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When we began this journey over seven 
years ago, I don’t think any of us could have 
imagined the scale of what we ultimately 
achieved in terms of engaging the whole of 
the North West in the Cultural Olympiad and 
gaining lasting benefits from the London 
2012 Olympic and Paralympic Games. 

What emerged was a most imaginative 
and creative concept which in it’s eventual 
expression had a dramatic impact on the 
cultural life of the region and resulted in 
artistic, social and economic outcomes which 
are truly impressive. 

In the summary of the achievements outlined 
in the ‘Key Findings’ section of this document 
the figures speak for themselves and I 
commend the reader to dwell on this section 
to fully appreciate their scale.

However, it is the individual impressions 
revealed in many of the anecdotal 
observations that have been collected that 
are in some ways even more impressive. 
For example the personal development 
experienced by young people devising and 
managing their own artistic activities through 
Blaze; the pride and sheer joy evidenced 
in the response of people of Cumbria and 
other visitors to the Lakes Alive Programme; 
and the way AND audiences were moved to 
revise the way they thought and expand the 
boundaries of what they believed art and film 
festivals should be. 

All this of course would be of little point if 
2012 were to be the end of the story. Above all 
the most pleasing thing for me is that there 
will be more to come, as all of the three key 
focal projects have plans in the years ahead 
to build on the platform established as part 
of WE PLAY. 

I would like to thank all those organisations 
and partners who have helped to make  
WE PLAY and the North West 2012 Cultural 
Programme such a memorable experience 
for us all. Particular recognition goes to 
Legacy Trust UK, as the principal funder of 
WE PLAY, who played a fundamental role in 
the creation of our North West programme 
and their continued support ensured WE 
PLAY was a huge success.  With the right 
kind of support from all quarters there is 
no reason why the inherent magic of all this 
work should not become an enduring part of 
the North West artistic scene.

Andy Worthington
Chair of the North West 2012 Steering Group

Lakes Alive, Welcoming the World 
photo by Paul Herrmann
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1.KEY FINDINGS 
Product and provision 
Since its launch in 2009, WE PLAY has 
delivered more than 1,200 workshops and 
public events across the North West region. 
543 of these have provided audiences with 
opportunities to experience and engage with 
high quality artworks at a variety of venues, 
public spaces and places across the region. 
The programme has delivered 170 entirely 
new commissions, 241 commissions that 
were new to the region, 202 of which were 
new to the UK. 

Participation
WE PLAY has reached an audience of 2 
million and attracted 875,000 attendances to 
public programmed events. A further 250,000 
unique website visitors engaged with the 
programme online. 

580,000 local people have participated in 
events. There is clear evidence that the 
events have instilled and strengthened a 
deep sense of pride and community spirit 
amongst many of these residents.

The programme has engaged people from 
all sections of the community: 30% of 
audiences (over a quarter of a million people) 
were from neighbourhoods of no or limited 
arts engagement and almost a quarter of 
all audiences (213,000 people) were from 
communities ranked within the 20% most 
deprived within England. 

Over a third of all adult audiences were 
under the age of 25. Almost 90,000 of these 
young people were from amongst the lowest 
ranked areas nationally for child wellbeing. 
The programme gave them opportunities to 
experience a diverse range of work and has 
inspired many to engage further, develop 
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skills and search out opportunities to deploy 
their talents within the creative industries 
and other sectors. 

9 out of 10 audience members at events 
indicated that they would attend a future 
event within the programme, 96% rated their 
overall enjoyment of the events as either very 
good or good and 95% rated the quality of the 
events as good or very good.

Economy
WE PLAY’s impact on the regional economy 
has been considerable. The investment of 
£3.02 million from Legacy Trust UK and 
£1.56 million from Arts Council England has 
levered a further investment of £5.3million 
from public, private and corporate sources 
and generated in excess of £10.5million in 
additional visitor spend within the North 
West’s regional economy. 

The programme attracted almost 70,000 
visitors to the region, many who came 
specifically to participate in a WE PLAY event. 
These visitors have contributed an estimated 
230,000 additional bed nights to the region’s 
tourist economy over the years. 

The visitor impacts resulting from the 
programme also include an estimated 57FTE 
employment. This is in addition to the 25 
FTE employment directly associated with the 
programme’s delivery, of which the majority 
will be sustained into 2013 and beyond. 

Capacity and talent
The work of more than 2,650 artists has 
been presented: 880 of these were from the 
North West and 800 starting out or in the 
early stages of their careers. For many artists, 
their involvement in WE PLAY has acted as 
a springboard to their careers: raising their 
public profile and helping them to develop 
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new collaborations and secure further  
work opportunities. 

16,596 people took part in creative learning, 
skills development and/or work experience 
opportunities: in workshops, residencies, 
training, and outreach activities and in 
volunteering their time to help to deliver live 
public events and programming. 

The programme has also created 74 
internships or placements, most involving 
young people at the early stages of their 
careers. These posts have contributed 
considerable value to the programme, as 
have the 697 volunteers who assisted with 
delivery and whose time has been valued at 
more than £400,000.

Partnerships
Over 400 new partnerships have been forged, 
over half of which involved new artistic 
collaborations. The significant majority of 
these partnerships (356 in total) have been 
amongst individuals and organisations 
within the region and a quarter have involved 
partners from outside the arts and cultural 
sector.

Legacies
The programme has delivered a number 
of key legacies for the cultural sector and 
region: including three world class regional 
festivals, a number of innovative and  
sought-after touring productions, a range of 
new cultural partnerships and networks; and, 
a confidence, pride, ambition and appetite 
from which future legacies will  
undoubtedly emerge.



