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Note to readers: 

This Report was written before the main Coronavirus outbreak in the UK 
but published as emergency measures were put into place (March 
2020). 

As of writing, the full consequences of the outbreak remain unknown - how it 
may change the UK, and Swale and Medway, socially, politically and 
economically. This will then shape the future of the art and cultural sector and 
Ideas Test. 

We acknowledge the changing circumstances of this emergency may impact on 
some of our conclusions. However, the Report contains much learning that will 
remain useful and so we feel it is a pertinent document. 

  



4  Ideas Test: Phase 2 Final Report 

Summary 
Ideas Test is the Creative People and Places project for Swale and 
Medway, Kent. Ideas Test has been running since 2012, aiming to 
enable and support communities to lead more creative lives. 

This evaluation explores Ideas Test in relation to Arts Council England’s three 
core Research Questions for Creative People and Places, plus impact on the 
locality, partnerships, and the action learning process. It covers Phase 2 of the 
programme, running from April 2017 to March 2020. 

Context 

The phase has been a time of rapid and profound change for the 
organisation – new leadership and increased programming, overcoming 
challenges in relationships with partners, a refresh of the Consortium and 
extensive work to secure sustainability. 

Though adjoining, and facing shared challenges, Swale and Medway are 
very different localities. In particular, Medway is a unitary authority and has 
almost double the population of Swale. Both areas have a mix of urban and 
relatively isolated rural communities, along with high deprivation levels and low 
arts engagement. 

Outputs and highlights 

The programme included: 

Large commissioned programmes – such as Take On Me, Dante or Die’s 
touring commission to co-produce and co-perform a show at Hoo Leisure Centre; 
Paper Peace BLINK, a national commission with Emergency Exit Arts working 
with 18-25 year olds to develop producer skills; and Sea Folk Sing, a two-year 
project exploring local stories through co-created song. 

A mix of smaller workshop style activity targeted at under 25s, 55 and 
over, and families – such as Swale’s Big Music Takeover (SMBT) aimed at 
supporting 14-19 year olds to make confident choices around work in the 
creative sector, or Young at HeART creative workshops for over 55s. 

345 events 
28,442 audience 
members 

3,827 participants 

89% of participants 
came from groups less 
likely to engage in the arts 
90% is the national average for 
CPPs 

£21,400 value 
in kind of volunteer and 
participant time 
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these numbers are an incredible achievement for Medway, which 
is an area of low arts engagement, and a real tough nut to crack 
with anything new and different like this. 
Local arts officer, Medway Council 

Experiencing & inspired by the arts 

What worked 

 Ideas Test is reaching people in Swale and Medway who don’t usually 
engage in the arts. 

 People want to participate or do more art as a result of their 
involvement. 

I would like to see you 1,000 times. 
Participant, Be Kind workshop 

 Following a shift partway through the phase, programming now takes 
place more evenly across the two districts.  

 Age ranges attending reflect the programme’s focus – young people, over 
55s and families. Strong youth and older audiences offer excellent 
opportunities for continued participant growth in Phase 3. 

 Ideas Test is inspiring people to volunteer with them, and to volunteer 
more generally. 

What could improve 

 Audiences over the period are becoming progressively less local and 
from a group already more likely to engage in the arts. Although still 
reaching the right people, this is a trend to be observed with care. 

 Ideas Test is not reaching those least likely to engage in the arts in 
numbers that reflect the local population. The hyperlocal programming 
approach in Phase 3 may overcome this.  

 Gaps in data collection around demographics and previous arts engagement 
during 2019 mean that this report may underestimate reach to some 
key communities. 

I’ve been waiting to be involved in something like this all my life 
Volunteer, Sea Folk Sing 
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Excellence of art & excellence of engagement 

What worked 

 The team has a commitment to excellence in art and engagement, 
adapting work to reflect participant needs, and specifically programming high 
quality and high profile artists. 

 Ideas Test’s work includes examples of high quality artistic outputs, 
and of engaging participants in the creation and performance of the work. 

 Most artists feel they have gained considerably from working with 
Ideas Test – in terms of networks, challenge to their practice, or the 
opportunity to make work. 

 Artists feel the quality of the art and engagement has been high.  

 Young Creatives have been supported to develop skills and 
understanding of the creative sector. 

I’m autistic, and although I’m 19, I often get treated like a child. 
At Ideas Test, our suggestions are taken on board… everything is 
listened to. 
Participant SBMT 

 Participants have experienced positive personal, social and 
emotional outcomes from their engagement – this is directly linked to the 
quality of the process and the work produced. 

The look on my husband’s face, he was bursting with pride. 
Community cast member, Take on Me 

 The level of outcome reflects the level of engagement in the process 
– participants in the more participative programmes like Sea Folk Sing, 
which drew on personal stories and took a considerable investment of time, 
experienced transformative effects. 

What could improve 

 More work is needed with partner artists to understand the scope and 
potential of co-creation and co-commissioning. 

Over the two years, I've grown from someone who loves singing 
but doubts their ability into someone… happy and confident to 
share… with an audience. 
Choir member, Sea Folk Sing 
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Connected to, and proud of, Swale and Medway 

What worked 

 A commitment to changing perceptions of Swale and Medway with 
both locals and those from outside was well reflected in the programming. 

 Programming is enhancing the emotional connection to the area felt 
by local people, with opportunities to take this further. 

it’s picking up on the stories that people have, that are untold 
stories in the first place… 
Choir member, Sea Folk Sing 

 

 Locally based artists see more opportunities in the area for 
themselves. 

 Nationally based artists have been introduced to the area and are 
hoping to return and make more work. 

What could improve 

 Building on the good work so far – for example, thinking how to include 
both the past and future of the towns, and avoiding an over-focus on one 
particular area. 

Partners, networks & ambassadors 

What worked 

 Good relationships with organisations locally have been developed – 
particularly in the arts, community and statutory sectors.  

 Ideas Test’s role in key partnerships, and its high profile, offer 
opportunities to link into major projects and play a strategic role in 
the sector.  

 Opportunities have arisen from the growing interest in volunteering 
and there is potential to build on this commitment. 

 There is potential to develop a network of ambassadors for Ideas 
Test, and for arts in Swale and Medway more broadly – though this requires 
a clear definition of purpose. 

 Recent successes offer opportunities –to develop new partnerships and 
funding or to reach less engaged communities. This work needs to be 
prioritised to ensure longer term sustainability. 

Ideas Test are an invaluable partner in the development of 
Medway’s cultural infrastructure and offer. 
Head of Arts and Culture, Medway 
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A learning organisation 

Opportunities 

 A revived and expanded Consortium offers stronger governance support. 
However, more time capacity, as well as a permanent independent 
Chair, are needed to ensure strategic support in key areas. 

 Ideas Test is a great group of people to work with, valued for warmth, 
commitment, expertise and local knowledge.  

 Ideas Test has an approach valued by partners who do work with them, 
and they wish it was more widely known. 

 The creative approach to engagement and marketing will be crucial to 
address the challenge of engaging new audiences. 

Threats 

 Phase 2 has been a period of stress and challenge for Ideas Test – 
this has impacted programming, learning and sharing. It is important to take 
this into account in any analysis and planning. 

 Staff capacity remains a risk, particularly in the transition to the lower 
funding levels of Phase 3. 

 Despite improvements in reflection and monitoring, further work is 
needed to ensure strong data collection and the ability to evidence 
the full value of Ideas Test’s work. 

Conclusions and recommendations 

Ideas Test is reaching audiences new to the arts across Swale and 
Medway and bringing high quality work which inspires people to engage 
further. 

The value of the programme is widely recognised and experienced by artists, 
participants and the wider community. 

The programme has experienced a tumultuous three years. During this phase, 
the Director has turned around Ideas Test in terms of financial security, 
strategy, reputation and partnerships. 

Despite all this, the team and partners have achieved amazing results including 
programming large exciting work and bringing in significant new funding. 

There is a lot of local support for Ideas Test’s values and approach. It is loved 
and appreciated for its ability to bring colour and interest to the area, the 
commitment of the team, and the power of the local networks they hold. 
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Recommendations 

1. Balance approaches which reach larger audiences with the focused 
work needed to attract new attenders – all the while preserving 
Ideas Test’s values. 

2. Productions which are high quality and ambitious, but also have a 
strong local character, help engagement and reputation – ensure this 
is not diluted with the pressures of funding cuts and high 
engagement targets. 

3. Recognise the importance of making time to build and develop 
relationships – take a strategic role in local and sub-regional 
initiatives. This will help secure Ideas Test’s future but needs 
resourcing. 

4. Reflect on priorities and strategic aims when looking at new work – 
Ideas Test needs to avoid being used as a ‘plug’ to fill other people’s 
gaps. 

5. Recognise the value of experienced and strong leadership and 
ensure this continues through support to the Director and 
recruitment of the Chair, and the Consortium playing their role. 

6. Carry out more strategic work on evidencing impact, particularly in 
areas of specialism around engaging and supporting young people, 
older people and developing work with local resonance. 

7. Maintain the Ideas Test approach of warmth, local knowledge and 
willingness to collaborate. 

8. Grasp the opportunities offered at this pivotal moment locally – take 
advantage of current initiatives like Medway’s UK City of Culture bid 
to further build sustainable partnerships and funding. 

9. Continue to keep an eye on the long-term: identify a place for Ideas 
Test beyond 2023 building on expertise in working cross-sector, 
using locally resonant work, to celebrate diverse experiences and 
bring joy.  
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1. Introduction 
This section introduces our evaluation report and sets the context in 
terms of Ideas Test as an organisation, the Swale and Medway area, and 
the methods and data sources used. 

1.1. About this report 

This evaluation covers the whole of Phase 2 of Ideas Test, running from April 
2017 to March 2020.1 The report specifically answers the three Arts Council 
England Research Questions developed for all of the Creative People and Places 
(CPPs): 

1. Are more people from places of least engagement experiencing and 
inspired by the arts? 

2. To what extent was the aspiration for excellence of art and excellence of 
the process of engaging communities achieved? 

3. Which approaches were successful and what were the lessons learned? 

We also consider areas which reflect the wider and deeper understanding of the 
value of the CPP programme over the seven years it has now been running 
nationally2: 

 Excellent co-creation and putting audiences at the heart of the process; 
 New approaches to partnerships; 
 Importance of place, and place-specific work; 
 Commitment to action learning for change. 

We align these with the specific outcomes of Ideas Test, set out within the Story 
of Change (see Appendix 2). This report is structured as follows: 

 Section 1 outlines the context of Ideas Test; 
 Section 2 explores how Ideas Test is ensuring that more people engage 

in and are inspired by art; 
 Section 3 explores how Ideas Test achieved the aspiration for excellence 

of art and excellence of engaging communities and the immediate 
impacts of this; 

 Section 4 explores the impact of Ideas Test on the pride in Swale and 
Medway as a place, and how this has influenced the work; 

 Section 5 looks at how Ideas Test is developing networks, ambassadors 
and partnerships to deliver and embed art locally; 

 Section 6 considers how Ideas Test is operating as an action learning 
project and environment; 

 Section 7 sums up our conclusions and recommendations. 

 

 
1 Due to date of production, in most areas there is a data cut off of Dec 2019. 
2 For more details, see Mark Robinson’s Faster but Slower and Ruth Melville and Ben Morgan’s 
Building Whilst Flying – both available from http://www.creativepeopleplaces.org.uk/our-
learning/ 
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1.2. The context of Ideas Test 

1.2.1. The Creative People and Places programme 

Ideas Test is the Creative People and Places project for Swale and Medway, in 
Kent. 

Creative People and Places (CPP) is an initiative of Arts Council England. Its key 
aim is to encourage more people to experience and be inspired by the arts, 
irrespective of where they live or their social, educational or financial 
circumstances. Currently there are 30 CPP places in England. Places are only 
eligible if adult arts participation is among the lowest in the country. 

Funding was based on a three-year programme with a ten-year vision and 
awarded to seven places in Round One (2012), 11 places in Round Two (2013) 
and three places in Round Three (2014). In 2015 there was a decision to allow 
CPPs to apply for a further three years of delivery, known as Phase 2, and in 
2018 there was agreement that applications would be allowed for a third phase 
of funding. Due to the success of the model, a new round of nine new places 
were funded as CPPs in 2019, with another round due to be announced in 2020.  

Ideas Test was initially funded under Round One, has completed Phase 2 of its 
implementation, and received funding for three more years. Phase 3 will run 
from April 2020 to March 2023. 

1.2.2. Governance context 

Ideas Test faced a crisis during 2018, part way through Phase 2. There was a 
gap in leadership, with one Director leaving. It took time to recruit someone new 
and there were issues in terms of the relationships with local authorities – 
particularly Medway Council - and a projected shortfall in funding. Concerns 
were raised around governance – the strength and capacity of the lead 
organisation and the Consortium. Relationships with many stakeholders, 
including Arts Council England as main funder, were strained. 

The arrival of Lucy Medhurst as Director in mid-2018 was a turnaround moment 
as she addressed the need to guarantee sustainability (financial, governance, 
delivery) and to ensure a legacy for the CPP work. She immediately adapted 
programming to cover both areas (previously it was almost entirely in Swale) 
and worked extensively on building relationships locally and nationally. A Critical 
Friend and an evaluation team were appointed, and the Consortium was 
refreshed under a new Interim Chair, addressing some of the conflict of interest 
questions with the lead organisation. New members were added, meaning that it 
has now become a representative body able to support development.  

The results have been notable, particularly an improved reputation, with Ideas 
Test being seen locally as a key organisation for the cultural ecology of Medway 
and Swale. The move to Gillingham (in Medway) further cemented the 
relationship with Medway Council, and senior officers and elected members 
speak extremely highly of Ideas Test.  
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Ideas Test are an invaluable partner in the development of 
Medway’s cultural infrastructure and offer. Their strong and ever 
growing connection with the community, their understanding of 
the important social outcomes that culture can bring and their 
mission for high quality meaningful engagement are testament 
to this, and reflect the Council’s ambitions that we see through 
our new emerging cultural strategy and bid for City of Culture 
2025. 

Medway Council are committed to the ethos of ‘Creative People 
and Places’ and to the work that Ideas Test are co-creating with 
our residents. There are exciting times ahead and the Council 
couldn’t wish to have a more committed, passionate and creative 
partner. 
Head of Culture, Medway Council 

 

However, there remained real pressures on the organisation for the rest of the 
Phase. The Director’s working hours were extremely busy, and stress over the 
programme’s inherited issues are likely to have been partially responsible for a 
serious illness she suffered. In addition, the financial shortfall meant that 
fundraising became one of the main focuses for the last year and a half. This has 
led to a good level of match funding and exciting new projects, as well as 
securing Phase 3 CPP funding, but has also put pressure on a small team. The 
reduction in funding available for Phase 3 has led to staff changes, including 
reduced hours and redundancy. This, in turn, has led to high staff turnover and 
uncertainty. The new Deputy Director post starting early in 2020 is a hopeful 
addition. It can relieve some of the strain on the Director, allowing her to pursue 
more strategic relationship work and reduce her own hours.  

The Consortium decided in early 2019 to set up a CIO3 to ensure legacy and 
sustainable funding models for Ideas Test post 2020. This is in the process of 
being constituted and the CPP grant will hopefully be novated to this 
organisation during Phase 3. This will overcome many of the restrictions on the 
funding available to Ideas Test (as a project within Swale CVS), and offer the 
opportunity for it to develop its specialisms. The focus on future sustainability, 
beyond the end of the initial ten year vision, is a great sign for the future. It 
should remain the focus of the Consortium when supporting Ideas Test to bring 
high quality arts experiences to new arts engagers across Swale and Medway. 

