participation.  

6.3.2 The Artists and the programme of activity 

Whilst three artists were involved who provided different programmes of 
activities, there were some common characteristics that were the basis of their 
success. 

• They each took time to give their own professional background and 
show participants examples of their work. This appeared to confer a 



 

Page 30 of 30 

level of status to the sessions and by reflection helped to raise the self 
esteem of participants. 

• Activities and techniques offered were a fine balance between 
challenge and achievability. Particularly in the early sessions, 
confidence and self esteem was raised by participants creating 
artwork that they themselves found pleasing. 

• Whilst sessions were planned carefully the artists were flexible and 
responsive to participants needs and reactions and the artists had 
prepared so that they were able to offer a big range of different 
activities as needed. 

• Art was represented as a very personal perspective with no wrong 
results and thus participantsʼ confidence, willingness to experiment 
and creativity grew. 

6.3.3 Timing of sessions and length of project 

Two hours was set as the duration of a session for all projects which proved 
effective with sufficient time to achieve results and only one or two of the 
older, more frail individuals finding the sessions tiring. Consideration of 
flexibility and transport arrangements for individuals who might tire or become 
distressed in any way would be beneficial. 
 

The number of sessions in each project ranged from 8 to 10 and all 
participants would have liked the sessions to continue as an ongoing service 
available to them. An ongoing provision would also help to avoid drop out. In 
one instance a family carerʼs changed circumstances prevented attendance 
and different arrangements would have been made for the participant with 
dementia had the project been ongoing. 
 
Some projects were held in the mornings and others in the afternoon with 
equal success. However in the residential setting the care manager reflected 
that the afternoon might have been easier for her staff. 
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6.3.4 Galleries 

Where gallery education staff members were actively involved in the sessions 
and the project planning, organisational arrangements were eased. There was 
also additional value in gallery staff getting to know participants so that 
participants would feel more confident to visit again knowing that they had a 
personal contact if required. 
 

6.3.5 Settings for projects 

Two types of settings were used successfully as appropriate to the 
participants. Education workshop spaces at, or close to, the galleries were 

used where participants travelled to the group. Spaces for workshops were 
also found where the group had already gathered, either at a residential 
setting or a day care. 
 
It was much easier for the artist to provide activities where there was 
adequate space and good workshop facilities. 
 

6.3.6 Supporting sessions 

Participants were able to tackle more different activities and developed their 
creative expression more fully where there were more support staff and 

volunteers, particularly where there were those other than the lead artist with 
some knowledge of the artistic techniques used. 
 
Participants responded well to sensitive one to one support that was enabling, 
empowering and encouraging. At first supporters of sessions were too ready 
to complete tasks on behalf of participants but quickly learnt not to do so. An 
induction session before the start, covering dementia awareness for those 
who needed it and what was expected vis a vis supporting the art activity, 
would have been of benefit. 
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6.3.7 Encouraging social interaction 

The opportunity to socialise as part of the project contributed very greatly to 
the success of all the projects. A break for tea or coffee and cake or biscuits 
provided an occasion to socialise which was particularly important in the early 
sessions of each project and participants looked forward to this social break 
throughout. 
 

6.3.8 Partnership  

The project partnerships were on the whole successful, some extremely so. 
Where there was early clear understanding of the role each partner was to 

play there were very few problems with the administration and organisation of 
the sessions.  
 
A few problems arose; in one instance the gallery associated with a project 
could have been more clearly linked in to the project, which would have 
improved the experience of visiting for the participants. In another project the 
role of recruiting and organising participants to attend was hurried and 
unclear. 
 

6.3.9 Sustainability 

There was evidence that both participants and partner organisations would 
have liked to continue the activity, with some organisations committing 
themselves to seek funding to do some follow up work. Individual families 
were intending to undertake some follow up activity. 
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7 Discussion  

7.1 Improved Wellbeing 
The Five Ways to Wellbeing developed by the New Economics Foundation 
(NEF) were devised in response to a commission ʻto develop a set of 
evidence based actions to improve personal wellbeingʼ (2008, p1). Several of 
the themes and outcomes discussed above can be clearly mapped to the 
selected actions. 
 

Five Ways to Wellbeing 
actions 

Project themes and outcomes 
discusses in section 6 

Connect  Increased social interaction  

Be active Physical activity  

Take notice Challenge and achievement 

Keep learning Challenge and achievement 

Give Challenge and achievement and 
Valuing the project 

 

The direct links between ʻconnectʼ and opportunities for social interaction and 
between ʻbe activeʼ and ʻphysical activityʼ are, I believe, quite clear. However, 
a brief discussion of the other elements is intended to inform the reader. 
 
