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An introduction to creative place-making and 

shared evaluation 2017 

Using learning from London, Coventry, North Kesteven, and Lancashire to explore how to evaluate 

‘place-making’: joint working for social outcomes, regeneration and quality of life in a neighbourhood.  

 

What is place-making? 

For a broad definition, we can do worse than 

Wikipedia.  Place-making is ‘a multi-faceted 

approach to the planning, design and 

management of public spaces. Placemaking 

capitalises on a local community's assets, 

inspiration, and potential, with the intention of 

creating public spaces that promote people's 

health, happiness, and wellbeing.’  Creative 

place-making ‘intentionally leverages the 

power of the arts, culture and creativity’ ‘driving 

change, growth and transformation to build 

character and quality of place’. 

For some people this is summed up as quality of 

life.  Buildings like libraries, museums and arts 

centres should unarguably be places of inspiration. 

But many participatory or performing arts focus 

on a sense of belonging too.  The arts are uniquely 

placed to harness a positive, ‘asset-based’ 

approach to caring for where we live which is 

welcome in communities.  CABE12 describe in 

People and Places how residents ‘are ready to 

see public figures taking beauty seriously’. 

Others come at it from a functional (or 

instrumental) perspective. For years now there 

has been a public service drive to join up better 

multi-stakeholder teams that can address 

intractable social disadvantage. With austerity, 

collaboration has become an imperative and 

arts and culture can learn much from the 

Cultural Commissioning Programme.  

Finally, arts and culture have been a sometime 

partner in regeneration, with its long and mixed 

history. The Warwick Commission urges a shift in 

our place-based focus from the financial to the 

social economy that is a useful emphasis for the 

broader arts.   
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Taking these three themes together gives us the 

best chance of making a strong case that arts 

and culture are essential in a neighbourhood or 

place.  The LGA explores these multiple roles 

(including one of our partners) in People, 

Culture and Place.  And we are helped on the 

way by significant public programmes such as 

Creative People and Places, City of Culture 

(with London introducing its own Borough of 

Culture programme), Great Places and 

Connecting Communities.  

Our work 

Our purpose was to see how evaluation could 

fit into this picture.  

We have explored creative place-making by 

working in four areas, London, Coventry, North 

Kesteven in Lincolnshire and Lancashire. We 

worked with partners and groups of people 

from within and beyond the arts including a 

Bridge organisation, a Regional Youth Unit, two 

universities, a City of Culture bid initiative, district, 

city and county councils and an arts development 

agency, as well as host arts organisations. 

Our participants were by invite to a whole day 

event.  We explored the area first in-depth, then 

worked with colleagues on what evaluation 

questions were needed, and what a shared 

evaluation plan would be.   

Good evaluation practice 

Some of our participants were engaged in the 

most demanding of techniques3, and others 

were new to evaluation.  But many shared 

basic good evaluation practice: 

 

3 London Bubble for example, has been involved in 
Randomised Control Trials, or RCTs. 

https://www.designcouncil.org.uk/resources/report/people-and-places-public-attitudes-beauty
Cultural%20Commissioning%20Programme
https://warwick.ac.uk/research/warwickcommission/futureculture/
https://www.local.gov.uk/people-culture-place-role-culture-placemaking
https://www.local.gov.uk/people-culture-place-role-culture-placemaking
http://www.creativepeopleplaces.org.uk/
https://www.greatplacescheme.org.uk/
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• Prioritising and sharing evaluation early with 

Stories or Theories of Change, and using 

enrolment for a baseline  

• Embedding evaluation in what people 

already do and making it systematic  

• Knowing the difference between outputs 

(what happened) and outcomes (the 

difference it made) 

• Focusing on wellbeing as a broadly 

accepted measure 

• Using triangulation (more than one 

perspective for comparison) including 

creative techniques with objective measures  

• Looking for the unexpected  

• Comparing with similar initiatives; both 

‘benchmarking’ and learning from others 

• Using evaluation, implementing findings and 

learning over the long term. 

Actions for a joined up approach to 

evaluation 

The three evaluation questions that emerged 

from our work mirrored the place-making 

themes above:  

• Quality of life: How do we evaluate 

effectively with and for communities, 

focusing on what really matters? 

• Joint working: How do we evaluate to show 

the value of working in partnership and of 

different partners’ contributions? 

• Regeneration: How do we evaluate so that 

learning is shared, and organisations meet 

the needs of the area together?  

Actions that people agreed include: 

1. Agree a vision, identify the people, plan 

together with a Story of Change. 

2. Start by deciding who the evaluation is for, 

for example Public Health in Lancashire.  Be 

clear the response we want from them then 

speak their language. Be upfront about 

challenge. 

3. Use existing evaluation and expertise but join 

it up better, for instance sharing a box office 

system at Lancashire Arts, and working more 

closely with marketing at Ovalhouse.  Get 

everyone to contribute, from the board to 

volunteers. 

4. Make friends before we need them.  Use 

self-evaluation which is peer validated, as 

suggested in North Kesteven, to get 

everyone ready for partnership.  

5. Get data from partners like libraries.  Get 

tools from partners with expertise, like those 

who work with isolation. Reciprocate with 

our unique offer, for instance running 

community days for housing associations.  

