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What we did

I feel like you have given 
me a tiny taste of this new 
world of making theatre and 
a banquet has opened up in 
front of me. I want to try all 
of it.
Weekly workshop participant

Key changes that came about from our original 
plan, as set out in our application arose for two 
reasons. Firstly, we quickly realised that the 
organisational infrastructure was not fit for 
purpose to deliver the programme of work. We 
had to move from a kitchen table start up led 
by our founder, Naomi Alexander, to putting in 
place the infrastructure needed to run a small 
arts organisation. To do this we:

 worked with the brand design agency 
Baxter and Bailey to create a new brand 
and website in order to attract and recruit 
participants 

 re-launched the organisation and the 
programme of activity on the Brighton Pier 
to an audience of 60 people from arts and 
community organisations from across the 
city

 developed systems and processes for 
bookings, monitoring and tracking 
people’s engagement

 recruited a marketing and 
communications manager who went on to 
develop and deliver a marketing strategy 
for the programme

 developed organisational policies, 
procedures and contracts for the 
engagement of artists and freelance staff

 developed the board from a team of 3 to 
a team of 7, diversifying the leadership of 
the organisation

Secondly, we worked with Francois Matarasso 
in order to refine and focus what we were 
setting out to explore and test through 
the programme. We established a simple 
framework for reviewing, learning and adapting 
which is now embedded into the life of the 
organisation.

Aim: To enable people to participate in the 
artistic life of Brighton and Hove

Objectives: 
1. establishing a network of local people who 

want to explore theatre-making

2. running theatre workshops, visits and 
other activities 

3. building trust between cultural 
institutions and the network

4. testing ideas for co-created projects 

5. creating productions by professional and 
non-professional artists working together 
(our long-term objective not covered 
within the scope of this grant)

Through the evaluation we explored our 
approach to establishing a peripatetic civic 
theatre for the city and tested:

 the value of our approach 
 the viability of our approach

And discovered

 what works
 what didn’t
 and why

Overall, at the 47 activities that we ran across 
the programme we had an overall attendance 
of 381 slots attended by 121 people.

Of the 121 participants, 43 were from a BN2 
(East Brighton and the surrounding area) or 
BN3 postcode (Hangleton and the surrounding 
area) representing 36% of our attendees. 
Equality and Monitoring Data also shows that 
44.23% of respondents are un-employed or 
in part-time work.  Crucially 21 out of those 
43 participants came back more than twice, 
attending an average of 8 workshops each 
across all our programme, with four out of 
seven of our most regular attenders (having 
attended more than 10 workshops) being based 
in the neighbourhoods of Hangleton & Knoll 
and East Brighton.  

Participants from BN2 and BN3 postcodes 
were in a majority across all of our activities. 
They were also more involved: attending more 
regularly and taking part in a wider spectrum 
of our activities. Crucially they represented the 
majority of the People’s Inspiration meeting 
participants, showing a clear appetite for 
involvement in theatre making and a need for 
their voices and stories to be given a platform.

I was hoping for fun, 
community, a safe place to 
play with creativity – I got all 
this, thank you!
Weekly workshop participant

In 2019 - 20 we delivered:

Theatre Club outings 
between March and 
November 20195

37which 
attracted 37 
participants.

which attracted 
21 participants.

People’s Inspiration meeting 
in December 20191 which attracted 
17 participants.

78
We responded to 
participant feedback and 

developed a series of 
How Theatre is Made 
workshops

that look 
at the 
backstage 
theatre 
making 
process. 

6
A programme of 
organisational 
development for BPT

Special Guest theatre 
workshops delivered between 
March and December 201910

58
investigating different aspects of theatre making 
with world-class theatre writers, choreographers, 
sound designers, directors and producers. 

These workshops 
attracted 58 
participants.

Play Reading sessions 
between March and 

November 2019 5
21

17

Additional match funding was raised 
from Arts Council England of

£49,000
to adapt and 
extend weekly 
workshops, play 
reading groups 
and theatre 
clubs until 
the end of the 
summer term 
2020.

Workshops have 
been run to date.20

These 
workshops 

attracted 78 
participants.

Drop in weekly 
theatre 
workshops between 
September 2019 
and February 2020



We have reflected on the progress we 
have made against our key objectives and 
summarised the insights we have gained 
through exploring the questions around the 
value and the viability of our approach. 

The Value of our approach

It was exceptionally 
important... we had a 
chance to share something 
about ourselves, and our 
aspirations so this made 
us comfortable and built 
a sense of community. 
It wasn’t pompous and I 
think we all got a chance to 
contribute.
Guest artist workshop Participant

 The peripatetic nature of our offer had 
mixed value. While people enjoyed 
engaging with different cultural spaces, 
it was also confusing for some people 
that activity moved around. With no 
consistent offer in one community we 
struggled to maintain consistent levels 
of engagement from participants and 
were unable to build a group, or work 
developmentally.  In addition, most 
community partners were less engaged 
when the offer was not local to them. 