ʻTake noticeʼ and ʻkeep learningʼ - the combination of art appreciation and art 
activity in these projects stimulated participants to learn new skills and take far 
more detailed notice of their surroundings than they had been accustomed to 
doing.  For example, one group had the opportunity to sketch outside in a 
pleasing landscape, choosing what they wanted to draw. This they did for 
more than an hour. This was a venue easily accessible to them and familiar 
from pleasurable visits in the past. With awareness reawakened, they 
expressed intentions to visit again with the family.  
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Those who cared for the individuals with dementia, i.e. those who knew them 
best, were very surprised by their capacity for concentration, learning and 
creativity. There was also evidence that this continued outside the project 
sessions.12 These particular individuals clearly had the capacity to learn and. 
as sessions progressed and successful achievement fuelled self-confidence, 
they were prepared to take on more challenging new activities (the positive 
feedback loop described previously). Dementia is associated with declining 
mental capacity, but these individuals demonstrated a continuing ability to 
learn and to concentrate far beyond the expectations of carers. 

 
ʻ Giveʼ - dementia is associated with the need for support and care rather the 
ability to give support or help others. However, the pleasure the individuals 
gained from the sense of achievement and receiving affirmation from the 
pleasure that their family members and the artists with whom they worked, 
also gained in seeing the finished artworks, can be linked to the increased 
wellbeing action of giving. 
 

Seeing yourself, and your happiness, linked to the wider community can be 

incredibly rewarding and creates connections with the people around you. 

        (NEF, 2008, p10) 

 

The sense of purpose provided by creating art, at a time when life can lose its 
purpose, is also a valuable contribution to the sense of self which is also at 
risk in dementia. 
 
The very concept of individual wellbeing is a contested and complex field 13 in 
which many elements over lap; however certain elements seem closely 
related to engagement with the arts. In the vanguard of current researchers 
considering the arts in ageing, Gene Cohen described the theoretical 

                                            
12 NB Evidence was only collected over the period of the project not over a longer term 
13 See for example Waldron 2010 and an American report for two examples 
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background by which engagement in the arts contributes to wellbeing as 
rooted in two areas - ʻsense of controlʼ and ʻsocial engagementʼ (2006, p3). A 
review study of arts in health activity describes: 
 

Engaging in culture, creativity and the arts significantly improves health and 

wellbeing by engaging people in challenging activities and giving them the 

opportunity to be creative and experimental. This in turn gives people the 

confidence and capacity to see and do things differently. This leads to raised 

expectations, and a greater inspiration and motivation for learning and personal 

growth, which were felt to be central to promoting feelings of wellbeing. It was 

acknowledged that wellbeing is not always about feeling good and in fact many 

processes of change involved experiences of great personal challenge and 

difficulty. In gaining the capacity to rise to those challenges, by learning and 

developing personally, and gaining more control and mastery of their 

environments, people experienced a resultant ʻEudaimonicʼ form of wellbeing. 

(Eudaimonic wellbeing encompasses ideas of self-development, personal 

growth and purposeful engagement and has an impact on both mental and 

physiological health (Ryff et al 2004) )  

        (Kilroy et al 2007) 

 

That same study commented on the ʻcreative flow stateʼ, which it is claimed 
activates behaviour change and more positive expectations (pg. 5). The 
findings of the study reported here evidence similar benefits for individuals 
with dementia. 
 
NEFʼs five actions, described above, were intended as a way of prompting 
individuals to consider what they could do to improve their own wellbeing. The 
project outcomes demonstrate that those actions can, through similar projects, 
be built in to the lives of those with dementia who are less likely to take action 
for themselves to contribute to their own wellbeing.  
 

Family carers taking part in art activities alongside the participant with 
dementia experienced similar wellbeing gains. There were some wellbeing 
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gains evidenced for family carers who did not attend the sessions, as they had 
a couple of hours of respite each week.  

 
7.2 Implications for policy and strategy in Wales and beyond 
 
The evidence noted above of the effects of the art activity projects for 
individuals with dementia and their family or staff carers has wide ranging 
implications for policy and strategy initiatives in Wales.  

7.2.1 The strategy for older people 

The spirit of the strategy for older people is embodied within these projects 
which promote wellbeing, support independence, dignity and respect for the 
individual and combat ageism. The recently published Framework for Action 
for Social Services in Wales and the Dementia Vision, which sets out the wish 
that individuals may live well with dementia, will gain evidence to support 
innovative approaches from these projects.  
 
The evidence offers intervention models that can: 

• Celebrate the achievements of those with dementia. 
• Offer individuals with dementia an activity within which they can learn 

and develop and be purposefully engaged.  

• Mitigate some of the negative effects of dementia on individuals. 
• Mitigate some of the negative effects of dementia on carers. 
• Reduce or remove the need for care services. 
• Demonstrate the effectiveness of good partnership working. 
• Demonstrate the effectiveness of working across sectors and 

agencies. 

