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1 Introduction
Older adults are living better, for longer, and with more disabilityfree years. The advantages conferred by advances in medicine and
public health mean that a growing proportion of the population is
aged 65 or over. This positive progress brings with it challenges,
including negotiating life changes such as retirement and
bereavement, dealing with health and illness and facing loneliness
and social isolation. These challenges can have significant impacts
on the mental and physical wellbeing of older adults. As people
grow older, social isolation and loneliness can increase alongside
decreasing general wellbeing and rising poverty. The risk of
developing mental health problems and other long term conditions
and disabilities also increase as people age . These issues can act
as barriers to independent living and participation in social and
creative activities that enhance good health, wellbeing and quality
of life. This is compounded by age discrimination in society, which
tends to play out in services provision and opportunities for older
adults in general.
An aging population has obvious implications for demand on health service resources and
there has therefore been increased interest in identifying activities which contribute to the
prevention of mental and physical health problems in older adults. Particular interest is
focussed on the things which older adults can do to keep themselves mentally and
physically well and socially connected, as demonstrated by: Fit as a Fiddle, Age UK’s
£15million programme aimed at improving the physical health and mental wellbeing of
older people.

1 Source: Mid-year population
estimates, Office for National
Statistics: General Register
Office of Scotland; Northern
Ireland Statistics and Research
Agency

2 Institute of Fiscal Studies (2010)
Financial circumstances, health
and well-being of the older
population in England
3 Age UK (2008) Debt and
Older People

An additional effect of an aging population is that older adults are playing a greater part in
society, challenging traditional conceptualisations of aging. Promoting a positive image of
older adults as an active part of wider society and developing opportunities for older
adults to have their voices and experiences recognised is of vital importance in building
healthy and equal communities.

Acting Up is a project which combines both of these approaches to great effect.
Established in Northern Ireland in 2011 by the arts organisation, Kaleidoscope, Acting Up
offers opportunities for older adults to get involved in creative activities, specifically the
performing arts. A limited but emerging evidence base suggests that involvement in
creative arts can lead to significant improvements in memory, problem solving and
physical and mental wellbeing, as well as providing an opportunity for meaningful social
interaction. This report explores the impact of participation in Acting Up on the older adults
involved and the need for the Acting Up project to be rolled out across the UK.

4 Maxwell M et al (2011) The
Living Better Project: Addressing
the mental health needs of
people with long term conditions.
The Scottish Government
5 Dementia UK, Alzheimer’s
Society (2007)

6 Goldie I (2007) Arts, Creativity
and Mental Health Initiative:
Participatory Arts Self Evaluation
approach Project Report.
Mental Health Foundation
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1.1

Acting Up
Kaleidoscope is one of the most diverse and innovative arts organisations in the UK.
Established in Northern Ireland in 2006 Kaleidoscope has been at the forefront in the
development of the arts as a tool for engaging the most isolated and disadvantaged
members of society for over a decade. Central to the ethos of Kaleidoscope is the belief
that the arts have the power to transform the lives of individuals, the communities in which
they live, and the wider world.
Acting Up is Kaleidoscope’s specially designed performing arts programme for older
adults. The purpose of Acting Up is to support older people to become more socially,
mentally and physically active through participation in the performing arts. Acting Up aims
to help older people to grow in confidence and self-esteem, develop their creativity and
explore some of the issues which impact upon their lives. In addition, Acting Up aims to
challenge traditional concepts of aging, promote a positive image of older people as
active and equal citizens and give older adults a voice and a platform in the community.
Acting Up also provides an opportunity for older people to make new friends and develop
important social bonds and creates an opportunity to embrace a new challenge in a safe,
supportive environment. The programme takes the form of weekly drama classes aimed
at developing participant’s skills and confidence. The programme culminates in a final
performance created by the participants and given to friends, family and the local
community.
Acting Up was launched in March 2011 with the support of funding from the Big Lottery’s
Reaching Out: Connecting Older People programme. The programme initially set out to
establish six new local Acting Up groups at different locations in Northern Ireland over a
period of three years. The project has gained international recognition and the funding
has been extended for a further eighteen months.

Acting Up impacts
Kaleidoscope has provided a series of intended outcomes for both the individuals
involved in the Northern Ireland Acting Up programme and the broader community.
These are reproduced below and referred to throughout the report:

Individuals (Participants)
Improved Mental Health
•
•
•
•
•
•

Improvement in general feelings of positivity, happiness, contentment
Improved confidence and self-esteem
A greater sense of value and worth
Greater social interaction
A sense of achievement and pride
A sense of having a voice and a platform.

Improved cognitive abilities such as
•
•
•
•
•

Memory
Concentration
Physical Coordination
Problem solving
Creativity

Broader Impact
•
•
•
•
•

•
•

The image of older people within our society is improved.
Older people are seen more as active and equal members of our society.
Traditional notions and ideas of old age are challenged.
Older people have a platform upon which to express their views and experiences.
More older people feel inspired and empowered to try new things and take
on new challenges.
Older people see themselves as more of a community, supporting one another.
Venues and other service providers see the benefit in providing more services and
opportunities for older people.

The indicators used to measure these impacts are available in Appendix 1.
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1.2

UK Acting Up pilot
In September 2015, following the success of Acting Up in Northern Ireland, Kaleidoscope
was awarded funding from the Big Lottery Accelerating Ideas programme to develop the
idea of a UK-wide Acting Up programme through a six month pilot project composed of
four strands:
•

•

•
•

A six month Acting Up pilot programme to be delivered in one UK region
(hereafter referred to as the North West Acting Up pilot)
A series of Acting Up taster workshops to be delivered across the UK
(hereafter referred to as the Acting Up regional workshops)
The development of a dedicated Acting Up website to support the project
A piece of independent research to evaluate the impact of Acting Up and the need
and demand for these types of projects

These elements of the pilot project are discussed in further detail in the following sections.

North West Acting Up pilot
The aim of the North West Acting Up pilot was to test the proposed UK Acting Up model in
one region of the UK. The North West pilot programme would involve the delivery by
Kaleidoscope of a condensed version of the established Acting Up programme to a small
number of older people from across the North West region in order to support and equip
them to develop their own Acting Up projects in their local areas.
The North West region of the UK was selected as the location for a number of reasons.
This region encompasses large urban areas such as Liverpool and Manchester as well as
isolated rural areas. It is an economically and ethnically diverse region with areas of both
high and low deprivation. Piloting the proposed UK Acting Up model in an area of such
diversity provided an opportunity to explore the efficacy and adaptability of the model
when working across different groups. Further details regarding the details and
practicalities of the North West Acting Up pilot are given in section 6.1.

Acting Up regional workshops
As part of the pilot programme Kaleidoscope would also deliver a number of Acting Up
taster workshops in selected regions across the UK. The purpose of these workshops
was to:
•
•
•
•
•

Explore the demand for Acting Up in different areas acorss the UK
Increase awareness of Acting Up throughout the UK
Explore the suitability of different locations and venues as regional centres
Test the UK Acting Up model
Gather research, information and feedback

Further details regarding the delivery of these workshops are given in section 6.2.

Acting Up Website
The pilot programme would also see the development of a new UK Acting Up website
intended to be the central hub for the project, where individuals could go to learn more
about Acting Up, to register to get involved and to access resources.
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Evidencing the impact of, and need for, Acting Up
In order to fulfil this aspect of the pilot project, the Mental Health Foundation (MHF) was
commissioned by Kaleidoscope to carry out a piece of research exploring the impact of
the Northern Ireland Acting Up programme on those involved and the need for and
potential uptake of the UK Acting Up programme. The Mental Health Foundation is a UK
based organisation which conducts robust research and evaluation on a range of issues
relating to mental health. Mental Health Foundation research team members have worked
on exploring and evidencing the impact of community interventions on the mental health
and wellbeing of a range of groups including older adults, BME communities and those
who experience mild to moderate and severe and enduring mental health problems. The
Mental Health Foundation has a particular interest in issues affecting marginalised groups
and those who experience inequalities and has expertise around participatory arts for
older adults. The project team is highly experienced in working with confidential
information and information that is ‘academic in confidence’ or ‘commercial in confidence’
due to the nature of the work that the partner organisations undertake.
This report meets the requirements of this aspect of the UK Acting Up pilot by delivering
the findings of research carried out by the MHF Scotland team over a period of 6 months,
from September 2015 to March 2016. The objectives for this piece of research, as agreed
with Kaleidoscope, are given below:

Research outline
The key objectives of the research were to:
1

2

3
4

4

Gather evidence of the impact of participation in the current Northern Ireland based
Acting Up programme on older adults, those close to them and the wider community.
Map current opportunities and gaps in opportunity for this kind of intervention within
the target population in all 4 UK countries.
Gather evidence of the need for this type of engagement, this particular intervention
and potential for uptake with older adults in all 4 UK countries from those participating
in the UK Acting Up Pilot and from those in existing older adult networks.
Gather evidence of the impact of participation in the North West Acting Up pilot and
the effectiveness of the UK Acting Up model.
Assess any transferability issues in rolling-out Acting Up to the proposed regions
within the UK.

Evidence base
This report builds on a limited but emerging evidence base regarding the impact of
creative arts activities on the mental and physical wellbeing of older adults. This section
summarises the established evidence base.

The importance of creative opportunities for older adults and their impact in terms of
preventing the potential negative effects of aging and old age is only beginning to be
understood. There is a growing evidence base that participatory arts can be a powerful
tool that can contribute towards challenging and breaking down both the self and external
stigmas of being older that pervade popular societal culture7 8.

While there is an emerging body of literature regarding the impact of creative arts for older
adults, the literature base is fairly limited and disparate. There are two approaches to
exploring the impact of creative arts for older adults which are common in the literature.
The first takes the form of wellness studies which are concerned with the promotion of
health in older adults without physical or mental health problems. The second, treatment
studies, explores the use of creative arts as a therapeutic intervention among older adults
who experience illness, physical disabilities or mental health problems. These studies use
a range of research and evaluation methods including pseudo-experimental randomised
control trials, self-reported wellbeing indicators, retrospective qualitative interviews and
audience surveys. As Acting Up takes place in a community setting and does not address
therapeutic outcomes, this review focuses on wellness studies.

An Evidence Review of the Impact of Participatory Arts on Older People9 conducted by
the Mental Health Foundation and commissioned by the Baring Foundation, provides a
4
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7 Dabback, W.M (2008) Identity
Formation through Participation
in the Rochester New Horizons
Band Programme. International
Journal of Community Music
1(2), pp 267-286

8 Hui, E., Chui, B.K., Woo, J.
(2009) Effects of dance on
physical and psychological wellbeing in older persons.
Archives of gerontology and
geriatrics 49, pp 45-50

9 McLean, J., Woodhouse,
A., Goldie, I., Chylarova, E. and
Williamson, T. (2011) An
Evidence Review on the Impact
of Participatory Arts on Older
People. Mental Health
Foundation commissioned
by the Baring Foundation.

comprehensive review of the relevant literature on participatory arts for older adults up
to 2011. This section gives a summary of the evidence reviewed in the Baring report,
highlighting the effects for older adults of involvement in participatory arts in general and
drama-based activities more specifically. This is followed by a brief review of the relevant
literature published since 2011.

The Baring report (2011) reviews data from 31 studies. The findings from the report show
that engagement with creative arts in general has a number of positive impacts for older
adults, including improved mental wellbeing in the form of increased confidence and selfesteem and counteracting disruptions to positive mental health including life changes
such as retirement and bereavement, and improved physical wellbeing through increased
levels of general daily activity. A performance element to the creative activity appears to
add value in terms of a sense of achievement and positive feedback from the audience.
Involvement in creative arts more generally also has an important impact on communities
and society through providing opportunities for meaningful social engagement and
changing societal attitudes towards older adults which helps to address the self and
external stigma of old age. However, the current evidence base does not allow these
effects to be quantified or to be compared across different types of creative arts activity or
with other types of social activity.
Four of the studies reviewed in the Baring report (2011) address theatre and drama as a
creative activity for older adults. Of these, three are peer reviewed and one is grey
literature. Positive impacts for older adults of being involved in drama and theatre
activities included a sense of community, making friends, benefits to the local community,
improved time management, negotiation and listening skills, and the feeling of having
their experiences heard10 11 12.

One study13 compares the impact of participating in two different types of creative activity;
drama and singing. The 112 participants were either assigned to a drama based activity, a
theatre based activity or no activity. A range of measures and indicators were used to
explore the impact of these activities on the participants including memory tests, problem
solving exercises, personal growth and lifestyle scales. The findings from this study show
that the participants from the drama group performed significantly better than both the
control group and the singing group in all of the tests (with the exception of one memory
test in which there was no difference in performance between the signing group and
drama group).
10 Hafford-Letchfield, T.,
Couchman, W., Webster,
M., Avery, P. (2010) A Drama
Project about Older People’s
Intimacy and Sexuality.
Emotional Gerontology 36(7),
pp 604-621.

11 Pyman, T., Rugg, S. (2006)
Participating in a community
theatre production: A
dramatherapeutic perspective.
International Journal of Therapy
and Rehabilitation 13(2),
pp 562-571.
12 Johnson, R. (2011) On Aging
Case Study: Evaluation Report.
Fevered Sleep

13 Noice, H., Noice, T. (2009) An
arts intervention for older adults
living in subsidised retirement
homes.
Neuropsychology, development,
and cognition Section B, Aging,
neuropsychology and cognition
16, pp 56-79.

Further work by Noice, Noice and Kramer14 (2013) reviewing the scientific literature
regarding creative arts for older adults failed to find any recent studies which were not
addressed in the Baring report, highlighting the scarcity of published research in this area.
A recent poll conducted by ComRes15 for Arts Council England found that of 700 older
adults aged 65 and over, 38% found it more difficult to attend or take part in cultural and
arts activities than in their younger years. Respondents identified venues that are easy to
access and having someone to go with as the things which would most support them to
attend cultural events and activities more frequently.

The limited nature of the literature regarding the impact of creative arts for older adults
may be due in part to the variety of activities which can be included under the banner of
creative arts and the different tools and outcomes used in measuring their effects, making
it difficult to quantify or compare effects. Creative arts projects for older adults may not be
evaluated or the evaluation may not be made publically available. It is therefore critical
that findings from projects such as Acting Up contribute to this evidence base.