2. INTRODUCTION
 
This report presents a summary of the key 
outcomes and achievements of WE PLAY, 
the North West cultural legacy programme 
for the London 2012 Olympic and Paralympic 
Games. It draws on evidence gathered 
from the four years since its launch in 2009, 
and a research and evaluation framework 
developed by a team of researchers from the 
University of Manchester and the University  
of Liverpool. 

2.1 ABOUT WE PLAY
 
Inspired by De Coubertin’s vision of the 
Modern Games as a marriage between 
art and sport, WE PLAY was designed to 
focus on the way we think, to stimulate new 
experiences and to provide opportunities 
for everyone to be a great ‘player’ through 
creative, physical, social and intellectual 
activity. The four-year programme inspired 
by the London 2012 Olympic and Paralympic 
Games provided a region wide celebration of 
artistic achievement, digital invention and art/
sport interactions in outdoor, online, public 
and social spaces. 

Through its focus on Play, WE PLAY set 
out to encourage and promote joined up 
approaches between culture, education 
and sport and involved a series of innovative 
and complementary creative programmes 
combining physical and virtual participation 
activities. The programme was structured 
around three areas of regional priority 
articulated as thematic strands: Body and 
Economy, Play and Space and Routes and 
Trails, each giving rise to specific annual 
programmes over the four years from  
2009 – 2012.  
 
The programme reflected a collective 
ambition to respond to the Games, to 
encourage big ideas, widen participation, 
strengthen international standing and build 
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sustainability. It comprised of three brand 
new creative programmes: Abandon Normal 
Devices Festival, an energetic festival of new 
cinema, digital culture and art; Blaze, an 
ambitious youth-led cultural programme 
for Lancashire; and, Lakes Alive, a festival 
of outdoor performance and street arts 
taking place across Cumbria. A fourth 
overarching strand, WE PLAY Expo marked 
the culmination of the four years of work and 
brought together the other strands with the 
Preston Guild 2012, in a regional celebration 
of the North West’s contribution to the legacy 
of London 2012. 

WE PLAY was the North West cultural legacy 
programme for the London 2012 Cultural 
Olympiad and it’s principal funder was Legacy 
Trust UK. Legacy Trust UK was established 
as an independent charity in 2007 to support 
communities and organisations across the 
UK to celebrate London 2012 in a way that 
was relevant to them and would leave a 
lasting legacy.

2.2 EVALUATING WE PLAY
There was a clear vision for WE PLAY that 
embodied the ambitions of the North West 
Be Inspired Legacy Framework for the 
2012 Games and Promise Three of the 
Department for Culture Media and Sport 
Plan for the London 2012 Legacy: Inspire a 
generation of young people. The WE PLAY 
mission was articulated at the start: to 
create an ambitious and inspiring four year 
cultural project for young people and local 
communities in the North West to celebrate 
the London 2012 Olympic and Paralympic 
Games which builds on key regional 
strengths, celebrates the benefits of PLAY 
and leaves a sustainable legacy beyond 2012.
The overarching objectives for WE PLAY were 
organised around four themes: provision 
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and product (including the delivery of 
strong, high quality, innovative programmes, 
new infrastructure and best practice and 
offering new experiences to audiences and 
practitioners); participation (including the 
levels and types of engagement amongst 
communities and young people); partnership 
(the realisation of new regional and cross 
sector partnerships, increased capacity and 
national and international co-production); 
and, profile (including cultural leadership 
standing and increased awareness of 
regional distinctiveness).

Following consultation for the development 
of an evaluation framework three  
cross-cutting areas of interest were 
identified: the process of delivery (the 
operation of the programme, its fit with 
funding requirements and the outcomes of 
wider linkages); the philosophy behind WE 
PLAY (including how the spirit and values of 
the Cultural Olympiad have been embedded 
in and benefited the programme); and 
practice (the process, outcomes and models 
of learning). 

In recognising that these themes and 
areas of interest are not discreet, the 
structure of this report reflects the 
framework. It focusses in turn on each of 
the overarching themes of product and 
provision, participation, partnership and 
profile, incorporating those outcomes and 
implications associated with each of the 
cross cutting elements of process, practice 
and philosophy throughout.



2.3 THE PROGRAMME
STRANDS

The product of a new partnership 
between Cornerhouse, FACT and Folly, 
Abandon Normal Devices (AND) is a 
cross regional annual programme of new 
cinema, digital culture and art that has 
permeated beyond screens and galleries 
into the streets and imaginations of the 
North West. Each year AND has delivered 
at least one major annual festival and 
a series of screenings, exhibitions and 
public realm interventions, in indoor 
and outdoor public and post-industrial 
spaces and across the BBC Big  
Screens network. 

Through its programme of participatory 
events AND has pushed the boundaries 
in moving image and digital culture, 
engaging audiences in debate around 
body and economy: focusing on and 
critiquing ‘Normality’ in the context of 
advances in science, technology and 
medicine and the ways in which these 
fields are shaping culture, body and its 
identity in the 21st Century. 

Not only does AND champion a certain 
notion of experimental art, its very 
structure aims to upset received notions 
of what an art and film festival should 
be.” Sight and Sound

Lakes Alive is a programme of world-
class performance and arts events held 
in the spectacular landscapes of Cumbria 
and Lake District. The programme is 
another product of collaboration, led 
by Kendal Arts International (KAI) in 
partnership with Manchester International 
Arts (MIA). 

Lakes Alive launched in May 2009 
with Reach for the Sky; a series of six 
international live aerial spectacles in 
locations across Cumbria. This was 
followed by a summer season of events 
across the county, culminating in Mintfest, 
the flagship festival in Kendal over 
August bank holiday weekend. During 
the subsequent 3 summer seasons, in 
the run up to the London 2012 Olympic 
and Paralympic Games, the programme 
featured more ambitious and inspirational 
events across the county; it also 
incorporated a street arts professional 
development strand of work, the Mintfest 
International Summer School for Street 
Arts, together with a commissioning 
element, Made in the Lakes, to create 
brand new street arts performances. 
Through its programme of events, Lakes 
Alive has animated urban and rural 
spaces across Cumbria for the Play and 
Space strand. 

