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PEOPLE’S HEALTH TRUST - ACTIVE COMMUNITIES CASE STUDY 
  

Introduction 

This case study explores how Magic 
Carpet’s project was developed, its 
approach to collective control, what 
it delivered and what was achieved, 
as part of the evaluation of the 
Active Communities Programme 
managed by People’s Health Trust. 
The report draws on interviews with 
the project team and participants, 
observation of the group in session 
and the monitoring information 
submitted as part of the 
programme’s six monthly review 
cycle.  

About the project 

Newtown Community Arts project 
aimed to improve social links and 
ties and build a sense of community 
through a programme of weekly art 
activities, the content of which was 

decided by participants and 
delivered by local artists. The project 
aimed to engage a wide range of 
participants from the local 
community.  

Main findings 

 Structuring activities around a 
community exhibition gives a 
sense of purpose, builds 
participant confidence and 
supports community cohesion by 
bringing the community 
together.  

 Supporting participants to 
overcome anxiety related to 
taking part in activities was key 
to introducing them to a wide 
range of artistic media. 

 Participants were initially 
reluctant to try new activities 
and required some persuasion.  

 
 After taking part in a range of 

workshops, their views were 
used to steer the direction of 
future activities, demonstrating 
an informal approach to 
collective control. 

 

Who is involved?  

Magic Carpet is a charity established 
in 1981 to help people gain self-
confidence and wellbeing through 
participation in the creative arts. The 
charity is based close to the target 
area of Exeter and has experience in 
delivering community arts projects 
to the local community. 

The Newton Community Arts project 
builds on this experience. It is more 
closely targeted at areas within 
Exeter that experience high levels of 
disadvantage compared to their 

Magic Carpet -  
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other work and places a greater 
emphasis on collective control 
through co-design, with significant 
piloting of potential activities at the 
beginning to determine which 
activities participants best respond 
to.   

The project targets particular 
postcode areas based on data drawn 
from the Indices of Multiple 
Deprivation1. This targeting is 
specific to particular streets, which 
has meant the project has had to 
turn some potential participants 
away. Despite this, they still 
managed to achieve their target of 
300 beneficiaries. While no particular 
groups of people within these areas 
were targeted, the project has 
succeeded in attracting a range of 
people, including those with mental 
health issues, learning disabilities, 
carers, and children and young 
people.  

Active Communities funding was 
used to provide a project 
coordinator, manager, support 
worker and arts worker.  

 

What opportunities does 
the project offer? 

The project offered a range of 
opportunities to engage with 

different art forms based on 
participant feedback from a series of 
initial workshops.  

“They always ask us what we like 
doing and we can say what we want 
to do next.” (Participant) 

Activities included poetry 
workshops, drawing sessions hosted 
in the park, exhibitions of 
participants’ work at a local 
community festival, and a trip to the 
theatre. Participants were given 
opportunities to develop their 
artistic skills across a range of media 
including paper, felt, clay, mosaics 
and papier mâché. The participants 
interviewed thought that the open, 
non-judgmental attitude of the staff 
was key to helping them to engage 
in a range of artistic activity. 

“The people that run it are all good, 
it’s their friendliness and the way 
they’ve included the community.” 
(Participant) 

This wide range of activities, and the 
project’s receptiveness to participant 
suggestions about how the 
programme should develop, were 
seen as key to the project attracting 
a more diverse cohort than Magic 
Carpet usually engages. 

“This has been more mixed – we’ve 
got students, young people, older 
people…” (Project lead) 

Advertising was also crucial. The 
project was promoted through 
leafleting of the targeted streets and 
placing adverts in local shops, 
alongside ongoing promotion via 
Magic Carpet’s social media 
channels.  

What has the project 
achieved?  

Workshops typically attracted 
around 10 to12 participants from an 
overall cohort of approximately 18 

regular attendees. Wider activities 
such as drawing in the park and 
community engagement at the local 
community festival reached a 
broader audience. 