14 Noice, T., Noice, H. and Kramer,
A.F. (2013) Participatory Arts for
Older Adults: A Review of
Benefits and Challenges. The
Gerontologist 54(5), pp 741-753
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2

Methods
Data collection

2.1

To achieve the aims of the research, five related phases of data collection were
undertaken using a range of methodologies. These are summarised in table 1 and
described in more detail below.
Table 1 - Evaluation methods and number of respondents

Number of respondents

Participant interviews

15

Participant survey

19

Staff interviews

3

North West pilot interviews

4

Audience survey

34

North West Pilot evaluation forms
(25 people overall)

15 + 18 + 15 + 16 + 13 + 6

Regional workshop evaluation survey

28 survey responses

Regional workshop interviews

Target group survey

6 interviews,
1 focus group
(3 participants)

Total respondents
(may include some crossover between datasets,
e.g. surveys and interviews)

161

298

All of those participating in providing data for this research were asked to give informed
consent prior to data collection.
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Evaluation of the impact of Acting Up
in Northern Ireland
To ensure evidence was gathered from a range of perspectives, from large numbers of
people and in some depth, data were collected in the following five ways:
•

•

•

•

•

Face to face / telephone interviews with a sample of 15 Acting Up participants were
undertaken to further explore the above impacts and to capture a range of in-depth
experiences. Interviewees were recruited via Kaleidoscope staff.
Participants from the Northern Ireland Acting Up groups were surveyed. The survey
included questions about the impact of participating in Acting Up, exploring immediate
and longer term impacts. The focus was on a range of impacts such as mental and
physical wellbeing, quality of life, empowerment, social inclusion, stigma,
relationships, self-esteem, confidence, sense of belonging, hope and optimism,
creative fulfilment. Kaleidoscope consulted on the most appropriate outcome
indicators for this exercise.
A performance of Life Goes On was delivered by the Acting Up group in Newry in
November 2015. The research team conducted an audience self-completion impact
survey following the performance in order to gauge the impact on those close to Acting
Up participants and the wider community. This was an on the spot survey, with
audience members given the survey at the start of the performance and asked to
complete it afterwards.
A small sample of participants was invited to submit short written case studies for
publication within the research report. One case study was submitted. This provides
an example of a personal story of what participating in Acting Up has meant to an
individual, and the impact of this on their life. The case study sample was recruited via
the survey and interview process supported by Kaleidoscope. Case study structure
and content guidelines were provided to support participants to support them to write
their case study.
Key Acting Up staff members were interviewed to gain their perspectives on the
impact of Acting Up on the participants, Kaleidoscope as an organisation, other arts
organisations and the wider community and the need for expanding this work and key
associated challenges.

Evaluation of the impact of the North West Pilot
Evaluation surveys were conducted at the first three sessions of the North West Pilot,
followed by an online survey to gather further reflections, and final questions asked by
email to capture the impact of the fourth session in late February. The surveys focused on
the impacts and benefits of the workshops, learning, the likelihood of uptake, the
usefulness of the resources, and empowerment and confidence.
Four interviews were held with a sample of those participating to gain further insights into
the above.

Consulting with Acting Up regional
workshop participants
An online evaluation survey was conducted with participants at three of the workshops,
while data was collected from the other two via one focus group and six interviews. These
established perspectives on the extent of current opportunities, need and demand for this
type of engagement and intervention and potential uptake.

Mapping the extent of current opportunities
A mapping was undertaken of current provision and the extent of opportunity and where
gaps exist for older adults to currently engage in this type of intervention within England,
Wales and Scotland. This involved a mix of internet-based searching and a short survey
of key statutory, voluntary and private provider organisations and statutory and
independent funders. We consulted with the Baring Foundation which has already
explored this to some extent. A simple mapping database was developed to collate the
data collected and support an overview analysis.
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Online survey of target group
A brief electronic survey of older adults was conducted, to establish demand, need, and
potential uptake. Sources included: Acting Up contact lists, existing older adults networks,
voluntary organisations and interest groups, existing arts based providers for older adults
(appendix 2).

Summary of literature

In addition to the above, a brief review of the existing published evidence that supports
the need for this type of engagement and this particular intervention with older adults was
undertaken. This literature summary is included in the introductory section.

2.2

Analysis
Survey data was collected using SurveyMonkey and all responses were downloaded and
analysed using Excel. Descriptive statistics were produced for the quantitative survey
data. Qualitative data generated by the participant, staff and pilot workshop interviews
was transcribed and analysed using NVivo.

2.3

Limitations
While this study endeavoured to bring together the views of as wide and diverse a range
of participants as possible, it is acknowledged that the sample recruited for participant
surveys and interviews was composed of those already actively involved in Acting Up and
therefore may not have captured the views of those who had not continued their
involvement or had not been able to access the activities. Due to the timescale of this
research and the nature of the project, it was not possible to compare the effects of Acting
Up with another creative or social activity, or with a control group that was not involved in
the programme. As this research was conducted with a small sample around a very
specific project, care should be taken in generalising the findings beyond the context in
which the research took place.
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3

Findings: Acting Up
in Northern Ireland
“I just got a whole new lease of life. They
have an expression in Ireland about pigs in
mud. Well, I am as happy as a pig in mud.”
Acting Up participant

Key impacts on Acting Up participants, those
close to them and the wider community:
•

•
•

•
•
•
•

Acting Up has had a variety of concrete and lating impacts on participants, those
close to them, and the wider community
The strongest impacts were on participants’ confidence and life contentment,
through the challenge of participating, the sense of achievement, and the social
opportunities that Acting Up offers
Benefits to memory were also identified as a strong impact

There is good evidence that Acting Up has changed the way that older people are
perceived, especially for participants and those close to them and as a result
reducing the stigma of aging
Signifficantly, a diverse range of other impacts were evidenced which related
specifically to participants’ individual needs, life circumstances and what they
wanted to achieve

This suggests that Acting Up has met diverse needs and expectations, with enough
flexibility to support a range of different people to reach their individual goals

Acting Up performances have attracted a large audience which has influenced
theatres across Northern Ireland to begin programming more events for older people
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3.1

Introduction
The Acting Up project was established in Northern Ireland by Kaleidoscope in 2011 with
the support of The Big Lottery. The original project set out to establish six new Acting Up
groups for older people in six different regions of Northern Ireland. There are now seven
different Acting Up groups in six regions: Armagh, Belfast, Craigavon, Bangor,
Downpatrick, and two groups in Newry. In total there are around 120 Acting Up
participants in Northern Ireland. The groups meet weekly.

In this findings section, the impact that the Acting Up programme has had on the
participating older adults, the people close to them, and the wider community is first
explored. Following this, the key ingredients of the Acting Up approach which lead to
these impacts and help them to be sustained are addressed. The evidence in this section
is drawn from the Acting Up participant survey and interviews. The findings are structured
around the intended impacts that Kaleidoscope identified at the start of the evaluation
(see page 9) and additional impacts identified as a result of the research process are
highlighted. The indicators used to measure the intended impacts are listed in Appendix 1.
The findings on the impacts on those close to participants and the wider community are
structured around the themes which emerged from the research process.

Impacts on participants

3.2

Most of the Acting Up participants who were interviewed or responded to the participants’
survey became involved through word of mouth, or through existing networks like the
University of the Third Age (often shortened to U3A, a large organisation supporting
classes and activities run by older people, for older people). The participants were a mix
of people who had been previously involved with drama, and those who had not. Those
with previous experience tended to have had a long hiatus in their engagement with the
creative arts prior to getting involved with Acting Up.

The most common and striking benefits identified by Acting Up participants were
confidence, social interaction, and enjoyment. These three benefits are linked and
complementary, and together they paint a picture of a significant impact on the lives of
participants. These impacts tackle isolation, one of the key issues facing older people –
something that many participants were concerned about. The other key impact for Acting
Up participants was maintaining memory through line-learning; again, maintaining
memory is a key problem for many older people. While these are the major impacts which
emerged organically from the interviews, when we asked participants to identify what they
had gained through participation from a list of suggested impacts, they reported a variety
of gains (see Figure 1 below).

Reported gains from involvement in Acting Up
Enjoyment

More confidence

New and/or improved skills

A sense of achievement
Improved memory

17
16

Opportunities to be creative

Improved mental health

Improved physical health

17

15

New friendship(s)

0

2

4

6

8

10

13

12

15

14

19

16

18
18

18

20

Figure 1 - Reported gains from involvement in Acting Up, selected from a list of
intended outcomes. Source: Participant survey (n=19)
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The impacts above are those that were common to many participants. In addition to this,
individual participants or sometimes two or more identified other impacts. Whilst these
were not common enough to generalise, this diversity of impacts does suggest that Acting
Up is meeting a variety of needs and expectations.
The impacts above can be organised into the following key categories:
•

•
•
•
•

Improved mental health and wellbeing
• Improved confidence
• Enjoyment, positivity and contentment
• Increased social interaction
• Sense of identity, value and worth
• Sense of achievement and pride
• Having a voice and platform
Recovery from mental ill health
Improved memory and concentration
Improved creative skills
Improved physical health and coordination

Each of these is reported in more detail below supported by verbatim quotes from Acting
Up participants.

Improved mental health and well-being
A number of areas related to improved mental health were identified by Kaleidoscope as
impacts they were working towards. All were present to some degree, but some were
more pronounced than others.

Confidence
Confidence is one of the most common and striking themes in the interviews; almost
every interview participant organically identified confidence as something that they had
gained from participating. Additionally, 89% (n=17) of respondents to the participant
survey reported gaining confidence.

This confidence usually took the form of participants feeling more able to speak in front of
people; for some people this was speaking to a large audience on a stage, for others it
was the confidence to try other new things, while some others simply felt more able to
communicate day-to-day.
“Honest to God it gives you confidence - the confidence is unbelievable, you
know. You won’t be shy anymore going in front of people.”

“It was a big challenge to do it in front of the class. I couldn’t have done it a
year ago, so I’m just saying well where will I be next year?”

One participant described a profound change in his ability to communicate as a result of
the project. He has a hearing impairment, and had previously struggled to communicate
with other people. His participation in the project supported him to develop his confidence
and communication, which was hugely beneficial to his wellbeing:

“The way I’m speaking to you now, last year I would never have done, spoken to
you like this. That’s the sort of impact it’s got. It’s a tremendous feeling not to
be afraid.”

Many spoke about going up on stage as something they had never envisaged themselves
doing:
“Two years ago or three years ago you would not have got me on it – you may
have got me there but you would have got very little English out of me – very,
very little. It gives you confidence, it really does honestly. It gives all of us
confidence.”

Lack of confidence was sometimes identified by participants as caused by societal
stereotypes and expectations of old age (for instance, retirement meaning becoming less
March 2016
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active). Acting Up’s challenge to these expectations resulted not only in more confidence,
but also a greater sense of self-belief and capability for participants. Therefore
participating in Acting Up seems to have reduced the negative impact of self-stigma for
some.
Some participants also found that supporting other group members to achieve things
within the group and watching their confidence grow in turn bolstered their own
confidence:

“Acting Up is tremendous, it gives you friendship, you get to know each other
and the confidence rubs off from each one to another, so we boost each other’s
confidence and that’s also handy in the outside world.”

Increased confidence often had effects on other areas of participants’ lives. Many
participants discussed other activities that they had become involved with as a result of
the confidence they gained (e.g. other creative arts groups and U3A activities). Others
described the difference increased confidence makes when they are socialising:

“All the members of the family would spot that too, you know, if you’re out
somewhere… sometimes they do these karaoke things and it’s all the younger
members who are putting this stuff on the screen… they would say to me, well,
do you want to do one of these? I say, tell you what, turn that off and I’ll do a
party piece … and I’ll… get them all involved in it and doing the chorus… and
they all think it’s great, they think, where did you learn that?”

Participants also reported that this increased confidence had a positive effect on their selfesteem, decreasing feelings of insecurity and supporting them to express themselves and
be creative:
“I no longer feel insecure or feel that someone is going to be laughing at me or
looking at me or whatever and that I have a voice to project and it’s a wonderful,
wonderful feeling.”

“I have grown in self-esteem, believing in what I do… I can see people coming in
now … they had absolutely no belief in themselves and I have seen them grow
through each play and becoming more confident and one of the things is that it
also helps you with your own creativity.”

Enjoyment, positivity, and contentment
Enjoyment and fun were unanimously identified by interview participants and survey
respondents as benefits of taking part in Acting Up. Many participants identified laughing
together and being with good people as an important factor in the enjoyment they gained
from taking part:
“You know, to give you that confidence to do things, I think that’s the big thing
and of course also I think it’s the enjoyment. For us it’s not the product it’s the
process, you know, and the laughs we do have and the funny parts – it’s
unbelievable at the rehearsals what fun we do have, you know. “

Others identified a sense of achievement as important to their enjoyment. Sense of
achievement is discussed further on page 31.

Beyond enjoyment and fun, around half of the interview participants identified a more
profound impact on their happiness and contentment and many felt a new lease of life in
comparison to life before their involvement with Acting Up. Some participants were
managing mental or physical health problems, loss, or loss of purpose around retirement,
and the enjoyment they get out of Acting Up, alongside the other benefits, has increased
their quality of life significantly:
“I’m having the time of my life and I mean it most sincerely. I think I’ve only
lived in the last three years.”

“It’s just been great and it’s made an old gentleman very, very contented with
his lot, which was badly needed.”
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Enjoyment appears to be a universal motivating factor for being involved; significantly, this
enjoyment has much more profound effects on some participants’ quality of life.

Social interaction
The social interaction that Acting Up provides was particularly highly valued; all the
interview participants spoke about it as a benefit of participation, while 89% of the survey
respondents identified it as something they had gained.
Many were worried about isolation as a potential problem of retirement and old age, and
they talk about Acting Up as a way of avoiding this. Staying active was often cited as a
benefit to participation.

“I think that is really important for older people to have that connectivity, because they did
it when they were working and all of that and it’s very easy to slip into another situation
where you sit at home and watch daytime television. I think anything that can keep you
away from that the better.”

Some had lost partners and other family members and friends, and loneliness was a
factor in their lives. Acting Up provided a way to meet people, as well as a structure which
encourages them to socialise regularly. Some participants talked about the ways in which
being involved helped them to manage their grief, or other difficult life changes.
“Well, you get connectivity, which is connecting with other people and that has
been a very big thing, where people come in here maybe isolated, maybe
coming out of a sense of loss. Loss in retirement from what they have been
used to, but also loss of a partner or family members and they come in in
isolation, but the Acting Up has given us amazing connectivity.”

All spoke positively about the increased social interaction that Acting Up offers; they
discussed friendship, mutual support, community, connection, working as a team, and
getting to know new people. Some participants also socialise outside of the group – or
sometimes around it, meeting for coffee beforehand.

“Really and I think the fact that people have…you are meeting such a lovely
body of people, everybody is so likeminded and we all encourage one another.
There is no such thing as thinking I’m better than you in my acting or I can
project my voice better or whatever, everybody is so faithful to one another and
so encouraging and it’s just like one big happy family.”