The Lakes Alive Programme, which 
in the last few months has presented 
international work from all over the 
world, is fast making Cumbria a major 
destination for street arts audiences and 
artists.” Lyn Gardner, Guardian
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Blaze is an ambitious youth led 
cultural programme born out of a 
partnership between Lancashire 
County Council, Blackpool Council and 
Creative Lancashire. Since its launch 
in 2010, young people have been at 
the heart of the programme and 
involved at every level of the creative 
process: from fundraising to project 
management, commissioning to 
creating new work, managing events to 
marketing events. Young people have 
worked alongside artists and industry 
professionals to produce an annual 
programme of work that has taken 
place across Lancashire and the Fylde 
Coast and in 2012 culminated in Blaze 
Festival, a collaboration with Brighter 
Sound. As part of the programme, 
many young producers have also 
taken part in work-based placements 
through an innovative learning and 
development programme called Ignite. 
Through its programme of events, 
Blaze has delivered a sustainable 
and regionally transferable model 
for youth led cultural participation 
and programme development for the 
Routes and Trail strand. 

The final element of WE PLAY was WE PLAY 
Expo which marked the culmination of four 
years’ of work and was commissioned and 
created especially for London 2012. It brought 
together Abandon Normal Devices, Blaze 
and Lakes Alive with the Preston Guild 2012 
festival to celebrate the London 2012 Games 
and took place in Preston between 7 and 9 
September 2012. Inspired by the universal 
expositions of the twentieth century, the 
programme featured an eclectic mix of 
exhibitions, installations, performances and 
broadcasts. Preston’s Avenham and Miller 
Parks provided the backdrop for eight newly 
commissioned works, including: Blaze 
Festival, the region’s first festival designed 
and produced by young people from across 
the North West; The Humble Market, a real 
time digital performance and ‘telepresence’ 
art experience between Preston and Brazil; 
Sacrilege, the world’s first life size replica of 
Stonehenge; and On the Night Shift, in which 
UK artists performed with French percussion 
and pyrotechnic wizards Les Commandos 
Percu in a spectacle of colour, light  
and sound. 

Beyond showcasing work from the three 
core WE PLAY programme strands; WE 
PLAY Expo included a number of other brand 
new commissions created to chart the 2012 
journey. Amongst them, the documentary 
Why We Play by Mike Todd and Emoto, a 
unique data sculpture depicting a real time 
digital documentary of the world’s emotional 
response to London 2012. 

It was great. Loved the great mixture of 
things - and the Handprint projection on the 
bridge was mesmerising.”  
Visitor, WE PLAY Expo



3. DELIVERING 
EXCELLENCE IN 
PRODUCT AND 
PRACTICE
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WE PLAY set out to achieve a number of 
objectives associated with product and 
provision, including:

–  to create stronger creative programmes  
of innovation and excellence;

–  to create new infrastructures for  
training, production and delivery;

–  to offer new experiences to the public 
and professionals through the research 
and development of new provision and 
products; and, 

–  to transfer exemplars across the  
region and nationally.

These objectives align with the Legacy Trust 
UK standards associated with delivering new 
approaches, collaborations and exemplar 
projects that demonstrate a lasting legacy; 
make best use of existing community 
resources, encourage the development of 
participants and lever significant resources. 
They also align with the North West Be 
Inspired aim to secure cross-sector 
development and Arts Council England’s 
strategic goals to ensure talent and artistic 
excellence are thriving and celebrated  
and the arts are sustainable, resilient  
and innovative.

The programme strands have contributed 
to these aims in delivering sustainable 
programmes of new, original and award 
winning work; in developing and securing 
new delivery infrastructure; in investing in 
artists and artistic practice; and in creating 
employment opportunities and  
progression routes.

3.1 STRONGER AND 
INNOVATIVE CREATIVE 
PROGRAMMES
Across the WE PLAY programme, 1,222 
events have been commissioned since its 
launch. These have included large scale 

festivals such as Mintfest, the flagship four 
day festival of Lakes Alive which takes over 
Kendal each year; online new commissions 
such as Rafael Rozendal’s Happy Mondays in 
which a new animation was released every 
Monday in the lead up to AND 2012; Blaze’s 
Urban Culture Jam, for which Preston BMX 
riders joined forces with young producers, 
to create an afternoon of Urban Culture at 
Accrington Skate Park; and, a wide range 
of public realm works including, WE PLAY’s 
Global Rainbow, an installation made up 
of parallel beams of laser light marking 
the start of the year’s London 2012 cultural 
celebrations in the North West.

170 entirely new works have been 
commissioned directly or through 
collaboration. 241 commissions were new to 
the North West region, and amongst these 
202 were also new to the UK.

 
Amazing fabulous cutting edge. Beautiful. 
Intriguing. Scary. Brilliant. Like NOTHING 
else.” Visitor to AND, 2011. 

543 events provided audiences with 
opportunities to experience live events and 
activities at a variety of venues, public spaces 
and other locations across the region. The 
region’s cultural infrastructure, natural 
landscapes and urban areas provided the 
settings for work. Together with digital 
media, these delivery platforms and channels 
helped to inspire and engage audiences, as 
well as reach many who would not otherwise 
have had the opportunity or incentive to 
engage with high quality artwork.