7.2.2 Influence on care provision 

The project that ran in an Extra Care setting had a noticeable effect on the 
way that staff perceived residents; consequently there was a change in the 

way that they approached their work, caring for individuals in a more ʻre-
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ablingʼ way. This is consistent with the wider aims of Dignity and Respect in 
Care programme and with the Dignity in Care Charter of the Care Forum 
Walesʼ.  
 
Principle 1 Promote Autonomy, personal identity and empowerment. 
 
The evidence provided by this project should also be considered within the 
context of the My Home Life Cymru project hosted by Age Cymru14 and of 
work carried out by NIACE on the many benefits to care providers of 
introducing informal learning activity into care settings, for example improved 

staff satisfaction and retention and the business case for offering such 
opportunities15. 

7.2.3 Support for family carers 

The project had a number of effects for family carers in addition to improved 
wellbeing. Those who attended alongside a participant considered the 
sessions a “break” as effective as a respite. They enjoyed the sessions and 
didnʼt feel wholly responsible for the participant with dementia. Those who did 
not attend also had respite, and both groups found the individual they cared 
for easier to cope with after sessions and felt they may be able to manage 
their caring role for longer. 

 
 

7.3  Exploration of cost considerations 
 
The evaluation of the cost effectiveness of projects such as the ones 
described is complex and beyond the scope of this report. However a brief 
assessment of the costs of just one style of arts intervention is illuminating. 
 
Projects for people with dementia working alongside their family carer 
                                            
14 See here 
15 See here 
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Carers reported that attending the sessions alongside the person for whom 
they cared was “a break”. Ignoring set-up costs, eight individuals with 
dementia and their carers could be provided with weekly sessions of art 
activity with a professional artist for £200 a week or less. If one project was 
set up in each local authority in Wales for 36 weeks a year the cost would be 
£158,400. Both the person with dementia and their carer would receive the 
wellbeing benefits described in this report. If two hours a week of respite care 
(£15 per hour16) was being provided for those carers, the cost would be at 
least £240 a week, £190,080 a year across Wales on the same basis, totalling 
£31,680 more. In addition to the improved wellbeing of the carer there would 

be significant impact on the wellbeing of the individuals with dementia; a 
greater impact for a lower cost. 
 

                                            
16 Approximate average figure given by Crossroads Wales and including transport 
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8 Conclusions 
There is clear evidence that engagement in an 8-10 week programme of art 
activities designed and delivered by a professional artist and linked to visits to 
exhibitions of professional artwork in a gallery improves the wellbeing of 
individuals with dementia in a number of ways. The evidence suggests that 
supporting and enabling such projects is an intervention that will improve the 
wellbeing of people who are less able to take action to improve their own 
wellbeing. 
 
At the same time there is clear evidence that this type of intervention improves 
the wellbeing of carers, whether they attended the sessions or not. A brief 
exploration of project costs and potential savings point to possible cost 
effectiveness. 
 
Evidence indicates that engaging art activity has a stimulating effect on 
cognitive behaviour in some individuals with dementia.  
 
Professional and volunteer carers who supported the projects and witnessed 
their impact revised their perceptions of the ability of participants and, as a 

direct result of the project, treated them differently and also found them less 
demanding. This is they type of attitude change needed to implement WAGʼs 
Dignity in Care aspirations. 
 
The bringing together of a partnership of different organisations and agencies 
and individuals across different disciplines to design and deliver the projects 
was a successful approach in all cases. Practice lessons were learned which 
could increase the effectiveness and efficiency of future similar projects. 
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9 Recommendations 
engage Cymru should disseminate the findings from these projects widely 
within Wales to WAG Older People and Long Term Care Directorate, through 
WLGA, to Coordinators and Champions for the Strategy for Older People in 
local authorities and through its networks and contacts with galleries, the Arts 
Council of Wales, Alzheimerʼs Society, Age Alliance Wales, Age Cymru and in 
particular its projects Gwanwyn festival of creativity in older people and My 
Home Life Cymru, NIACE Dysgu Cymru and local Age Cymru and Age 
Concern organisations. 
 
engage Cymru, as part of engage, should disseminate the results beyond the 
borders of Wales. 
 
Informed by the lessons learned from practice, a partnership should be 
developed to seek funding for a larger programme of projects such as those 
studied which could: 

• For individuals with dementia living in their own homes, provide an 
intervention to improve their wellbeing and that of their family carers. 

• For individuals with dementia, living in residential care provision, 

improve their wellbeing and change the nature of their care. 
• Provide quantitative evidence of wider benefits with particular 

reference to cost benefit analysis. 
• Provide the opportunity to investigate more fully the cognitive effects 

of engagement in arts activity evidence in the projects.
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