One benefit to the social interaction offered by Acting Up in particular is the chance to
spend time with people who are in similar situations, as a result of the age-specific nature
of the group:

“Yes to meet people and to meet like-minded people. It’s amazing the number of
people, I’m not the only one actually in the group that has fibromyalgia, so it’s
only just through talking, you know, to different people I find that they have
actually the same focus and outlook as myself.”

The opportunity to take on a challenge together, and “not just talking about your ailments
or talking about things in the past” was very important to some participants. This shared
purpose leads to meaningful links, with a strong sense of community – something which
other, less focussed activities may not achieve.

“I think it has meant quite a lot, the camaraderie with the other people, being
able…going out regularly and mixing with this particular crowd, all of us doing
something that is a bit of a challenge, we’re not just meeting up for a coffee and
having a bit of a yarn, it’s a lot more in depth than that and we know each of us
has our own struggles and each of us is making progress and it makes us feel
part of the group and we want to go and do it.”

“It was doing something vital and creative and getting to know other people in a
way you don’t get to know them just at a coffee morning.”
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Some participants credit Acting Up with supporting empathy and connection, helping
them to listen better, and support other people. This was seen to have strengthened
relationships, and is a part of the community and mutual support which is highly valued
by participants:
“You have to do that in drama, you have to be prepared that others have the
limelight. You have to feed them a certain way to set them up. It teaches you
to do that and it makes you have greater empathy with the other person. It’s
taught me that, you know, to listen more and stop talking too much.”

There is a strong sense of mutual support that has a big impact on some of the negative
impacts of older age – combatting loneliness, keeping each other safe, and supporting
one another through periods of loss and health problems.

“Oh, it’s the hip or it’s the gallstones or something, but he’s still there, he’s still
turning up. And he knows we’re interested and if he doesn’t turn up we’ll be on
the phone or go and visit him or whatever, I don’t know, there’s a group forms
which is good for the human psyche, you know, to be part of that.”

“We really look out for each other. Last night, [one person] had no way of
getting home except she could have hired a taxi. There were so many people
saying I will give you a lift, I will take you, where do you want to go, and the
connectivity in that in we help each other with the drama and we look out for
each other at the drama as well.”

The social interaction that Acting Up offers has different impacts on individuals depending
on their situation and needs. Not all participants formed deep and meaningful connections
– but not all wanted to. Some participants simply enjoyed getting out of the house and
seeing some friendly faces, while others were building friendships and taking part in a
community of mutual support.

Sense of identity, value and self-worth
Some participants indicated that the project increases their sense of value and self-worth.
There are two linked ways that this benefit happens: through an increased sense of
purpose and confidence, and through challenging the stereotypes of older people that
suggest they do not have anything to contribute to society.
Becoming involved in Acting Up for some supported their sense of identity and purpose
which may have been lost through life changes such as retirement:

“First of all, I wasn’t ready to retire, and secondly, because I enjoyed the
experience so much, it broke my heart to walk away from it. I suddenly felt,
at 63, fit and able, but surplus to requirements… So, when I heard about
Kaleidoscope I said, I was looking for something to fill my time because I really
had nothing to fill my time and it was a very, very serious place to be. Lucky
enough, I got a very good counsellor the first about that I had and he said, you
need to have something to challenge you. He said, that’s what you’re lost for,
you need a challenge.”

Acting Up increased self-worth through creating a sense of being needed and relied upon
and by having a shared purpose which the group is working towards collaboratively.
“You know that other people are depending on you. You’re playing opposite
me, you’re depending on me to give you your cue, and that’s good for me.”

Some participants felt that retirement left them “invisible” or without a purpose. Being
involved in Acting Up – particularly being able to provide entertainment to their community
– was an important factor in increasing their sense of purpose and self-worth:
“Sometimes you find, and I still would find it, you know, oh my god, I’m nearly
invisible now. You know, I’ve ran the race of…left work, I’m retired and, you
know, what is there for me? But the fact that I can get up and entertain people
is just…it’s just absolutely wonderful.”
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Others found retirement a time to rediscover interests and passions which had taken a
back seat to jobs and family and that Acting Up gave them the opportunity to do so. This
was not just a matter of hobbies and enjoyment, however. For some participants,
participating supported their sense of identity:

“I get so much. [We] had five children and we fostered three children, so for a
big number of years my life was totally given over to parenting, foster parenting
and working outside the home, and I remember once looking in a mirror and…
thinking I hadn’t ever seen myself for years and I felt I had lost my very self and
I think that coming to Acting Up and working here, I found myself again. I found
a whole side of me that either I had never got a chance to blossom or had not
been created yet.”

“I had lost my confidence and I had lost my voice. Kerry really found both of
them and gave them back to me again.”

For another participant it wasn’t retirement or age, but a physical impairment that had
decreased their sense of self-worth and self-esteem. Their involvement in Acting Up had a
dramatic effect on their ability to communicate and socialise, and their confidence, which
in turn supported their self-esteem:
“I sort of walked into a room thinking you shouldn’t be there, that’s what I’ve
been told by people at home. You used to behave like you go into the room
thinking you shouldn’t be there, you know, timidly and stuff like that, now it’s
different – marching – or that sort of way.”

Seeing other older people taking part in Acting Up challenged the expectations that older
people had about themselves as a result of the assumptions and stigma around old age
that are prevalent in wider society. Acting Up supports their sense that they can continue
to be active and purposeful.

“I would be early 60s but I know it goes up to about 80 and, you know, I’m
utterly amazed to see, you know, a couple of the older ladies. They’re
absolutely brilliant, and people just look at old people and think, oh well, they’re
washed up, end of, but they’re not. They’ve an awful lot of talent and an awful
lot of undiscovered talent.”

Some participants talked about wanting to give back and challenge the stigma of ageing
by inspiring others in their communities to become involved in Acting Up, taking
performances to different places and as a result supporting others to lead more fulfilling
lives in older age.

A sense of achievement and pride
All interview participants expressed a sense of achievement in their involvement with
Acting Up and 95% of those surveyed also identified this as an impact. Working towards a
performance is contributory factor to this impact. The performance element of Acting Up
represented a significant challenge for many participants and was central to their feelings
of achievement. The response of a supportive and positive audience was also an
important factor, and many spoke about receiving very positive feedback from family and
friends who attended performances.

Having a voice and platform
Interview participants were asked if they were able to explore issues relevant to their lives
through their involvement in Acting Up. The responses of the participants to this question
were varied.
When talking about their voice within the Acting Up group, many participants appreciated
the opportunity to use their stories and experiences in improvisations and there was a
sense that these stories were valued and listened to carefully and attentively by tutors.
Many participants said that they found the plays that they performed relatable and
relevant to their lives. 78% (n=14) of respondents to the participant survey said that they
had had opportunities to explore issues that affect them and other older people.

Two thirds of interview participants agreed that they were able to explore issues relevant
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to their lives through the plays, citing the way that the plays were developed and
structured around their improvisations and stories, valuing their experiences and exploring
the issues that they encounter in their lives. These participants discussed the themes of
loss, ill health and dementia that were present in the plays.
“You had all the things that are related to someone with Alzheimer’s. He was
trying to jog my memory with the photographs and with various different things
like that, but unfortunately it was very hard to get through to me… Whenever we
were playing our role it was very serious and lots of people could identify with
it.”

A small number of other participants described their involvement in the plays as more
passive, and they did not necessarily feel that they were gaining a voice or a platform.
This may be to do with their level of involvement, or confidence in engaging with the
process. Likewise a difference of experience was reported where the groups used prewritten plays, even where those plays felt relevant and relatable.

Recovery from mental ill health
As well as impacts which can contribute to improved mental wellbeing, some participants
explicitly identified the impact of their participation in Acting Up on their recovery from
mental ill health. This was linked to a range of other impacts (such as social interaction,
confidence, and purpose as described above) which combined to support recovery from
depression and loss.

“I think really after my mum died… I was very down and very depressed.
Somebody then suggested the U3A and through that I got in with Kerry and
Acting Up and to be honest there is something about that mental health thing
because you felt that it was a new experience and… you could do it and it made
you feel good. You met new people, your confidence grew and really it did, it
pushed the sort of grieving, or helped me with the grieving I should say.”

“I would never say I was depressed but I wasn’t the person that I had been
before, and [my daughter] would say that I would come along… the hall in the
house, and I would… just hit the wall going down… but when I got into the
Kaleidoscope, got into the acting, that encouraged me to do other things, I
joined other things, and she said, you’re singing around the house again.”

The friendship gained from participating in Acting Up has also helped some participants to
manage their continuing mental health by providing a support network they can call on
when they are feeling down.
“When I feel the wee bit of down-ness coming, I can make a move, give Mike a
ring and say, I’m not in the best of form today, come up and we’ll go for a walk
and we’ll have craic and maybe we’ll sit and say, right, do you know your
lines?”

Improved memory and concentration
The participants’ responses indicate that there is strong evidence for improved memory
and increased creativity, and some evidence of improved concentration. The
concentration, mental stimulation and memory work involved in learning lines was often
cited as a benefit by participants, and skills that were gained through participation in
Acting Up. Eighty-four percent of respondents to the survey reported that their memory
had improved as a result of being involved:

“The whole mental and the cognitive experience, certainly having to learn lines
has helped my memory amazingly. I never thought that I could have sat in a bed
on a stage and remembered all of those lines I had to say last night.”
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The patience that the tutors show around memory is an important factor in both
participation, and in improving memory. This is a key difference between Acting Up and
other drama opportunities, such as amateur dramatics societies, and an advantage of a
group specifically for older people. Because the tutors are patient and support participants
to find different ways to memorise their lines, participants are able to get that mental
exercise, and learn skills, without it being daunting or discouraging:
“When some people had difficulty with their lines, she said, hold on a minute,
so, you forget your lines and she said to you, what’s the story of the scene?
Right. And they’d say, oh so and so comes in, they sit down there and they’ve to
say such and such and such and such; and she says, you know the story of this
scene, your job is to tell that story, it doesn’t have to be every full stop and
comma, just come out and tell the story.”

Increased creativity
Ninety-five percent of survey respondents said that they gained opportunities to be
creative as a result of participating. The process of using stories and improvisations to
create plays offers the opportunity to be creative in a way which other drama groups, that
use scripts and have a more directive style, do not.

Many interview participants have got involved in other creative activities as a result of
their involvement in Acting Up. Many of these are through Kaleidoscope’s other activities,
such as creative writing, choirs, and ukulele lessons. Others have set up their own groups
within the structure of the U3A. In Newry, Acting Up participants started a successful U3A
group called “Party Pieces”, in which they support each other to work on songs, poems,
sketches, jokes and other small pieces of performance.

“We know it’s good for us and we know we keep turning up and then we join
other things as well, somebody says, did you know about such and such a thing
on Thursday night? Oh, where is that one? And before you know it the similar
faces are turning up at that.”

Participants often discussed their desire to get more people involved in Acting Up or
similar projects because they have gained so much from their own participation. They
suggest performing in other parts of the community, such as for those living in sheltered
accommodation, in order to inspire and empower others.

“I would love to be able to take very small scenes and go and dramatize them in
old people’s homes. We could reach out to make people laugh, to get them to
join in with the songs... just to make their life a bit better, but also to say to
them, you know, you can do something, even though we are old, we are doing
something, because some of the them live very quiet and unassuming lives,
they are sitting watching television all day.”

Because a large proportion of participants are recruited through U3A, many were already
somewhat active. However, there is definitely a strong sense that participants are getting
involved in more, new, or different activities as a result of participation. This is seen in a
fairly common progression from being involved in U3A groups, to getting involved in
Acting Up.
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Improved physical health and coordination
Sixty-eight percent of those who completed the participant survey said that their physical
health had improved as a result of their involvement in Acting Up. As reported above
some participants felt a new lease of life as a result of participating in Acting Up and there
were some notable mentions of positive effects on those with physical health conditions.
For them, the renewed physical energy that they gained from participating improved their
ability to take care of their physical wellbeing and helped them to live well with health
problems or long term conditions:
“I suppose my friends who are not involved in the acting would see me so
committed but they would also say, I can’t believe the energy you have, and so
this has given me a new energy for life and a new energy to also look after
myself.”

“It’s just I’m more lively of myself and I really am looking at life in a totally
different aspect. I suppose for many years I would have felt depressed because
of the fibromyalgia and felt very tied down. I love to meet people and if you
don’t have the energy to talk to them, you know, it can be very challenging, you
know, and soul destroying because I am an outgoing person. As I say I would
focus that, I would have my rest and be well ready too for my classes.”

“For years… I would have felt depressed because I didn’t have the energy to do
what I wanted to do. Getting into a group like this… I channel all my energies to
make sure that I’m totally focused for those two hours…. It [also] challenges
you to learn your lines… they talk about fibro[myalgia] fog. You could be having
a conversation with someone and all of a sudden your mind goes blank… which
can again be very annoying and frustrating. It encourages you to make sure that
you are not going to get your lines mixed up… It’s brilliant that way.”

Many participants discussed the stagecraft skills that they had learned within Acting Up.
Although participants did not make explicit reference to physical co-ordination, these skills
develop spatial awareness, which indicates that there may be improved physical coordination as part of these skills. It is certainly important to move around on stage with
deliberation within a performance, and some participants discuss learning skills around
positioning onstage, and awareness of the positions of other actors:

“He does all sorts of various exercises with us, you know, team building
exercises and being aware of all the people are, spatial awareness and all that
sort of thing and, sort of, throwing bean bags to different people, different
coloured bean bags going back and forth at the same time, because you need to
know who is who, catching people’s attention, so that whenever you’re on
stage, you’re aware of different things as well as what your own lines and what
you’re doing, in case something maybe goes wrong, you know, you need to
aware of the bigger picture.”
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Acting Up Participant Case Study
One Acting Up participant kindly shared their experiences of participating in the
programme. Here is their story in their own words.
“You say that the aim of Acting Up is to help older adults to fulfil their dreams of
performing on stage. Well I didn’t have those dreams. For me the thought of
performing on stage was a nightmare. You need to be an outgoing confident
person to be able to do that. I wasn’t that person.

I got involved because a few of my friends persuaded me to join them in this new
venture. I convinced myself that I could play some minor backstage role, certainly
not front and centre. If that didn’t work out then of course I could simply walk
away at any time. Looking around at some of the other people who had joined up
I was quite sure that not all of us would last the course. I wasn’t the only timid
soul in the group. But that’s not the way it worked out, much to my surprise! All
the nervous shy people, including myself, stayed on.

We were gradually taught the various skills of working as a team, of how to
function on a stage, voice projection and many more. None of us had any acting
or stage experience prior to this. Before long we started to relax and enjoy the
experience. We bonded as a group and shared both the difficulties and the
successes.

