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The Fun Palaces campaign set out to change the way we do 

things at a local and national level.  The manifesto says: 

WE BELIEVE IN THE GENIUS IN EVERYONE, 
THAT EVERYONE IS AN ARTIST AND 

EVERYONE A SCIENTIST, AND THAT ARTS 

AND SCIENCES CAN CHANGE THE WORLD 
FOR THE BETTER. WE BELIEVE WE CAN DO 

THIS TOGETHER, LOCALLY, WITH RADICAL 

FUN – AND THAT ANYONE, ANYWHERE, CAN 
MAKE A FUN PALACE. 

Fun Palaces wanted to be a catalyst for free, local, innovative and 

transformative local events inspired by Joan Littlewood’s idea of 

‘laboratories of fun’.   In time it hopes to prompt policy change.  As a 

campaign to share the notion of ‘everyone an artist, everyone a 

scientist’, it had a tremendous first year.  Fun Palaces were self-

created by ‘Makers’ in 138 communities across the UK - with 

eight overseas - leading up to the celebration weekend on 4-5 October 

2014.   

The Arts Council has funded the core Fun Palaces team for the first 

year of this long term programme with The Space (an online digital 

arts project created by ACE and the BBC) funding the digital project.  

The Fun Palaces central team is based with The Albany, Deptford. 

Core costs are low and the Fun Palaces team benefits from the solid 

governance and accountability of The Albany.  

The evaluation process was to co-produce a ‘Story of Change’ 

(model below).  We then surveyed the Fun Palaces before and after, 

collected evidence from case studies, interviewed Makers and the 

team, visited projects around the country and analysed social media.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The recommendations are to be more targeted and joined-up 

nationally, with a focus on establishing the value of the kind of social 

productivity and social wellbeing that can be generated locally by Fun 

Palaces. Whilst the heritage is important, Fun Palaces are extremely 

well-aligned to current trends for people to take matters into their 

own hands; from activism to co-production of local services.  The 

national campaign can support that with practical guidance and 

putting people in touch, but always with its eye on its other key role: 

to change the way we do things at national level.
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The difference Fun Palaces made 

 Fun Palaces are valued  

The sense that this was a valuable campaign was demonstrated by the 

take up and enthusiasm to continue, with  9 out of 10 communities 

planning another Fun Palace in 2015.  The national campaign is 

fundamental to making this happen, acting as a catalyst so local people 

can find each other and collaborate.   

 There are stronger local ties and more social assets  

It seems that community-led Fun Palaces generate the greatest benefit, 

in terms of new and stronger relationships (social assets, community 

cohesion) and the potential for people to meet their own need (social 

productivity, from the RSA).  These benefits appear to be more 

important to local people than building physical or financial assets and 

there is some indication already that they are likely to last.  

 All Fun Palace Makers were working with somebody new.  

“They were really positive interactions and we met lots of 

new local people and several neighbours who didn’t know 

we were there!” (Maker, Norwood Fun Palace) 

 People access public spaces 

Nonetheless access to local venues is important, and the campaign could 

usefully guide organisations in their community approach.  In some 

places Makers accessed spaces for the first time and used Fun Palaces 

explicitly to  reinvigorate or reopen spaces that had fallen 

out of their community. 

 

In Pontypridd the Fun Palace was in a reclaimed pub and 

community centre, which had been periodically closed down.  A 

cycle trail wended its way from the newly opened venue to the 

centre of heritage that is the local museum. 

 

 People are happy, learning and teaching  

Over 90% of groups thought their Fun Palace made people happy 

or VERY happy and 60% thought that people learnt a lot. Having fun 

seemed to be more important than creating greater access to arts or 

science and was linked to greater learning because the freedom of Fun 

Palaces encouraged experimentation.   

Dr Simon Abrams, a GP working with the Fun Palace in 

Liverpool, said that he was keen to promote wellbeing and 

wants his patients to have fun. 

One risk for the Fun Palaces is that being based on goodwill, people may 

run out of steam, or worse burn out.   

 A national campaign has developed  

Nationally, Fun Palaces received great profile around the weekend and it 

would be useful to plan whether this or a more smoothed approach to 

the media will have the best effect.  There are positive signs in terms of a 

greater alignment with other national programmes like 64 Million Artists 

and local self-directed groups like What Next? 
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The value for money delivered by the Fun Palaces campaign is 

excellent and the social return is likely to far exceed the investment of 

around £240,000 (£185K from ACE and £55K from The Space).  It is not 

possible to value the impact within the resources of this evaluation.  But 

an estimate of the value generated for the Makers alone is between 

£200,000 (the value of the time they were prepared to give for free, an 

indication of their ‘revealed preference’) and £500,000 (the ‘subjective 

wellbeing valuation’ of relationships from a similar experience; adult 

learning).  It could be much higher if the benefits of ‘social productivity’ 

and on wider communities were quantified too.  

The delivery model was of distributed responsibility that relied on 

‘letting go’.  The majority of Makers were volunteers - 22%, cultural 

organisation employees (18%) or community members (15%), with 3% 

public sector employees and 7% science organisation employees.  The 

core team was predominantly from an arts background and female.   

Of 138 Fun Palaces 63% were mostly arts and 3% mostly science, 

although approximately a third of the Fun Palaces followed the Fun 

Palace motto of “Everyone an artist, everyone a scientist” and combined 

both.  Apart from a handful of shops and pubs, and one swimming pool, 

the majority of the Fun Palace organisers were theatre companies (31%), 

community groups (20%) or arts centres/ organisations (18%).  The free 

(financially and conceptually) nature of Fun Palaces meant there is some 

interesting diversity in who came.  

The digital Fun Palace was very mixed, with successful social media but a 

website that was not kept up-to-date by Makers.   

The drivers for change included ‘unearthing’ what was already there.  

Fun Palaces went beyond that as a catalyst that empowered local Fun 

Palaces and built a real commitment to community.  With many of the 

Makers being event organisers for the first time, the idea of expert and 

novice roles started to break down.  However, there remained a 

boundary between Makers and those who attended; a continuing sense 

of producer and audience.  The ‘Ladder of participation’ is a useful model 

for continuing to devolve ownership.  

 

The Fun Palaces campaign is well-aligned to today’s social landscape.   

Techniques like crowd-sourced funding and use of social media in 

particular chime with modern activism.  With the local, personal 

approach too, Fun Palaces is a campaign fundamentally fit for future. 

MB Associates February 2015 