The context of London 2012 inspired a body 
of new and innovative work, connected 
with sport and exploring issues affecting 
sport, including John O’Shea’s Pigs Bladder 
Football and Lubiana Himid’s Moments that 
Matter, visualising the North West legacy 
stories of 45 local people who participated in 
London 2012. 
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Saw the show and was really impressed with 
the final product. Just a shame we weren’t 
able to do keepy-uppies in the street outside.“ 
Visitor, AND 2012

INVESTING IN  
INNOVATION

Case Study:

A highpoint of AND festival 2012 was John O’Shea’s Pigs Bladder Football project, 
which involved the creation of the world’s first bio-engineered football grown from 
pig bladder cells cultured over a polymer matrix. The work was a development of 
O’Shea’s previous work for AND 2011 in which he showed audiences how to make 
their own traditional footballs from pig’s bladders stuffed with straw. Through the 
project O’Shea challenged audiences to think about the role life-sciences will have in 
their lives now and in the future. 

Asked how being involved in AND had made a difference to his work O’Shea 
explained: “Over two years I have worked on a major body of work, funded by the 
Wellcome Trust, and commissioned by Abandon Normal Devices Festival. This 
period of research, development and production has helped my artistic practice 
to evolve significantly and the work produced has gained exposure in the UK and 
beyond. The AND team have consistently supported the progress of this work, 
including the experimental, risky, challenging and unknown elements, such as work 
within the life-science laboratories and workshops and games with the general 
public across the region. Over the course of our collaboration, Pigs Bladder Football 
has moved from a concept, through a research phase towards being a biological 
reality - the “World’s First Bio-Engineered Football”.”



continuation of Recorders following its early 
commission for the 2010 festival and Marxism 
Today, since screened at the BFI). The Blaze 
Boom Bike Band provides another example 
of how new work commissioned and inspired 
by the programme has been distributed 
across the region. Formed in 2011, as a 
co-production between More Music, Sound 
Intervention and Blaze, the band has already 
played at many high profile events including 
Looping the Loop and Mintfest, where they 
have already made a repeat appearance in 
response to demand.

3.3 STRENGTHENING 
THE REGION’S CULTURAL 
INFRASTRUCTURE 
Success in creating new infrastructure for 
training, production and delivery is clearly 
apparent in the continuation of the three 
core programmes post 2012. It can also in 
part be evidenced through the 679 events 
which involved young people, local people, 
emerging and established artists in creating 
and producing new work through workshops, 
film making labs, residencies and open 
commissioning. Gleaners is an example, 
where an early partnership between AND 
and North West Film Archive provided two 
film makers with the opportunity to spend 
a month within the archive, exploring the 
collection and creating new work, later 
presented across the North West and at AND 
Manchester in October 2010. Similarly, Lakes 
Alive’s Welcoming the World programme 
engaged 250 local people in a range of 
creative learning workshops in which 100 
giant flags were created and subsequently 
installed at the Lake District National Park 
Authority Visitor Centre. 
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3.2 ACHIEVING QUALITY  
AND EXCELLENCE
Audience ratings of the quality of the events 
were consistently high across the years and 
programme strands with 95% of audiences 
rating the quality of events as good or 
excellent. The ratings were consistently high 
regardless of audience group type, previous 
engagement levels, origin, ethnicity or socio 
economic situation. There was no significant 
difference between age groups with young 
adults aged 19-25 rating the quality of 
events just as highly as those from other 
age groups. The findings demonstrate the 
success of the programme in delivering high 
quality work as perceived by people from all 
backgrounds, demographics and levels of 
prior engagement. 

Thank you for bringing the Harmonic Fields 
to the Lakes. It is an amazing art installation, 
never experienced anything like it before. 
It was most intriguing and very clever – a 
brilliant combination of art and physics.” 
Visitor to Lakes Alive Harmonic Fields, 
Ulverston

The quality of programming is also 
demonstrated by the 42 nominations and 
awards received across WE PLAY. These 
include 24 bronze, silver and gold Arts Awards 
attained by Blaze young producers and 14 
Inspire Marks: including those for AND’s 
Mechanical Games and Improve Everywhere 
commissions; Blaze’s Summer Programme 
and Big Game, and Lakes Alive’s We Built this 
City and Zircus Plus. 

The quality of work commissioned is also 
reflected in the onward touring of work. 
Examples include the onward touring of 
work commissioned by AND (including the 
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… my internship was an invaluable 
experience both personally and 
professionally. I gained self-awareness and 
confidence through identifying specific skills 
and strengths I had not often used before in 
the workplace. I particularly enjoyed meeting 
like-minded creative people and hope to 
utilise the contacts made with individual 
artists and art agencies in the future.”

 The internship succeeded in capturing my 
creative imagination. Ultimately; playing 
a part in enthusing audiences about 
contemporary street theatre/arts, and 
encouraging people to see the arts as a form 
of communicating ideas, strengthened my 
belief that these dynamic experiences should 
be accessible for all.“

I came to the placement excited by 
the prospect of being involved in an 
organisation bringing innovation within 
the arts to as wide an audience as 
possible. As a native of Edinburgh I 
was keenly aware of how important the 
promotion of art and culture can be; the 
vibrancy of a successful event providing 
an economic boost, an opportunity 
to promote a geographical area and 
to showcase the best of the regions 
natural beauty and talent. I also came 
to the placement with a firm belief in 
creative output being a collaborative 
and inclusive endeavour with the ability 
to enrich lives personally and also re-
energise a community with pride  
and aspiration.”

