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Introduction 

This case study focuses on the 
development and achievements of 
the Gorton Visual Arts Group’s 
‘Rolling Programme.’ Drawing on 
interviews with the project lead and 
beneficiaries, and the monitoring 
information submitted as part of the 
programme’s six monthly review 
cycle, the case study is part of the 
evaluation of the Active 
Communities Programme managed 
by People’s Health Trust.   

About the project 

The Gorton Visual Arts Group was 
established in 2006 in the Gorton 
area of East Manchester. The group 
has been based in various studios in 
the past ten years, but currently 
resides in the recently converted 

Aviary Community Rooms in 
Debdale Park.  

The Rolling Programme ran from 
September 2014 to September 2015 
and aimed to engage people 
experiencing isolation and 
vulnerability in Gorton and increase 
their skills, confidence and social 
opportunities. The project was 
designed to focus on the heritage 
and culture of Gorton and comprised 
four ten-week visual arts projects, 
which were delivered across 40 
weekly sessions.  

Gorton is a neighbourhood which 
faces disadvantage, with many 
members of the community 
experiencing social and emotional 
isolation. The need for the Rolling 
Programme was identified through 
the group’s work with the local 
community, which, over time, led  

them to realise that there was a need 
to support older and more 
vulnerable people in the area, as well 
as to engage more young people.  

Main findings 

 Through its design and delivery, 
the Rolling Programme 
succeeded in empowering the 
group to take collective control 
over the direction of the project 
by putting different processes in 
place. The design and delivery of 
the project was formulated 
through an ongoing, ad-hoc 
process of discussion with group 
members and a more focused 
activity with local community 
groups. The structure of the 
project was flexible to adjust to 
the needs of the group and local 
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areas that emerged from these 
discussions. 

 The project met its targets but 
both the project lead and the 
participants identified that 
despite holding some successful 
engagement activities within the 
local community, there were 
difficulties getting people to 
attend the group on a regular 
basis. However, those who did 
attend reported having 
improved friendships and 
relationships, and reduced social 
isolation. 

Who is involved? 

Although the project had an initial 
focus on encouraging older people, 
young people and those with 
learning difficulties to join the group, 
the group decided that they did not 
want to limit other groups of people 
from participating and instead they 
wanted to encourage people from all 
backgrounds to attend.  

“It’s open to everybody and always 
will be.” (Project staff) 

To encourage people to join, the 
group created and distributed 
leaflets in the local area, increased 
their social media reach, used word-

of-mouth and attended community 
events. The project initially engaged 
people through the 2014 Gorton 
Carnival (a day-long parade that runs 
through Gorton, celebrating the 
local history and culture of the area) 
by holding an open printing 
workshop, where people were able 
to freely enter the studio and try out 
the printing classes.  

The project was led by the group’s 
founder, whose role was to lead 
discussions with the local 
community to devise the subject 
matter, organise the group, adapt or 
change the structure depending on 
the needs of the group, manage the 
budget, and make sure that work 
was finalised in a professional 
manner ready to be showcased to 
local people. The project lead was 
helped by a support artist, who was 
involved in the project to provide 
additional, one-to-one support to 
some of the more vulnerable 
participants.  

Aside from the project lead and the 
support artist, there were no other 
formalised roles in the project. 
Participants were empowered to 
take on leadership roles as an aside 
to the project; for example some of 
the women worked together to hold 
table-top sales to raise more funds 
to buy art materials. Other 
beneficiaries volunteered in different 
ways, such as attending events and 
talking to others about their work 
and the wider work of the project. 

The group also worked with other 
local groups and organisations as 
part of both the consultation process 
and the final showcasing of art. In 
particular, the group worked closely 
with the local history group, to 
devise the subject matter for the 
ten-week projects. In addition, the 
group liaised with the local council 
ward officer, local schools and 
retirement homes in the Gorton area 

as a means to showcase their work 
to the wider community. 

What opportunities does 
the project offer? 

As the structure of Rolling 
Programme was based on four ten-
week projects, the participants 
benefitted from exposure to a wide 
range of artistic practices including 
painting, mosaics and printing. The 
project lead felt that the project 
could push people to try out new 
things, thus improving their skills 
and confidence in different art 
forms. A key part of the project was 
that the final pieces would be 
showcased across Gorton, providing 
recognition for the group members. 