One of the difficulties for most of us was learning the script. My biggest fear was
to find myself on a stage, in front of an audience, under a spotlight and my mind
a blank! This scenario I was determined to avoid at all costs. But there weren’t
any backstage jobs for any of us, we were all going to be involved as actors in
our first production.

In our first production I would be seated at a desk behind the curtain and when
the curtain opened I would start my dialogue. I nearly ran away seconds before
that curtain opened. My heart was pounding, knees like jelly, but what surprised
me was that when the curtain opened I managed alright, I remembered my lines. I
got through it and every stage entrance from there on got that little bit easier.

I started to believe in myself, in my ability to do something that was difficult and
sometimes scary. I had the support of the other amateur actors who were now all
my friends. I could see that they had the same struggles as I had, but, like me,
they were pushing themselves and we were all gaining confidence as we
progressed. We’ve now done several productions and performed them in a
number of different venues. We’ve all come a long way. I’ve certainly come a long
way as regards personal confidence and this rubs off in other areas of my life.
Now my attitude to new ventures is – yes I’ll have a go at that, I’ll meet new
people and who knows I might be good at it. I have a much more positive outlook
on life.”
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3.3

Impact on those close to
Acting Up participants
The intended impacts of the Acting Up programme extend beyond the participants
themselves to their friends and families and the wider communities in which it is situated.
Findings from the audience survey have been combined with findings from the Acting Up
participants’ survey and interviews to provide evidence for this section on the impact of
Acting Up on those close to Acting Up participants. The impacts can be organised into
the following key categories:
•

•

•

Observing the positive impact on Acting Up participants
• Improved confidence, self-esteem and self-worth
• Sense of achievement
• Increased energy, enjoyment and happiness
Changed views about Acting Up participants as people
• Performers seen in a new light e.g. talented and brave
• Admiration and respect for their achievement
• Inspiration to have a positive outlook on what they can achieve
when they become older
Positive impacts on relationships within families
• Family members worry less
• New opportunities to connect

These themes are explored in more detail below.

Observing the positive impact on Acting Up
participants
Over 80% of those who responded to the audience survey knew someone taking part in
the performance. When asked about any changes they had seen in the person they knew,
as a result of them being involved in Acting Up, a large proportion of the respondents
mentioned noticing increased confidence:
“It has given them confidence, self-esteem and a great feeling of achievement,
self-worth and enjoyment.”

Others noted that their friends and family members involved in the production were
energetic, light hearted and enjoying the experience and the social interaction associated
with taking part in Acting Up:
“They seem to be ‘full of life’ and enjoying it.”

Seeing Acting Up participants in a new light
Respondents also described changes to their own opinions of their family and friends who
were involved in Acting Up, saying that they saw the performers in a new light and that
they had revealed hidden talents:
“Realised a potential that I did not know they had.”

Other respondents talked about admiration that they felt for the performers and reported
that they felt inspired by the performance:
“I think they are brave to take on something they will never have done in their
earlier lives and it shows the rest of us - maybe I could do that!”
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Positive impacts on family relationships
In their interviews, Acting Up participants identified impacts on their family and friends.
They reported that family members worried less about them, due to the benefits and
support that they had observed their loved one gaining as a result of their involvement
with Acting Up.

“My son and daughter-in-law and my daughter just couldn’t get over me on
stage and thought, oh mum, you were absolutely brilliant, didn’t think you had it
in you. So you see you get respect from your own family for it as well and I
think as you get older your family do like to see you doing different things
because it’s natural enough. They probably…they don’t want…nobody wants to
be a burden, you know, but even your children, as you get older, you can see…
well they wonder what it’ll be like in years to come. So they like to see you
being out there and fighting the old age thing, you know?”

Participants also reported that being involved in Acting Up gave them new ways to
connect with their family and friends, supporting and strengthening their relationships. The
challenges that Acting Up presents to negative views of older age also supports family
relationships, combatting stereotypes and making way for a more positive connection.
“We get a DVD of the performances, and I put it on the television for my
grandson, the five year old… he was quite impressed, he says, who’s that
character on the television, Granny, I want to be a character when I grow up.”

Broader impacts on wider society

3.4

This section explores the way in which Acting Up challenges traditional stereotypes of
older adults and promotes a positive view of ageing, empowers older adults to inspire
others and drives other arts venues and programmes to change practices and appreciate
older adults as a target audience. Based on data from the audience survey and Acting Up
participant interviews and survey, there is evidence of the following broad impacts on
wider society:
•
•
•

Changing the way in which older people are viewed for the better
A wider appreciation of the value of the experiences of older adults
Venues and other service providers see the benefit in providing more services
and opportunities for older people

These are explored in more detail below.

Changing the way that older people are viewed for
the better
An intended outcome of Acting Up was to change the way that older people in general are
seen by others. While it was not possible to do a wide-ranging survey of the whole
community, participants and those close to them did have a sense that Acting Up
challenged the stereotypes around old age, both for themselves and for others who might
see them participating. There was strong evidence that Acting Up is meeting its outcomes
in relation to this, particularly:
•
•
•

Improved image of role of older adults
Older adults perceived as more active and equal members of society
Traditional notions and ideas of ageing are challenged

Audience members were invited to describe ways in which Acting Up had changed their
own and other people’s opinions of old age. Overall, 82% of the audience agreed that
Acting Up changes people’s image of older people and 68% agreed that seeing the
performance had changed their own opinions of old age and older people.
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When asked to describe the ways in which they felt that Acting Up changed people’s
image of older people, respondents talked about the Acting Up participants as young at
heart and an important part of their community and society:

“That older people can be young at heart, can still have fun given the chance,
play a useful part still in society - still have a desire to display hidden talents as
well as socialise just like the youth do.”

Respondents also frequently mentioned that the participants were not limited by their age:
“It shows that older people can do anything.”

“Age hasn’t held them back in any way.”

Others stated that programmes such as Acting Up contribute to a positive image of older
adults and their skills and capabilities:

“Gives a more positive image of older people - they can be entertaining + joyous
+ willing to be involved + contribute.”

When asked to describe any changes to their own opinions of old age and older people
as a result of seeing the Acting Up performance, respondents tended to talk about their
positive attitude towards the actors:
“They are up for anything.”

“They can enjoy themselves.”

Respondents also spoke about their appreciation and respect for the performers talents
and bravery to get up on stage:
“I appreciate their talent more and I see how important activities such as this
are as I see that despite age they are just as energetic and worthy as the rest
of us.”

This sense that Acting Up was challenging stereotypes and expectations of old age was
reported by Acting Up participants. They felt this had an important impact on them as
participants, as well as creating a broader change:

“I just love it. And people say to me, what are you going to singing lessons for?
Somebody said to me, I hear you’re going to singing lessons, at your age.
[Laughs]. I says, what has my age got to do with it?”

“Sometimes you find, and I still would find it, you know, oh my god, I’m nearly
invisible now. You know, I’ve ran the race of…left work, I’m retired and, you
know, what is there for me? But the fact that I can get up and entertain people
is just…it’s just absolutely wonderful.”

Fourteen respondents to the participant survey agreed that their involvement in Acting Up
has changed the way that other people see them for the better. Examples given of this
include hearing reactions of surprise and positive feedback from their friends and families
following performances.

“I shocked people I know and myself by attempting new things, I would have ran
away from before.”

Respondents spoke about knowing that their families were happy and proud of what
they’d achieved and described inspiring other older adults to get involved with Acting Up.

Seventeen respondents agreed that Acting Up also changes for the better the way in
which older adults are seen in general. Respondents talked about not being seen as old,
and they expressed that growing older is not seen as a barrier to learning new skills and
having fun. Acting Up is described as increasing the visibility of older adults in society and
promoting a more positive image of aging:
“When people see us acting in a professional way, see us taking on new
challenges we become less ‘invisible’ and they often tell us we are great role
models for them.”
March 2016

Evaluation Report

Acting Up

25

Appreciation of the value of experience of older
adults
There was a sense that the respondents not only recognised that performers were not
limited by their age but that their age and experience of life brought a unique and valuable
element to the performance:
“It makes me think that there is life after the long years of working and rearing
children - that there is still fun to be had and friendships to be made and older
people are still a very important part of society.”

“Only the age of the people performing could stir up the emotions they did”

Respondents to the audience survey reported that they felt that the performance was
enriched by the unique experiences of older people.

Venues and other service providers see the
benefit in providing more services and
opportunities for older people
Although it was not within the scope of this evaluation to do a wide-ranging survey of
venues, staff reported noticeable changes to programming in Northern Ireland, and a
growing recognition of the need to do work for older people.

Kaleidoscope is also able to support other organisations, giving advice on doing work
for/with older people. They pass on practical expertise, supporting other organisations to
do similar work and using Acting Up as a source of inspiration and knowledge.
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3.5

What are the key ingredients
that make Acting Up work?

“He just coaxed them along and coaxed
them along. People were trying to learn
lines and were having rehearsals and… we
were saying, for Christ’s sake, this is never,
ever going to work. You were great, he’d
say, you were marvellous… and I think we
started to believe in him and we started to
believe in ourselves.”
Acting Up participant

Key ingredients of Acting Up
•

•
•

•

•

•
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Supporting a diversity of older adults to be involved
• Recruiting participants through existing networks
• No cost, no pressure
• Helping older adults to overcome perceived participation barriers
Supporting participants to stay involved
• Creating an informal and fun atmosphere
• Valuing a range of experience and ability

Providing flexible and responsive support
• Adapting to the range of needs
• Encouraging peer support
• Awareness of memory problems and how to support those who experience them
Encouraging participants to challenge themselves and work towards a performance
• Finding ways to help everyone to achieve getting on stage
• Enabling participants to find strong and lasting confidence at their own pace
and together
Tailoring scripts to the group
• Taking time to explore what matters
• Being aware of issues affecting older adults
• Enabling and supporting creative ownership
• Giving everyone a role that suits them
• Exploring personal experience themes with care
Offering effective leadership
• Building group rapport
• Offering positive criticism to help development
• Using patience and humour
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From the evidence above it is clear that Acting Up in Northern Ireland has had significant
impacts for those participating in it, those close to them and the wider community. To
inform the roll out of Acting Up across the UK, it is important to explore how these impacts
have been created and sustained. Based on the research findings, in this section we
attempt to identify which elements of the Acting Up model are contributing most to its
impacts, in other words, the key ingredients of Acting Up.
As described in the introduction and in section 5 below, the roll-out programme for Acting
Up is not intended to be a full replication of the Northern Ireland programme. The roll-out
programme is designed to empower older people to run their own groups themselves
across the UK and the groups will have less intensive contact with Kaleidoscope staff
than the original Acting Up project. Therefore, if these groups are to have similar impacts
to the Northern Ireland programme, it will be important that they are supported to
incorporate the key Acting Up ingredients into their projects. This is also useful learning
for other organisations who seek to run drama groups for older people in different
contexts.
The key ingredients of Acting Up can be summarised as:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Supporting older adults, including marginalised and isolated people to be involved
Supporting participants to stay involved
Encouraging participants to work towards a performance
Providing flexible and responsive support
Supporting participants to challenge themselves
Tailoring scripts to the group
Offering effective leadership

The evidence behind and rationale for these key ingredients is described in some detail
below.

Supporting older adults, including the
disadvantaged and isolated to be involved
Recruiting participants through existing networks
Of the Acting Up participants who took part in this research, most had become involved
through word of mouth, or through their own existing networks such as U3A and others.
Accessing these older people’s networks were identified by Acting Up staff as essential to
setting up groups and reaching out to potential participants who would benefit most.
Respondents were most commonly motivated to attend Acting Up because they were
looking for an activity which was fun, active or creative. Others were attracted by their
interest in drama or because they had recently retired and were looking to fill their free
time. A smaller number were interested in finding an activity that would challenge them
and take them out of their comfort zone.

No cost
Having no cost for the group removes a barrier to participation, and was mentioned by
some interview participants as an important aspect for creating an inclusive group. It also
supports those who are less confident to become involved in a low-key way, without an
initial commitment.

No pressure
When many interview participants talked about their experience of getting involved, they
said that they just went to see what it was about, and didn’t think that they would
necessarily commit to the group. That participants could try it out and see if they liked it
without pressure or commitment comes across as an important aspect of building
confidence and attracting people who had never been involved in drama before.
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Encouragement to overcome perceived barriers
to participation
Staff members spoke about the emotional barriers which participants faced in becoming
involved with Acting Up. Issues such as social isolation and a lack of a sense of
community were mentioned as barriers to older adults accessing activities such as Acting
Up. In addition, staff members talked about supporting participants to overcome their
fears about joining the group and to develop their own confidence and self-belief:

“Another barrier is depleted confidence – convincing some people that they can
do it – perceptions of their own ability can be a barrier. It’s because that social
expectation is drummed into them – your memory goes and you can’t do
anything.”

Supporting participants to stay involved
Creating an informal atmosphere
Interview participants identified a friendly and informal atmosphere as important to making
people feel comfortable to keep participating:
“I think a very important thing was that we all felt safe. We felt able to open our
mouths and say something and do something…anything and everything was
acceptable… there is something very important about that sense of being able
to be yourself.”

Openly and actively valuing a range of experience and
ability
This sense of acceptance was also evident in the patience that staff showed to people
with a variety of levels of experience and confidence. Participants reported that they felt
able to try things out, and not do things perfectly first time – this appears to be an
important factor in supporting continued involvement and building confidence.

This sense of inclusion of people with all levels of skill and experience is something that
differentiates Acting Up from other theatre groups such as amateur dramatics societies,
which function through auditions and may be intimidating to those who have less
experience with drama, and/or need more support.

Providing flexible and responsive support
Adapting to the range of needs
When staff members were asked to reflect on the elements of Acting Up which have
contributed to its success, they identified tailoring the programme to meet the physical
and emotional needs of participants. Staff members highlighted the importance of having
an awareness of the differing levels of physical fitness and ability within the group but
noted that they did not treat the Acting Up group any differently from the way in which they
would approach any other acting group but rather maintained a relaxed and flexible
attitude:

“I treat them like any other group as well, you know, I don’t come in thinking oh I
had better not do that just in case, because I tell you what they soon show you.”

“As long as the person is OK, it’s important not to panic. You have to
be adaptable.”

Awareness of memory problems and how to support those
who experience them
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Participants appreciated the supportive attitude of tutors in helping them to learn lines. For
many, this was a challenge, and tutors were both patient and encouraging. This supported
people to participate who had thought that memory problems would be a barrier.
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Encouraging peer support
In addition, one staff member spoke about the ways in which they supported participants
with specific disabilities to be fully involved and stressed that all of the group members
were proactive in supporting one another:

“They encourage him, they really help him, they support him. Sometimes if I’m
talking and I have done something and he has missed it they’ll make sure he is
okay or they’ll kind of bring him up to speed or whatever.”