  

 

 
3 A CIO is a Charitable Incorporated Organisation https://www.gov.uk/guidance/charity-types-
how-to-choose-a-structure 

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/charity-types-how-to-choose-a-structure
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/charity-types-how-to-choose-a-structure
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Despite the issues in the Phase, early 2020 finds Ideas Test in a strong position, 
with: 

 A range of relationships, resources and sources of investment to draw 
upon; 

 An excellent Director, supported by a strong Deputy and highly skilled 
staff who are completely committed to the approach Ideas Test is taking; 

 A large Consortium with membership from Swale, Medway and 
elsewhere, including from voluntary, community, arts, education, 
diversity and local authority sectors and with regular attendance and 
support from Kent, Swale and Medway Councils; 

 High levels of local goodwill – a positive reputation with communities and 
participants; 

 Potential offered by the new location in Gillingham which is fully 
embedded in the community and welcomed by the local community, 
business and councillors; 

 Potential arising from Ideas Test’s position as one of the key cultural 
organisations in Medway as it prepares a new ten-year Cultural Strategy 
and UK City of Culture 2025 bid; 

 A programme which is gaining a reputation for high quality work, in 
interesting settings; 

 A number of successful funding bids meaning the financial position is 
much more secure and new work and links have been developed. 

1.2.3. Programming 

Highlights of programming so far have been: 

 Sea Folk Sing – a two-year choral project exploring the seafaring history 
of North Kent and featuring a number of performances with extremely 
positive reviews; 

 The Barn Raising project – an artist working with the community to build 
a barn, making an act of construction into theatre and spectacle; 

 Take On Me – a theatre piece located in a leisure centre, featuring a 
community cast and a strong of 1980's pop hits; 

 Paper Peace / BLINK – a year-long national arts and heritage programme 
with Young Producers creating a series of artworks which interpret 
peace-building heritage in the local area;  

 LGBT+ Creative – the group did an awareness project for the Swale area 
to raise awareness to and for LGBT+ young people through theatre; 

 Disquiet – six young music leaders trained in the Just Play approach to 
teach other young musicians how to play instruments. 

 

  



14  Ideas Test: Phase 2 Final Report 

The key numbers for Phase 2 are: 

345 events 

28,442 audience members 

£21,400 value of volunteer and participant time 

3,827 participants 

89% of participants came from groups less likely to 

engage in the arts 
 

Comparisons are really hard, as no CPP programme is like any other. However, 
using the latest national figures, the average number of attendances for CPPs 
(audience members and participants) is 22,380 per year, with a massive range 
from 3,000 to 67,000 (approx.), across the 20 who provided data.4 Multiplying 
up, this shows that Ideas Test has a smaller audience than the average - Ideas 
Test: 32,269 across the three years, CPP average for 2018 multiplied by 3: 
67,140. 

90% of National CPP attenders came from groups less likely to engage in the 
arts – very comparable with Ideas Test’s audience.5 

 

 
4https://www.creativepeopleplaces.org.uk/sites/default/files/Creative%20People%20and%20Pla
ces%20-%202018%20National%20Profile%20Report%20FINAL.pdf 
5https://www.creativepeopleplaces.org.uk/sites/default/files/Creative%20People%20and%20Pla
ces%20-%202018%20National%20Profile%20Report%20FINAL.pdf 

https://www.creativepeopleplaces.org.uk/sites/default/files/Creative%20People%20and%20Places%20-%202018%20National%20Profile%20Report%20FINAL.pdf
https://www.creativepeopleplaces.org.uk/sites/default/files/Creative%20People%20and%20Places%20-%202018%20National%20Profile%20Report%20FINAL.pdf
https://www.creativepeopleplaces.org.uk/sites/default/files/Creative%20People%20and%20Places%20-%202018%20National%20Profile%20Report%20FINAL.pdf
https://www.creativepeopleplaces.org.uk/sites/default/files/Creative%20People%20and%20Places%20-%202018%20National%20Profile%20Report%20FINAL.pdf
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Figure 1: Artforms delivered in Phase 2, by activity 

The artforms delivered as part of the programming (by activity) are shown in the 
graph above. The top three art forms were visual arts (25%, by far the largest), 
music (20%) and craft (12%). 

1.3. Locality 

 

Figure 2: Map showing Swale and Medway 

Ideas Test operates in two distinct districts, Swale and Medway. These sit next 
to each other on the north Kent Coast in the south east of England. 
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Although neighbours, Swale is administered by Kent County Council, whereas 
Medway is a unitary authority separate from the County Council (and with its 
own Cultural Strategy). 

Both areas are the focus of significant regeneration funding. For example, in 
Swale, Sittingbourne’s town centre is being redeveloped6 and Medway is part of 
the Thames Gateway regeneration programme7. It has been successful with a 
Cultural Development Fund bid comprising multiple partnerships and led by the 
Universities of Kent and Essex. 

1.3.1. Swale 

Swale consists of three major districts – Sittingbourne, Faversham and the Isle 
of Sheppey – with a combined population of 148,5008. 

Sittingbourne is the largest town, home to 53,091 people. Faversham’s 
population is less than half this (20,251). Sheppey is an island of 36 square 
miles off the north Kent coast, with a population of 40,300.9 

Outside the urban areas, much of Swale is rural. The north of the district is coast 
and marshlands; to the south, hills and farmland where fruit orchards and hop 
gardens dominate. 

Swale’s population has few non-white residents (3.4%10) compared to 10.4% for 
Medway, 6.3% for Kent as a whole and 14% for England and Wales11. 

The largest workforce sectors are in wholesale and retail trade (15.7%), and in 
manufacturing (12.7%). However, manufacturing is declining, and offset with 
faster growth in transport and storage, and construction.12 

Swale residents are gaining qualifications at higher levels, and between 2006 
and 2016, qualifications at Level 2 and above increased at a higher rate than the 
national average13. However, overall qualification rates are lower than the 
regional average within Kent and the South East.14 

1.3.2. Medway 

Medway lies to the west of Swale and has a significantly larger population 
(277,855)15. This is the second highest local authority population in the South 
East (behind Brighton and Hove). 

Most of the population lives in the five Medway towns: Strood, Rochester, 
Chatham, Gillingham and Rainham. Gillingham is the largest of these with 
104,15716 people. Like Swale, much of the area is rural and includes areas of the 
North Kent Marshes. 

 

 
6 https://www.swale.gov.uk/sittingbourne-town-centre-regeneration/ 
7 https://www.medway.gov.uk/info/200177/regeneration/455/medway_regeneration  
8 www.kent.gov.uk 
9 ONS Population estimate 2018 
10 ONS 2011 Census 
11 Medway 2011 Census Report 
12 Employment Land Review, Swale Borough Council, 2018 
13 Swale Economic Profile, Kent County Council, 2017 
14 NOMIS 2011 
15 Office for National Statistics. Mid-2018 population estimate [www.ons.gov.uk] quoted in 
Medway's Joint Strategy Assessment (http://medwayjsna.info/ua/010.html) 
16 ONS Census 2011 quoted on Wikipedia 

https://www.swale.gov.uk/sittingbourne-town-centre-regeneration/
https://www.medway.gov.uk/info/200177/regeneration/455/medway_regeneration
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The Medway economy is worth over £5 billion and is currently undergoing 
regeneration which plans to “deliver 30,000 new homes and 17,000 jobs to 
support our town centres, public realm and our ecology and heritage”17. Until the 
1980’s the dockyard was a major employer, but now wholesale and retail trades 
employ 16.1% of the local workforce, and construction is of notable 
significance18. 

Health indicators are mixed, showing higher rates of cancer in those under 7519, 
below average one-year cancer survival rate and a low screening rate for bowel 
cancer20. Both Medway and Swale have a higher than average number of 
children in lower income families21. 

Arts engagement in the two areas is relatively low with 57.4% in Medway and 
57% in Swale having engaged in or attended an arts event in the last 12 
months, compared with the England figure of 60.3%, though this isn’t as low as 
several other CPP areas22.  

There is some arts activity in the area: there were 18 Grants for the Arts 
applications made in Medway and 15 in Swale in 2017/1823. This is below the 
South East average of 29.4. In 2018, there were fewer applications, 7 in 
Medway and 5 in Swale, together accounting for less than 3% of grants allocated 
within the South East.24 Furthermore, in Medway, the Grants for the Arts success 
rate was above the South East average in both 2016/17 and 2017/18, although 
it was below that average in Swale for the same two periods (Medway success 
rates 73% and 44%, Swale 47% and 33%, South East 57% and 42%). 

1.4. Our approach to evaluation 

MB Associates were asked to carry out the Ideas Test evaluation in September 
2018. Our team has extensive experience of Creative People and Places 
evaluations, and were undertaking other projects in Kent. 

Our approach to evaluation is to help organisations to understand what works 
and how best to change it during delivery, rather than to come in and assess at 
the end of a project, so as to improve outcomes, measure social value and 
deliver lasting change. We approach evaluation using a whole programme 
approach with the emphasis being placed on who experiences the impacts, not 
what activities and programming are being delivered. This allows the evaluation 
to flex around programming, rather than the other way around. Our view is that 
the primary role of evaluation is formative, effecting appropriate programme 
change, rather than summative, giving a retrospective commentary. This means 
that we embed learning and reflection into delivery as part of the evaluation.  

 

 
17 https://www.medway.gov.uk/info/200177/regeneration/455/medway_regeneration/2 
18 ONS Business Register and Employment Survey 
19 Public Health England, Local Authority Health Profile 2018, profile for Medway 
20 The National Cancer Registration and Analysis Service, The Cancer Alliance Data, Evidence 
and Analysis Service 
21 Public Health England, Local Authority Health Profile 2018, profiles for Medway and Swale 
22 Source: https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/participating-and-attending/active-lives-
survey#section-2 
23 Used as a proxy – not implying this is all the activity locally. 
24 National Lottery Project Grants, 2018 
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For this reason, we always deliver our evaluation around the ‘Story of Change’ or 
logic model – understanding first what the change is that all stakeholders to the 
programme wish to see, then seeing how those changes have come about. We 
consider inputs of time, excellent programming and partnership, as well as 
outputs of engagement, and outcomes meaning the change and value gained.  

This report is based on a mix of primary and secondary data collection. Data was 
collected through workshops, interviews and surveys, and supplemented with 
analysis of secondary data including both Ideas Test’s monitoring data and data 
from individual evaluations from some of the separate projects. The data 
includes: 

 Audience data collected by Ideas Test at events; 
 Participant data mainly from existing internal and external evaluations 

plus a review workshop with Sea Folk Sing participants; 
 Audience postcode profiling carried out by The Audience Agency; 
 A survey of past and current artists; 
 A workshop for a range of stakeholders to develop a Story of Change; 
 Facilitation of team reflection and learning sessions; 
 Attendance at events and strategic meetings; 
 Analysis of Ideas Test documents, minutes, business plans and other 

secondary data and social media statistics; 
 A review workshop with the team focusing on two areas: the Story of 

Change and what has worked well over the Phase. 
 

For a full methodology, see Appendix 1 and for the Story of Change see 
Appendix 2. 
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2. Are local people experiencing and 
inspired by the arts?  
In this section, we explore the extent to which Ideas Test is meeting the 
central Creative People and Places aim of ensuring that people from 
places of least engagement are experiencing and inspired by the arts. 

This answers ACE Research Question 1: Are more people from places of least 
engagement experiencing and inspired by the arts? and looks at the geographic, 
demographic and previous arts engagement of the audience and participants in 
the Ideas Test programme, as well as their immediate responses.  

We find that: 

 Ideas Test is reaching people in Swale and Medway who don’t usually 
engage in the arts. 

 People want to participate or do more art as a result of their 
involvement. 

 Following a shift partway through the Phase, programming now takes 
place across the two districts, with audiences coming from both areas to 
events held in both areas.  

 Age ranges attending reflect the programme’s focus – young people, over 
55s and families. The good reach into the youth and older groups offer 
excellent opportunities for continued audience growth in Phase 3. 

 Ideas Test is inspiring people to volunteer with them, and to volunteer 
more as a result. 

 Audiences over the period are progressively becoming less local and 
more likely to engage in the arts. Although still reaching the right people, 
this is a trend to be observed with care. 

 Ideas Test is not reaching those least likely to engage in the arts, or 
people who don’t consider themselves to be new engagers in numbers 
that match the local population. The hyperlocal programming approach in 
Phase 3 may overcome this.  

 A gap in data collection around demographics and around previous arts 
engagement during 2019 means that this report may underestimate 
reach to some key communities.  

2.1. Ideas Test is reaching communities across Swale and 
Medway 

2.1.1. Programming across Swale and Medway 

Due to issues with gaps in leadership and other operational and strategic issues, 
there was an imbalance in programming between Swale District and Medway 
unitary areas. In terms of activity, the majority of events (291) were delivered 
in Swale, and only 54 in Medway in Phase 2. 
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However, this does mask some significant changes over the period: 

 In year 1 there were a lot of small events delivered almost entirely in 
Swale (92% of all events). The total audience this year was just over 
4,000, 9% of whom came to events in Medway. 

 In year 2 there was a shift during the year, so that 24% of events were 
delivered in Medway, with 65% of the audiences at events held in 
Medway.25  

 In year 3, with a total audience of around 15,000, 47% came to events 
in Medway.  

This shows the balance was redressed over the Phase in terms of audience size 
in the two areas. 

2.1.2. Reaching audiences across Swale and Medway 

The vast majority (84%)26 of participants came from within the Swale and 
Medway areas. This demonstrates a good focus on the local population and is 
above the average for other Creative People and Places (CPP) places (74%).27 

However, it must be noted that this percentage dropped over time from 92% in 
year 1 to 73% in year 3, which is likely to reflect a larger audience coming in for 
the more high-profile works rather than lots of small events held locally. It is 
important to keep an eye on this trend in Phase 3 - audience mix is good for 
sustainability but could affect the reach to target local audiences in the areas 
where Ideas Test wants to work. 

The maps below (figures 3 and 4) plot just under 1,000 participant or audience 
postcodes, showing that coverage was from across the two areas with a 
concentration in the urban areas of Sittingbourne and Isle of Sheppey in Swale 
and the main conurbation of Rochester, Chatham and Gillingham in Medway. It 
also shows how far afield participants and audience members came from. 

 

 
25 Programming in Medway on average was of larger events, Swale saw more, but much smaller 
events, hence the different percentages for events and audiences in the two areas. 
26 This is the 2019 figure. 
27 CPP 2018 Audience Finder participant audience profile. 
https://www.creativepeopleplaces.org.uk/sites/default/files/Creative%20People%20and%20Pla
ces%20-%202018%20National%20Profile%20Report%20FINAL.pdf 
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Figure 3: Phase 2 participants and audience  - mapped by postcodes by strand 

  

Figure 4: Phase 2 participants and audience - zoomed to Medway and Swale 

2.1.3. Reaching quantity over ‘depth’ 

Our audience figures do not include those from events where Ideas Test was 
supporting or attending other events. In 2019 in particular, this would have 
more than doubled the audience number (32,000 attendances, versus our figure 
of about 15,000). These numbers arose from including events where Ideas Test 



22  Ideas Test: Phase 2 Final Report 

offered additional programming into an existing event, such as Swale Fusion 
Festival and Leeds Castle 900. This approach can work very well for building 
profile among target audiences – for example, families at Leeds Castle and 
Fusion – and helping engagement with the local cultural ecology.  