DEVELOPING CAPACITY: 
INTERNSHIPS

Across WE PLAY 74 young internships were created. Amongst these was a student 
Internship at Lakes Alive recruited from the Arts Faculty at the University of Cumbria in 
Carlisle. The part-time position incorporated a wide variety of events management and 
marketing experience both office-based and working on events. Emma McKenzie provided 
her reflections from being in the post:

Case Study:



It helped me make an ambitious new 
experimental work… my time spent in 
residency preparing my workshop was some 
of the best thinking I have ever done.”
Artists, AND Manchester 2010

There are many examples of where 
programmed activities have helped to create 
new fora which more local people and artists 
actively contributed to, interacted with and 
shared in activities: through partnerships with 
local community groups and artists networks; 
collaborations between the programme 
strands and local schools; through interactive 
online and digital works and projects; 
debates, talks, conferences and industry 
events. The AND Salons, for example, brought 
together local, emerging, established and 
international artists with local audiences, 
public media, writers, academics and other 
commentators to explore and provoke debate 
around a range of salient issues over the 
course of the programme. 

A clear exemplar of how research and 
development undertaken through the 
programme has secured additional 
production capacity in the region is in the 
models developed and tested as part of the 
Blaze programme to equip, support and 
provide opportunity for emerging young 
producers to gain a foothold in the sector. 
Whilst creating work for the summer 
programmes, trailblazers and Blaze Festival, 
the young producers were given training and 
mentoring from the artists they themselves 
had commissioned. They also benefited from 
the involvement of partner organisations 
through which a wide range of training and 
internship opportunities have been secured: 
in areas such as event coordination and 
production management, marketing and 
publicity and front of house skills. 

Blaze has given me a real insight into how 
social media works. Last summer I went 
around to different locations in Lancashire 
and ran workshops, teaching other young 
people how to blog and make films and get 
things online. I created the Blaze Bloggers 
Facebook page and it worked really well. 
It was really interesting to see how people 
reacted to the Blaze events. It made me 
think I could maybe be a journalist.” 
Shona Thompson, aged 17

The practices that Blaze has developed and 
employed to engage young people will be 
the subject of a planned summit to be held 
in 2013 at which the intelligence gained and 
models emerging from the programme will 
be disseminated more widely.

3.4 INVESTING IN ARTISTS 
AND ARTISTIC PRACTICE
WE PLAY has been particularly successful 
in developing, supporting, showcasing and 
celebrating the creative talent of local and 
regional artists. Overall, some 2,658 artists 
have been engaged in the programme: 
including digital artists, film makers, visual 
artists, street artists, dancers, musicians, 
actors and designers. A third of all artists 
involved have been from the North West 
region and just under a third (800) were 
emerging artists in the early stages of their 
careers. For many of these emerging artists, 
WE PLAY has provided a springboard to 
their careers, raised their public profile and 
secured them new collaborations and  
work opportunities.
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Ignite has been a priceless experience; giving 
me the skills, confidence and contacts I needed 
to pursue a career doing something I love! It’s 
an amazing scheme of work which I would 
recommend to any young people wanting  
to get their foot into the creative sector.”
Hannah Whitlow, age 19, Blaze Ignite Trainee

DEVELOPING NEW  
AND BEST PRACTICE 

Case Study:

Blaze set out to encourage young people to take the lead as creative producers, placing 
them at the heart of the commissioning process. Over the four-year programme, new 
partnerships, collaborations and ways of working have been set up, trialled and reviewed 
and the young people involved have progressively gained more influence and taken on 
greater responsibility, forming their own youth board and launching the Blaze Festival – the 
first festival programmed and produced by young people in the North West.

The methodologies that Blaze has developed and employed to engage young people have 
focused on being responsive to their needs, circumstances and ambitions. They have 
recognised the different starting points of participants, the need to ensure progression 
routes towards becoming professional artists and practitioners and the value that making 
these routes both visible and accessible brings. The networked model delivery model and 
collaborative approach has ensured that the new methods of working have been both 
adopted by and embedded within other organisations in the North West. These will also 
be the subject of a planned summit to be held in 2013 at which the intelligence gained and 
models emerging from the programme will be disseminated more widely. 

The learning accrued through the Blaze programme and the focus on progression routes 
will be central to its future development. In the short term, some thirteen of the Blaze 
partners are continuing their involvement through Ignite – the work based training scheme 
set up by Blaze to ensure investment in future young leaders for Lancashire.
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AND gave us the platform and opportunity 
to grow as artists. The larger circle of 
artists that they introduced us to has been 
inspirational in too many ways to describe.” 
Artist, AND Festival

AND has simply redefined my career as 
an artist, unsure which way to turn in the 
realms of feature films, corporate cash, 
teaching or art, my involvement in the AND 
festival has firmed my decision to fully 
pursue an artistic career.” 
Artist, AND Festival

Both emerging and established artists 
have benefited from opportunities to work 
cross-sector and in multiple locations. The 
programme themes and connections with 
London 2012 have opened up new creative 
opportunities, ideas, networks, partnerships 
and markets for them. The feedback from 
artists has been overwhelmingly positive, 
many stating that they have become more 
ambitious and experimental as a result of 
being involved; others indicating that it has 
helped build confidence; extended the scope 
and scale of their work; generated valuable 
public and peer feedback; and opened up 
new revenue and sponsorship opportunities. 
There is also clear evidence that the 
programme has provided opportunities 
for local artists to develop and tour further 
afield as well as a platform for international 
artists to premiere their work in the region.

I’ve done small intimate pieces, I’ve done 
street dances but it’s given me another 
calling card. It’s opened up another 
avenue that I can channel down that other 
choreographers haven’t done...they’ve not 
had that a unique opportunity to work as an 
avant garde choreographer with a group of 
young men.” WE PLAY Expo; Blaze artist

I have most enjoyed the integration of the 
cultures, working together on the music, 
dance and everything. The trust we were given 
and the ownership towards the project was 
incredible. The process was a phenomenal 
journey which I will never forget... I loved 
this project, it was magical, inspirational and 
profound in my career. You have changed part 
of my life with what you did and I’m eternally 
grateful.” Artist, Lakes Alive

In addition to work opportunities created for 
artists, the programme has engaged a range 
of other providers, including: youth workers 
(for example, those involved in mentoring the 
young participants in the Blaze projects); project 
managers and workshop facilitators as well as 
the speakers and commentators that have taken 
part in the many talks, debates and symposia.