Encouraging participants to challenge themselves
and work towards a performance
Finding ways to help everyone to achieve getting on stage
Having a play to work towards appears to be a strong motivating factor for people to stay
involved. The sense of achievement of putting on a play is very important to participants’
experience, and many participants identified getting on stage as their greatest
achievement in Acting Up.
The challenge of performing in front of an audience is an important factor in increasing
participants’ confidence – not just their confidence to perform, but their confidence in
everyday life. Many participants talk about the positive effects of doing something that
they never thought they could, which supports the sense that they are capable and
empowered.

Enabling participants to find strong and lasting confidence
at their own pace and together
The support and gradual approach of building up toward a performance is essential to
this. This balance between a genuine challenge and a supportive atmosphere is what
makes Acting Up stand out from other groups.

“It brings you to places where you never were before, where you didn’t think
you could go and even projecting your voice on stage, you know, we started off,
we were all mumbling and at rehearsals you’d be sitting thinking, I didn’t hear
that and Kerry would let that go, because he knows he’s going to work on that
later, he just wants you out there even reading your script and he takes you
gently along and then maybe six months down the line he’ll say, I can’t hear
you, John, you know, speak up.”

The positive reaction of a supportive audience also increases confidence, sense of
achievement, and supports relationships with family and friends. The shared goal and
purpose also creates stronger bonds between participants, as they take up the challenge
together.
Acting Up provides new challenges, which supports impacts such as confidence and a
sense of achievement. This balance between being friendly and informal, but also
challenging and rewarding, is a key factor in its success.

Acting Up supports participants to challenge themselves, and their ideas about what they
are able to do. This is linked both to personal challenge, and challenging expectations
and stereotypes of old age:

“I’m the youngest one in the drama group and the oldest one is 87, and I just
look at them and I think… you have far more energy than I have, you know… so
it, kind of, pushes me on too.”
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Tailoring scripts to the group
Taking time to explore what matters to the group
Acting Up creates scripts adapted to the needs, abilities, and experiences of each group.
This process involves the group doing improvisation exercises, which the tutor watches
carefully, before adapting them into a script, which is then worked on as a performance.

On the most practical level, there are few scripts which cater to a large group of older
people, and having scripts which are specifically written for Acting Up groups ensures that
plays are relatable, relevant, and include everyone.
“I don’t suppose there are many commercial plays that sort of cater for a large
group of older people. So we’ll have to get Kerry to write a few more.”

Almost three quarters of respondents to the participant survey reported having had an
opportunity to explore issues relevant to their lives through the Acting Up sessions. This
opportunity was valued by participants who had used it to explore issues such as loss,
loneliness, family relationships and ageism:

“I found these to be enlightening and made me realise that I have to choose how
I want to grow older.”

Being generally aware of current issues affecting older
adults
An awareness of the issues affecting older people, and patience with any difficulties they
might cause, was also identified as important, in particular around memory problems.

Enabling and supporting creative ownership
Because the plays are based on participants’ improvisations, this supports their creativity
(rather than solely their ability to follow direction or act convincingly), and gives a sense of
ownership over the play. Incorporating participants’ own stories also supports a sense that
their experiences are valuable:
“I think that because we are that much older we have so much more experience
of life… you have in the group people who are great storytellers… So they will
tell the story and somebody will say, that’s right and here is my experience, and
at times Kerry will say to us, okay, go away and take 15, 20 minutes and put
together a little playlet, what would you put? We would go away and we will
work on that and we would come back and I think out of all of that pot of ideas,
he takes and then writes and then when he starts showing us the script, people
will say… that wouldn’t have been said, and so he is having to workshop his
own work if people are not agreeing if this is not the way it would have
happened.”

Finding ways to give everyone a role that suits them
This also allows the tutor to create parts within the play which suit the ability levels of the
participants, and which they identify with – this supports a broader range of people to get
onstage.
“We did a lot of improvisational work and then he wrote a play around our
improvisations and he really knew us, by the time he gave us the scripts, he
really did know us, and I’m afraid each part was really written round us, you
know. “
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Exploring themes that touch on personal experience
with care
When talking about working with participants to create pieces of drama which draw on
their own lives and experiences, staff members discussed both how much they valued
this process and their awareness that this process could trigger memories and emotions:

“I love that because then it’s real, because then you are asking them, you know,
you don’t want to touch on a nerve either, do you know what I mean and you
would work very closely with that and make sure that they are happy to share
a story.”

They identified ways in which they support participants to do this in a way which did not
make them feel vulnerable. These included working with participants to make sure that
they were ready to share a story or adapting and weaving in elements of their
experiences to larger pieces of drama.

Offering effective leadership
Building rapport within the group
The skills of staff members in leading the project and facilitating the groups was
highlighted by both participants and staff as an important element which has contributed
to the success of Acting Up. Staff members were appreciative of one another’s hard work
and talents, particularly in writing scripts for the group which authentically reflect the
stories shared by participants. Colleagues were described as friendly, welcoming and
supportive and the importance of their ability to build a rapport with participants was highly
valued.
Developing trust and instilling self-belief were also important aspects of leadership, and
were the result of the patience, encouragement, and positivity identified above.

“He just coaxed them along and coaxed them along. People were trying to learn
lines and were having rehearsals and… we were saying, for Christ’s sake, this is
never, ever going to work. You were great, you were marvellous… and I think
we started to believe in him and we started to believe in ourselves.”

Many participants identified a sense of humour and making the sessions fun as a big part
of what makes the leaders so good, and the programme so effective.

Offering positive criticism to help participants develop
When asked what it was about the process that supported them to build their confidence,
the gradual, positive approach of the staff was identified as particularly important, along
with encouragement and positive criticism.
“He has been so encouraging and that I have now the confidence to say, right I
can do this, so that is the big thing that it has done for me.”

“He’s very affirming… he’d say, very good, well done, and you know yourself,
seriously, that was rubbish [laugh]. But he would never say that, he’d never say
stop, stop, stop, stop; it’s very good, that was well done. Now, I wonder how be
like if you said that, like this, so you listen to him saying it and then that’s so
much better and, you then, you try it that way, and it works, but he’ll never ever
criticise you.”
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4 Findings: UK
Acting Up pilot
4.1

Introduction
Acting Up has the potential to significantly improve the mental and physical wellbeing of
the older adults involved, leading to greater quality of life. Funding from the Big Lottery
Accelerating Ideas programme has allowed Kaleidoscope to develop and pilot a six month
programme with the aim of bringing Acting Up to older adults in communities across the
UK. This pilot programme brought the Acting Up model to regions across the UK in two
ways;
•

•

The North West Acting Up pilot which would involve Kaleidoscope delivering a
condensed version of the established Acting Up programme to a small number
of older people from across the North West region in order to support and equip
them to develop their own Acting Up projects in their local areas.

The Acting Up regional workshops. A series of Acting Up “taster” workshops for older
people in a number of different UK regions.

Further details regarding the ways in which each of the aspects of the pilot was conducted
and with whom are given below.
Drawing on data gathered from evaluation forms, interviews and focus groups conducted
with pilot participants, this findings section describes the learning from the North West
pilot and regional workshops in terms of impact on those who attended and the groups
they represent and the efficacy of the UK Acting Up model for roll-out.
Additionally, to help establish the potential for the uptake of the roll-out of Acting Up
across the UK an internet and survey based scoping exercise was conducted and is
reported in this section. The scoping looks at the current provision of drama-based
creative arts opportunities for older adults in the UK, potential uptake of this type of
activity, as well as the factors which support or prevent involvement.
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4.2

Learning from the North West
Pilot Programme

“We’re a case in point. This drama group
wouldn’t have happened without
Kaleidoscope.”
North West pilot participant

Key learning from the North West
pilot programme:
•

•

•
•
•
•
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The North West pilot programme gave participants increased confidence to run
a theatre-based project for older adults

Participants felt that they had gained useful skills in improvisation and stagecraft
The resources, exercises and scripts were practical tools that participants found
very useful when working with their own groups

The opportunity to try out resources and exercises at the workshops was crucial
to the participants being able to use these in their own groups

The North West pilot programme directly resulted in the formation of a new drama
group for older people and supported the development of a number of other groups
There was a significant demand for more sessions
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Background
The North West Acting Up pilot programme involved Kaleidoscope working with a group
of individuals and representatives from a small number of older people’s groups from
across the North West region of England to support them in developing their own Acting
Up projects based on the Acting Up programme which has been successfully run in
Northern Ireland.

The North West region was selected by Kaleidoscope as a suitable location for the pilot
due to the social, economic and ethnic diversity of the region, which comprises urban and
rural areas and areas of high and low deprivation. The North West Acting Up pilot ran
from November 2015 to February 2016 and involved participants attending a total of four
full-day workshops held at theatres in the central location of Manchester. The workshops
focused on developing participants’ skills and confidence in leading an Acting Up group
and passed on information and resources which they could take back to their own groups
in their local areas. The pilot culminated in the performance of a new piece of theatre
developed by each of the groups at the Lowry Theatre in Manchester.

The North West Acting Up pilot attracted twenty participants, all aged over 60, from seven
different older adults groups, with each group represented by between two and four
individuals. The majority of the participants heard about the North West Acting Up pilot
through the U3A and some of the participants were already involved in leading a group.
The participants represented groups from areas all over the North West region, from
Cockermouth in the north of Cumbria to Ellesmere Port in Cheshire, representing a good
spread of urban and rural areas. The workshops focused on equipping and empowering
older adults to run their own Acting Up projects in their local areas. This process involved
developing their confidence and skills to lead a drama group and providing them with a
range of resources such as exercises and scripts which they could utilise with their own
groups.
This section reports the findings from the evaluation of the four workshops, drawing on
data from evaluation forms and interviews conducted with the workshop participants. The
findings explore the impact of participation on those who attended and the groups that
they represent, as well as the overall effectiveness of the UK Acing Up model and
learning points.

Impact of involvement in the North West
Acting Up pilot
Impact on individuals
At the start of the pilot, two thirds of the attendees who responded to the evaluation form
(n=1516) indicated that they were somewhat confident or very confident in leading a drama
group. This fairly high level of reported confidence perhaps reflects that 86% of those
attending were already involved in pre-existing drama groups for older adults. By the end
of the programme, 93% of respondents (n=12) indicated that they felt somewhat confident
or very confident to lead a theatre based project with older adults. This suggests that
some of the attendees felt that their confidence to lead a group had increased through the
pilot process.
This finding is echoed by further feedback from some of the participants who felt that the
experience had increased their personal confidence:

“I think that’s something that we learnt in every department with Kerry, with
practice you can do everything with yourself. You’re capable of much more than
you knew before you went on these sessions. Gaining confidence is very much
part of it.”

16 As differing numbers of
participants attended each
of the workshops, the evaluation
response rate varies for each
workshop to reflect this.

Each attendee was asked to state what they personally hoped to gain from attending the
North West Acting Up pilot. Over half of the group indicated that they were hoping to learn
new skills which they could take back to their groups. After the final session, participants
were asked to rate how fully they felt they had reached their goal, on a scale of 1 to 5
(with 5 indicating their goal had been achieved). The average score given was 3.9,
suggesting that the workshops had supported the participants to move towards meeting
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their goals. Those who had not fully achieved their goal said that they wanted more
sessions to learn more practical skills. Following the second pilot workshop, 66% of
participants identified improvisation skills as the most useful thing they learned (n=18).
They particularly appreciated learning how to put improvisations together to create a more
complete play. Following the third session, 69% identified stagecraft as the most useful
thing they learned (n=16).
Another common personal goal identified by participants was to network with others. At
the end of the pilot, all of the evaluation respondents (n=13) agreed that they had made
useful contacts through their involvement. Some participants said that it was particularly
useful to meet enthusiastic people who inspired them and from whom they could learn.

Impact on groups
One aspect of the workshop process was to equip group leaders with tools and resources
which they could use to develop groups in their own local regions. Twelve of the
attendees at the first workshop indicated that they were already involved in pre-existing
groups.
Following the second workshop, 9 of those involved in a group had used what they had
learned in the previous workshop to the benefit of their group. Following the third
workshop, of those who responded to the evaluation (n=13), 9 participants agreed that
they had been able to use what they had learned to the benefit of the group and that the
workshops had moved the group forward. They also reported that they had used the
resources provided. The two respondents who did not agree with these statements
provided further information that their group had not been able to meet due to illness.

Respondents gave further feedback regarding which of the resources and exercises had
been most useful when used with their groups. Improvisation exercises were identified as
particularly useful. One participant discussed their appreciation of learning about ways to
support older adults in a range of physical exercises while remaining cognisant of
restrictions and disabilities:
“Knowing what your body can do, that’s important, because people become, as
they get older, they perhaps… certain parts of the body, he certainly gave us
opportunities to use all parts of our bodies. He was aware that he shouldn’t say
to everybody lie down just in case somebody couldn’t get up, I really liked all
that, but he gave us opportunities for a much more flexible use of the body.”

Another interview participant found that some of the exercises were less useful when
taken back to her group but appreciated the opportunity to try out new approaches before
deciding what to use:

“I knew what worked for me, and what works for you, you can usually use… And
I tried a few things that didn’t work for me, and they didn’t work with my group.”

The experience of developing and performing a play as part of the programme was
identified as beneficial to the development of the groups, providing an opportunity to try
out new learning and building confidence.
“All our group were excited and delighted to have the chance to play on
stage at The Lowry and it gave a good boost to our confidence in planning
future performances.”

Setting up of a new group
In addition to the reported impact on the pre-existing groups, three of the participants in
the North West pilot were involved in setting up a new group in January 2016, which now
meets weekly with a membership of up to 25 older adults. This group reaches those who
are at greatest risk of social isolation, making particular effort to support one member who
has dementia and is in a residential care home. The organisers of this group had
previously been involved in amateur dramatics groups, and spoke about the ways in
which the Acting Up model is effective and inclusive for older adults and how they had
translated this ethos into the leadership of their own group:
“We are going to go on and try and put things on, but from a different basis…
what we’ve emphasised from the start, that if you want to perform you can, and
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if you don’t you don’t have to, but whatever we do we’re going to keep the
group working as a whole. We don’t want people dropping out because, oh,
they’re putting on a play and I won’t be in it.”

