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Building on evaluation expertise for a collaborative 

approach to culture in Coventry 

One of four mini research projects exploring how to evaluate ‘place-making’: joint working for social 

outcomes, regeneration and quality of life in a neighbourhood. 

Overview 

In Coventry our brief was to support preparation 

for a City of Culture bid. It had a strong 

regeneration theme in the broadest sense.  

This was a strong, single city network illustrated by 

strong responses to our ‘tick one pass it on’ survey.  

A very comprehensive case study shared a lot of 

good practice but most evaluation locally lacks a 

formal methodology. 

The group agreed we need to intervene to reclaim 

Coventry as a city for the whole community. 

We need to join up more both to deliver better 

projects and for improved evaluation.  

Why you might be interested 

• Bidding for City of Culture, so of interest to 

other cities of culture, Great Places and CPPs  

• Delivering a ten-year cultural strategy that was 

in draft form at our event, so of interest to 

other local authorities or strategists 

• Thinking about the role of the University 

• A diverse, urban city environment. 

 

 

 

Partners 

Partners with Make Culture Work were Coventry 

University and the Coventry 2021 UK City of 

Culture Bid.  Tin Music and Arts hosted the event 

and a colleague from Cohesia who sits on the 

Social Value UK Council was also a key instigator.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

This was about join up across the city generally, 

but also explicitly to prepare for City of Culture 

and strategy. 

Before the workshop 

In Coventry we ran a ‘tick one pass it on’ survey to 

see how networked people were (they had to 

cascade the survey) and how people evaluate.  

We had 90 responses including housing and 

economic development, outdoor organisations, 

societies and ‘friends’ organisations and even 

CAMRA.  Strong interests that they had in 

common were contributing to relationships, a 

sense of identity, and wellbeing.  

No. respondents; what difference do you make to 

individuals, groups and wider community? 
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The workshop 

Having discussed the area in depth, we used a 

‘problem solving team building’ exercise to ask: 

how do we use evaluation collaboratively to 

answer the challenges we have in this place?     

There were four workshop elements: 
 

• A life story – residents’ cradle to grave experience  

• A local story – cold spots and strengths  

• What evaluation questions did that identify? 

• How can we do better joined up evaluation? 

See our guidance on how to run a workshop using 

our learning in Coventry, London, Lincolnshire and 

Lancashire. 

Why people came 

Participants were equally 

interested in improving their 

evaluation expertise, and working 

more holistically for local benefit 

and a better case for the arts.  

What went well and not so well 

• Participants appreciated the mix of people, 

the focus of the day, the range of techniques, 

and the actions arising 

• Improvements would include more detail 

beforehand, more diversity in the room and 

more individual actions 

The context 

Cultural provision and place-making  

There is considerable cultural expertise in Coventry, 

but a lot depends on personal relationships.  And, 

as much work in the arts is project funded, it’s 

both uncoordinated and unsustainable.  There is 

also considerable place-making expertise, and 

useful resources are shared by The Partnership for 

Coventry, and Causes not Consequences.  

Some residents are not well catered for though; 

early years, young people out of school, and 

older people in particular.  And the arts favour the 

middle class. 

The city 

The City Centre itself has lost critical mass and 

Coventry needs to ‘reinvent the narrative’. The 

only people still using it in the evening are young 

men.  And transport is ‘appalling’ – the hub and 

spoke means the centre is seen as functional.  

It is a transient place. 

Our key questions 

To evaluate for better place-making, participants 

wanted to know:  

1. How do we evaluate in order to persuade 

policy makers? Including offering insights they 

didn’t expect?  

2. How do we evaluate in a way and with 

language that is accessible to communities?  

3. How do we evaluate in a non-patronising way 

with people who don’t engage?  

4. How do we collect information individually and 

share it collaboratively for mutual benefit – so 

that we get buy in and time from others, both 

small and large organisations?  

Place-based evaluation  

Evaluation case study 

 

 

Academic Jo Trowsdale is working with Imagineer 

Productions investigating the educational value of 

The Imagineerium Initiative – a creative, arts and 

engineering project for upper primary aged 

children.  The project also has a young adult 

version (targeted at NEETS).  They described the 

approach in detail: 

There are lots of strengths to the evaluation: 

• It is embedded in the whole programme from 

the beginning, offering ownership 

 

  

 

The evaluation uses what  

people already do and  

makes it more systematic  

and shared. 