In the Phase 3 business plan, audience targets include these large-scale events. 
It is important that Ideas Test approaches these strategically, thinking carefully 
about what the programme as a whole wants to gain from involvement, rather 
than becoming a ‘plug’ to fill other organisations’ gaps. While there have been 
no negative responses from these events, it is Ideas Test’s homegrown and 
nurtured work which provides the strongest outcomes for participants and 
resonance for audiences in feedback. In addition, it is only through specific 
targeting of those communities often excluded from mainstream events, whether 
by finance or inadvertent barriers being placed (in terms of language, access 
etc), which will enable Ideas Test to reach its target of gaining new attenders 
from these communities.  

2.2. Ideas Test is reaching medium and low arts engagers 

This is the key aim of Creative People and Places and isn’t an easy task in these 
particular areas: 

 

Please also take it from me that these numbers are an incredible 
achievement for Medway which is an area of low arts 
engagement and a real tough nut to crack with anything new 
and different like this. 

Generally, for people to take a risk on something new, put their 
hand in their pocket to pay for a ticket and actually turn up on 
the night is unusual for Medway. 

And from the performance I attended and the names I’ve seen 
on the booking info, it wasn’t all just the usual suspects either – 
there was fair representation from the local arts community and 
creative sector, but also many names and new faces I didn’t 
recognise, which is amazing and testament to yours and Ideas 
Test’s work. 
Local arts officer for Medway Council 

 

We explore it from two directions for triangulation28. 

 Firstly, we explore self-reported previous engagement among 
participants; 

 Then we look at whether participants come from postcodes in which 
engagement is likely to be lower, using audience spectrum profiling. 

 

 
28 That is to cross-check our findings 
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There are benefits and issues with both approaches: self-reporting can over 
represent through positive bias (feeling they should say they do attend the arts) 
and/or be unreliable due to memory. Audience Spectrum profiling only looks at 
likelihood of people attending due to the consumer characteristics of where they 
live. Despite this, in previous research we have found remarkable alignment of 
the two indicators.  

2.2.1. Self-reported levels of previous arts engagement 

Participants at events were asked if they had engaged in the arts and culture 
over the last twelve months. 41% said that they had not29 – placing them 
officially30 as ‘non-attenders’. This did vary though depending on the event – at 
Take on Me, 30% were new to the arts whereas on the Saturday drop-in 
workshops, an average of 50% were new to the arts. 

This shows that Ideas Test are reaching people who do not normally engage in 
the arts although the level of this varies with the event type.  

Looking specifically at the Take on Me events, 89% said that they had never 
been to an event presented by Ideas Test before. Ideas Test is clearly attracting 
new audiences for themselves as well as for the arts and, as a result, becoming 
better known. 

 

It is difficult to engage people in new activities and ideas, all the 
projects I have worked on with Ideas Test have been successful 
at engaging people with new things in the art sector. 
Artist 

 

The main strength of the project was being able to engage 
people in a subject matter they may have otherwise not 
considered, and also engage them in the arts which they may 
have otherwise not have done. Additionally, being able to make 
it so interactive meant that this experience was memorable and 
could be shared with others. 
Artist 

 

More than half of Ideas Test participants or audience members are ‘arts 
engagers’ and have been to arts events or activities in the last twelve months 
(62% of audience sample31). This is representative of the local population, 
where 57% had attended an arts event or spent time doing an arts event in the 
past twelve months32. 

 

 
29 Source: Ideas Test quarterly ACE reporting – please note that the data was very poor, 
particularly in year 3, so this may under-represent new engagers 
30 That is by Arts Council practice 
31 Source: Ideas Test audience surveys 
32 Source: Arts Council England, Active Lives Survey (mid-November 2015 to mid-May 2017) 
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2.2.2. Exploring engagement by Audience Spectrum segments 

The data from this area come from 989 participants or audience members from 
Phase 2, using postcodes collected at events. The Audience Agency produced 
Audience Spectrum33 analysis for the Ideas Test audience which shows how they 
differ from the local population in terms of their likelihood of engaging in the arts 
and culture.34 

 

  

Figure 5: Audience Spectrum Profile for Ideas Test Participants – 2017, 2018 & 
201935 

As illustrated in the graph above, Ideas Test’s audience is mainly made up of 
those from areas with low or medium arts engagement (89% over the Phase). 
This is representative of the local population and is in line with other CPP 
projects.36 

There has been a slight decrease in representation of low or medium engagers 
from 93% (2017) to 87% (2019). This may be due to the shift to bigger 
productions with a wider reach. There has also an overall drop in how many 
audience members and participants live within the project area: 92% in 2017, 
85% in 2018 and 79% in 2019, which could also provide a reason for the 
decrease in low or medium engagers. 

Ideas Test is slightly over-represented in terms of those from higher 
engagement groups (11% over the Phase and 14% in 2019) in comparison to 

 

 
33 For information on Audience Spectrum and full details of profiles please see: 
https://www.theaudienceagency.org/off-the-shelf/audience-spectrum/profiles 
34 Source: The Audience Agency Ideas Test 2018 and 2019 Participant Profile 
35 Source: The Audience Agency Ideas Test 2018 Participant Profile 
36 See https://www.creativepeopleplaces.org.uk/our-learning/audience-profiling-and-mapping-
year-5 
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the local population (10%). Although a small difference, the fact that it is 
increasing does bear watching.  

There continues to be a need for more work to be done in reaching the groups 
least likely to engage. These groups are under-represented in the Ideas Test 
audience (24%) in comparison to the local population (30%) and other CPP 
areas (49%).37 

Looking more deeply at the data on which segments of the population of Swale 
and Medway Ideas Test is attracting (see Fig 6), we see that the two most 
prominent are the medium engaging ‘Dormitory Dependables’ and ‘Trips and 
Treats’ groups (49% of the audience, 48% of the population in 2019). These are 
two of the five groups targeted in Ideas Test’s Phase 2 business plan (targets for 
2018 shown in orange on fig 6, 2019 targets same as 2018), and Ideas Test is 
slightly exceeding targets for Home and Heritage (a medium engaging group) 
but not reaching targets for the other groups.  

 

Figure 6: Audience Spectrum Profile for Ideas Test – 2018 & 2019 – compared to 
local population and Phase 2 business plan targets38 

 

 

 
37 See https://www.creativepeopleplaces.org.uk/our-learning/audience-profiling-and-mapping-
year-5 
38 Source: The Audience Agency Ideas Test 2018 & 2019 Participant Profile 
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The categories are derived from analysis of consumer behaviours and ticketing 
sales39, so can feel over generalised, but are useful in considering who tends to 
come, and what their interests might be: 

 ‘Dormitory Dependables’ (20%) are suburban households and tend to be 
well-off, mature couples or older families, where cultural activities are an 
occasional treat. 

 ‘Trips & Treats’ (29%) are suburban households who tend to be 
comfortably off, often with children, whose cultural activities are usually 
part of a day out or treat. 

 The third highest group in the Ideas Test audience changed from ‘Up Our 
Street’ in 2018 (11%), a typically low engaging group characterised as 
older families living on average or below average incomes, to ‘Home & 
Heritage’ in 2019 (14%). This group tend to live in rural areas and small 
towns and to engage with local cultural activity.  

However, Ideas Test continue to need to reach more of those people least likely 
to engage. The ‘Up Our Street’ group and the ‘Facebook Families’ group together 
represent 25% of the Swale and Medway population, but only 21% of the Ideas 
Test audience in 2019. These two groups are the focus of the new audience 
development plan so hopefully this will shift levels of engagement with these 
groups. 

  

 

 
39 For more information on Audience Spectrum profiling, profiles and likely behaviours see 
https://www.theaudienceagency.org/audience-spectrum/profiles 
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2.3. Ideas Test is reaching a wide range of local people 

Ideas Test’s audience more or less maps to the local population in terms of most 
demographic characteristics. In terms of socio-economic group, we use Mosaic 
consumer behaviour mapping as an accepted proxy for full analysis of socio-
economic group40. We also consider age, gender, disability and ethnicity.  

2.3.1. Mosaic group (as proxy for socio-economic group) 

 

Figure 7: Mosaic Group Profile for Ideas Test 2018 & 201941 

As can be seen from Figure 7 above, the Ideas Test audience approximately 
represents the local population in terms of socio-economic group. 

The two groups that Ideas Test are under-reaching are J ‘Transient Renters’ and 
L ‘Vintage Value’. Both groups are likely to have limited resources. There may be 
an association between these groups and, in section 2.2.2 above, the under 
representation of low engagement groups. The focus in Phase 3 on key 
hyperlocal communities where levels of multiple deprivation are high will be 
likely to shift this statistic.  

 

 
40 Mosaic is a geo-demographic profiling tool. It combines a wide range of information to create 
a summary of the likely characteristics of each UK household 
41 Source: The Audience Agency Ideas Test 2018 Participant Profile 
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2.3.2. Age 

The events that Ideas Test run are targeted at different age groups and this is 
reflected in take up. 

For example, Sea Folk Sing and the various activities within the Young at HeArt 
programme were targeted at over 55s in Swale, Medway and Gravesham and 
tended to attract a higher proportion of older people. Family events like 
Curiouser saw a high proportion of 25-44 year olds (likely parents), and LGBT+ 
Creatives and Disquiet projects were targeted towards younger people and saw 
a higher proportion of under 25s. 

  

Figure 8: Ideas Test Age profile, with regional average as comparator for Phase 242 

There are two potential areas for growth around age-groups well represented in 
Ideas Test’s audience: firstly, there may be a ripple effect of engaging so many 
young people, as they may influence or change perception of art in those around 
them. This may be worth considering as a route to getting more people involved. 
Ideas Test strategically targets young people through considering access and 
attractions: 

 

The position of the pods for BLINK next to McDonalds and free 
access meant that we had a good number of young people come 
through and engage with the activities and have meaningful 
conversations about peace with each other, the facilitators and 
the evaluators. 
Lucy Medhurst, Ideas Test Director 

 

 
42 Source: Ideas Test quarterly ACE reporting & Kent County Council (regional averages based 
on ONS projected population data, 2018) 
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Also, estimates suggest that between “2011 and 2031 Swale’s population is 
expected to rise by 11.3% to 151,700 (88% of this increase is forecast to be in 
the 65+ age group.)”43 The UK population is forecast to exceed 70 million by 
2031, with England’s population projected to increase more than any other home 
nation. Furthermore, “there will be an increasing number of older people; the 
proportion aged 85 years and over is projected to almost double over the next 
25 years.”44 As this age group is set to grow, and with people aged 55+ already 
representing 28% of the Ideas Test audience, it makes sense for Ideas Test to 
continue targeting them. 

2.3.3. Other demographic features 

 87% of the audience classed themselves as White British (835 of 952 
respondents). 2011 Census data shows that in Medway 89.6% of the 
population were White British45 and in Swale the figure is 96.6%, so this 
shows Ideas Test reaching into the BAME community at higher 
proportions than the local population. In fact, this may indicate an 
alignment with the local population as many of the events were held in 
Swale. 

 Mainly women completed the survey (66%46). This may be skewed 
because in our experience women are more likely to agree to answer a 
questionnaire than men, though we think it probably reflects the 
presence of more women than men in the audience. 

 13% of participants or audience members described themselves as 
disabled (include 2% who said their daily activities were affected a lot). 
This compares with 16.4% for Medway47 and 18.6% for Swale48. Ideas 
Test’s efforts to support inclusion through, for example, use of BSL 
interpreters were mentioned by several audience members as a positive 
element of shows. 

2.4. Ideas Test is reaching people through digital routes 

Ideas Test uses a range of digital communications channels and has started to 
experiment with digital more widely. While keen to use digital, there is an 
awareness that: 

 

For the audiences we want to engage with, face-to-face 
communication is the best. 
Kyra Cross, Audience Development Officer 

 

 
43 Source: Swale Borough Council: Key data for Swale 2016, 
https://www.swale.gov.uk/assets/About-us/Summary-of-Key-Data-for-Swale.pdf 
44 ONS National population projections: 2018-based 
45 ONS census 2011 – note this this figure is nearly 10 years out of date and new migration 
since 2011 means that proportions of BAME residents are likely to be higher 
46 Source: Ideas Test quarterly ACE reporting 
47 Day to day activities limited, Medway 2011 Census Report, Medway Council 
48 2011 Census Summary Profiles (https://www.kent.gov.uk/about-the-council/information-and-
data/Facts-and-figures-about-Kent/area-profiles) – the Swale and England and Wales figures 
combines two separate figures for “Day-to-day activities limited a lot” and “Day-to-day 
activities limited a little” 
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Indeed, word of mouth is often the most cited way of hearing about events - for 
example, for Sea Folk Sing word of mouth was the route by which 48% of 
audiences came across the event. This may serve as a useful ‘leading indicator’ 
of later outcomes, that participants felt ‘part of something wider’, and valued 
their ‘shared stories’ and ‘having so much in common’49. 

Facebook 

 1038 followers50, an increase of 355 (since April 2017) 

The team has worked on finding the right content to engage broad audiences 
and sharing partner posts has been successful. 

Twitter 

 2,523 followers and 7,713 tweets51 

The audiences for tweets are local and cultural networks, stakeholders and 
partners. Use of images, hashtags and humour are seen as important. 

Instagram 

 604 followers and 338 posts52 

Instagram replaced Flickr as a more suitable picture-sharing channel and is 
predominantly aimed at artists and younger people (15-44). 

Website 

 19,193 users53 between April 2017 and end of December 2018 

After the home page, the most popular pages (by pageview) were /whats-on/ 
(3,509), /about/the-team/ (1,357) and /seafolksing/ (1,308). No other 
pages had more than 1000 page views. 

As a caveat, there were issues with the Ideas Test team’s limited control of 
various aspects of the website. This has meant the site was not developed to 
properly reflect changes in Ideas Test until towards the end of Phase 2 when it 
was brought in-house. 

Other channels 

Ideas Test also uses a number of secondary channels: Email campaigns, 
YouTube, Soundcloud, Flickr and LinkedIn. In addition, several other channels 
have been considered by the team (Twitch, Snapchat, WhatsApp). 

 

 

 

 

 
49 A leader indicator is one that precedes life outcomes, and provides evidence that things are 
on the right track.  These outcomes were described by SFS participants in our Value of Change 
workshop.  
50 Ideas Test reporting for December 2019 
51 Reported by Twitter on 19 January 2019 
52 Reported by Instagram on 19 January 2019 
53 Google Analytics, April 2017 to December 2019 
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2.5. Inspiring people through the arts 

 

I would like to see you 1000 times. 
Participant of Be Kind workshop 

 

Ideas Test has an approach that brings different and new arts to the area, with 
the intention of inspiring those who participate.  

2.5.1. Inspired by the experience 

It is clear from feedback that participants and audience members have been 
engaged, captivated and inspired by Ideas Test’s work. 

Figures 9 and 10 below, made from audience postcard responses, show that 
attending an Ideas Test event makes people more interested in local arts events 
(99% agree – with the majority, 59%, a lot more interested), as well as more 
likely to attend events (41% are definite they’ll attend more, and 37% plan to). 

 

 

Figure 9: Has attending this event made you more interested in local arts events? 

Yes - a lot more 
interested

59%

Yes - a little 
interested

26%

Yes - I'm more 
interested
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Not interested
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Figure 10: As a result of attending this event, will you increase the number of arts 
events you take part in? 

 

Audience and participant responses show people’s inspiration and excitement as 
a result of engaging with Ideas Test: 

 

I really enjoyed it. It is the most fun I have had in ages. It was 
creative. 
Participant of Be Kind workshop 

 

The music explodes out of me. 
Participant of Make Medway your Classroom  

 

Truly lovely, my daughter really loved it and I was touched at 
the female performer taking time to talk to her at the end. 
Curiouser participant 

 

[To] take part in an exciting journey of discovery. 
Participant in Sea Folk Sing 

 

I had the most brilliant day, came out happy and full of joy. 
Loved singing with Lucky and Debbie and getting lost in music. 
Participant in Sea Folk Sing 

 

Some audience members encountered the event or activity as they were walking 
past and chose to stop and participate. This shows that they were engaged by 
what they saw or heard. 