One of the participants at the pilot workshops who attends this new group has reported
significant improvements to her confidence and self-esteem and recovery from trauma
even during this short timescale, suggesting that the process and experience of setting up
and being involved in a new group can result in some of the same impacts on participants
as those seen in the Northern Ireland Acting Up group.
“I had a bit of trauma when I was younger, when I was fifteen, and it really cut
me off at the stock and tops. And… I’ve never really recovered from that. And I
thought this was a way for me to actually gain a little bit of inner confidence…
and it has helped me over the last few weeks. I mean, I feel more confident in
myself now.”

It was clear from the interviews that members of this new group felt strongly that their
group would not have been developed without their involvement in the North West Acting
Up pilot. One of the leaders said that the most important thing they learned in the
workshops way that is was possible to set up the group, suggesting that the workshops
were empowering and built a sense of capability among the attendees.

UK Acting Up model
Participants in the North West Acting Up pilot identified one of the most effective elements
of the UK Acting Up model as learning how to lead a theatre-based project for older adults
through observing the way in which the workshops were run by Kaleidoscope. One
participant picked out the way in which participants who were shyer were paired with
those with more confidence as a useful learning point.
“By the end of the afternoon session everyone seemed to have accomplished
an awful lot and had got on with those who couldn’t do it and they’d helped
them as well as getting on with it themselves…Being aware of other people’s
needs and what they can’t do, and helping them to do it.”

Participants also highlighted the experience of having been involved in the workshops and
having tried out the exercises and resources as crucial to their confidence in taking the
resources back to their groups:
“The major content of the group is stuff that we learned from Kerry in the
workshop… Kerry’s approach is so practical, and the handouts, the sketches
are just so practical to use… Seeing him work with other people, you know,
because we were a group of strangers down there initially, and those exercises
drew us in together. You’ve seen them work, so you’re confident in them… I
couldn’t have learnt it from a book, not in the same way. Seeing it happen, being
part of it, was just inspiring, really.”

Given the importance of good leadership identified in the key ingredients of Acting Up, this
development of leadership skills through observation of the successful running of a group
is an important aspect of rolling out the Acting Up model across the UK while ensuring
that the principles and ethos that underpin the original Acting Up project are maintained.
Some participants suggested that further development of the practical aspects of setting
up and running a theatre-based project would have been beneficial:

“I would have loved more workshops to cover the practical side of running a
drama group, particularly staging, covering stage management, how to put on a
performance, props, scenery, ‘block’ out a play, etc.”

“It would have been good to learn more about staging and perhaps makeup.”

“I’d have liked to talk about writing sketches.”
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Participants also valued the workshops as an opportunity to meet with like-minded people
in their region, share practice and learn from one another:

“Really enjoyed them, I feel that I’ve learnt a lot myself, I feel that I’ve been
helpful to other people, which pleases me enormously, because I’ve spent the
last, you know, doing this kind of thing. Other people have done other things
which have been really interesting for me, and people doing that with each other
is a major plus for the sort of work that the Kaleidoscope people do.”

“One of the best things about the project is meeting others who enjoy drama
and sharing ideas/scripts/experiences, and making new friends.”

The participants had a number of suggestions for ways in which this valuable network of
support could extend beyond the life of the pilot including ways for groups to
communicate with each other and provide inspiration and advice, such as a Facebook
group or online forum, and a newsletter to which the groups could contribute.
While the range and number of people who attended the group was seen as a positive
attribute, that different members of some of the groups attended each session was
identified as a difficulty, as it hampered the group from building on existing learning in
each session:

“At some of the sessions new people attended, which made it feel a little
fragmented. If the same people had attended every time perhaps we could have
achieved more. Sometimes it felt as if he had to go over stuff we had already
done in order to bring the new people up to date and include them into the
existing group.”

The resources and scripts offered by Kaleidoscope were well received by the participants,
who reported that they had used them with their own groups following the sessions. They
particularly appreciated the humour of the scripts, and felt that the length and content
were appropriate for their groups. Participants were keen to have more scripts to use with
their own groups and requested that the resources also offer activities for smaller groups.
“And more scripts suitable for the older generation! This more than anything
else. We need more short sketches that require minimum learning of lines and
ease of staging.”

In addition to the resources provided for use with groups, participants highlighted the
importance of additional support such as funding for transport in enabling them to take
part in the North West pilot. Participants requested workshops which were more local to
them or, if this is not possible in the future, ensuring that the programme is accessible by
putting in place financial assistance to help people attend:
“Our transport from Cumbria, for 16 of us has been funded by Kaleidoscope thank goodness, otherwise it would not have been possible to attend.”

The success of the North West Acting Up pilot indicates that the UK Acting Up model has
been effective in engaging older adults and empowering them to lead and set up their
own theatre-based projects. The potential uptake for this type of project is clearly high and
there may also be scope for a continuing programme of work with the established groups.
Of the 13 respondents who completed a final evaluation, all agreed that they would like to
continue to be involved with Acting Up in the future and of the 6 participants who said that
the sessions could be improved in some way, 5 people said they wanted more or longer
sessions. Further findings on the potential for uptake are reported at the end of this
section.
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4.3

Learning from the Acting Up
regional workshops

“We need a voice. We’re a big population
and we need a voice.”
Regional workshop participant

Key learning from the regional workshops:
•

•
•
•
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Regional workshop participants saw increases to their personal confidence and felt
that the UK Acting Up programme would be of benefit to the physical and mental
health of older adults
The Acting Up model was different from current local arts opportunities and
participants felt that having a group specifically for older adults was valuable

The regional workshops motivated some participants to develop or reinvigorate their
existing drama groups
There was some uncertainty among participants as to the nature of the workshops
and the availability of further support from Kaleidoscope
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Background
As part of the UK Acting Up pilot, a number of Acting Up taster workshops were delivered
in regions across the UK. The purpose of these workshops was to:
•
•
•
•
•

Explore the demand for Acting Up in different UK regions
Increase awareness of Acting Up across the UK
Explore the suitability of different locations and venues as regional centres
Test the UK Acting Up model
Gather research, information and feedback

Regional workshops were run in five of the proposed twelve regions throughout England
and Wales between November 2015 and February 2016, as summarised below in Table
2.
Table 2 - Regional workshops
Date of workshop

26th November 2015

27th November 2015
5th February 2016

8th February 2016

15th February 2016

Venue

Region

Birmingham Repertory Theatre,
Birmingham

West Midlands

Sherman Cymru Theatre, Cardiff

Wales

West Yorkshire Playhouse, Leeds Yorkshire and Humber
Theatre Royal, Plymouth

Marlowe Theatre, Canterbury

South West
South East

The Acting Up regional workshops consisted of a full day workshop broken into two twohour sessions. The content of the first session was intended to give participants an
opportunity to experience some of the Acting Up games and exercises designed to
improve skills such as memory, concentration, creative thinking, imagination and physical
awareness, while the second session focused on specific techniques such as
improvisation, stage craft and script work.

An average of 20 people, aged between 60 and 85, participated in each workshop. There
was also a small number of additional participants who do not fit within the target older
adult age range but who represented organisations which work with older adults and were
interested in finding out more about how their organisation could get involved in Acting
Up.
This section reports findings from the evaluation of the Acting Up regional workshops,
exploring the impact of attending the workshop on individuals, the efficacy of the UK
Acting Up model and transferability issues in rolling out Acting Up to the proposed regions
within the UK.
A survey was completed by 28 participants who took part in workshops in Cardiff,
Canterbury, and Plymouth. A focus group was carried out with three participants in
Birmingham, and six interviews were conducted with participants from Birmingham and
Leeds. Further feedback was also given in a number of emails to the Kaleidoscope team.

Impact of the Acting Up regional workshops
on attendees
As a whole, the workshop attendees were motivated to attend by a range of factors
including general interest in drama, and a desire to start a group or develop an existing
one. Of the 28 participants who completed the survey, 26 were part of an existing older
adults’ drama group. One of those interviewed was part of a fledgling group, while the
remaining three set up a group as a result of their participation. This suggests that the
workshops attracted a range of people with different levels of experience and motivation,
which is a positive indicator that Acting Up could support a variety of individuals and
groups.

When asked what they most hoped to gain from attending the regional workshop,
participants most commonly identified confidence. Other intended personal gains included
experience, knowledge, encouragement, and skills. For the groups of which they were
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part, participants hoped to gain impetus to perform, ideas, motivation, skills to share,
materials, and support.

Following their attendance at the regional workshops, participants reflected on their
experience of attending the Acting Up regional workshop. Participants most commonly
spoke about the fun and enjoyment they had experienced throughout the day.
Respondents to the evaluation survey reporting having learned for the first time that
taking part in performing arts was something that they enjoyed or rediscovering the
enjoyment of previous years:
“Very much enjoyed the day - learned that I like being involved with
performing arts.”

Reminded me how much I enjoyed doing this sort of thing from many years ago
and definitely exercised my mind!

Some participants reported that their confidence had grown throughout the day as they
had been involved in the activities:
“It was so useful to go through all the exercises, gradually becoming less
inhibited and more willing to take tiny risks.”

Other participants talked about their experience of the workshop in terms of gaining
skills and learning techniques that they could take back to their own pre-existing groups.
Participants particularly valued the improvisation exercises and the opportunity to work in
a group with new people.

When asked what they planned to do as a result of attending the workshop, many
participants indicated that they intended to put what they had learned into practice in their
own groups, try out some improvisation or think about working towards a performance
with their existing play-reading groups. Some planned to use the resources which would
be available on the Acting Up website. Others hoped to join existing groups in their area
or start their own groups:
“Hopefully we will be able to apply what we learned when we launch our group,
and build the members’ confidence to move away from static play-reading and
towards ‘play-doing’ as you advised… We found the workshop to be a huge
encouragement for our new group, and are so grateful.”

Regional workshop participants who took part in interviews spoke about the impact that
running or taking part in a theatre-based project for older adults would have on
themselves and those around them. The potential for Acting Up to promote positive
mental and physical health for those experiencing social isolation was discussed by one
participant:
“It helps you to interact with people it takes up time and is very involving, and
that has got to be a good thing for any age group, I’d have thought. I mean if
you have older people who are alone or isolated, or going through things that
aren’t so pleasant because they’re older, I think doing anything like that would
be amazingly good for them.”

Participants in one of the focus groups discussed the way in which the Acting Up model
both encourages older adults to be creative and provides them with a platform to have
their voices and experiences recognised:

“I think the creative thing is important, because it also allows us to use our past
and to remember things and to use that and think, oh, wow, that was me, or
wow, I’ve got this experience and tap into the emotions around that as well.
Rather than just living in this ever present, increasing aches and pains and
being invisible. It brings back our life to us.”

“I think that’s where the value of this comes in, teaching us to be creative, not
just to learn parts for a play. That we can create our own, do short pieces; I
think that’s brilliant, that’s what we need…”

This conversation between attendees at the West Midlands regional workshop highlights
the unique offering that the UK Acting Up model brings to older adults. The opportunity to
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create performances based on their own experiences is one which is not found in other
amateur dramatic societies or play reading groups. There was also some evidence that
the workshops challenged ideas around older age. One participant said that they learned
to “never pre judge people ever again!”
That the regional workshops were exclusively aimed at older adults was felt by the
participants to be positive aspect of the model. Among peers, participants felt that they
had a safe and supportive atmosphere in which to try things out and learn:

“And also, in a group like this, where we are all of the same age, we can lose our
inhibitions and not worry about it. When you have, say a drama group where
there’s youngsters and all ages, perhaps, you might not be so keen to lose
those inhibitions…”

All of the participants who responded to the evaluation felt that there was a need for more
opportunities for older adults to be involved in the creative arts. Sixteen of those who
responded felt that, were they to run an Acting Up group in their local area, people would
want to get involved. A further 6 respondents said they didn’t know and only 2
respondents though that people would not be interested. This suggests that some
participants may need more information and support in setting up their own group. Further
data regarding the potential uptake for a project like Acting Up is presented in section 4.4.
There was some uncertainty among the participants regarding the nature of the
workshops and the availability of further support:

“I didn’t know what to expect really. I was just expecting maybe something
like an acting masterclass or something. I didn’t think there’d be audience
participation. And I thought there’d be a large audience; I didn’t think it would
be such a small clientele… It was fine. It was just a surprise, that’s all. It was
just not what I expected.”

“More just kind of knowing what support might be available in the future.
Because, he did say, that they might be able to support us, but there wasn’t
really any specifics. So, I guess just a bit more information about that, really.”

There is a need for clear information around the nature and purpose of the workshops
and any further support and resources which are available to new or existing groups
following the regional workshops. In an interview, one staff member identified forward
planning as a key learning point for these sessions. Because these sessions are held in
hub locations which require travel for many people, it would be beneficial to plan the
workshops and release the dates well in advance, allowing participants to attend the
session which is best suited to their needs. These regional workshops would also be an
excellent opportunity for evaluation and development within the roll out of the UK Acting
Up programme. Building time into the sessions for evaluation would make the most of this
opportunity and allow Kaleidoscope to engage in an iterative process of incorporating
feedback into their forward planning.
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4.4

Scoping the availability, need and
potential uptake for arts opportunities
for older adults

“…it’s like a cultural desert. If you are over
60, you are supposed to like bingo – and
that’s it.”
Survey respondent

Key findings on the need for and potential
uptake of arts opportunities for older adults
•

•
•
•
•
•

There are very few theatre-based programmes for older adults currently running in
the UK which combine issue-based drama with public performance
Where there are creative arts opportunities available for older adults, and older
adults know about them, uptake is high

There is strong agreement that there is a need for more creative opportunities for
older adults
There was significant interest in being involved in a project like Acting Up and
participants most commonly hoped to gain enjoyment, a sense of achievement,
new friendships, opportunities to be creative and improved mental health

A taster session, good public transport links and no cost to the activity would support
older adults to be involved with Acting Up in their area
Scripts and resources tailored to older adults’ groups and ongoing advice would
support older adults to set up their own theatre-based projects
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Background
To assess the need for a programme such as Acting Up to be rolled out across the UK, it
is important to gain a sense of the current level of provision of creative arts based
opportunities for older adults. This section combines data from internet searching with
findings from a target group survey and Acting Up pilot participant evaluation forms.

The target group survey was hosted on survey monkey from January to February 2016
and distributed to contact lists held by the Mental Health Foundation and older adults’
organisations (see Appendix 2). All responses were downloaded from survey monkey and
analysed in Excel. The dataset was cleaned to remove respondents who did not consent
to take part in the survey or who consented but did not complete any further questions.
This left a dataset of 146 responses that were used in analysis.
Sample demographics are given in Appendix 3 as whole numbers and are summarised
below. Thirty five percent of the sample was aged between 60 and 69 and a further
eleven percent was ages between 70 and 79. Nearly a third of the sample could not be
classified as older adults (over the age of 60) but worked in older people’s services or
organisations. The majority of the sample (60%) identified as female. Most of the sample
was either employed (37%) or retired (28%). The high proportion of respondents still in
employment may be in part a reflection of the respondents who work in older people’s
organisations.