“I think it’s a constant challenge, to 
increase the skills, to become involved 
in something [where] at the end of it, 
it doesn’t get shelved away; it gets 
seen by the many, not the few, so it’s 
recognition for the group members.”  
(Project staff) 

In addition, both the project lead and 
participants felt that the project 
offered something to the local 
community that was not available 
elsewhere in Gorton, in terms of the 
diversity of the project or the 
processes in place for collective 
control which resulted in a 
celebration of the local heritage. The 
empowerment of participants to 
lead the project was typically 
informal and arose from ad-hoc 
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discussions which the group would 
have during the sessions. 

“People had an opportunity to have a 
say in the direction of the project both 
in the present [during the project] and 
in the future.” (Project staff) 

The flexibility of the structure also 
enabled individuals to further 
explore areas of the project that they 
were particularly engaged with, 
alongside their work to create a 
collective piece of work. Most of the 
group members were given their 
own keys to the studio, so they could 
go in and work on the project outside 
of the session hours. This provided 
participants with the opportunity to 
develop their own piece of individual 
work that was inspired by the subject 
matter or artistic forms being used in 
the project.  

The Rolling Programme also offered 
people the opportunity to socialise 
with other members of community, 
through working together to 
produce art and discussing the 
direction they could take the project 
in.  

What has the project 
achieved?  

The Rolling Programme initially 
aimed to engage with 12 
participants, but 20 new local 
participants took part in activities 
throughout the project’s duration. In 
particular, the project improved the 
group’s ability to work with young 
people, as the Gorton Carnival 
proved to be successful for engaging 
this group to get involved with 
producing artwork. However, it was 
difficult for the project to sustain 
long-term engagement with young 
people due to the timing of the 
sessions coinciding with school 
hours. Overall, 12 new local 
participants attended the group on a 

regular basis, alongside the 16 pre-
existing members.  

According to the end of project 
monitoring forms, the project was 
also successful in meeting all three of 
its outcomes (sense of ownership, 
improved social isolation, and 
improved recognition and 
understanding of the local history). 
These outcomes were evidenced 
through participant evaluation 
sheets, verbal feedback, weekly 
collection of photographic evidence, 
feedback from the public and 
comments from social media 
channels.  

A key focus of the Rolling 
Programme was to involve members 
of the group and local organisations 
in the design of the project, and to 
continually empower members to 
have a say in the direction of the 
project throughout its delivery. 
Feedback from both the project lead 
and the beneficiaries indicated the 
overall success of the programme in 
this respect. One participant 
explained the roles and 
responsibilities she had during one of 
the ten week projects. 

“I got involved with taking the 
images, researching the project, 

curating the final display.” 
(Beneficiary) 

Although the flexibility allowed 
people to take aspects of the 
collective project and work on it 
individually, the project lead felt that 
there were never any tensions in 
getting the right balance between 
collective control and the individual 
direction of the project. Instead, by 
enabling individual group members 
to develop the project, they then felt 
more confident to support new 
participants and encourage them to 
contribute to the programme.  

“Because members were encouraged 
to come along, and help with delivery 
and do some of the work 
themselves… that would create a 
dialogue between new people that 
would come along, and local 
residents… that would create a better 
understanding, and help me engage 
them in a more positive way and 
increase the sense of ownership of 
them… I do know that the members 
that came along did inform the new 
people on what the group was about, 
who they were, what they do, what 
they do outside the group.” (Project 
staff) 

Through the interviews with 
beneficiaries, it became apparent 
that some valued being able to take 
control of the direction of the 
project, whereas others preferred to 
be led by the project lead. The 
design of the programme 
accommodated both of these 
beneficiary types, leading to 
satisfaction with their roles and 
project delivery in general.  

According to the project lead, 
feedback from Manchester City 
Council and from an arts professor 
that Gorton Visual Arts Group 
worked quite closely with suggested 
that the project helped to 
successfully engage with people who 
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otherwise would have been missed 
by other creative organisations 
working in the area. In particular, 
these stakeholders felt that other 
arts organisations had not put 
sufficient capacity in place to 
support members of the community 
with learning difficulties, so 
traditionally they were not engaged 
well. As the Rolling Programme had 
the additional capacity from the 
support artist, they were more able 
to support people with additional 
needs and encourage them to 
engage on a regular basis. Despite 
these successes, the project lead felt 
that the Rolling Programme still 
struggled to engage a wider 
demographic of people from the 
local community – particularly young 
people and their families – to attend 
the group on a regular basis. 

“In hindsight, it would have been nicer 
to engage more people on a week-to-
week basis, but we tried, and we had 
a lot of promises from people… who 
never came.”  (Project staff) 

Beneficiaries also reported the 
difficulties that the project had in 
encouraging people to join the group 
on a regular basis, but they were not 
sure what could have been done 
differently to address this. 