 

http://mbassociates.org/work/make-culture-work/
http://www.coventrypartnership.com/community-2/how-to-manuals/
http://www.coventrypartnership.com/community-2/how-to-manuals/
http://www.cnccoventry.org.uk/
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• They have worked with a PhD student to 

increase capacity  

• Enrolment includes asking about participants’ 

aims and taking a baseline 

• Lots of different creative techniques are used 

to gather evidence, like coloured pastels for 

mood, a drawing task, graffiti wall, journals, 

watching for changes in language 

• A mix of measures are used, from more criteria 

related (e.g. job-ready / applying science 

knowledge) to subjective measures (e.g. self-

review)  

• They take care to avoid leading questions. 

These strengths lead to real learning and 

improvement: 

• They have diverse people in the room to offer 

participants progression 

• They are shifting towards methods that are 

more recognised by policy-makers. 

Challenges are: 

• There’s lots of planning and it’s sometimes 

hard to find the time 

• Everyone wants to evidence different things 

• What do they do with the learning? Is it the 

right language and format? Does it get 

further? 

• How do they track people? 

Some top tips: 

• Embed evaluation by planning the project 

with a story or theory of change  

• ESRC joint funded, or university led AHRC PhD 

studentships are an option, but demanding. 

Make links with local universities to explore. 

• Motivate people to find the time by building 

on what’s already happening, using engaging 

techniques and knowing that the learning will 

make a difference. 

Participants’ experience of evaluation 

We don’t know how to track people or convince 

policy makers. 

After the case study the wider group shared their 

experiences.  

Risks and challenges 

• Some people ‘don’t know where to start’ 

• One model doesn’t fit all 

• ACE’s perception of quality is imposed 

• No to filling out forms! In the past we’ve ticked 

boxes and not used them… 

Strengths and opportunities 

• We know that people don’t make decisions 

‘based on nothing’ so evaluation is important 

for influence and to be more transparent 

 

• Artists subconsciously evaluate all the time 

• Telling stories makes evaluation enjoyable 

• We need a repository to share what has 

worked – a hub, for business intelligence, a 

place to capture organic, incremental and 

qualitative learning – it could be linked to 

Causes not Consequences 

• People use the Outcomes Star 

• People co-design with participants 

 

 

 

Do we measure what  

is easy or what we  

want to know? 

http://www.outcomesstar.org.uk/
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From ‘tick one pass it on’ survey 

Our survey showed that most people know 

they’ve made a difference through word of 

mouth, and assume they’ve made a difference 

because they see ongoing demand for their 

service.  More formal methods are less well used. 

No. respondents; how do you evaluate with 

individuals, groups and wider community? 

 

 

Local action  

In answer to the evaluation questions, the 

following actions were agreed: 

1. How do we evaluate in order to persuade 

policy makers? Including offering insights they 

didn’t expect?  

• Identify current contacts, and establish how to 

address interests and concerns, sharing 

vocabulary and existing stories. 

2. How do we evaluate in a way and with 

language that is accessible to communities?  

• Pilot at a June festival with a small sample 

using a format they will be comfortable with – 

feedback to the target group.  Pay attention 

to plain English. 

3. How do we evaluate in a non-patronising way 

with people who don’t engage?  

• Recruit 5 student ambassadors and other 

community people. Set up a programming 

group.  

4. How do we collect information individually and 

share it collaboratively for mutual benefit – so 

that we get buy in and time from others, both 

small and large organisations?  

• Agree a vision. Identify stakeholders.  

And in joining up 

Together the group committed to: 

• Maintain the generic question, how do we 

evaluate so that… 

• Mobilise and keep an eye on diversity of 

pathways, everyone bringing new people to 

events and making ‘opportunities to collide’  

• Have an informal but focused vision – maintain 

flexibility 

• Use the 10-year strategy as a vehicle for every 

organisation 

• Build on collective assets – e.g. the city centre 

• Use City of Culture’s public office and Tin Drum 

as a venue – but also other organisations 

• Create a repository that sits with stakeholders 

• Be a ‘city of producers’ 

 

 

Thanks 

Our thanks especially to Geoff Willcocks, Director 

of Arts and Culture, Executive Bid Committee 

Coventry 2021, and Richard Tomlins of Cohesia/ 

Social Value UK Council, for being our organising 

partners. And to Sarah Morgan of Tin Music and 

Arts for hosting.  Thanks also to: 

• Jane Hytch of Imagineer and their evaluator, 

Jo Trowsdale  

• Jo again for ‘owning’ question 1, Mehru Fitter 

MBE of Positive Images Festival, for question 2, 

Sarah again for question 3, and Richard again 

for question 4. 
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