Yes
41%

I plan to
27%

No response
32%

Yes I plan to No response
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Joining an event to another one supported people to do more. BLINK was after 
the town’s lantern parade, so Ideas Test were able to hand out flyers and people 
were already in the vicinity. This allowed Ideas Test to reach new audiences, 
feed off the positive feelings from the parade and join up the engagement. This 
required building on partnerships, in that Ideas Test worked closely with the 
organisers of the parade to make sure the connection was there and that both 
organisations could engage with as many people as possible. 

Audience members at Take on Me were asked to describe their experience in 
three words. One word stood out above all others: Fun. We know from other 
CPP evaluations that there is a strong link between Fun events and new 
audiences.  

Looking at other words used (moving, 
different, brilliant, funny, experience, 
engaging, unique, poignant, emotional, 
clever), these seem to describe audience 
members being engaged, inspired and 
captivated. People connected with what they 
saw, and it evoked an emotional response. 

We also see the connection that has been 
made and people engaging more as a result: 

 

A man told me he had given up his 
usual Saturday night Strictly habit to 
come to the show on the basis of the 
Pop Up. 
Sea Folk Sing participant reporting about an 
audience member 

 

The team has commented on their observation of responses during events and 
activities. For example, passers-by stopped and watched the Sea Folk Sing 
performance. This included people on the opposite platform and others making a 
detour to see what was happening, as well as station staff making their way on 
to the platform to film the performance and others being quiet so they could 
hear what was being said or sung. The performance prompted a highly 
emotional response: 

 

It’s sending shivers up my spine. 
Therese from Sustrans, Sea Folk Sing  

 

2.5.2. Inspired to volunteer 

Local people in Swale and Medway are becoming more aware of Ideas Test and 
are inspired to apply for a volunteer role. Ideas Test now have a pool of 
volunteers and are receiving higher numbers of volunteer applications than they 
have experienced before. 

Figure 11: Audience word cloud for Take On Me 
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Volunteers are reporting feeling inspired by their experience and then looking for 
opportunities to do more. 

 

I’ve been waiting to be involved in something like this all my life. 
Sea Folk Sing volunteer 

 

An assessment of volunteered hours shows how engaged and committed the 
volunteers are to Ideas Test and ‘the art’. For Take on Me, they committed up to 
seventeen days of residences, rehearsals and performances each, a total of 946 
hours. Overall for the Phase, an equivalent of over £21,400 of volunteering time 
was given to Ideas Test. Assessing worth by equating hours to a financial value 
is likely to capture a minimum value. For a more accurate value, we ran a ‘Value 
of Change’ exercise to capture the difference the projects make (outcomes), and 
their importance. We will run the exercise more frequently in the next phase of 
work, to start to draw out more representative values. The quote above 
indicates the very high value people place on this opportunity, and a culture of 
people volunteering has significant knock on effects in communities.   

Ideas Test have a desire to focus on and further develop their volunteers, thus 
adding capacity both to the individuals and the organisation. This offers the 
opportunity to create a rich pool of people who will also be ambassadors and 
connectors to new audiences, and who will bring in ‘on the ground’ information 
which can inform Ideas Test in terms of programming and reach. It is important, 
however, to recognise the challenges for this plan, particularly in terms of the 
logistics, for example in aligning volunteers’ availability for training and being 
able to travel or having access to transport. This has proved particularly difficult 
in the last part of Phase 2 despite there being the appetite of volunteers (and 
Ideas Test) to run sessions. 

Volunteer Case Studies 

Will54 is an example of a person whose volunteering has made a big difference to 
his life. He is classified as ‘Not in Education, Employment or Training’ (NEET) but 
through involvement with Ideas Test, as a participant as well as a volunteer, he 
is building his confidence. He has a desire to do more and to achieve great 
things, and is inspired by the work that he is involved in. This has built his 
confidence, as well as his knowledge, skills and experience (which will open up 
the door to more opportunities in the future). It has been a life enhancing 
experience. 

Tash has been volunteering with Ideas Test since 2018. She experiences mental 
health difficulties but is keen to do more and develop her skills, particularly in 
terms of observations and evaluation where she has shown ability and interest. 
She has volunteered and gathered data at a number of events and has shown an 
appetite to learn more and develop her skills. Tash has also been encouraged by 
the Ideas Test team to participate in the relevant projects as they can see her 
potential and value her input.  

 

 
54 Names changed to anonymise. 
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3. Achieving excellence of art and 
process of engagement 
In this section we explore how Ideas Test has responded to the 
challenge of producing art which is excellent in terms both of product 
and the engagement process.  

This is a challenging area for any programme working in an area of typically low 
engagement, as it requires understanding and interrogation among artists, 
partners and programmers of the multiple meanings of excellence, in a setting 
where partnerships are still new. We explore this through:  

 Consideration of how artists and programmers in Ideas Test understand 
and approach programming and delivering excellent art; 

 Impact on artists and creatives of the way Ideas Test works; 
 Ideas Test’s impact on young and developing local creatives;  
 Impact on participants in terms of creative skills and sense of 

empowerment through the process. 

We find that:  

 The team have a commitment to excellence in art and 
engagement, adapting work to reflect participant needs, and specifically 
programming high quality and high profile artists. 

 Ideas Test’s work includes examples of high-quality artistic 
outputs, and of engaging participants in the creation and performance of 
the work. 

 Most artists felt they had gained considerably from working with 
Ideas Test, whether in terms of networks, challenge to their practice, or 
the opportunity to make work. 

 Artists felt the quality of the art and engagement was high. 
 Young Creatives have been supported to develop skills and 

understanding of the creative sector. 
 Participants have experienced positive personal, social and 

emotional outcomes from their engagement – this is directly linked to 
the quality of the process and the work produced.  

 The level of outcome reflects the level of engagement in the 
process; participants in the more participative programmes like Take on 
Me and Sea Folk Sing, which drew on personal stories and took a 
considerable investment of time, experienced transformative effects. 

 More work is needed with partner artists to understand the scope and 
potential of co-creation and co-commissioning. 

3.1. Programming for excellence 

Ideas Test has been committed to making what they offer right for their 
audiences, while taking risks and sticking to their principles of co-creation and 
action learning. It is not averse to making changes during a project’s lifespan in 
order to make it right and meet their commitment to delivering quality projects. 

This has clearly paid off:  



36  Ideas Test: Phase 2 Final Report 

 The (very experienced) composers and musicians for Sea Folk Sing felt it 
was among the best work they’d produced. The Chair of the Medway 
Cultural Partnership said this was exactly the type of work Medway 
needed to produce for their UK City of Culture 2025 bid. It is noticeable 
that participants valued the skills, confidence and knowledge they had 
gained most highly of all. The work was all co-created and the content 
was very emotional for singers and audiences alike.  

 Feedback on Take on Me, BLINK, and Sea Folk Sing has been extremely 
positive, from those new to the arts and from regular attenders.  

 The Ideas Test team described their expectations of Take on Me as 
having been exceeded. 

This highlights the commitment of the team to excellence, both in the arts that 
Ideas Test produce, and how they engage. 

In keeping with accepted views that quality arises both from the product or 
artefact and the process, including how it is produced, we looked at quality 
through these lenses. We sought to understand quality from the point of view of:  

 the producer and artist  
 the audience experience and outcomes in terms of inspiration  
 the external peer perspective.55 

3.1.1. Making quality work? 

Ideas Test as the producer or commissioner for most of the work has a 
commitment to listening to participants, and potential participants, at all stages 
of delivery to ensure quality of product through quality of process.  

For example: 

 During Swale Big Music Takeover – when reviewing progress, changes 
were made based on the feedback received and as a result of reviewing 
the Story of Change to ensure that the focus was on quality rather than 
quantity.  

 When using the learning from Sea Folk Sing year 1 to guide and improve 
year 2, allowing Ideas Test to take risks and have a focus on diversity 
which worked really well. 

 When taking the time regularly to review the individual project stories of 
change as part of the learning process…or the fact that they took the 
time to create their stories of change, informing them of their priorities 
and focussing efforts. 

 Through sharing their expertise in reviewing and reflection – in particular 
Bethan Tomlinson, Touring and Operations Manager, was noted by 
several artists & participants as being good at getting people to think 
about evaluation, and doing this gently and appropriately in project 
meetings to allow the project to learn, gather data and deliver. 

 

 

 
55 Currently reflected in comments from other artists but in future this should be more 
formalised 
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The artists’ view was gathered from professional artists based in Swale and 
Medway and beyond, who had worked with Ideas Test during Phase 256. They 
were asked about their approach to and the quality of the work they produced 
with Ideas Test – in terms of the engagement, and the product.  

In terms of the product, there was a majority view that it was of high quality: 
53% of the artists felt their product was good, and 35% that is was excellent. 
Replying to some more quality metrics, 88% felt it was ‘inventive’ (44% agree, 
44% completely agree) and 85% that is was ‘original’ (44% agree, 41% 
completely agree).  

Those that gave a more neutral score were either noting that it wasn’t original, 
as it had been performed elsewhere, or self-critiquing and feeling that they could 
have done more to improve the work. 

Three quarters of artists said that the activity was a bold choice for participants 
which suggests that it may have been new or out of their comfort zone. 

 

 To be honest, art to me is a scary word as it makes me think of 
painting, drawing and making things. All the things I am really 
not good at and don't enjoy. Add culture to the word and I then 
think of activities involving performing and singing which is more 
my thing. 
Sea Folk Sing participant 

 

Audience feedback on excellence 

When audience members were asked whether they enjoyed the event, of the 
143 who responded, 136 said they enjoyed it with the remaining 7 saying they 
mostly enjoyed the event. This demonstrates the quality of the event. 

Anecdotal evidence on Sea Folk Sing indicated a very positive response from the 
audience, which was also reflected in audience comments, with one describing it 
as “[an] excellent evening of entertainment focusing on local interest”.57 

In addition, a number of audience members describe the event they attended as 
being ‘different’, ‘brilliant’ and ‘wonderful’, further supporting the conclusion that 
the event delivered was of high quality.  

 

Ideas Test has made me believe that art makes a difference. 
BLINK participant 

 

20 out 10! 
Take on Me audience member 

 

 
56 Note that this data is from 43 artists and represents at least one person associated with each 
major strand of Ideas Test’s work in this Phase 
57 Source: Postcode data 
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During Take on Me, there was an extremely positive response with the overall 
rating being 9.6, and 76% of audience members scored it 10 out of 10.58 
Audiences described it as “very unique” and said that it “highlights relevant 
moving issues, educates, challenges and uplifts”59. 

3.1.2. Was it co-creation? 

Almost all these artists (90%) described their work as ‘socially engaged’ (in 
answer to a specific question). These artists were all but one of the non-Swale 
and Medway based artists, and all but two of the locally based artists. The single 
other answer was ‘maybe’ – explaining that those artists’ own practice was only 
beginning to develop that way, but their work with Ideas Test involved local 
recruitment of participants so was ‘socially engaged’. 

When asked how their work with Ideas Test reflected this, answers ranged from 
participant input into ideas and development, through empowering young 
participants “to find their own artistic voice”, to aiming to effect social change. 
This included stating that it meant having workshops open to all comers.  

Similarly, the level of prior experience in engaging communities varied, with 
some extremely experienced people and others who felt it was a growing part of 
their practice. The benefits of this are reflected in the comments below about 
learning from other artists on the projects. 

Given this, feedback from artists about the extent to which Ideas Test’s work 
achieves excellence of engagement needs to be treated as their point of view, 
rather than a true peer review. What is clear at least is that there is an intention 
and steps towards good practice. 

Artists were asked “Was the product co-created with participants?”. The answers 
to this were positive, with 50% feeling it was ‘completely’ co-created, while 36% 
felt it was ‘a little’ co-created60. The quotes below are all from artists: 

The show was already made, but was adapted to suit 
participants in each particular venue, which is what made it 
unique to each particular venue (in our case, Hoo Sports 
Centre). However, I would say that all our participants felt 
extremely valued and their opinions and contributions honoured. 

Everything created by myself with these projects has had vast 
input from the participants in a very collaborative way. 
Artist 

Several similar examples were given of either deriving stories from engagement 
(Sea Folk Sing) or of participants shaping the product - such as the work on 
Sittingbourne High Street.  

 

 

 
58 Source: Dante or Die initial analysis of audience responses 
59 Source: Take on Me analysis and postcode data 
60 Due to an error in the survey, the answer ‘a lot’ wasn’t there, which might explain the level of 
‘completely’ answers 
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Apart from the brief that we are building a model of 
Sittingbourne High Street, the participants had the freedom to 
build whatever building they wanted to, using any of the 
materials (huge range)…  
Artist 

 

Programme very collaborative, was changed three months in 
based on feedback from young people.  
Artist 

The opportunity to co-create, and to be taken out of their comfort zone was also 
identified by Sea Folk Sing participants as more than just ‘what went well’; as 
something that really made a difference to them.  

There were some elements of good practice, for example the LGBT+ Creatives 
were given the autonomy to make the project what it is and to be the decision 
makers (with the guidance and support of Ideas Test). They developed their 
skills, knowledge and experience and felt empowered to design something that 
met the brief instead of being told what to do. This developed their confidence 
as well as allowing Ideas Test to take on their ideas and, in some instances, to 
raise ambition and take risks. 

In general, however, while the positivity of the answers show a willingness from 
artists to work in collaboration, the responses point to the need for Ideas Test to 
share good practice on genuine co-creation with communities, as in place 
elsewhere in CPP.61 

3.1.3. Participants’ engagement in the work 

Artists definitely view Ideas Test’s work as successful in terms of the quality of 
engagement. All local artists felt it was good to excellent (with 35% of all artists 
judging it to be ‘excellent’): 

 

Participants were very engaged in the content of the project and 
produced performances of real quality and heart. 
Artist 

 

Working with older people, the creative engagement was 
palpably life enhancing - confirmed by meeting up with some of 
them long after the event. 
Artist 

 

 

 
61 This feedback only relates to historic projects, there are some in the planning stages e.g. 
Barn Raising where a greater level of co-creation may be expected but it is too early for the 
artist to fully comment 



40  Ideas Test: Phase 2 Final Report 

The engagement between the community cast and crew and 
Dante or Die was absolutely excellent. People had a real 
experience of working with a top, professional company and also 
got a great taste of what it takes to put a theatre performance 
together. 
Artist 

 

Sea Folk Sing demonstrated multiple good practices, such as: 

 

The incidental audiences during the pop-up performances on the 
trains and stations. The huge amount of interest and 
commitment from the core group of older people singers. Use of 
online learning resources. Inviting people to share photos/stories 
online, and also explore during workshops. 
Artist, Sea Folk Sing 

 

Only three (21%) of the non-Swale and Medway artists felt quality was 
‘middling’. All three answered this way because of the lack of engagement of 
audience for the work. This was also the reason for one person to give ‘good’ 
rather than ‘excellent’ in judging the engagement: 

 

I think that in concentrating on recruiting from the community 
for the show, we slightly dropped the ball on how to attract an 
audience for the show. I would have like to have seen far more 
effort going into getting local residents into the audience, rather 
than wider Medway - which was great - but I do think we could 
have done more to attract the community the show was made 
for, to the actual performances. 
Artist Take on Me 

 

3.1.4. Impact of Ideas Test’s work on the quality of artists’ practice 
with communities 

Artists were asked the extent to which Ideas Test had affected the quality of 
their arts practice with communities (on a scale from 0-100). For locally based 
artists, the average was 64, and for non-Swale and Medway artists it was 59, in 
both cases showing a positive impact. 