But also use practitioner skills for evaluation 

as well as delivery.  Join up with data 

groups, like Integrated Youth Support 

Services, the London Datastore or Centre for 

Youth Impact.  

6. Strike a balance between consultation and 

objective data, the former for short term 

feedback, the longer for evidence based 

programming, like at Immediate Theatre.  

7. Use Word of Mouth, including social media 

analytics and community or student 

ambassadors. 

8. Work with universities.  Partnering PhD 

students can work but is demanding.  Start 

by working with local universities.  Or better 

still join up more widely, like the portfolio 

offer to HEIs from regional youth unit 

Partnership for Young London. 

9. Train in or share evaluation skills, but also 

explicitly build trust like in North Kesteven. 

10. Wellbeing is a good way of presenting 

cultural outcomes – understand how it 

works, using neuroscience and ‘flow’ like at 

London Bubble. 

11. Be ethical. 

12. Staff will probably change so plan for 

turnover.  Pilot new approaches like at the 

Positive Images festival in Coventry. Link 

evaluation back into leadership of change. 

Recommendations for launching an 

approach 

You can read the accounts and evaluation 

case studies and download our facilitators’ 

plan.  In summary, to run a successful project 

we suggest you: 

1. Work with a partner who is influential 

whoever and wherever they are.  The 

council Chief Executive oiled the wheels in 

North Kesteven, but coming together around 

a strategy, like the City of Culture bid in 

Coventry, can work as well.  

2. Target participants with messages about 

both place-making (relevant to local 

context) and learning evaluation skills.  

Place-making was a stronger motivation 

where things were already networked. The 

opportunity to learn (evaluation) skills can 

motivate others.    

3. Spend as much time as you possibly can, 

using personal contacts to get the right 

people in the room.  If the arts are hosting, 

it’s hard to get non-arts people there.  Every 

http://mbassociates.org/work/make-culture-work/
http://mbassociates.org/work/make-culture-work/
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area we worked with wanted more breadth, 

use personal contacts mercilessly, and tell 

others who is coming and why.  

4. Run an event about real issues in the place.  

Discussing real people keeps conversation 

rooted, but sensitive issues can make it 

challenging at times.  Get across the need 

for evidence-based answers; rushing to 

solutions could solve the wrong problem.  

Counter this caution with a style that is 

inclusive, dynamic and action-focused. 

5. Use people who are strong on evaluation to 

share with others for mutual benefit. 

6. Spend as much time on following through as 

on setting up.  It’s very easy for things to peter 

out, compounding distrust and cynicism.  

Learning about place 

There is a strong commitment from many 

beyond the arts to creative place-making but 

the challenges here were in common.  

Quality of life  

Place-making can provide a helpful local focus 

but can also restrict opportunity.  Whilst in 

Calderdale the creative industries produce 

headscarves for the Arab nations; there are 

people in Lancashire unwilling to leave their 

small town.  In London young people’s 

experiences can be international, but also 

confined to an estate.  Hyper-localism can 

make professionals seem to collude.  

Marketing ‘segmentation’ is useful and it is 

certainly no good expecting to reach 

‘everyone’.  It helps show that early years are 

not well catered for in Lancashire, or that young 

men are dominating the evening in Coventry. 

But it can obscure the individual, especially 

problematic with the rural loneliness we see in 

North Kesteven. 

Joint working  

The arts are in many nooks and crannies that 

could provide tremendous reach for bigger, 

blunter partners, and people tend to be 

collaborative by nature.  But most areas lack 

coordination, exacerbated by project funding 

and reflecting the funding portfolio rather than 

local need.  This risks duplication and makes the 

‘offer’ confusing for big partners.  Even within 

the arts, an economy which depends on 

 

4 The Audience Agency 

creative career progression, organisations are 

surprisingly poor at joining up.  

There is a common (though not universal) 

growing difficulty partnering with schools.  The 

silver lining is that new partnerships with housing 

associations are flourishing.  Other untapped 

partners are churches, pubs and post offices, 

especially in rural areas.   

Finally, the dominant way people hear about 

opportunities is through word of mouth; not just 

friends and family but trusted teachers or leaders 

in the community. Working with different partners 

can expand word of mouth to reach new, 

different participants for their benefit and ours’. 

Regeneration 

A way to challenge a too local focus is to 

encourage participants to travel and venues –

Turner Contemporary are developing transport 

partnerships.  But for every one of our projects 

transport was cited as one of the biggest 

barriers to taking part, or even working in the 

arts.   

This finding is backed up by evidence from 

Audience Finder which suggests distance from the 

cultural infrastructure may be more significant a 

marker for low engagement than social grade, 

income or other demographic factors4.  It is a 

major issue for social and cultural inclusion. 

In conclusion 

Creative input is a rich and unique addition to 

an already valuable practice of place-making, 

but there are risks as well as benefits. 

Using basic evaluation good practice and a 

new collaborative approach, will help provide 

the evidence to guard against these 

challenges.  And it can highlight communal 

assets and promote quality of life, joint working 

and social regeneration. The key is to use 

people as well as technical skills, an area in 

which the arts excel.  
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