The vast majority of the sample (73%) identified as White Scottish, English, Northern Irish
or British. Only 13% of the sample has a disability but 59% had experience of a mental
health problem, either personally or with a friend, colleague or family member.
The geographic spread of the sample was wide, including respondents from across the
UK, in all four countries.

The extent of current creative arts opportunities
in the UK for older adults
Taking the 120 case studies of creative arts projects for older adults identified in An
Evidence Review of the Impact of Participatory Arts on Older People17, internet based
searching was used to develop an updated database of these projects. Of the 120
projects originally identified, 35 were no longer running or had no information available.
Twenty projects which provide theatre and drama opportunities for older adults were
identified. Of these, eight were specifically for older adults with specific conditions such as
dementia or Alzheimer’s, or took place in a care or residential setting. The types of
opportunities ranged from weekly drama and script reading classes, facilitated tea dance
and hosted drama simulations with older adults with dementia and their carers, to arts
collectives where older adult participants develop and perform their own theatre pieces.
Few of the activities listed included a performance element or combined this with issuebased drama exercises.
Participants in the target group survey were asked about whether they knew of any arts
and creative activities in their area which were specifically targeted at older adults (Figure
1). Sixty percent of the sample knew of opportunities. A quarter of the sample didn’t know
whether there were any creative arts opportunities in their area and only 14% reported no
activities specifically for older adults in their area.
Participants in the pilot workshops and target group survey were asked what creative arts
activities they were already involved in. Sixty percent of the target group survey
respondents knew of arts activities in their local area and, of those, 70% had been
involved in them. Fifty-two of the respondents gave details of the activities in which they
are involved. In general, respondents tended to be involved in more than one activity,
frequently listing several groups and classes in which they took part. Respondents were
most frequently involved in choirs or singing groups and dance classes. The activities
attended by the participants were most commonly run by third sector organisations or the
University of the Third Age. Where participants did attend drama groups, these tended to
be all-age amateur dramatics groups.
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17 McLean, J., Woodhouse,
A., Goldie, I., Chylarova, E.
and Williamson, T. (2011) An
Evidence Review on the Impact
of Participatory Arts on Older
People. Mental Health
Foundation commissioned
by the Baring Foundation.

Potential uptake of creative arts activities like
Acting Up
Data on potential uptake of creative arts activities like Acting Up was gathered mainly via
the target group survey and through the evaluation of the regional workshops.

Findings on potential uptake from the regional workshops
One of the intended outcomes for the regional workshop was to explore the demand for
Acting Up in different regions across the UK. That there was high demand for places on
the workshops and heavy oversubscription in some regions suggests that potential uptake
for the UK Acting Up programme would be high. This is supported by the requests from
participants for further involvement, access to resources and more workshops, suggesting
that taster sessions are an effective model for increasing awareness of Acting Up and
encouraging individuals and groups to become involved:
“Do please let us know if there are to be any further workshops in the
Southwest, we’d love to come again!”

“The implication in your original email to our U3A was that further help/support
might be available for a group starting up, and we would be very glad of that.”

Those people who were not already part of a group were also asked if they would
consider setting up a group of their own. Some said that they felt they did not have the
confidence, motivation or resources, or that it wouldn’t work in their area – though they
said that they would like to be involved with a group. Others said that they would like to
start a group, but would need more support first. This illustrates the need for ongoing
support such as the model trialled in the North West pilot, which has been successful in
building confidence and motivation for people to run their own groups.
An important point was raised by one attendee at the regional workshops regarding the
accessibility of current activities for older adults:

“The U3A has branches nation-wide & offers so many activities, virtually free
of charge but from my experience its members are largely white, middle-class,
well-educated. Arts & creative programmes need to reach a much wider
audience.”

This participant highlights the importance of ensuring that creative arts opportunities for
older adults are designed and implemented in a way which is accessible to as wide a
range of older adults as possible and in particular to those who are at greatest risk of the
potentially negative effects of aging including social isolation and poor mental and
physical health.

Findings on potential uptake from the target
audience survey
Of those respondents who did know of creative arts activities in their area, 70% had been
involved in them, suggesting that uptake of activities is high among those who know about
them.
Among those who are not involved in any creative arts activities, 88% agree that there is
a need for more creative and social activities for older people, suggesting that uptake may
also be high among those who do not have any opportunities in their area. Respondents
were invited to further explain their answers to this question. The most commonly given
reason for supporting more creative opportunities for older adults was that such activities
have the potential to reduce social isolation:
“Social isolation is increasing and this has a negative impact on mental and
physical health.”

“…to reduce isolation in older people and starting as early as possible prevents
isolation later in their lives.”
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Other commonly given reasons for supporting the introduction of creative arts
opportunities for older adults included a lack of locally available opportunities and some
respondents provided examples of local activities for older adults which had been shut
down due to withdrawal of funding. There was also recognition that opportunities to be
involved with the arts could improve and promote positive physical and mental health,
enjoyment and creativity among older adults. A small number of respondents who did not
feel that there was a need for more creative opportunities for older adults explained that
they felt activities should be intergenerational and that they would not be interested in
attending a group specifically for older adults.
Respondents to the target group survey discussed in section 4.3 were unanimous in
agreement that there should be more opportunities like Acting Up for older people.

Survey participants were asked about their interest and the support they might need to
both take part in a project like Acting Up and to organise and deliver their own project.
Nearly half of respondents (49%) expressed interest in being involved in a project like
Acting Up and a further 16% didn’t know. Those who responded that they would not be
interested in being involved and who explained their answer tended to be involved in
other activities and have busy schedules but often said that they would be open to
signposting and promoting such activities.

When asked about the feasibility of organising and delivering such a project with support
from Kaleidoscope, 45% of respondents believed that this would be possible and a further
30% didn’t know. The relatively high proportion of respondents answering don’t know for
each of these questions suggests a need for more information about the Acting Up project
and the resources and support available for setting up their own group.
Respondents were asked to select from a list the attributes they would hope to gain from
talking part in a creative activity for older adults (figure 2). Respondents most commonly
hoped to gain enjoyment (54%), a sense of achievement (46%), new friendships (45%),
opportunities to be creative (46%) and improved mental health (46%). This finding mirrors
the actual gains from participating in Acting Up reported by the Northern Ireland
participants.

What would you hope to gain from taking part in a creative activity
group specifically for older adults, like Acting Up?
Enjoyment

More confidence

79

46

New and/or improved skills

62

New friendship(s)

65

A sense of achievement
Improved memory

45

Opportunities to be creative

Improved mental health

Improved physical health
Other (please specify)
Did not respond

68

57

23

0

10

20

65

30

40

56

50

65

60

70

80

90

Figure 2 - Perceived gains from taking part in an activity such as Acting Up (n=146)

Seventy seven respondents gave details about the types of creative activities in which
they would be interested in being involved. Of these, 38 respondents indicated that they
would like to be involved in drama in some way, including improvisation, script writing,
issue-based drama, performing and set and costume design. Other interests included
music and singing, arts and crats and activities suitable for older adults with dementia.
Ten of the respondents indicated that they were open to ideas or would be willing to be
involved in any activities which were available to them.
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The majority of respondents (55%) did not have any concerns about taking part in a
creative activity like Acting Up. Just under 10% of the sample indicated that they would
have some concerns about taking part and 17% indicated that they didn’t know. Very few
respondents elaborated on their concerns but those who did spoke about mobility issues
and lack of confidence.

Support to take part in Acting Up
When asked to indicate the types of support that would help them to take part in a
creative activity like Acting Up (figure 3), respondents most commonly selected a taster
session (50%), good public transport links to the venue (38%) and there being no cost for
the activity (38%). Those who felt that it would be feasible to organise and deliver their
own Acting Up programme and those who responded don’t know were asked what kind of
support they would need with this. The types of support most commonly selected by
respondents were someone to ask for advice (64%), scripts tailored to older people’s
drama groups (58%) and resources for the group which included games and exercises
(58%) (Figure 4).

Is there anything that would help you to take part
in a creative project like Acting Up?
Using a venue without steps

25

Suitable for different levels
of physical abilities

47

Building up gradually to
being on stage

46

Good public transport links
to venue

56

No cost for activity

56

An interpreter
(eg BSL, other languages)

8

A taster session

Taking someone with you
Other (please specify)

Did not respond

30

0

10

20

73

35
36

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

80

90

Figure 3 - Support to take part in a creative project like Acting Up (n=146)

What kind of support do you think you would need
to organise and deliver your own project?
Training workshops on
leading a group

61

Scripts tailored to older
people’s drama groups

64

Resources suggesting
games, exercises etc
Help with publicity

48

Someone to ask
for advice

Other (please specify)
Did not respond

64

23
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70
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Figure 4 - Support to organise and deliver an activity like Acting Up (n=110)
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Key learning, conclusions
and implications

5

Introduction

5.1

From the research findings it can be concluded with some confidence that Acting Up has
had strong impacts at individual and community levels in Northern Ireland, that there is
considerable need and interest in this type of engagement, that there are clear gaps in
current provision and real potential for further uptake. Findings from the evaluation of the
UK Acting Up pilot suggest that the roll out programme has been successful in replicating
some of the positive impacts of the Acting Up group in Northern Ireland.
This section revisits the research aims set out in the introduction and, using the evidence
in the findings, seeks to answer the key research questions within them. First the key
findings of the research are highlighted, directly addressing the research questions. This
is followed with key discussion points relevant to the research questions and an analysis
of the implications of these findings for Acting Up, funders, policy makers and further
research.

Impacts of Acting Up in Northern Ireland
The first question addressed by this research was: what is the impact of participation in
the current Northern Ireland based Acting Up programme on older adults, those close to
them and the wider community. The key findings are summarised and discussed below:
•

•
•

•

•

•
•
•

Acting Up has had a variety of concrete and lasting impacts on participants,
those close to them, and the wider community.

The strongest impacts were on participants’ confidence and life contentment, through
the challenge of participating, the sense of achievement, and the social opportunities
that Acting Up offers.
Benefits to memory were also identified as a strong impact.

There is good evidence that Acting Up has changed the way that older people are
perceived, especially for participants and those close to them and as a result reducing
the stigma of ageing.
A diverse range of other impacts were evidenced which related specifically to
participant’s individual needs, life circumstances and what they wanted to achieve.

This suggests that Acting Up has met diverse needs and expectations, with enough •
flexibility to support a range of different people to reach their individual goals.

Acting Up performances have attracted a large audience which has influenced
theatres across Northern Ireland to begin programming more events for older people.

The findings suggest that Acting Up can be a transformative experience for participants,
those close to them and those in the wider community. The majority of participants found
that being involved in Acting Up gave them a new lease of life in a variety of ways
including energising them, improving their mental and physical wellbeing, increasing their
ability to self-manage their wellbeing and conditions, improving their creative and
cognitive skills and giving them confidence to be more active socially and in their
community.

The findings provide evidence that the intended impacts of Acting Up (page 13) have
been met with the strongest evidence centring on increased confidence, social interaction,
enjoyment and contentment, creativity, a sense of achievement and improved memory for
participants. These impacts were commonly observed by friends and family.
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Whilst the impacts common to many of the participants are highlighted, it was also clear
that a range of other impacts were experienced by participants on a more individual basis.
This suggests that Acting Up is meeting a diversity of needs. It also suggests that people
are arriving with a wide variety of needs and expectations, have different starting points,
and gain differently from participation.

Learning from the UK Acting Up North West Pilot
This section summarised the key findings presented in answer to the research question:
what is the impact of participation in the North West Acting Up pilot?
•

•

•
•
•
•

The North West pilot programme resulted in increased confidence to run a theatrebased project for older adults
Participants felt that they had gained skills in improvisation and stagecraft

The resources, exercises and scripts were practical tools that participants found very
useful when working with their own groups

The opportunity to try out resources and exercises at the workshops was crucial to the
participants being able to use these in their own groups
The North West Pilot Programme directly resulted in the formation of a new drama
group for older people and supported the development of a number of other groups
There was a significant demand for more sessions

The North West pilot was successful in developing the confidence of participants to lead
their own theatre-based group for older adults. Involvement in the North West pilot
resulted in the formation of one new group and supported a number of pre-existing groups
to develop. The participants felt that one of the most crucial things they learned from their
experience was how to manage and run a group more effectively. An opportunity to try out
the resources themselves was important in building confidence in the participants to try
these out with their own groups.
Participants in the Northern Ireland Acting Up programme valued the opportunity to
express their creativity and have their own stories and experiences used as the basis of
scripts and pieces of drama. As the groups which participated in the North West pilot were
given resources including pre-developed scripts, it may be that some of the effectiveness
of the original Acting Up model is lost. This could be overcome by provided further support
and training to groups to allow them to develop their own scripts based on issues raised
by their group members.
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Learning from the UK Acting Up
regional workshops
The key learning points in answer to the research question what are the transferability
issues in rolling-out Acting Up to the proposed regions within the UK? are summarised
below.
•

•
•
•

Regional workshop participants saw increases to their personal confidence and felt
that the UK Acting Up programme would be of benefit to the physical and mental
health of older adults
The Acting Up model was different from current local arts opportunities and
participants felt that having a group specifically for older adults was valuable

The regional workshops motivated some participants to develop or reinvigorate their
existing drama groups
There was some uncertainty among participants as to the nature of the workshops
and the availability of further support from Kaleidoscope

Attendees at the regional workshops enjoyed the workshops and found that the Acting Up
model offered them something which was not currently available in their area. They
valued having an activity which was specifically aimed at older adults as working with their
peers gave them the confidence to try out new things. The workshops inspired some
participants to try new things with their existing groups and there was a clear request for
more opportunities of this type.

Current opportunities and gaps for this kind
of intervention and potential uptake
The following section answers the research question: what is the need for this type of
engagement, this particular intervention and potential for uptake with older adults in all 4
UK countries from those participating in the Acting Up regional workshops and from those
in existing older adult networks?
The findings of the mapping and target group survey suggest that there is still a lack of
creative and arts based opportunities targeted at older adults despite the clear benefits
that can be had. Some respondents suggested that there is little or no creative arts
provision for older adults who do not live in a care or residential setting or who do not
experience health conditions such as dementia. This is exactly the gap that Acting Up
aims to fill. The survey also suggested that some people know of opportunities but do not
participate because they are unable to get there. Findings from the scoping exercise
suggest that there are few opportunities for older adults to be involved in a theatre-based
project which combined issues-based drama and an element of performance.