 

Most immediately, the programme 
has been successful in enabling 
people from the local community to 
pick up or further develop an 
appreciation for art. Some 
participants new to art explained 
how they had enjoyed the activities 
more than they would have 
expected; and more experienced 
participants appreciated how 
activities were structured to enable 
them to bring along previous 
creations to build on over the course 
of the programme, with new 
techniques. 

“It opened my eyes to the world of art 
and how it can make you feel good.” 
(Participant)  

“I enjoy being creative… this gives me 
the motivation to get to work!” 
(Participant) 

Project staff spoke of how these 
skills have enabled participants to 
better express themselves. For 
example, a participant with an 
acquired brain injury has benefited 
from socialising with others from the 
community for the first time since 
living in a flat on his own. A 
promotional video for the project 
shows the moving pieces produced 
by two refugee children who had fled 
from war in their home country of 
Iraq. 
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The project has worked well to build 
social links and ties within the 
community, with participants from a 
wide range of ages and 
backgrounds. This has included 
vulnerable adults from sheltered 
accommodation, some of whom 
have few other means of meeting 
other people from the community.  

“There’s good communication, a good 
feeling. I don’t see what else would 
bring these people together. Now 
there’s a community.” (Project staff) 

“People I’ve seen in the community, 
I’ve got to know them better.” 
(Participant) 

“It’s important to keep things like this 
going. It has such a positive effect on 
people’s lives – it gets people out, you 
make new friends.” (Participant) 

The project has also improved 
people’s confidence and reduced 
anxiety. One participant, who spoke 
of how she has struggled with 
depression, described her relief in 
having a safe place. 

“I’m grateful I can come here and 
relax.” (Participant) 

“It’s not like anything I’ve done before. 
I’m meeting new people, it’s helped 
my creative skills and my confidence.”  
(Participant) 

As a result of the project, 
participants spoke of how they have 
continued with art at home or at 
other arts groups. One volunteer has 
gone on to become a trustee of the 
charity. 

“I’ve started doing art at home now – 
it’s a nice creative outlet. It’s opened 
my eyes.” (Participant) 

What has worked well? 

 Building a community focus: 
Structuring activities around a 
community exhibition gave a 

sense of purpose, built the 
confidence of participants and 
supported community cohesion 
by bringing people together.  
 

 Outreach events in the park and 
at local festivals were described 
as good practice. In these, staff 
and volunteers delivered simple 
printing classes in ten minutes, 
enabling the project to reach a 
wide range of people and 
promote the project. These stalls 
also enabled participants to 
exhibit their work. 
 

 Creating an open and responsive 
atmosphere:  Finally, staff 
attribute the success of the 
project to listening closely to the 
views and interests of its 
participants. The project 
encouraged collective control 
through offering a wide range of 
activities as ‘taster’ sessions, 
allowing participants to choose 
which activities would be 
developed further over the 
course of the project. 

“Know your community. Building 
relationships, finding out what 
works.” (Project staff) 

“Plan well, get it out there, build it on 
people’s interests. Build it around 
them and they will come back.” 
(Project staff) 

What are the challenges 
and how have these been 
overcome?  

 Building participants’ 
confidence: The primary 
challenge identified was in 
overcoming participants’ 
reluctance to try new things. In 
order to involve participants in 
shaping the project, it was 
essential to directly tackle 
preconceptions about art and 

encourage people to give all 
activities a try. 
 

 Timing: If they could do the 
project again, the team would 
aim to start in June rather than 
September as evening sessions 
were found to be less popular in 
the darker nights of Autumn.  

The future 

The reach of the project was 
improved by using the grant to offer 
all activities for free. The team are 
seeking further funding to sustain 
this. 

“It would be a shame not to continue 
it… we’d have to charge £10 per 
head.” (Project staff) 

 

Endnote  
1
https://www.gov.uk/government/statist

ics/english-indices-of-deprivation-2015 

 