 The positive value of this was that 
through regular review meetings and 
learning we adapted the model to 
provide a weekly workshop in a central, 
accessible location, serviced by buses 
from across the city. This has generated 
a group who travel from across the 
city each week and who report valuing 
the mix of people from very different 
backgrounds. 

 We have recognised the value of 
our previous work in our target 
communities (Hangleton and East 
Brighton) and the positive impact of 
this on our programme. The people 

with whom we already had built 
relationships were the most likely to 
travel to our activities and maintain 
high levels of engagement across the 
programme. 

 It is clear that there is an appetite in 
the city for our offer, that it is valued. 
There is no shortage of ideas for shows, 
usually stemming from people’s lived 
experience. We have been successful in 
establishing a network of people who 
want to explore theatre-making. We had 
213 people booking onto our activities, 
with a drop off of 121 people attending, 
who made 381 unique visits to our 
activities over the year. 

 The quality of our relationships with 
regular participants appears to be 
strong. Feedback shows people place 
a high value what they have learnt 
(cultural capital), feeling part of a 
community (social capital) and that 
their sense of wellbeing has improved 
as a result of being expressive on a 
regular basis. 

 While the quality of our offer through 
the monthly guest artist workshops 
was extremely high and valued by the 
majority of participants, it also served 
to attract a few aspiring artists in 
the city who understood the value of 
those artists to them. This is counter 
to our aspirations as a company and 
was problematic. We reviewed our 
communications and adapted our 
language. The weekly workshops that 
we developed are run by the Artistic 
Director and local theatre makers. 

 Our offer of reimbursing people’s 
travel and childcare costs was valued 
by participants and by community 
partners we met to promote the activity. 
However, levels of uptake of this were 
very low, even by people in receipt of 
state benefits. 

 We recognised the value of individuals 
within community organisations who in 

turn valued what we were offering and 
were enthusiastic about engaging with 
the programme. Where we connected 
with these individuals the levels of 
engagement from their network was 
substantial. For example, when a 
community organisation brought a 
group of people to a theatre club, all of 
whom had never been to that theatre 
before. 

 We learnt that there was significant 
value in our communications that 
emphasised opportunities to play. This 
was valued by many participants as 
accessible and friendly.

 People also reported that they valued 
being able to drop into as much or as 
little of our offer as was possible for 
them, in order to fit in with their busy 
lives. However, this was problematic 
for us as it made it challenging to work 
developmentally. 

 People valued the People’s Inspiration 
Meeting as an opportunity to come 
together to talk about big issues that 
a civic theatre for the city might want 
to create shows about. However, the 
emotional weight of these issues 
has made it challenging to create a 
framework through which these can be 
safely explored through a series of drop 
in weekly workshops where new people 
turn up each week. 

I came along to push myself 
out of my comfort zone. 
I found this to be a place 
to meet people and have 
fun trying something new 
and maybe regain some 
confidence that I had 
misplaced a little while 
earlier!
 Weekly theatre workshop 
participant 

The progress we made 
on our key objectives



Quantitative data about the programme 
was collected in several ways. 

 Participants numbers were collected 
through Eventbrite. Monitoring data 
was collected through online and 
paper copies of an Equality and 
Diversity monitoring form. 

 The income from our activities was 
measured through box office data 
and analysed in an Income Tracker 
and Profit and Loss spreadsheet. 

 The return visits and conversions 
across the whole programme where 
monitored in a Participant Tracker 
spreadsheet which visualises all 
individuals attendance across 
the whole programme, alongside 
postcode data for each participants.

This data informed the development of our 
work in various ways. 

 Monitoring box office data has 
informed the communications 
around our pricing structure. 

 The Participant Tracker, allowing 
us to monitor repeat custom 
and drop outs, inform targeted 
communications and research, 
such as marketing communications 
aimed at encouraging returns and 
collecting pointed feedback from one-
off participants to better understand 

where we might be lacking for some 
participants or specific demographic 
groups. 

Qualitative data was collected in a number 
of ways.

 Attendees at all 47 of our events and 
workshops were emailed surveys 
which collected feedback and 
suggestions for improvement, as well 
eliciting thoughts about the impact 
the programme had on their life. 

 After every activity the Artistic 
Director and the artists involved in 
running the session captured their 
reflections.  This was carried out 
as an After-Action Review where we 
discussed and recorded: what went 
well? What didn’t go so well? What 
should we do differently next time?