“I’m not sure why they don’t stay… 
some people don’t have the time, 
others don’t have the confidence.” 
(Beneficiary) 

For both the existing group 
members and the new participants, 
the project was successful in 
improving social links and 
relationships. The participants 
commented on the social aspects of 
the project, and how they enjoyed 
being part of the group. 

“It’s a very friendly community.” 
(Beneficiary) 

“I’ve made lots of friends.”  
(Beneficiary) 

In addition to social contact, some of 
the participants highlighted that the 
project had benefitted their mental 
wellbeing. One group member 
stated that the diversity of the 
projects and the variety of tasks they 
were required to do gave her 
something to focus on. 

“I would have thought at my age, it’s 
great to have the opportunity to be 
able to try all these things; it keeps my 
mind active!” (Beneficiary) 

In addition to achieving the 
outcomes that the project initially 
set out to fulfil, the Rolling 
Programme also provided some 
outcomes for the group. In 
particular, the group was nominated 
for a number of community awards 
(including the ‘Pride of Gorton’ 
awards) and has steadily built up a 
reputation across the community for 
the work that they do. The Rolling 
Programme also enabled Gorton 
Visual Arts Group to develop better 
links with organisations in the area, 
including the local history group, the 
local asylum support centre and 
organisations that support people 
from ethnic minorities. 

What has worked well? 

 Reaching people through large-
scale events: Both the project 
lead and the participants 
highlighted the benefit of using 
the Gorton Carnival to engage 
people in the project at the 
outset. The parade ran through 
Debdale Park so it offered a 
prime opportunity for the group 
to demonstrate to the 
community what they do. The 
printing workshop that the 
group held was very successful; 
they had a large amount of 
interest and lots of people put 

their names and telephone 
numbers on a sheet of paper to 
be contacted by the group about 
the Rolling Programme. The 
carnival was particularly useful 
for engaging young people, who 
have traditionally been quite 
difficult to engage. 
Unfortunately, many who 
provided their contact details did 
not actually engage with the 
project, despite being contacted 
by the group. However, the 
initial success of the 2014 
carnival meant that Gorton 
Visual Arts Group used the 2015 
carnival to showcase the work of 
their project and highlight the 
work that they had done in the 
wider community.  

“The project opening was 
overwhelming.” (Project staff) 

“The festival was really buzzing; 
people came around the studio and 
we had a talk with some of them.”  
(Beneficiary) 

 The co-productive design of the 
project was also particularly 
successful as a means of 
empowering people, and the 
project lead and beneficiaries 
highlighted their satisfaction 
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with the fluidity of the project 
particularly as, within an arts-
based project, it is important to 
ensure that the project lead does 
not let their own vision 
overshadow the collective aspect 
of the project.  

“A lot of people [practitioners] have 
something in their mind that they 
want to deliver, but there’s very little 
room for flexibility, so it becomes their 
project… and not the shared project 
that is kind of devised [for the 
practitioner] to lose control, to lose 
that sense of control and give control 
to the people who matter and create - 
right the way through it - that sense 
of ownership.” (Project staff)  

What are the challenges 
and how have these been 
overcome? 

 Sustaining engagement: The 
main difficulty that the project 
faced was encouraging 
participants to engage on a 
regular basis. Despite meeting 
the target set, the group felt that 
it was difficult to engage local 
people. One issue mentioned by 
a project beneficiary was that 
the accessibility of the studio 
limited the extent to which some 
people could join in. In particular, 
the small size of the studio (and 
the additional materials and 
workbenches) makes it difficult 
for people with limited or 
restricted mobility to move 
around.  

“I was going to invite my friend along, 
but she’s in a wheelchair and I just 
didn’t know how she would access the 
building.”  (Beneficiary) 

Due to funding restrictions and a 
lack of suitable spaces, the group is 
not in a position to move from the 

current studio. As a result, the 
accessibility issue has not yet been 
addressed.  

The future

 Rolling Programme came to an end 
in September 2015, culminating with 
a staged exhibition of the work at 
the Gorton Carnival. Following the 
completion of the Rolling 
Programme, the group successfully 
secured funding from the Heritage 
Lottery Fund, to deliver a project 
entitled ‘Munition’, which explores a 
local engineering company’s World 
War I efforts. The project lead has 
also applied for a second round of 
funding from the Active 
Communities Programme.  