3.5 CREATING 
EMPLOYMENT  
AND PROGRESSION 
ROUTES
Across WE PLAY, 25 FTE posts have been 
created and sustained. A further 74 internships 
and placements have been created and filled by 
students and those seeking experience in the 
sector to enhance their career prospects. These 
posts have generated considerable value to 
the programme and supported the individuals 
involved in developing a wide range of creative 
and work-ready skills. 

...my internship was an invaluable experience 
both personally and professionally. I gained 
self-awareness and confidence through 
identifying specific skills and strengths I 
had not often used before in the workplace. 
I particularly enjoyed meeting like-minded 
creative people and hope to utilise the contacts 
made with individual artists and art agencies 
in the future.” Intern, Lakes Alive, 2010
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I was already participating in cultural 
activities before I got taken on for this 
placement as I was involved with Blaze. 
However, I’ve found that after completing 
both projects I’ve wanted to become part 
of more events that are happening in the 
Preston community and even encourage 
other people my age to take part in more 
cultural activities.”

personally, I’d say that the placement 
benefited me a great deal … I got to take 
on even more responsibility and I had to 
be a bit more self-dependant. Not only 
that, I feel that I learnt a load of things 
which are transferable into any career 
path; for example organization and 
communication.”

SECURING PROGRESSION 
ROUTES FOR YOUNG PEOPLE

The Blaze Ignite initiative set out to provide pathways for young producers to secure 
employment in the arts. Amongst the young people given valuable paid work 
experience within the arts sector through the scheme is Anthony who secured a 
placement with WE PLAY Expo at Preston Guild 2012. He was involved in several 
projects as part of the placement, including Moments That Matter, the WE PLAY 
Expo Film Programme and Emoto. For Moments That Matter he helped to secure a 
number of empty shop windows in Preston City centre to present work; for the film 
programme he helped create the original schedule and developed volunteer briefing 
documents; and, for Emoto he took charge of access to the venue ensuring that 
artists and performers had everything they needed. 

Asked how the experience had benefited him, Anthony said:
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4. WIDENING 
PARTICIPATION 
AND STIMULATING 
DEMAND 



4.1 BROADENING 
PARTICIPATION 
Over the four years since its launch, 875,000 
people attended WE PLAY programme events 
and a further 1.1 million people were exposed 
to work sited across the public realm. These 
include the estimated half a million residents 
and visitors to Preston who encountered 
Moments that Matter by Lubiana Himid, 
amongst the City’s empty shop windows. Also 
included are some 60,000 students, residents 
and commuters who came face to face with 
Iraqi American artist Wefaa Bilal’s air-filled 
avatar, Meme Junkyard: Technoviking, 
inflating and deflating according to hits on the 
iconic YouTube video.

Beyond those attending events were the 
20,000 participants, artists, young producers 
and volunteers, whose talent, creativity and 
time were drawn upon to deliver activities. 
There were also the 85,000 active followers 
of the programme, whose tweets, blogs, 
comments, photos, videos and all round digital 
narratives provoked debate and documented 
the events.

The WE PLAY programme encouraged 
audiences to engage in a variety of ways; 
their role ranging from spectators and 
active participants to performers, creators 
and producers of artistic and cultural 
content. Digital media channels enabled 
the programme to extend beyond real world 
geography engaging with individuals through 
virtual means and across the globe. This is 
clear from the dispersion of online audiences, 
many of who had opportunity to both interact 
with and create content. Handprint 2012, 
co-created by North West new media artists 
Alastair Eilbeck and James Bailey, for 
example was both an online artwork and 
physical installation. Other examples include 
Emoto, a unique data sculpture created 

The programme aims associated with 
participation focussed on three overarching 
objectives: 

–  to develop new and broader participation in 
creative, social and physical activities as a 
means to greater health and wellbeing;

–  to improve through volunteering, the life 
skills, leadership and community learning 
skills of local communities; and,

–  to actively engage children and young people 
and local and diverse communities in the 
cultural sector for its future growth.

These objectives map against a number 
of Legacy Trust UK standards: including 
those associated with engaging diverse 
communities; being accessible to all; 
encouraging citizenship and the development 
of participants to build their personal capacity 
and achieve their potential. The participation 
objectives also align with Promise Three of 
the Department for Culture Media and Sport 
Plan for the London 2012 Legacy: Inspire a 
generation of young people and Arts Council 
England’s Goal 2: More people experience and 
are inspired by the arts.

The success of the programme in 
achieving these aims and objectives can be 
demonstrated by the range of participation 
opportunities and types of people who 
engaged; their quality of experiences; and,  
the impacts that engagement has had on their 
perceptions and propensities and thereby 
future demand.
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by Moritz Stefaner, Drew Hemment and 
Studio NAND depicting a real time digital 
documentary of the world’s emotional 
response to London 2012, and The Humble 
Market, a real time digital performance 
and ‘telepresence’ art experience between 
Preston and Brazil from UK/Brazilian theatre 
network Zecora Ura and artists Jorge Lopes 
Ramos, Alastair Eilbeck, James Bailey and 
Persis Jade Maravala. 

The global reach of the programme is also 
apparent in the social media following each 
of the programme strands attracted as well 
as the near 700,000 visits made to  
strand websites. 