 We took a photograph of the group at 
the end of every session.

 We wrote down quotes from 
participants from informal 
conversations that we had with them 
during or after the activity.

 Blogger Maddy Costa visited the 
programme every other month, 
interviewed staff and participants 
and wrote blogs documenting the 
programme as it unfolded.

The data was regularly reviewed by the 
Artistic Director and other freelance team 
members and an analysis of it informed 
the development of our work in various 
ways. 

 Feedback from the surveys was 
directly used to re-shape our 
provision and the content of our 
sessions. For example, we moved 
from delivering monthly workshops 
to delivering weekly workshops, as 
people were clear that they wanted 
opportunities to work in a more 
developmental way.

 Regular reviews of data along 
with critical analysis of how the 
programme was developing 
prompted the decision to instigate 
weekly workshops and run one 
People’s Inspiration Meeting, instead 
of three, so that a group dynamic 
could be built before discussing 
potential show ideas.

Congratulations on 
creating a great plan 
which really shows how 
much you all appreciate, 
listen to, and reflect on 
participant feedback.
Weekly workshop participant

The viability of our approach

I like the place. I like the 
activity. I liked the play very 
much. I liked the group of 
people. The time of day. The 
pizza. I like the sounds of the 
voices. The happy feeling in 
the room. It’s very gently but 
purposefully held.
Play reading participant

 It quickly became clear that our 
original plan to develop 3 new show 
ideas was not viable, given the already 
ambitious targets we had set ourselves 
for recruiting and involving a majority 
of participants from backgrounds not 
typically well represented in theatre. 

 It was also not viable for us to build trust 
between cultural institutions and the 
network of participants when peripatetic. 
We believe this is because trust takes 
a long time to build, the touch points 
with these institutions were less than 
anticipated. In addition this was not 
explicitly budgeted for as an activity.

 Our approach hampered the viability for 
co-created shows, because the initial 
design of the programme didn’t enable a 
sufficient momentum of creative energy 
to be built due to its multiple entry points 
and drop in design. 

 Our Pay What You Can approach is 
valued by participants. We had originally 
estimated that the overall programme 
would bring in £1300 in contributed 
income through this approach. The 
project brought in £1811 in ticket sales 
meaning we exceeded our target. We 
recognise that the level of income 
received is not sufficient to continue 
to deliver the activity without further 
fundraising.

 We would like to increase the income 
from participants, particularly those 
from higher socio-economic groups, in 
order to create a more viable economic 
model underpinning our work. We have 
learnt that we need to make our case 
for support in a way that feels okay for 
everyone (staff and participants) and we 
still need to develop our language for this.

 What is clearly viable is the model of a 
people’s theatre with the range of activity 
and ambitions that provides a space 
for residents to find their creative voice. 
There is real interest from arts partners 
in giving those voices space to be heard. 
However, we are a young organisation 
and we need to build our financial model, 
we need to secure some core funding to 
enable us to build our delivery model, 
diversify funders and generate income.

 The scale of the peripatetic model that 
we delivered was not viable. We need to 
secure more resources, to enable us to 
work deeply in different communities to 
build trusted relationships with people.

It is something I have 
thought about doing for a 
long time. The Pay What You 
Can pricing made it feel less 
risky.
Weekly workshop participant

How we monitored, evaluated 
and learned about our work



We have reflected on the difference the work has made to us as an organisation and to the individual participants. 

Brighton People’s Theatre
The Explore and Test grant enabled us to 
create a step change in what we could deliver, 
taking us from small scale projects with micro 
communities to create an open offer to the 
whole city. It enabled us to begin to build an 
organisation, along with all the infrastructure 
to enable us to communicate with hundreds 
of potential and actual participants. It enabled 
us to build relationships with hundreds of 
people we didn’t previously know, who we 
now know have an interest in exploring what 
theatre might mean to them. 

This includes a hairdresser who did make-up 
and hair for stage at technical college but 
had never done any theatre. An ex-soldier who 
had never done any theatre. A taxi driver who 
had never done any theatre. A full-time mum 
who had never done any theatre.  We have 
countless examples of people from all walks of 
life who had never done any theatre but found 
their way to us.

Over and over again we are meeting people 
who are bravely showing up at our workshops 
and other events, who when asked, ‘Why did 
you come?’, reply along the lines of, ‘It’s always 
been something at the back of my mind that 
I’ve wanted to do, but I’ve never seen any 
opportunity like this before.’

We have learnt just how much it takes 
to achieve our ambitions and the time 

and resources that it requires to build 
relationships. We overestimated the level of 
investment from community organisations 
in our original approach. A city-wide offer 
still requires deep work in and with specific 
communities if it is going to truly involve 
them. 