Findings from the target group survey and regional workshop pilot suggest that where
there are opportunities and older adults know about them, there is a high uptake.
However, many of the respondents felt that there were no activities in their local area and
there was strong agreement that there is a need for more creative opportunities for older
adults. The most commonly selected support which would empower older adults to get
involved with an activity like Acting Up was a taster session, supporting the model used
for the roll out of the Acting Up regional workshops. In addition, participants in both the
North West pilot and regional workshop expressed interest in continued involvement with
the project and more sessions of this type, suggesting that uptake of the UK Acing Up
programme would be high.
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5.2

Discussion points
When taken together, the findings of this report present considerable evidence that the
Acting Up programme in Northern Ireland has had a significant positive impact on those
involved. This was particularly evident in the increased confidence, life contentment,
sense of achievement and opportunities for social interaction identified by the participants.
The findings also highlighted a number of key elements of the Acting Up ethos and model
which contributed to these impacts. From the scoping exercise, it is clear that there is
both an actual and perceived gap in provision of creative opportunities for older adults.
The proposed UK Acting Up project aims to effectively fill this gap. From the information
presented, it is fair to say that both the North West pilot and regional workshops have
been successful in meeting their aims. Participants from the North West pilot showed
increased confidence to run their own theatre-based project for older adults, gained skills
and were supported to further develop their existing groups and, in one case, set up a
new group. The regional workshops attracted a large number of participants, indicative of
the need for and potential uptake of the UK Acting Up programme and the participants
gained confidence and skills from their attendance.

The UK Acting Up model
The UK Acting Up model appears to be well suited to supporting older adults to become
involved in and run their own theatre-based projects. It is impossible to say whether the
Acting Up programme is more or less effective than any other forms of creative arts
opportunity for older adults. However, the opportunity to use their creativity, challenge
themselves and work towards a performance in a supportive atmosphere amongst their
peers does seem to be effective in improving the confidence and physical and mental
wellbeing of those involved. Rather than limiting the success of this programme to those
who attend sessions which can be delivered by the
existing Kaleidoscope staff team, the UK Acting Up
Key ingredients of Acting Up
programme has the potential for the positive impacts of
Acting Up to be replicated across the UK. It may even
1 Supporting a diversity of older adults to be involved
be that setting up a group which is run by and for older
• Recruiting participants through existing networks
adults could add an additional sense of ownership and
• No cost, no pressure
achievement to the older adults involved. However, in
• Helping older adults to overcome perceived
order to ensure that the elements of Acting Up which
participation barriers
contribute to the impacts seen in the Norther Ireland
project are replicated in projects across the UK, it is
2 Supporting participants to stay involved
critical that the model and method which pervade the
• Creating an informal and fun atmosphere
original programme are well understood by those
• Valuing a range of experience and ability
running the local groups.
3

4

5

6

Providing flexible and responsive support
• Adapting to the range of needs
• Encouraging peer support
• Awareness of memory problems and how to
support those who experience them

Encouraging participants to challenge themselves
and work towards a performance
• Finding ways to help everyone to achieve getting
on stage
• Enabling participants to find strong and lasting
confidence at their own pace and together
Tailoring scripts to the group
• Taking time to explore what matters
• Being aware of issues affecting older adults
• Enabling and supporting creative ownership
• Giving everyone a role that suits them
• Exploring personal experience themes with care
Offering effective leadership
• Building group rapport
• Offering positive criticism to help development
• Using patience and humour

An issue that arises from the findings is that whilst it is
clear that Acting Up has benefits for older people, the
online survey of the target group revealed that there are
different views on the importance of whether such a
project is specifically for older people. A number of
survey respondents expressed a preference for mixedage group activities. This could be because they do not
identify with and/or dislike the label “older people”, or
because they prefer to be in a more age-diverse group.
Some Acting Up participants found it beneficial to be in
a group with other people of similar ages and in similar
positions, for a sense of camaraderie and shared
experience. The findings also highlight that some
respondents identified other mixed-age groups as not
inclusive of older people (e.g. local amateur dramatics
societies). Acting Up participants identified patience for
example with memory problems and a gradual approach
to building confidence as important parts of Acting Up.
This is not an approach that can be exclusively used in
groups for older people; it would however need a group
that was inclusive of older people. Also, although some
Acting Up participants appreciated doing plays which
felt relevant to their lives and the issues they face, it
may be possible to do plays in a mixed-age group that
March 2016
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would be relevant to older people as well. It is fair to surmise however that the strong and
wide-ranging impacts achieved by Acting Up were probably heavily influenced by the fact
that the project is for older adults, by older adults and deals with themes relevant to older
adults making it more powerful as an experience and a performance than could have
been achieved by a mixed age group.

Diversity and accessibility
It was beyond the scope of this research to take large amounts of baseline data, but it is
important to be aware that not all older people will need or want the same from engaging
in a project like Acting Up. Ageing means different things to different people in different
context – the person who is really excited to retire to have more time to be creative will
have different needs to the person who feels grief at the loss of their job and purpose.
They may both attend Acting Up, but for different reasons. Although there are common
problems that older people face, not all will encounter discrimination, or need to increase
their social interaction; however Acting Up may still enhance their lives and bring them
other important benefits for their health and wellbeing.

It is reasonable to assume that the roll-out would encounter even more diversity of
participant as it ventures into new geographical areas. It will be important then to be
aware of, accommodate, value and celebrate diversity in both recruitment and within
groups. This would include ensuring that activities are accessible to those with physical
disabilities, chronic illness or mental health problems and that a particular effort is made
to reach those who may be at greatest risk of social isolation. A common theme in the
findings is that of scepticism prior to and on embarking on involvement in Acting Up. It will
be important then to ensure that potential participants are able to recognise themselves
as such and envisage a positive and personally relevant experience. A key message
might be that if a potential participant is hesitant or lacks confidence they can quickly
realise that they are not alone and that building confidence is exactly what Acting Up is
best at doing.

As discussed in section 3.2, there is a growing evidence base that participatory art can be
a powerful tool that can contribute towards challenging and breaking down both the self
and external stigmas of being older that pervade popular societal culture. Acting Up is an
excellent example of this in practice; it makes a key contribution by breaking down
stereotypes, challenging, mitigating and reducing the negative internalised and external
attitudes and behaviour associated with the stigma of ageing such as fear, withdrawal and
self-doubt. The findings show that Acting Up goes further in that those involved can be
inspired to go on to actively and constructively use the arts to challenge the stigma of
becoming older more widely and opens up new opportunities for cross-generational
respect and improved family relationships.
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5.3

Implications
Implications for Kaleidoscope
•
•
•
•

•
•

Continue to work towards the roll-out of Acting Up to maximise the number of people
who can become beneficiaries of this important work

Continue to work towards targeting Acting Up to those who are most disadvantaged
and marginalised in society, those who are hard to reach and who would benefit most
by finding ways to make this kind of opportunity available to them
Consider how to make Acting Up accessible to people who might benefit from it,
but who don’t identify with the ‘older people’ label.

Develop and incorporate the ‘key ingredients’ and the other issues raised by the
research for transferability into any roll-out training and materials to support others to
run their own groups successfully and to maximise their chance of achieving the
Acting Up impacts observed in Northern Ireland.
Continue to work in a way that has flexibility, adaptability and is motivational for the
diversity of the older adult population and their different needs.

Continue to challenge limiting and stigma-based expectations of what older adults can
achieve in the arts and in life.

Implications for funders and commissioners
•

•

•

It is important that funders take note of the growing evidence base to which this
research adds, that is, of the real potential for participatory arts projects like Acting Up
to have real and lasting impacts on the physical, mental and social wellbeing of older
adults and to reduce the negative impact of stigma for individuals, their families and
wider communities.
Invest in creating partnerships between local health, social care and mental health
improvement agencies and organisations targeted at older adults as well as
independent funders and arts-based organisations like Kaleidoscope to create
better access to participatory art projects like Acting Up for older people.
Local participatory arts organisations and networks should build links with local
organisations and networks representing and supporting older people, especially
those hard to reach.

Implications for further research
•

•
•

There are some indicators in this research that participation in Acting Up can help
people to self-manage their physical and mental health conditions. However, this data
is drawn from a relatively small number of people and is not enough to generalise.
This could be an avenue for potential further research.
Like much research on older adult populations, this research tended to be
disproportionately responded to by women. Further research studies on the arts for
older adults should consider how to involve more men in their samples.

This research into the impact of Acting Up in Northern Ireland was based on longerterm participation in a creative arts project, and the findings indicate that the depth of
impact could result in lasting impacts. However there is a need for longitudinal
research to follow up whether and how there are lasting impacts of projects like
Acting Up in detail.
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6
6.1

Appendices
Appendix 1: Indicators of impact for
participant interviews and survey
Impact / Outcome

Improvement in general
feelings of positivity,
happiness, contentment

Improved confidence
and self-esteem
A greater sense of value
and worth

Greater social interaction

A sense of achievement
and pride

Indicator

Question for survey

• Participants say that
being involved in Acting
Up has improved the
way they feel in day-today life
• Participants say that
they feel happier and
more content
• Participants say that
they see the world in a
more positive light

Has being involved with
Acting Up changed the
way you feel in day to
day life?

• Participants say that
they feel better about
themselves
• Participants say
that they feel more
confident
• Participants have got
involved with a range
of new activities as a
result of being involved
in Acting Up

Has being involved in
Acting Up changed the
way you see yourself?

• Participants say they
have more friends
• Participants say they
feel more connected
to a community
• Participants say that
they find it easier to talk
to new people

Has being involved in
Acting Up changed your
relationships with other
people?

• Participants say that
they feel proud of the
work that they have
done
• Participants can
identify concrete
achievements within
Acting Up

What do you feel is your
greatest achievement
with Acting Up?
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What have you gained
from being involved in
Acting Up?

As a result of being
involved in Acting Up,
have you got involved in
any other activities?

What have you gained
from being involved in
Acting Up?
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Appendix 1: Indicators of impact for participant interviews and survey
(Continued)
Impact / Outcome

Question for survey

• Participants say that
they feel that their
voices are heard
• Participants say that
they feel that what
they have to say is
important
• Participants feel more
able to express their
views clearly
• Issues that are relevant
to them are included in
performances
• Participants feel that
they are able to explore
their experiences as a
group in a meaningful
way

Have you had
opportunities to explore
issues that affect you?
Please tell us what sort of
issues and what it was
like to explore them.?

Improved memory

• Participants say that
they have developed
their ability to
remember lines
• Participants say that
they remember other
things in their day-today lives

What have you learned
through being involved in
Acting Up? Have you
gained new skills or
improved skills you
already had?

Improved physical
co-ordination

• Participants say that
their ability to move
around on stage has
improved over their
involvement in
Acting Up
• Participants say that
they feel more able to
do physical activities
outside of Acting Up

As a result of being
involved in Acting Up,
have you got involved in
any other activities?

Improved concentration

• Participants say that
they are more able to
focus for long periods
of time

Improved problemsolving ability

• Participants say that
they are able to think
in new ways
• Participants say that
they feel more able to
solve problems in their
day-to-day lives

A sense of having a voice
and a platform.
Older people have a
platform upon which to
express their views and
experiences.
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Appendix 1: Indicators of impact for participant interviews and survey
(Continued)
Impact / Outcome

Indicator

Question for survey

Improved creativity

• Participants say that
they feel inspired
• Participants are getting
involved in other
creative activities

As a result of being
involved in Acting Up,
have you got involved in
any other activities?

The image of older
people within our society
is improved.

• Participants say that
people they know see
them differently
• Participants say that
people treat them
differently
• Participants say that
they see themselves
differently

Has being involved in
Acting Up changed the
way you see yourself?

More older people feel
inspired and empowered
to try new things and take
on new challenges.

• Creative activities for
older people have a
high rate of attendance
• Participants get
involved with other
new activities

As a result of being
involved in Acting Up,
have you got involved in
any other activities?

Older people see
themselves as more of a
community, supporting
one another.

• Participants say that
they feel supported by
other people in the
group
• Participants say they
feel like they belong to
a group
• Participants say that
they enjoy spending
time with each other

Have you made new
friends through Acting
Up?

Venues and other service
providers see the benefit
in providing more
services and
opportunities for
older people.

• More services for older
people are developed
• Venues are receptive
to hosting groups and
activities

Not relevant for this
survey?

Do you think that Acting
Up changes the way that
people see older people
in general?

Older people are seen
more as active and equal
members of our society.
Traditional notions and
ideas of old age are
challenged.
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6.2

Appendix 2: List of organisations
contacted for Target Audience Survey
Contact of older people’s projects
within the Mental Health Foundation

MHF social media

Campaign to End Loneliness

Information Now

Contacts of Kaleidoscope

Alzheimer’s Scotland

OPAAL

Scottish Care

Care Inspectorate

National Association For Providers
Of Activities For Older People

Friends of the Elderly

First Stop Advice

Age Exchange

Contact The Elderly

Nexus

Care and Repair

British Gerontology Society

LGBT Health and Wellbeing

Scottish Older People’s Assembly
Cambridge Cope
Silverline

National Pensioners’ Convention
Luminate

Age Scotland

Age UK

Broadening Choices For Older People
IRISS

Scottish Mental Health Arts and Film Festival

Sporting Memories Network

Life Changes Trust

NHS Education Scotland

Paths for All

Action in Mind

Women4Women

Faith in Community Scotland

Kirrie Connections

MECOPP

Good Morning Service
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Innovations in Dementia

Older People Wales
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Age Action Alliance

Life Story Network

Alliance Scotland
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The Relatives and Residents Association
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Appendix 3: Sample demographics
from Target Audience Survey
60-69

70-79

80-89

90-99

51

16

4

0

Age

100+

I don’t fit into these
age ranges but I do
work in older people’s
services/organisations

0

42

Gender

Female

Male

Non-binary

88

25

1

Did not
respond

Prefer not
to say

Other

1

Did not
respond

0

Employment status

33

31

Retired

Employed

Self-employed

Unemployed

Student

Other

Prefer not to say

Did not respond

41

54

0

6

11

2

Ethnicity

2

30

White Scottish /
English / Welsh /
Northern Irish / British

White other

Indian /
Indian British

Bangladeshi /
Bangladeshi British

Chinese /
Chinese British

African /
African British

Caribbean /
Caribbean British

Black /
Black British

Did not respond

0

0

Mixed Race
or multiple
ethnic groups

107

0

4

0

Yes

No

20

Yes, myself
27

Asian /
Asian British

Pakistani /
Pakistani British

0

1

1

1

31

Prefer not to say

Did not respond

Disability

90

1

3

Experience of mental health problems

Yes, with a
friend/colleague/
family member
59

33

No

Prefer not
to say

Did not
respond

22

7

31
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