4.2 ENGAGING LOCAL 
COMMUNITIES
The map on the next page draws on 
audiences’ postcodes collected across 
events and shows that residents from every 
local authority in the region attended events 
and activities over the course of the four year 
programme. Indeed, 87% of audiences were 
from communities within the North West. 
Two thirds of audiences resided in the sub-
region in which the events they attended took 
place and one in five audience members 
travelled across the region to attend events 
and activities in other areas. The findings 
demonstrate how accessible the programme 
was to residents regardless of their proximity 
to the region’s conurbations and cultural 
centres as well as the levels of connectivity 
encouraged between the people and places 
of the North West. 

It’s not often we get anything different... 
this is a big bonus, normally we have to go 
elsewhere.” Visitor, Lakes Alive Zircus Plus
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4.3 ENGAGING CHILDREN 
AND YOUNG PEOPLE
The diversity in programming across 
WE PLAY has provided a wide range of 
participation opportunities for young people: 
including opportunities to experience live 
events as audiences; to actively contribute 
and share in activities, debates and projects; 
to create, produce, lead and volunteer; and to 
encounter and engage with activities in the 
wider public. Blaze for example has involved 
over 400 young producers, engaged over 
3,200 participants and delivered over 20,000 
hours of training for young producers over 
three years. 
 
Chart I illustrates the age breakdown of adult 
audiences to events compared with that of 
the total resident adult population in the 
region. It shows that adult audiences were 
heavily skewed towards the younger adult age 
groups. If we take into account the estimated 
25% of audiences aged under 16 years 
attending events, we can estimate that over 
400,000 children and young adults attended 
events overall. 

The 26% of all audiences aged 16 – 25 
across WE PLAY is considerably higher than 
the proportions reported from other major 
cultural events (for example, Liverpool 08 
attracted 11% and Edinburgh’s Summer 
Festivals attracted 15% of audiences aged 
16 to 24). Taking this and the further 12,165 
young people who took part in workshops 
residencies and other training activities 
delivered through the programme into 
account, it is clear that the aim to engage 
more young people in cultural activities has 
been achieved. 

We’ve had really good response from all 
sorts of people, from every different age  
and type of background.”  
Producer, Mobile Republic, WE PLAY Expo

Beyond the significant number of young 
people involved in WE PLAY and the 
opportunities they were given to celebrate, 
socialise, explore, play and have fun, we have 
drawn on the Child Well-being Index1 to find 
that 30% of those young people involved were 
from areas ranked within the lowest 20% 
nationally for child well-being. The results 
suggest that WE PLAY not only engaged 
substantial numbers of young people that 
would typically not engage in arts activities, 
but that it also reached and engaged those 
young people most at risk. The fact that 
many of these young participants will have 
had opportunity to see, experience, interact 
with and become inspired by the creative 
work produced and presented by their peers 
will undoubtedly have left a lasting legacy 
amongst them in terms of their increased 
interest and propensity to engage in  
creative activities.

I was inspired by a brass band and loved the 
parkour demonstrations. I will give both a go 
if I get the chance.” Visitor, WE PLAY Expo

A clear outcome for many young participants 
was that of increased confidence: in 
themselves, their talents and skills and 
amongst their peers. It is also clear from 
the feedback from many young producers 
and practitioners , that their involvement has 
given them ‘focus’, ‘a sense of purpose’, 
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‘the opportunity to be creative, innovative and 
voice ideas’, and made them ‘feel equal’, ‘be 
independent’ and ‘express individuality’. 

Blaze is challenging, uplifting and helps me 
build my confidence.” Fatou #blazequotes 
#blazesummer #blazefestival  
@blazearts twitter

I’m more confident, that’s for sure. Yeah, 
confidence and friendship because I didn’t 
have much friends before and now I’ve got 
friends in Blackpool, and Oswaldtwistle.” 
Young Producer, Blaze

It was a really special project and I don’t say 
this candidly...but it was life changing for 
those young men involved. Lots of projects 
say that happens but I’ve seen it with my own 
eyes...their attitude changed by the end...and 
watching them deliver workshops with 20 
young people in a tent was really moving...” 
WE PLAY Expo, Blaze artist

4.4 INCREASING ACCESS
The reach of the programme to traditionally 
excluded groups is evidenced in part through 
the proportion of audiences from Black and 
Minority Ethnic (BME) backgrounds. Overall, 
9% of audiences to WE PLAY programme 
events were from BME groups, which 
compares with 5.6% 2 reported at Liverpool 
08 events and 4% 3 at the Manchester 
International Festival 2011. A further group 
that is typically under-represented amongst 
arts audiences are disabled people, who in 

the North West are 25% less likely to attend 
arts events. Compared with just over 10% of 
the population in the region, the proportion of 
disabled people attending WE PLAY events was 
lower at 7%, but on a par with that reported for 
other cultural programmes in the region.

The diversity of audiences engaged in  
WE PLAY is further apparent in the mix of group 
types attending events. Whilst overall, 63% 
of audiences were predominantly visiting as 
part of a social group, this has not been at the 
alienation of those attending alone who made 
up one in six audiences across WE PLAY and 
almost a third of audiences at AND. 

Despite variations in group composition of 
audiences between the programme strands, a 
common and consistent theme running through 
the feedback from audiences has been how 
open and accessible they perceived the events: 
many remarking upon how ‘friendly’, ‘warm’ 
and ‘welcoming’ the events were and how they 
‘brought people together’, providing ‘something 
for everyone’ and ‘for all ages’.

it was free and brought everyone together 
to have fun in a memorable way, I’ve never 
experienced anything like it!”  
Visitor, WE PLAY Expo

Much more funky and something all ages 
can enjoy together. Our group is 1 year to 62 
years and all love it.” 
Visitor, Lakes Alive Mintfest

The organisers managed to create an 
atmosphere that felt very welcoming to all.” 
Visitor, WE PLAY Expo

2 Creating an impact: Liverpool’s experience as European Capital of Culture, www.impacts08.net
3 Beautiful, Innovative and Creative: Research at the Third Manchester International Festival 30 June to 17 July 2011,   
 http://mif.co.uk/news/2011/dec/19/-evaluation-report-/
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AND Festival, Master/Slave Invigilator System 
photo by Paul Greenwood
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Chart III: Socio-economic Group Composition
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4.5 ENGAGING NON 
TYPICAL AUDIENCES
To demonstrate the reach of the programme 
to people we would not typically expect to 
engage in arts activities, we can draw on 
Arts Council England’s Audience Insight 
Segmentation framework4. The framework 
allows us to understand more about the 
types of people attending events, their likely 
levels of participation in, or exposure to, arts 
activities and events.
 