Some answers were about having an opportunity to try out something they had 
always wanted to do. For example, for one person it was their first time doing 
live work with an audience. For another: 

 

My work with Ideas Test is the most community engaging 
practice I have been involved with. 
Artist 
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For others, it was through watching good practice in engagement by Ideas Test 
staff and other artists. 

Although only a minority really felt the approaches used were specific to their 
work with Ideas Test, there were some comments that showed that their 
engagement practice was being positively challenged: 

 

All projects with Ideas Test are a big learning curve for me. 
Artist 

 

New challenge to work on a sustained project with older people 
and in the wellbeing realm. 
Artist 

 

3.2. Developing and supporting commissioned and 
partner artists 

3.2.1. Who are the Ideas Test artists? 

There was little other data available on the way Ideas Test had supported local 
artists and creatives (excluding the young people discussed below). For this 
reason, we organised a survey to all artists who Ideas Test had worked with in 
Phase 2.  

The survey was sent in late 2018 and late 2019 to all artists worked with, and 
43 responses were collected: 11 from artists living in the Swale and Medway 
area, 26 who were based elsewhere (some were repeats). Tables showing 
figures from the closed questions are included in Appendix 3. 

We have analysed questions from the two groups differently as part of the remit 
of Ideas Test is to support the local arts ecology. This implies supporting 
emerging and more experienced artists based in Swale and Medway where that 
is useful, as well as changing perceptions from artists based elsewhere of the 
value of working in Swale and Medway. While not inherently of a different quality 
than locally based artists, artists from outside the immediate area can bring 
capacity (there being more of them), new ideas and perspectives, and the larger 
pool implies that there will be more people and organisations operating at 
national and international levels. To emphasise that this is a geographical divide 
– not a quality one - in this report we talk about ‘locally based artists’ for people 
who live or are based in Swale and Medway, and ‘artists based outside Swale 
and Medway’ for the others. 

Following recent discussions about diversity in artist recruitment, we agreed to 
ask artists some demographic information. In terms of age, they were evenly 
distributed between 25 and 64. 85% of artists didn’t have a disability, two (5%) 
had one which limited a little, and four preferred not to say. Of the forty who 
gave their gender, twenty nine (73%) were women, and 25% were men. 

Of the forty who gave their ethnicity (an open question), twenty said White 
British and another seven said some variation of white (including ‘European’). 
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Four artists self-defined as non-white (‘Mixed White Black African’), which is in 
line with Medway’s local population and a higher representation of Swale’s local 
population. 

The artists had been or continue to be involved in a wide set of different 
activities either directly with Ideas Test, using their space, or by receiving 
support. Activities included workshops that involved the local community, arts 
installations, exhibitions, music projects, (e.g. Sea Folk Sing), dance 
performances and projections. 

3.2.2. Artists’ experience of working with Ideas Test  

Overwhelmingly, working with Ideas Test had been a positive experience for the 
artists. When asked about what hadn’t worked, people mentioned logistical 
issues, issues related to marketing or advertising, and working over capacity.  

‘What went well’ was the local knowledge, organisation and approach of the 
Ideas Test staff. Non-Swale and Medway artists in particular felt that things were 
very well organised; they were quickly and effectively introduced to local 
networks and found venues and spaces which worked.  

Ideas Test staff had outstanding knowledge of the local area and 
were therefore able to set up partnerships with incredible local 
organisations as well as support with marketing and publicity 
that suited the local audiences. 
Artist Survey 

 

Beth was fantastic to work with, super organised, really aware of 
the local community working extremely well with the college and 
students on marketing to ensure we have a full house for each 
show as well as doing all the liaising and evaluating with the 
venue and ourselves. A real pleasure. 
Artist 

 

The team spirit, enthusiasm, positivity and communication 
throughout the projects. 
Artist 

 

The ability to reach a local audience was also praised:  

 

Public participation. Invitations on social media and people just 
joining in on the night of the projections. 
Artist Survey 
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3.2.3. Development of practice and ambition 

All but two artists (79%) felt working with Ideas Test had advanced their 
practice, and, interestingly, non-Swale and Medway artists felt more strongly 
about this than those locally based.  

There were similarly positive responses about most of the other indicators of 
ambition and practice development; 50% felt the project was ‘a bold choice for 
me’, 88% that it was ‘inventive’ and 85% that it was ‘original’.  

In all these cases, except for a question about the project being inventive, non-
Swale and Medway artists felt more strongly – with the majority ‘completely 
agreeing’ compared to locally based artists who were more likely to ‘agree’.  

The one exception to this was about goal achievement - 76% of artists agreed 
the project had helped them achieve a particular goal with all the locally based 
artists agreeing while two non-Swale and Medway artists did not. 

The same held for participants; 76% of artists overall felt that the project ‘was a 
bold choice for the participants’ and 85% that it ‘brought a new artform’ to 
participants. 

Interestingly, this sense of challenge and advancement of practice was not about 
artists working differently - the majority felt the project wasn’t different to their 
typical practice.  

This indicates that Ideas Test is offering opportunities for new, challenging and 
original work, resulting in more ambition among artists (and participants). 
However, it seems likely this might happen more in the larger projects where 
artists are likely to be drawn from a wider area. There is still room to provide 
further challenge in terms of new practice and raising levels of ambition, 
particularly among Swale and Medway based artists. 

3.2.4. Personal and professional development outcomes for local 
artists 

We asked artists based in the Swale and Medway area about the impact that 
working with Ideas Test had had on their practice. This is a partial view, as part 
of the talent development work undertaken by Ideas Test is considered in the 
‘young creatives’ section below. There were eighteen artists who responded to 
this question. 

Overall, locally based artists felt that Ideas Test had had a positive effect on 
their professional development, in terms of career, practice, opportunities, 
business contacts and professional relationships (only one or two people 
answered ‘no impact’ to even one of these areas). 

In terms of funding, there was a more mixed view. One person felt there had 
been a negative impact, and 44% of people didn’t think the commission made 
any difference to their approach to funding applications or their likeliness to 
apply. Nine people (50%) felt it hadn’t improved their confidence and 33% felt it 
hadn’t made a difference to their peer network. 

Expanding further, artists had gained technical skills and knowledge, experience 
and thus confidence in new approaches and their skills,  
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Confidence in suggesting that I should ask for payment for what 
I do. 
Artist 

 

It’s increased my confidence greatly in working with adult groups, 
and my directing and leadership skills. 
Artist 

 

Some gained opportunities and connections, some gained salutary reminders of 
what works (or doesn’t) for them. 

 

Understanding that my strengths and passion lie with 
communicating with and working hands-on with participants, 
rather than the paperwork part of arts administration. 
Artist 

 

Creating new active partnerships and relationship building... 
More confidence is talking to partners for help, assistance, 
guidance, and idea sharing. 
Artist 

 

Opened up new career opportunities and enforced my decision to 
teach my skills to others. 
Artist 

 

Some embodied the action learning aim of CPP with a challenge to their practice.  

I constantly need to remind myself that there are different ways 
of working and, though my experience is extensive, that does 
not rule out other possibilities- stay flexible! Learn from others. 
Artist 

3.3. Developing and supporting young creatives 

There was a fair amount of talent development carried out in the first part of 
Phase 2 of Ideas Test, with a member of staff spending several months meeting 
and developing networks which led to the setup of the Young People’s 
programmes discussed below. Some of this work will also have supported local 
artists’ development in terms of skills in working with young people, and 
professional development more generally. However, from analysis of the 
meeting monitoring, this wasn’t the core aim of the work. 

Creative Job Club engaged sixteen young people on a six-month job skills 
development programme. Three people secured employment during the course. 



45  Ideas Test: Phase 2 Final Report 

Disquiet produced six young people who became trainee music leaders. They 
developed new skills, tried new things and made new friends. They engaged with 
peers using a range of mediums such as video and photo blogs as well as face to 
face activities. A toolkit was co-designed with the young people which now 
provides useful resources in a community youth setting. Thirty-six young people 
participated in workshops lead by the trainee music leaders with the groups 
growing in size over time, and a regular audience attending. 

Development was also offered to those who support the young people and part 
of this was aimed at sustainability once the programme had ended. 

Several wanted to run workshops at Ideas Test as part of their work experience. 

For programmes with placements attached to them, such as the Creative Job 
Club, there was the opportunity to match skills with roles. This develops links 
with local organisations for the participants as well as Ideas Test. 

 

I’ve tried new things, I’ve gone out there a bit and then I’m like, 
I think I’d like that as a career. Like I’m thinking of bigger things 
now. 
Participant, Disquiet Roots and Wings video 

 

There is a ripple effect, and the changes in people were noticed by those around 
them: 

 

My daughter has had a great time. In this two-week period, I 
have seen her happier, more confident, more enthusiastic than 
ever! 
Parent of Start Up Slam participant 

Another parent stated that 

 

[My child] came home every day totally inspired and enthusiastic 
about everything. 
Parent  

 

The ripple effect was also seen in the Creative Job Club where participants were 
inviting their friends to join the course. 

Nurturing the skills, and providing guidance from mentors, supported the young 
people to think about what they want to do, how they use the skills they are 
developing and to consider their progression. It meant they were signposted to 
relevant opportunities. Some young people secured jobs whilst on the 
programme62. 

 

 
62 Source: Creative Job Club Case Study. 
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Yes, it has continued to fuel my interests, my inspirations and 
my creativity to further my work in the creative industries 
specifically in that of the theatre which has been mirrored well in 
the brilliant communication with my own CJC mentor. 
CJC participant 

 

Young creatives felt they had developed technical and artistic skills, gained 
confidence, learnt how to set goals, gained networks and were more confident to 
ask for support. Several have formed groups and networks to continue to 
support their practice and others have gone on to run workshops and continue to 
work with Ideas Test. 

3.4. Developing skills and confidence for participants 

Artists and participants worked and performed together to develop a range of 
skills from creative skills, through to social outcomes and individual wellbeing 
and confidence. 

3.4.1. Excellence of art leading to excellent outcomes 

The process of co-production was felt to be an important aspect of the success 
for projects that had positive outcomes. Participants felt that working with 
talented professionals gave them a quality experience and had a positive and 
ongoing impact.  

 

Thank you for this opportunity. It was a really lovely experience 
with great and talented people whom and which I will never 
forget. 
Community member, Take on Me 

 

Through the interactions with artists, people developed their understanding of 
what art is and how they can engage with it. 

 

People of all abilities with different needs came along and 
enjoyed the Sea Folk Sing workshops. All were treated with 
kindness and respect and helped to get the best out of what was 
being done. Everyone contributed and hopefully felt valued. 
SFS participant 

 

It is delightful to be able to bring in the talents of all of the 
people in the group. This is exactly what it should be. A really 
exciting adventure. 
SFS participant 
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They became more ‘open minded’ and most of all confident to 
create and explore new things with the project. 
Artist 

 

People were aware of what they could do with their creative skills and made 
active choices to work to their strengths and abilities: 

 

I feel I am able to branch out into a new area. I have chosen to 
work backstage and it makes use of my abilities and skills. 
Take on Me 

 

People wanted to do and were doing more with what they had learnt, through: 

 

Being part of a Professional Production, meeting so many 
wonderful like-minded people and contacts on how I can 
continue this Journey I have started, i.e. Drama Group, choir. 
Possibility of checking out more courses in my area. 
Take on Me community member 

 

Other outcomes include: 

 A participant who became a paid intern and is now running workshops 
and played piece of music for CPP Directors visit. There is now discussion 
about other opportunities that may be available; 

 Some Take on Me participants have created their own group since 
completing Take on Me; 

 A Take on Me participant asked for advice from Ideas Test for the Scout 
of the World Award; 

 A Take on Me volunteer has now applied to be an Ideas Test volunteer; 
 A young person who was a participant has become an Ideas Test 

volunteer; 
 A legacy for Sea Folk Sing is being discussed and planned; 
 A Sea Folk Sing participant has been inspired to do more with other 

groups. 

3.4.2. Engagement in and commitment to a participative experience 
led to an increase in social and personal wellbeing 

Some participants had to overcome significant barriers, showing their 
commitment to themselves and Ideas Test: 

 

The most significant change I observed was in the participants. 
In several cases, participants overcame significant anxiety issues 
to be able to perform. 
Artist 
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Feedback from both Sea Folk Sing and Take on Me showed that through taking 
part in the projects, committing time and performing together, individuals 
gained confidence and self-belief - in some cases, proving to themselves that 
they could overcome significant difficulties.  

A number of Sea Folk Sing participants reported increased confidence as being 
their most significant change. During Take on Me, one community cast member 
was mistaken for a professional actor. She explained that she had been highly 
anxious before the opportunity came up. Her family were extremely proud of her 
and she was pleased to be a part of it. 

 

The look on my husband’s face, he was bursting with pride. 
Take on Me, community cast member 

 

Success partly came from challenge of trying something new, and moving 
beyond participant’s comfort zone: 

 

I’ve never been so scared, but it’s been amazing 
Volunteer usher, Sea Folk Sing 

 

I’ve always said, “I can’t, I can’t!” and I’ve found it very 
frustrating for years saying, “I can’t, I can’t!”. And thought “I’m 
fed up saying ‘I can’t’…I’m going to say, ‘I can’”. And so, this 
[Take On Me] came up. And yeah…it’s been a really important 
experience 
Local participant Take on Me 

 

As a result of this, people have achieved new ventures and raised aspirations 
that may not have been expected before: 

 

Had a fab time, met some wonderful people, feel empowered to 
do more 
Take on Me participant 

 

Meeting people, finding I could still do something different in 
retirement. 
Take on Me participant 

 

Overcoming anxiety, meeting amazing, inspiring people, learning 
so much about myself and acting! 
Take on Me community member 
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…Giving the children freedom to explore their voices and 
working in smaller groups gave them confidence and 
enthusiasm. Three children in one of the workshops didn’t want 
to join in at the beginning of the session, but as they became 
more enthused by the positivity and gentle encouragement, they 
found their creative voices and performed an improvised rap to 
their class and teachers. 
Artist 

 

In addition, an improvement in wellbeing was noticed by artists of those who 
participated: 

 

The biggest change I noticed throughout the projects was the 
gradual positive changes in participants’ overall health and well-
being, with changes from sometimes low moods and challenging 
behaviours to more positive changes in moods and more 
acceptance in working together.  
Artist 
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4. Connected and proud to belong to 
Swale and Medway 
This section explores how Ideas Test has affected the pride in and 
perceptions of Swale and Medway among local people, and the external 
perceptions of the area among artists and professionals. It links to the 
CPP theme of the Importance of place, and place specific work. This is 
particularly challenging in Swale and Medway which are most definitely more 
than one place, being two very different districts made up of several very 
distinct towns. 

We find: 

 There is a commitment to changing perceptions of Swale and 
Medway among local people and people from outside is strongly 
reflected in the programming to good effect. 

 Programming is enhancing the emotional connection to the area 
felt by local people with opportunities to take this further. 

 Locally based artists see more opportunities in the area for themselves. 
 Artists based outside Swale and Medway have been introduced to the 

area and are hoping to return and make more work. 
 There is an opportunity to build on the good work so far – for 

example, thinking how to include both the past and future of the towns 
and referencing themes across the areas. 

4.1. Programming which resonates in Swale and Medway 

This was one of the key aims for Ideas Test in their Story of Change, reflecting 
the high levels of challenge in the areas in terms of deprivation levels. People at 
the workshop spoke about ‘celebrating the colour and flavour’ of the place and 
saw arts and culture as an excellent way to do this. It is supported as an 
objective by participants as well as staff.  