We learnt that not everyone engages with 
the experience more than once, but we don’t 
know why. We would like to understand more 
about audience/participant behaviour in 
order to manage our expectations and craft 
an approach that works for as broad a range 
of people as possible. For example, it appears 
some people would like to be loosely affiliated, 
dropping in and out of workshops and events 
in a manageable way within the rest of their 
life. Others might like a much closer affiliation, 
developing show ideas and their own creativity 
and skills with a much deeper commitment. 

We learnt that the resources needed to create 
shows where we are opening up all roles within 
the theatre making process, both on and off 
stage, to people who have no experience of 
theatre, are significant. As a consequence, 
we are exploring the potential to create low 
key opportunities for people to share work in 
progress, at specially curated scratch nights 
or as curtain raisers at partner venues. These 
opportunities can simultaneously build trust 
with partner venues and test co-created show 
ideas. 

Participants
We have learnt that a year-round offer for 
participants clearly makes a difference to 
them in building social capital, confidence & 
agency when beginning to express themselves 
creatively.  People reported an increase in 
confidence, both in their personal life and 
creative pursuits. They also cited an increased 
sense of connectedness, community and 
improved social interaction.

The workshops have offered participants 
the opportunity to be playful, "the chance to 
be silly" and have fun. The programme has 
given participants "respite during a difficult 
personal time", and "something for me"; and a 
majority reported feeling happier as a result of 
attending the workshops.

It is great to be around 
such a diverse group of 
people in an inclusive 
environment. It boosts my 
mood and helps me feel a 
sense of connectedness and 
optimism.
Weekly theatre workshop 
participant

What difference the work made

What we plan to do next:
We plan to continue this programme of work, 
adjusting from what we have learnt and 
scaling up the model to work more in depth 
in target communities across the city and 
beyond. We are framing this activity in the 
following way:

Behind the Stage doors
We offer workshops and experiences to 
increase a love and knowledge of theatre 
across our community.  From hands on 
theatre making workshops to pizza and a play 
lunchtime readings. Our Workshops build 
confidence, skills, resilience, wellbeing and 
cultural capital.

Taking Centre Stage
Our productions place relevant, contemporary 
true stories co-created with communities at 
the centre of theatre production in Brighton 
and beyond. Our productions are creatively 
exciting and increase awareness, empathy, 
confidence and the profile of key issues of our 
times. 

Smoke and Mirrors
Our research aims to discover and share 
more about the relationships held with 
contemporary culture by those with low 

socio-economic backgrounds. Our research 
to date has informed and challenged the arts 
and voluntary sector in Brighton and had an 
impact on organisational decisions in relation 
to working with specific communities

We are aiming to create a regular, weekly 
local offer in the communities of Hangleton, 
Bevendean and Whitehawk, where we 
know there is a demand for our work, from 
our research with these communities 
(commissioned by Brighton and Hove City 
Council) which has been a parallel strand 
of work for us over the last year. We then 
envisage some people from these weekly 
workshops coming together to co-create 
shows with professional artists.  We also want 
to test models with our neighbours in low 
socio-economic coastal locations such as 
Newhaven and Southwick.

The ideas generated in the People’s Inspiration 
Meeting for potential new shows are now being 
explored in our weekly theatre workshops. 
As per our original programme plan, we are 
developing three ideas that came out of this 
meeting, through participatory processes 
that are reaching well beyond the people 
attending the activities funded through this 
grant. We are in discussions with the Brighton 
Festival about the potential of one or more 
of these shows being commissioned for the 
Brighton Festival 2021. The three show ideas 
for consideration are:

1. Exploring the idea of Brighton being a 
tale of two cities; of rich and poor, of 
gross inequality, of open and closed 
doors to opportunity depending on your 
postcode. 

2. The systematic failure of the education 
system in East Brighton on generations 
of children, young people and their 
families. Through pain-staking research 
undertaken by local residents a furious 
story has emerged of lives stunted and 
opportunities denied. 

3. The unseen, unheard and under-valued 
experience of parents who are also carers 
for children with multiple disabilities. 

The model of a People’s Theatre that is 
evolving through our work without a doubt 
requires a greater level of investment, over a 
prolonged period of time, in order to enable us 
to realise its full potential. 

Our experience of delivering and learning from 
this Explore and Test funded activity over 2019 
paints a clear and strong picture of a demand 
for accessible, local, affordable, relevant 
and playful theatre making opportunities. 
We believe that we should develop this offer 
further and deeper into the neighbourhoods 
where there is both greatest socio-economic 
deprivation and the potential for greatest 
benefit. 

What we plan to do next
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