This area also formed a driver for developing new partnerships as it offered 
opportunities to work with individuals and organisations with place making aims 
beyond the arts.  

A lot of work was done in this area. Prior to autumn 2018, an overwhelming 
majority of Ideas Test’s projects had been delivered in Swale (92% overall to the 
end of December 2018), meaning penetration into Medway was a challenge. This 
started to move towards a better balance, and 35% of projects, including the 
two largest, were delivered mainly in Medway in October to December 2018. In 
the final year, the projects were more balanced, with 49% being held in Swale, 
and 42% in Medway.63 

Another challenge to geographic balance has been the location of the Ideas Test 
office in the High Street at Sittingbourne (in Swale) meaning that a lot of work 
was naturally delivered from there. Ideas Test was the first CPP with a ‘shop 
front’, which is of mixed value (see below). In addition to the effect this has had 

 

 
63 7 events were held elsewhere in England as BLINK toured to other CPPs. 
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on the weighting of programming towards Swale (and Sittingbourne in 
particular), there has also been an impact on identification of Ideas Test with the 
problematic regeneration of Sittingbourne, potentially giving a local challenge to 
their message, but also linking them to a very local issue of little relevance to 
the rest of Swale, and certainly to the Medway towns. 

The team, and particularly the new Director, were very aware of this, and have 
worked on overcoming it using references from local history and culture in the 
new programming, such as the Barn Raising project which combines the old and 
the new in a site-specific piece, and by locating key pieces of work across 
Medway and both areas. In particular, Sea Folk Sing draws on the river heritage 
of the three local rivers – Swale, Medway and Thames – linking the many 
communities along their bank and stories and memories from the past with new 
audiences. Participants value ‘being part of something wider’. Further work with 
young people explores their views of the potential futures of Medway and Swale. 

The end of Phase 2 coincides with a move to new offices in Gillingham which 
both repositions Ideas Test within Medway and removes the ‘shop front’ aspect, 
as it is an office base with no direct access from the street.  

The new office is, however, within a thriving community centre containing a 
range of other local community groups and businesses. It will be important to 
explore how this affects programming and how Ideas Test maximises the 
benefits it offers without getting too overcommitted to Gillingham in particular.  

4.2. An emotional connection 

Engaging with communities is at the heart of Ideas Test’s way of working. Co-
production is a focus: working in partnership to deliver excellent arts 
experiences. Creating an emotional connection has been evident in projects like 
Sea Folk Sing and has a powerful impact on connection and pride. Its role in 
bringing people together and making new connections can be seen in feedback. 

Some of the projects that Ideas Test has run focus on the local community, their 
experiences and the history of the area. Through the projects, participants have 
been able to connect with each other as well as the area itself. 

 

…During the making process, [the project] allowed participants 
to share their memories connected to the town centre through 
conversation and reflections. Participants could also be imaginary 
about their creations if they chose. 
Artist  

 

BLINK was a fantastic project that brought people from all 
different backgrounds together to complete activities together. It 
opened up discussions and got people to think differently about 
things. 
BLINK participant 
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Today was surprising and extremely enjoyable. Learnt a lot 
about myself and how music helps me. A lovely inclusive, 
understanding non-judgmental session. 
SFS participant 

 

Participants enjoyed being able to see information about their local history. A 
focus on history is a way of finding out untold stories better connecting people to 
their place. 

 

Lovely to see all the things displayed about local history. 
Be Kind participant 

 

…It’s pulling out the stories…it’s picking up on the stories that 
people have, that are untold stories in the first place… 
Sea Folk Sing choir member feedback 

 

Participants said they felt they were telling their 'working class 
histories' which are rarely heard publicly. 
Artist 

 

Participants were also asked to give three words that described Swale and 
Medway. There was a mix of what could be perceived as positive and negative 
words used with the most popular being ‘creative’ and ‘diverse’. In contrast to 
this, the words ‘unreachable’ and ‘lost’ were the next most popular. This 
demonstrates how participants are connected to the area in terms of art and 
creativity, but also highlights the challenges faced within the area [in terms of 
wider engagement and deprivation].  

 

Figure 12: Wordcloud "what three words would you use to describe Swale and 
Medway (base=11) 
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4.3. A shared experience 

Projects like LGBT+ Creatives gave local young people the opportunity to 
influence local perceptions. This investment and experience could have a positive 
impact on their connection with the area.  

There was a sense that Ideas Test has given participants a safe space so they 
can share their experience and then engage and connect with their peers as well 
as do work that will impact on the local perceptions. Connecting to others who 
have been through a similar experience or simply hearing about other people’s 
experiences has given some participants a sense of comfort, knowing that they 
are not alone. 

Participants understood that they might have a range of responses to their work 
as it had the potential to be provocative for some. But through the support of 
the project and peers, they were accepting of whatever responses are received. 

Some of the key participants and volunteers had been active members of the 
community before, allowing engagement with communities at grass level. 
Utilising these individuals was a way of sharing more widely what Ideas Test 
does and engaging more people in the projects. 

 

We’re all embedded in the community. 
Sea Folk Sing choir member feedback 

 

This is for us. 
Take on Me participant  

The Creative Job Club opened up opportunities in the local area for placements, 
strengthening participants’ connection to the area rather than gaining skills and 
taking them elsewhere. This brings the potential for positive impact on 
employers who may not have looked locally for new members of staff – changing 
their view on the quality of local people as employees. 

The effectiveness of this emotional connection is clear through some examples:  

 Sea Folk Sing made real and emotional connections between the area 
and its local history of WW1. People learnt more, understood more and 
felt the connection. There was a sense of pride in and around the stations 
from Sittingbourne to Sheppey. 

 A regular visitor to No.34 listened to what Sea Folk Sing was about and 
took the time to go through his belongings and take a relevant item to 
Ideas Test for them to use.  

 Through Disquiet, participants were encouraged to think about Swale and 
Medway, what they love about the area and what they don’t like, 
generating a connection to the unique place. 

 Meeting new people is a consistent theme through a number of projects 
that Ideas Test runs. It is causing people, quite likely to be local, to make 
connections and inadvertently connect more with the area. 
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4.4. Changing artists’ perceptions of working in Swale and 
Medway 

Through participation in these projects, artists reported having been made to 
open up and connect to their community. This in turn has presented further 
opportunities for them with the local communities. 

Through participation with Ideas Test, local artists have changed their attitude 
towards Swale and Medway. 33% of local artists said they had a little better 
attitude towards the area and 17% a lot better. This is likely to mean that they 
are more willing to look for and do more work within the project area again 
keeping their skills and expertise within the area. 

One artist commented that the new opportunities and working locally has been a 
long term aim for them. This is something that they have achieved as a result of 
participating in Ideas Test project. 

Of the artists who responded to the survey who lived outside Swale and 
Medway, 36% were totally new to working in the area, and another three had 
only worked in either Swale or Medway. Those who were new to working in the 
area had really enjoyed working there. 

60% of non-Swale & Medway artists answered ‘completely’ when asked about 
the likelihood of being more likely to work in Swale and Medway. Only 30% had 
changed their view of the area. This demonstrates the positive impact of 
delivering quality arts projects. 

 

I love it in both areas, they are super vibrant interesting places 
to make art in. 
Artist Survey 

 

Another noted that the “artistic community here is great but needs investment.” 

Although this is just a start, clearly there is potential for Ideas Test to be a 
conduit for artists both locally based and from elsewhere to work together in the 
Swale and Medway areas. This will encourage more work and develop new 
national partnerships, sharing artistic ambition, ideas and capacity within Swale 
and Medway and nationally. 

4.5. Understanding the Value of Change 

In this phase, we used a Value of Change method where the team and 
participants prioritise their outcomes and compare them with other nationally 
recognised Subjective Wellbeing Valuations [Building on our development of 
Valuation DIY]. 

The exercise asks participants an open question about what difference Ideas 
Test made to them, and allows them to negotiate a prioritisation of outcomes, 
reaching a consensus about which are the most valuable.  It then asks them to 
intersperse those outcomes with others with a known value – in this case we use 
outcomes that have had a Subjective Wellbeing Valuation applied.  Finally, 

http://happymuseumproject.org/valuation-diy/
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participants see the inferred values, and provide a reality test that the picture 
we have painted is fair.   

With two groups completing the exercise, with quite different perspectives (Sea 
Folk Sing participants and the staff team) our learning is limited,  and the 
exercise will be repeated with a range of participants throughout Phase 3 to 
continue to build a fuller picture. 

What we saw at this point was that participants described outcomes very similar 
to the intentions established in Ideas Test’s Story of Change – namely 
community cohesion, feeling part of something wider, shared history and stories, 
having ‘so much in common’.  These outcomes were much more highly valued 
than being an audience to the arts, or being on a part time course, or even 
having a secure job.  This is mirrored by results we’ve found in another CPP area 
we evaluate, where participants value ‘hobbies’ more highly than jobs. It shows 
how important a fulfilling creative life can be for the type of people that engage 
with CPPs, who are often older.  It also compares with another Kent Festival 
where we’ve used the tool, which found that ‘great art’ was the lowest value, 
with connection to people and the town the highest.  

See appendices for the values and ranking. 
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5. Networks, ambassadors and 
partners for Ideas Test 
This section considers how Ideas Test is developing one overall CPP 
theme: building new partnerships and is an area in which there has been 
rapid change during Phase 2. It also covers information on two of the 
related outcomes of the new Ideas Test Story of Change: 

 To create networks and ambassadors for Ideas Test to better support the 
arts ecology of Swale and Medway; and  

 That partners and business become more creative, effective and likely to 
invest in the area. 

These two are clearly aspirational aims, not to be evaluated at this stage, but 
there is an urgency to address the issues and opportunities that lie behind them. 
At the 2018 Story of Change session, there was a real push from partners and 
other external stakeholders (e.g. participants, commissioned artists) to ensure 
the narrative and value of Ideas Test was shared more. Loosely summarised as 
‘clearly telling the Ideas Test story’, the repetition of these in the original 
‘visioning’ exercise (the first of the day) clearly reflected a concern from local 
advocates that it should make more effort to explain itself, and ensure people 
locally understood what it is about. 

There have been massive shifts in this aspiration during 2019, with a far wider 
understanding of what the value of Ideas Test is, and a myriad of links 
developed. Further work needs to go beyond consolidating the new reputation of 
Ideas Test as a project partners want to work with, to include consideration 
about what it should offer partners and active participants, and to support them 
to become ‘ambassadors’ for Ideas Test and art more broadly. It also requires 
thought around the role of Ideas Test within the local arts, cultural and wider 
landscape, and the extent to which Ideas Test can shape, lead, run or catalyse 
activity beyond being a contributing partner. 

We firstly consider Ideas Test’s brand locally along with how this has changed 
and opportunities to take it further. We then look at some of the emerging 
opportunities which Ideas Test is generating and developing to work with a 
range of local individuals and organisations. 

We find: 

 Good relationships with organisations locally, which have been built 
on to good effect both among the arts, community and statutory sectors.  

 Ideas Test’s high visibility and position on key partnerships offers 
opportunities to link into major projects and play a strategic role 
for the sector. 

 Opportunities arising from the surge in interest in volunteering and 
potential to build on this commitment. 

 Potential to develop a network of ambassadors for Ideas Test and for 
arts in Swale and Medway – but the need to be clear what is needed 
and offered. 

 Recent successes offer a wealth of opportunity to develop new 
partnerships and funding, reaching less engaged communities - this work 
needs to be prioritised to ensure longer term sustainability. 
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5.1. A changed reputation 

 

Ideas Test had a very bad press among the artists and creatives 
of Medway for quite a while after it first started to engage with 
the local community (back when I lived in Medway), for many 
reasons. It tried hard but seemed to become more and more 
ruling top-down rather than socially engaged with what people 
were asking/wanting to work on and support within their local, 
micro-communities. The new leadership seems to have turned 
this around somewhat. 
Artist (in 2018) 

 

Ideas Test has successfully transformed its reputation after a long period of 
decline. In 2018 there was already hope with the arrival of the new director and 
explicit steps to build new links. Despite mention of negative prior experiences, 
all partners spoke extremely positively about their recent experience, even at 
times explicitly contrasting with earlier experience. During 2019 this has 
continued, with people actively seeking out Ideas Test to work with (partners, 
artists, participants, volunteers). People want to do more with Ideas Test. 

The Ideas Test team values ‘Ideas Test being valued’ highly, demonstrating how 
this understanding is shared through the whole team.  Everyone takes shared 
responsibility for raising the profile and improving the reputation, linked to 
networks and ambassadors who inform programming and support the arts 
ecology. The team have attracted new partners as well as building on existing 
relationships - their approach is one of working collaboratively; they seem more 
visible; are expanding their networks and are viewed as the ‘people in the 
know’. 

 

Ideas Test staff had outstanding knowledge of the local area and 
were therefore able to set up partnerships with incredible local 
organisations as well as support with marketing and publicity 
that suited the local audiences. 
Artist 

 

The team are actively being visible and participating which has supported the 
transformation, for example attending council and partner meetings and 
sometimes facilitating activities. 

 

I recognise them as a local valuable organisation that works with 
local artists and communities. The brief sounded very exciting, 
especially the opportunity to co-produce with young people. 
BLINK artist 
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Building their reputation has extended beyond partners and artists.  

 

I think what you are doing at Ideas Test is brilliant. 
Participant, Sea Folk Sing  

5.2. Building new networks of support 

As a result of the transformation of reputation, there are many new networks of 
support for Ideas Test. These networks are valued by everyone in the team and 
every opportunity has been made to create new networks and connections.  

 

Great to have Ideas Test support during the Leeds Castle 
project; vital for the partnership working. 
Artist 

 

Ideas Test also recognises that if networks of support are to be maintained then 
local people, artists and organisations feel able to have their say and shape how 
Ideas Test should work with and connect to the area. This is built into 
consultation work and all project planning.  

 

… What we do is valued by our partners, and this is increasingly 
recognised in Medway, but also in Swale. Community Champions 
are delighted to be invited to help with the programme and we 
now have a cohort of talented young people developing as 
Producers, Commissioners and Leaders. We are being recognised 
as supporting and advocating for the arts locally whether that is 
amateur, voluntary or professional.  
Lucy Medhurst, Ideas Test Director 

 

5.2.1. Position on key partnership groups 

Due to a combination of strategic positioning, the skills and experience of the 
Director, and the circumstances of the locality, Ideas Test is now on a number of 
key strategic groups within the sub-region. These include Medway’s Cultural 
Partnership which is currently developing a new ten-year Cultural Strategy which 
will include the ambition to bid for UK City of Culture in 2025. Ideas Test is seen 
as a key player within the Medway cultural ecology and will undoubtedly play a 
strong part in the narrative around the bid. This position is partly due to the fact 
that Medway – and North Kent as a whole – has a relatively weak cultural 
ecology which allows Ideas Test to ‘bat above its weight’. This is helped by the 
fact that the Director is among the more experienced arts professionals in the 
area and this should be borne in mind when looking at future staff profile.  

Ideas Test is also key within other local initiatives such as Creative Estuary and 
Kent and Medway Cultural Transformation Board, and is in a strong position to 
build further on the networks and knowledge which arise from this. 
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5.2.2. Links with non-arts organisations 

Ideas Test has also always had strong links with non-arts organisations and the 
lead organisation has from the start been one of the local voluntary service 
organisations, Swale Community and Voluntary Service. This, along with the 
newer and growing relationships with Medway Voluntary Action and Sheppey 
Matters, also on the Consortium, gives an obvious route into the community 
sector of the two areas. Work in the Phase has drawn extensively on these links 
with community organisations, particularly as venues and as partners for 
example: Eastern Sheppey Working Men’s Club; Sheerness Clocktower; Sunlight 
Healthy Living Centre Gillingham; Priestfield Stadium, Gillingham Football Club; 
Gillingham High Street and Gravesend High Street were all used for Sea Folk 
Sing programming. From our observation, the finale event of Sea Folk Sing at 
Sheerness East working men’s club was notable in drawing an audience of 
around sixty, as well as appreciation and interest from the football fans in the 
bar next door.  

5.2.3. Volunteers  

Since 2018 there has been an increase in applications from volunteers. This 
includes people volunteering for one event and then going on to volunteer for 
Ideas Test in general, having clearly gained real benefit from the first 
experience.  

The benefits of this interest and commitment are clear in the increase in the 
value of the number of hours of volunteering time given over the Phase. This 
total went from the equivalent of £1,282 in 2017/18 to £19,380 in 2018/19, and 
there was a further £1,399 in 2019/20.  

This is an obvious area for development and there is a desire in the team to use 
volunteers’ strengths and to develop their skills more. There is a recognition that 
their ambition (and openness to taking risk) will not only help to raise the profile 
of Ideas Test, but also leave a legacy of interest and skills locally. 

Nurturing this group has been challenging in terms of the logistics of getting the 
volunteers together for training alongside team changes, although there is a 
clear plan and lead for the next Phase in terms of focussing on this group. 

5.2.4. Ambassadors for Ideas Test 

There are a number of local people, many without a particular arts background, 
who see the value of Ideas Test and what it could bring to their area, or to the 
groups and communities they work with. A community radio station controller 
fed back at the Sea Folk Sing celebration by stating how important Ideas Test 
was for his area as it offered something that wasn’t otherwise available. He 
explained how they had moved from mentioning Ideas Test events in a weekly 
arts round up to highlighting them in the more mainstream ‘what’s on’, which he 
intended to do more. In 2019, Sea Folk Sing was featured on local media again 
with positive feedback.  

Following the profile raising and communications around Sea Folk Sing and Take 
on Me, which offered a platform for sharing Ideas Test’s work and ambition, the 
director and team have received a number of messages of support and 
suggestions of partnership from non-arts organisations interested in offering 
something locally for older people.  
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Alongside this, there were numerous examples shared by people at the Story of 
Change workshop of local individuals, often with a non-arts background, who 
had supported and promoted the work of Ideas Test because of their 
experiences.  

This is definitely an area which can be built on further, as well as there being 
opportunity to learn from the Sea Folk Sing and Take on Me projects about how 
to capitalise on specific, more high-profile events. 

5.2.5. Potential investment and venue partners 

There is feedback that the delivery of high-quality projects makes partners want 
to work with Ideas Test again, including the rail partners for Sea Folk Sing, for 
example. The Moving Memory event at The Forum was well attended, and the 
Forum gave positive feedback about the activity which sets up the potential for 
using the venue again. 

The success and quality of Take on Me at Hoo Leisure Centre has created a 
future potential for Medway Sports Team to open up their rooms for culture, 
increasing the opportunity to attract new audiences and reaching people who 
typically don’t attend the arts. Following this, links have been made with 
community centres around the area, and work is in progress to build on these. 

All the local artists felt that the projects they were involved in had made a 
difference in how the partners valued the arts or created a new partnership. 
42% of the non-local artists felt that the work had created a new partnership 
and 39% felt it had made an existing one stronger. 

 

Contact with Ideas Test colleagues has led to devising new 
projects. 
Artist Survey 

 

However, there was a feeling that in some ways this was pushing at already 
open doors in terms of partners:  

 

I think most of the partners were already engaged in the arts. 
The Rail Partnership were particularly pleased with the public 
engagement with live music on the trains and with the 
presentation of the work. 
Artist Survey 

 

However, there was still a value in connecting with them as this would allow 
Ideas Test to reach communities who could gain a different view on the arts. 

 

All partners believed in the project from the outset and all valued 
the impact the arts can have on local communities. Through 
working with these partners, the communities we worked with 
gained a new perspective on the arts. 
Artist Survey 
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6. Embedding reflection and learning 
In this section, following another overall CPP theme: Commitment to 
action learning for change we look at how Ideas Test is operating as an 
action learning project and environment. We focus on the relevant 
context of Ideas Test: location and history; the governance and 
leadership; the approach and the way Ideas Test is embedding 
reflection and learning.  

This fits with the Ideas Test Story of Change aims that Good practice is shared, 
and the Ideas Test approach is valued.  

We find: 

 Phase 2 has been a time of strain and challenge for Ideas Test, which has 
affected programming, learning and sharing. It is important to take 
this into account in any analysis and planning. 

 A revived and expanded Consortium offering stronger governance 
support but more time capacity, as well as a permanent 
independent Chair, is now needed to ensure strategic support and 
challenge in key areas. 

 During this Phase, the new Director has turned around Ideas Test in 
terms of financial security, strategy, reputation and partnerships. 

 Staff capacity remains a risk factor, particularly in the transition to 
the lower funding levels of Phase 3. 

 Ideas Test is a great group of people to work with, valued for 
warmth, commitment, expertise and local knowledge.  

 Ideas Test are thinking very creatively about engagement and 
marketing to address their challenge of engaging new audiences. 

 The approach is valued by partners who do work with Ideas Test and 
they wish it was more widely known. 

 Reflection and learning have been a gap in the past, which contributed to 
a drift in vision and direction, this is changing but further work is 
needed to ensure strong data collection and ability to evidence 
the full value of Ideas Test’s work. 

6.1.  The Ideas Test context 

As outlined in Section 1, Ideas Test has faced a lot of issues and changes over 
the course of Phase 2. These have presented challenges but have also given rise 
to creative solutions and opportunities for the programme.  

6.1.1. Location and locality 

Ideas Test was unusual – and initially unique – among CPPs in the fact that it 
had a ‘shop front’ in the form of No.34 High Street, Sittingbourne for the first 
two Phases of operation. This was the office space but was also a shop front in 
the middle of the high street, and was kept open by the team during office 
hours. 

This provided some real benefits: the fact that people could drop in and come 
upon Ideas Test by chance was a real positive for an arts organisation that 
aimed to engage non-attenders as it offered casual engagement. It was well-
regarded by many of the local participants who attended the Story of Change 
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workshop, and clearly it was useful for Ideas Test in that they could easily 
mount exhibitions and events which would attract passing visitors, without 
having to organise hire and access. The benefits and value gained from No.34 
were discussed at length in the Phase 1 evaluation report.  

However, there were several serious issues with the base, including the need to 
maintain an old building, with distant landlords, which led to financial and time 
costs as well as the reputational issues in terms of the link to the local developer 
of Sittingbourne. There was also an issue that having a base in Sittingbourne 
(Swale) tended to lead to a preponderance of programming being in Swale, and 
in Sittingbourne in particular. This was extreme in year 1 with only 2% of events 
taking place in Medway, which contains two thirds of the population of the area.  

This issue of the location at No.34 has been resolved as Ideas Test moved to 
new space in Gillingham in early 2020. This has been met with very positive 
responses from partners and the local arts ecology. At a presentation by the 
Director at the Medway Cultural Partnership meeting in 2020, comments were 
made about how pleased attendees were that Ideas Test will be in Gillingham. 
Ideas Test are now present in Medway, new contacts have been made, for 
example with the football stadium, and this has been the right thing to do. It 
provides a great springboard for Phase 3 and the business plan encapsulates 
this. 

6.1.2. History and change 

Ideas Test as an organisation experienced a period of huge change in 2017 and 
2018. There was a delay in starting Phase 2 work and programming due to not 
receiving funding for this at first application. This led to a drift in programming 
and the decision of the Director to leave once funding for Phase 2 was secured, 
and a gap between her departure and the arrival of the new Director meant that 
there were changes in style and approach. In addition, a shortage of staff 
reduced programming and strategic planning. 

Furthermore, this unpredictability, followed by the need for a reduced budget to 
fit with reductions in core funding in Phase 3 (funding available from Arts Council 
England for Phase 3 was half that available for Phase 2), led to job uncertainty 
and staff turnover. 

The need to submit funding applications to fill finance shortfall in Phase 2 and 
then secure Phase 3 funding and match meant that the Director was writing 
funding bids on an almost constant basis. These were remarkably successful but 
put further strain on the small staff team’s capacity. 

6.2. Governance and leadership 

6.2.1. Governance 

Ideas Test, like all CPPs, was set up initially as a project of a lead organisation, 
but with a consortium of multiple partners to provide leadership and links to 
other sectors. There has been a lot of discussion elsewhere on the benefits and 
issues with consortium working, and it is an area of continuing challenge for 
many CPPs.  

In the case of Ideas Test, the lead organisation from the start was Swale CVS, 
which is a membership body for the local voluntary and community sector in 



63  Ideas Test: Phase 2 Final Report 

Swale. The Director of Swale CVS was the Chair of the Consortium for the first 
half of the Phase (handed over to Interim Chair from Cement Fields midway 
through) and line manages the Director of Ideas Test, which is legally 
constituted as a project of Swale CVS. The Consortium also includes a number of 
locally based arts and community organisations, Kent University and 
representatives from Swale Borough Council, Medway Council and Kent County 
Council. The role of the Consortium is to ensure the CPP meets it core objectives 
and those of CPP generally, in particularly the artistic and engagement 
aspirations of CPP. This challenge, and support role, has been particularly useful 
for some CPPs, but has proved difficult to balance for many.  

Another challenge for many CPPs has been balancing the roles of Consortium 
and Lead Organisation, and the potential conflicts of interest between what each 
organisation may need, and what is needed by the project. As a result, the 
Consortium has agreed to set up Ideas Test as a Charitable Incorporated 
Organisation (CIO) in its own right. 

Our interim evaluation highlighted serious issues in terms of governance, 
evidenced by the risk levels identified by the main funder, and a lack of clarity of 
vision of Ideas Test. It was recognised that this was likely to be due to the 
issues identified above.  

In the year since those conclusions were made the situation has been radically 
improved, with risk levels back to normal, a strong new business plan and the 
financial future more secure. Expansion of the Consortium has meant a range of 
new skills and capacity brought to the programme.  

There remain concerns, as with any small organisation, and a need to continue 
to develop the Consortium and later the Board so they are able to support the 
delivery more fully in their challenge and connect roles. In particular, there is a 
need for a strong independent Chair who has time to support the Director, and 
for clear leads for the Consortium on engagement, fundraising, and artistic 
vision.  

6.2.2. Leadership capacity 

The Director has been extremely successful in turning around the programme 
and raising confidence in funders, partners and local people in the potential for 
Ideas Test. Appointment of a Deputy Director – initially on a temporary basis 
pending further funding – offers support for operational functions and succession 
planning. It is too early to conclude the effectiveness of this post as it is new, 
but it is a hopeful step. 

There are still issues in terms of time available for leadership – particularly into 
Phase 3 with core post hours being reduced and the potential or actuality of 
losing key and highly competent members of staff, particularly in terms of 
communications and engagement. Lack of capacity in these key areas could 
mean that the leadership is pulled into ‘filling the gaps’ as has happened over 
the course of Phase 2. Although the start of Phase 3 offers a new opportunity 
and the security of three years of Arts Council England CPP funding, there is 
already a pressure to think ahead to secure sustainability beyond the end of CPP 
and beyond arts sector funding.  

The Director and Deputy must ensure they are careful to balance demands for 
the urgent with the strategically important so that they can operate at strategic, 



64  Ideas Test: Phase 2 Final Report 

programming and managerial levels, which can be hard to prioritise and switch 
between.  

This balance would be further supported by a Chair with sufficient time to 
support some of the strategic and partnerships work, and consortium members 
able to input to challenge and development at a strategic level in key areas 
above.  

It is regularly noted by evaluators that CPP programmes should do less but do it 
better and more thoughtfully, and the latter was definitely true of Ideas Test at 
the beginning of Phase 2. This was addressed well during the latter part of Phase 
2 and is further refined down in the business plan for Phase 3, with the target 
areas identified for reaching new audiences key to this.  

6.3. The approach 

Ideas Test’s approach is regularly explicitly commented upon by partners, artists 
and participants. It is seen as warm, locally expert and, as of late 2018, open to 
new partnerships and new ideas.  

6.3.1. Warmth, commitment, expertise and local knowledge 

Feedback to the evaluators regularly references the skills and commitment of the 
Ideas Test team, with their ability to provide links into local networks, their 
commitment to high quality work and support, and their warmth and likeability 
noted across the different responses. This seems to be a constant over the 
whole of the Phase and is particularly impressive given the uncertainty and 
changes in leadership and vision they have been operating within.  

From late 2018 the team continued the quality and warmth of approach, but 
focused further on partnership building and co-production. Ideas Test is learning 
from other CPPs who have been successful in working with communities to make 
work using models developed by Appetite, Creative Scene and LeftCoast, all of 
whom have managed to involve and empower communities to programme their 
own work and, in some cases, fundraise and programme art independently of 
the CPP. 

6.3.2. Using digital engagement - beyond simple marketing 

As a whole the digital channels have both a marketing and communications 
function – telling people that Ideas Test exists and publicising events, shows and 
artists. 

Reviewing Idea Test’s main digital channels, we can see this in action – whether 
it’s a tweet about hosting #ChildrensArtWeek (15 June 2018) or the numerous 
posts around Dante or Die Theatre’s Take On Me on Facebook. 

Take On Me is a good example of using visuals from the show, Dante or Die’s 
own publicity materials and a 1980s music theme to generate a stream of social 
media content. There is also encouragement for people to sign up to take part 
(Tweet about Play in a Week). 

Ideas Test has experimented with broader uses of digital in Phase 2, including 
these examples: 



65  Ideas Test: Phase 2 Final Report 

 A Sea Folk Sing performance64 was streamed live on YouTube. A number 
of challenges, for example sound quality and copyright issues, meant it 
was a learning experience and will inform future live streams. 

 Involvement with AMA’s Digital Lab has inspired the Ideas Test team to 
produce an InstaZine (December 2018) and organise a forthcoming trial 
of podcasting. 

 A Digital Skills projects with young carers group. 

However, the Ideas Test team have a very creative and flexible approach to 
digital marketing, recognising the need to mix it with word of mouth and 
respond to what any given community needs: 

 

We often get messages about previous projects, what we have 
coming up and just last week we had a local unknown [to us] 
artist contact us … She had found out about us through doing a 
workshop here at No.34 with her daughter, then by having a 
chat with me at a local [café] … 
Ideas Test staff member 

 

This story demonstrates the team’s recognition both that social (or digital) 
media don’t work in isolation, and that social media can start conversations. 

6.3.3. How the approach is received  

As stated above, most feedback to the evaluation specifically noted the 
commitment of Ideas Test staff, including:  

 

Their link with local communities in Medway and Swale and their 
extensive knowledge of these areas. Their focus on taking high 
quality arts into these communities. Their interest in and support 
for artists. Their belief in emerging companies and new projects. 
Artist Survey 

 

When asked about why people worked to work with Ideas Test, answers included 
their commitment to community engagement, their expertise and the learning to 
be gained, that their support was “fantastic” and: 

 

It's an organisation that allows experimentation and encourages 
new partners through the arts. 
Artist Survey 

 

 

 
64 Archived at https://youtu.be/Qcx2k53aJbA 
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Beth was fantastic to work with, super organised, really aware of 
the local community working extremely well with the college and 
students on marketing to ensure we have a full house for each 
show as well as doing all the liaising and evaluating with the 
venue and ourselves. A real pleasure. 
Artist Survey 

 

Informal feedback from participants during visits and workshops also 
corroborated this sense that Ideas Test has an approach that feels appropriate 
and is valued by those who know them.  

 

I haven’t enjoyed a workshop so much in ages – really buzzy 
and, as F said, a very supportive atmosphere. If only we could 
bottle that… 
Feedback from workshop leader, Creative Job Club evaluation 

6.4. Reflection and learning 

In common with most other CPPs, the Ideas Test team has found it hard to 
balance the different elements of action learning, specifically finding time to 
plan, reflect and adapt amidst the pressure to deliver a wide range of objectives 
in a short time. Added to this, the lack of leadership and direction meant that 
reflection and particularly strategic planning for change were absent for the first 
part of the Phase. However, there were numerous examples during the time 
between leadership of the team adapting and improving as they deliver, so the 
intention and potential was definitely present. Great steps forward were taken 
during the second part of the Phase, including a new approach to reflection and 
review linked to the evaluation.  

6.4.1. Commitment to learn from partners 

One of the three core principles of CPP is working with different (and non-arts) 
partners to build cross-sector partnerships, and thus share learning and diversify 
funding to the arts. Ideas Test shows strong evidence in its relationships 
including, for example, from their strong relationship with local homelessness 
charity Porchlight. Within this relationship, the team has gained awareness of 
LGBT+ gender and identity issues, enabling them to change perceptions more 
widely. They have also supported good practice within a new LGBT+ 
safeguarding process and inclusive language. 

6.4.2. Plan-do-review 

The team have worked hard with MB Associates to begin to implement a formal 
action learning approach, developed initially in Transported CPP, called plan-do-
review, which involves developing a Story of Change for each project: 
specifically considering who it is aimed at and why - what difference it intends to 
make for them. This is used to develop what they will deliver, and how, taking 
into account the resources brought and needed. This means that the team and 
partners who can be included in the process are thinking in terms of the social 
value of their work – including the inputs and outcomes, as well as the delivery 
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right from the start. This process started in Nov 2018 and the plan and do 
elements are well embedded.  

The ‘do’ element of the action learning involves structured reflection sessions on 
a regular basis, where the outcomes are considered, and learning is shared as a 
team. This has allowed a lot of the softer outcomes of the projects to be realised 
quickly and is a source of learning for evaluation and more importantly for 
adaptation of the programme. The final element ‘review’ involves creating a 
summary of each project, ideally on a page so that all the inputs, outcomes and 
learning can be easily considered. This has been harder to find time for and 
Phase 3 evaluation work needs to look at how to further embed this reflective 
process.  

The team reviewed what had worked well, what worked not so well and what 
needed changing at the end of 2019. This included reviewing the Story of 
Change to see if any new or unexpected outcomes had arisen. The review gave 
the team the time and space to share their thoughts and highlighted that their 
Story of Change is still relevant and applicable alongside capturing examples 
that demonstrated their outcomes. 

This was also an opportunity to reflect and change practices and which fed into 
an understanding of what resources Ideas Test needed to programme effectively 
and sustainably for the next Phase. 

6.4.3. Effective data collection 

While meeting funder requirements for both Arts Council England and other 
funders, the Ideas Test team hadn’t collected data widely beyond this before MB 
Associates were engaged, meaning that the audience data is partial in some 
areas, in particular in relation to understanding outcomes and experiences, 
rather than simply the demographic spread. In addition, the range of funder 
needs, and the lack of a shared evaluation framework designed around Ideas 
Test’s aims, means that participant experience data is not comparable between 
projects and in some areas is much less complete. This issue was partially 
overcome in the latter half of the Phase but was disrupted by staff turnover due 
to uncertainty around funding and posts, and further work is needed to ensure 
sufficient data collection to make strong conclusions on impact. 

This is an issue in that it is clear from comments and other anecdotal evidence – 
along with clear evidence from the projects where there is good collection - that 
Ideas Test is still achieving a great deal more in terms of outcomes than we can 
evidence, and so this evaluation will inevitably be underestimating the value 
created by the work. In particular, we plan to extend the Value of Change work 
to help overcome this. 

This needs to be addressed in Phase 3 and the new Deputy Director role is an 
excellent step in ensuring a strategic and consistent approach.  

6.4.4. Sharing learning nationally 

The Ideas Test team has taken an active role at the national level in CPP and 
other arts networks, hosting one of the 2018 gatherings and regularly 
contributing to discussions on Workplace – the network social media sharing 
platform.  
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They formed part of a pilot approach to create a good practice guide for 
understanding social value in the arts – Culture3 – which was developed by MB 
Associates with Kent County Council and several Kent organisations. It is now 
being shared nationally with interest at all levels thus raising Ideas Test’s profile 
and sharing learning. 

Ideas Test are also preparing case studies on recent successful projects, visiting 
other CPPs to gain and share ideas, contributing to all the national research on 
CPP, and looking for other ways to share learning.  

http://culturecubed.org/
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7. Conclusions and recommendations 

7.1. Conclusions 

Ideas Test has experienced a tumultuous three years, having to overcome issues 
with governance, leadership, funding and programming. Despite a step change 
in terms of direction, sustainability and leadership, and opportunities arising 
from the start of a new Phase of funding, there are still huge challenges to the 
programme. These are around capacity and the need to ensure sustainability in 
the long term. 

Despite all this, the team and partners have achieved amazing results including 
programming large exciting work and bringing in significant new funding. There 
is a lot of local support and buy-in to the concept and approach of Ideas Test. It 
is loved and appreciated locally for its ability to bring colour and interest to the 
local area, and the team’s commitment, and the local networks they hold.  

7.1.1. Considering the three National Research Questions 

Ideas Test is reaching audiences new to the arts, across Swale and 
Medway, and bringing high quality work which excites and inspires people 
to engage further. They have been particularly effective in encouraging people to 
give hours of time volunteering or participating in the work. This is a strong 
feature of the ‘everyday creativity’ that is at the heart of the CPP programme. 

There is high quality art produced and performed and a commitment to 
engaging participants in the performance of the work, and to use local people 
and stories to shape and develop the work. There is a growing amount of work 
which genuinely involves local people in co-creation of high quality site-specific 
art, which improves on our last report’s conclusions.  

There is some clear learning about what works to engage people locally and 
programming in unusual spaces - as well as the value of partnerships and local 
ambassadors often from outside the arts sector.  

7.2. Recommendations 

Continue the good work and networks developed in Phase 2, following the 
business plan focuses for Phase 3, particularly around: engagement levels, 
quality of art and engagement, sustainability and strategic direction. Specifically: 

1. Balance approaches which reach larger audiences with the focused 
work needed to attract new attenders – all the while preserving 
Ideas Test’s values. 

2. Productions which are high quality and ambitious, but also have a 
strong local character, help engagement and reputation – ensure this 
is not diluted with the pressures of funding cuts and high 
engagement targets. 

3. Recognise the importance of making time to build and develop 
relationships – take a strategic role in local and sub-regional 
initiatives. This will help secure Ideas Test’s future but needs 
resourcing. 
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4. Reflect on priorities and strategic aims when looking at new work – 
Ideas Test needs to avoid being used as a ‘plug’ to fill other people’s 
gaps. 

5. Recognise the value of experienced and strong leadership and 
ensure this continues through support to the Director and 
recruitment of the Chair, and the Consortium playing their role. 

6. Carry out more strategic work on evidencing impact, particularly in 
areas of specialism around engaging and supporting young people, 
older people and developing work with local resonance. 

7. Maintain the Ideas Test approach of warmth, local knowledge and 
willingness to collaborate. 

8. Grasp the opportunities offered at this pivotal moment locally – take 
advantage of current initiatives like Medway’s UK City of Culture bid 
to further build sustainable partnerships and funding. 

9. Continue to keep an eye on the long-term: identify a place for Ideas 
Test beyond 2023 building on expertise in working cross-sector, 
using locally resonant work, to celebrate diverse experiences and 
bring joy. 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: Methodology and data sources 

Data was collected through a mix of primary qualitative and quantitative routes, 
along with analysis of secondary data from Ideas Test monitoring and external 
evaluations of individual projects. The Ideas Test team efficiently and openly 
shared all data, and were very keen to help in every way.  

Audience data collection  

A sample of audiences at Ideas Test events were surveyed using postcards on 
the day and at follow up. A range of questions were asked including if people like 
the event. This data formed the basis for ACE quarterly monitoring and has been 
used to understand patterns of attendance in terms of new audiences and 
demographic background as well as for postcode profiling. 

Audience postcode profiling  

Audience profiling was carried out by the Audience Agency under the national 
CPP contract. This informed our analysis. 

Participant data collection 

Participant feedback was collected within the project by the team or by other 
evaluators. This was gathered either directly from the participants by recording 
what they were saying and surveys or by the team capturing what they 
observed. Quantitative data was also gathered including the number of 
participants and attendances at workshops/rehearsals. A participant survey was 
sent out in Dec 2019 with a total of 10 responses and a feedback session was 
held in Dec 2019 with five Sea Folk Sing participants. 

Artists survey 

Artists feedback has been gathered using a questionnaire on Survey Monkey. 
This was sent to 47 artists that Ideas Test had worked with in Phase 2. 
Responses were collected in Nov-Dec 2018 and Dec 2019. A total of 43 
responses were collected. 31 respondents indicated that they are local to the 
Swale and Medway area, 19 were based elsewhere.  

Story of Change workshop 

Ideas Test wanted to have a clear story to share with participants, audiences, 
partners and funders about the difference that they make. This could then be 
reviewed periodically to make ensure the story was being followed (or not). 

They chose to do this through a Story of Change. This is a shared, logical plan 
(or review) of the difference an organisation wants to make and how. There are 
four sections: 

 Why (vision and outcomes) 
 What (activity) 
 Who (people who matter) and, 
 How (commitments, investments and resources). 

It involves as many stakeholders as possible to ensure that all perspectives can 
be considered, and any unexpected outcomes can be highlighted. 
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A Story of Change must ‘stack up’ as a plausible chain of events. First, the 
expected differences that will be made are identified before moving to the who, 
what and how as this allows for the chain of events to be checked.  

To create their Story of Change, Ideas Test involved many stakeholders ranging 
from participants, artists, partners, local council and funders. 74 people were 
invited to the workshop and 24 attended. During a workshop, the why (vision 
and outcomes), who (stakeholders) and how (ways of working) of the Story of 
Change were worked through with everyone having the opportunity to input. 
This allowed Ideas Test to be aware of and understand the different perspectives 
from those in the room and to see how they aligned with their own thoughts. 

Throughout the session, responses were grouped and categorised in order to 
make the information manageable and to apply logic. The participants worked in 
a variety of ways to draw out the information. This was done as a large group, in 
small groups and individually, therefore creating an environment that supported 
different working styles whilst making sure everyone had a voice. 

For those who were unable to attend, the Story of Change was circulated to the 
74 people invited to the workshop allowing all stakeholders to input. 

The Story of Change is a working document in the sense that it is reviewed 
regularly to check that it is as it should be. If there are gaps, or things that are 
not happening, then these are amended. It allows Ideas Test to interrogate what 
they are doing and validates why they are doing it. 

Ideas Test’s Story of Change is forming the basis for the evaluation plan for 
2019 onwards. 

An additional workshop was held with the team to support them to develop 
Stories of Change for their projects. It used the same structure, as above. 

Value of Change workshop 

Two Value of Change workshops were held towards the end of 2019, one with 
the Ideas Test team and another with five Sea Folk Sing participants. 

The method allows participants prioritise their outcomes and compare them with 
other nationally recognised Subjective Wellbeing Valuations [Valuation DIY]. 

Participants negotiate a prioritisation of outcomes, reaching a consensus about 
which are the most valuable. They are then asked to intersperse those outcomes 
with others with a known value – in this case using outcomes that have had a 
Subjective Wellbeing Valuation applied. Finally, participants see the inferred 
values, and provide a reality test that the picture we have painted is fair. 

Plan-Do-Review approach 

To enable Ideas Test’s learning to be captured regularly and consistently, a plan-
do-review approach has been applied: 

 All projects have their own Story of Change aligned to the programme 
SoC to Plan delivery. Where possible these should include partners and 
participants.  

 During delivery (the Doing) a monthly learning discussion brings all 
projects together for discussion about key themes hosted by MB 
Associates. This is aligned with the Story of Change outcomes. 

http://happymuseumproject.org/valuation-diy/
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 After delivery, projects are Reviewed through their Story of Change to 
see what outcomes have been achieved. 

Digital and social media analysis 

The digital and social media analysis was carried out via: 

 Email and telephone discussion with Kyra Cross (Ideas Test) – 2018, 
 A review of Ideas Test’s Social Media Reports and data (for the period of 

this report) 2018, 
 Access and interrogation of Idea’s Test’s Google Analytics – 2018 & 2019, 
 Review of Facebook and Twitterstream, including sampling a three-month 

period – 2018. 

Desk analysis of secondary sources 

Secondary data has been gathered from other sources such as Moving Memory 
evaluation and Sea Folk Sing Most Significant Change. Desk analysis included 
social media statistics, Consortium minutes and ACE monitoring reports. We 
have drawn on these, triangulating with the qualitative and quantitative data, to 
understand the difference Ideas Test has made and what elements particularly 
work or do not work. 

Audience Data collection: sample sizes 

Physical visitors and audience to project events – collected between April 2017 
and December 2018: 

Sample 795 respondents 

 Sea Folk Sing 113 respondents 
 Sea Folk Sing celebratory event 
 Art in the Park (+ design tablecloth) 75 respondents 
 Take on Me 158 respondents 

Physical visitors and audience to project events – collected between April 2018 
and December 2019: 

Sample 220 respondents 

 Sea Folk Sing 69 respondents 
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Appendix 2: The Story of Change65  

 
 

 

 
65 Updated version, April 2019 
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Appendix 3: Closed question data from artist questionnaire 

 

Figure 13: The project advanced my practice 

 

Figure 14: The project was different to my typical practice 

 

Figure 15: The project was a bold choice for me 

 

Figure 16: The project was inventive 
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Figure 17: The project was original 

 

Figure 18: The project was a bold choice for the participants 

 

Figure 19: The project brought a new artform to participants 

 

Figure 20: The project helped me achieve a particular goal 

 

Figure 21: Quality of engagement 
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Figure 22: Quality of product 

 

Figure 23: Product co-created with participants? 

 

Figure 24: Did Ideas test affect the quality of your arts practice with communities? 

The above used a sliding scale between ‘not at all’, which equals 0, to ‘completely’, which 
equals a score of 100. 

 

Figure 25: Is this specific to this work with Ideas Test or just something that you do anyway? 

 

Figure 26: Would you describe you work as socially engaged? 



78  Ideas Test: Phase 2 Final Report 

 

 

 

Figure 27: Has this work/commission made any difference to… 
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Appendix 4: Value of Change 

Open questions allowed participants and the team to identify their own outcomes from the 
work, and these were then matched with Ideas Test outcomes (the middle columns) from the 
Story of Change.  These were agreed by the groups then ranked. Other outcomes for which 
we have researched valuations (the outside columns) were then interspersed in consensus. 
The Subjective Wellbeing (SWB) Valuations were then revealed. 

Open questions revealed these outcomes: 

 Community Cohesion 
 Feeling part of something wider 
 Shared history and stories 
 So much in common 
 Opportunity to co-create, sharing styles: 

- Contributing 
- Capturing 
- Doing things independently 

 Taking out of comfortable zone: 
- Try something new 

 Different voices speaking, diversity 
 Building relationships 
 Legacy - created something, own stuff now e.g. poetry and songs 

Ranking more or less matches the SWB Valuation, except for secure jobs for the participants. 
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