Chart V compares the profile of WE PLAY 
audiences with those of the resident adult 
population in the region. It highlights an 
over-representation of three groups: Fun 
fashion and friends (who tend to engage 
somewhat with arts events and are 
motivated by opportunities to socialise 
with friends and family); Bedroom DJ’s 
(young adults, who generally express little 
interest in ‘the arts’ and do not attend arts 
events); and, Urban arts eclectics (highly 
engaged in a wide range of arts events). 
The over-representation of audiences 
from neighbourhoods where Fun, fashion 
and friends are predominant reflects the 
perceived sociability associated with many 
events. The over-representation of audiences 
from neighbourhoods where Bedroom DJs 
are predominant further demonstrates the 
reach amongst young adults and those who 
otherwise would be unlikely to engage in 
arts or cultural activities.

The chart also highlights the extent to 
which WE PLAY drew audiences from 
neighbourhoods of typically low or no 
engagement, accounting for 17% of all 
audiences and nearly 150,000 people overall. 

4 Audiences Insight segmentation at http://www.artscouncil.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/browse-advice-and-
guidance/arts-audiences-insight-2011
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[the best thing was] variety, exposure to 
these events wouldn’t normally come 
across this.” Visitor, Blaze Festival

It was very accessible to people who have 
never been to arts events before and 
definitely reaching out to people who may 
never have experienced such shows!” 
Visitor, Lakes Alive Mintfest

The socio-economic profile of audiences 
to WE PLAY shows a slight under-
representation of audiences from groups 
C2DE. However, the proportion of audience 
from these groups at 44% is much higher 
than we would expect when compared to 
the 34% reported for Liverpool 08 and 6% 
for the Manchester International Festival 
2011. The findings provide further evidence 
of the diversity of the audiences and indicate 
that WE PLAY engaged with a broad cross 
section of people, irrespective of their  
socio-economic situation. 
 

22%

21%
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 * Creating an impact: Liverpool’s experience as European Capital of Culture, www.impacts08.net
 * Department for Communities and Local Government

4.6 REACHING DEPRIVED 
COMMUNITIES AND 
THOSE MOST IN NEED
A further indicator of success in broadening 
participation and reaching communities 
that are most in need of improved wellbeing 
and empowerment are the proportion of 
audiences from deprived communities. In this 
instance, we refer to deprivation as covering a 
broad range of issues, including unmet needs 
caused by a lack of resources of all kinds; 
not just financial. The English Indices of 
Deprivation 2010 provides a measure of this 
broad concept of multiple deprivation, made 
up of several distinct dimensions: Income 
Deprivation, Employment Deprivation, Health 
Deprivation and Disability, Education Skills 
and Training Deprivation, Barriers to Housing 
and Services, Living Environment Deprivation, 
and Crime. It is also a further indicator of the 
levels of reach amongst communities where 
engagement in the arts is typically low (as 
deprivation and engagement are typically 
negatively correlated). 

A quarter of all audiences at WE PLAY events 
were from areas ranked within the 20% 
most deprived across England. This is much 
higher than we would expect to see and 
again compares favourably with the findings 
reported for other major arts events in  
the region.

4.7 DELIVERING 
ENJOYABLE AND 
INSPIRING EXPERIENCES
Across the whole programme 96% of 
audiences rated their enjoyment of the 
activities they attended as either good or very 
good or upwards of 7 out of 10. Amongst 
these, more than 60% rated their enjoyment 
as excellent or upwards of 9 out of 10. Not 
only were the ratings consistently high across 
each programme strand, but amongst all 
types of audiences, including those profiled 
as being from neighbourhoods of low or no 
engagement amongst whom 97% rated their 
enjoyment as either good or excellent. 

These high levels of enjoyment are reflected 
in many of the words and phrases audiences 
used to describe their experiences. 

Brilliant - had a great time!”  
Visitor, WE PLAY Expo, 2012

Very cheerful, everyone is happy and smiling 
... [I] feel positive already.”  
Visitor, Mintfest, 2011, Lakes Alive

Just great. Totally absorbed, astonished by 
each experience and disturbed. As it should 
be, rarely is.” Visitor, AND, 2011
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The networks and support meant that 
the festival was able to expose to a young 
enthusiastic volunteer and proved to be 
instrumental in shaping this young producer 
of the future.”  
Project Manager, Abandon Normal Devices, 
North West

ENGAGING AND  
DEVELOPING VOLUNTEERS

Case Study:

Volunteers, like Florence Dent, have helped contribute to the programme’s success and 
gained valuable experience from their participation.

Florence, aged 22, started working on the AND festival in 2009 as a volunteer for the 
inaugural launch in Liverpool. She enjoyed working on the festival so much that she then 
applied to become a project intern for the Manchester festival in 2010. Over this time, 
Florence gained a wealth of experience and showed real potential as an emerging young 
producer. Her ability to multi-task, project manage and support production meant that 
after the festival, she was recruited as the Communications Assistant at Cornerhouse, 
Manchester’s prestigious arts and film centre, on a part-time paid basis.

The networks and support the festival was able to offer to a young enthusiastic volunteer 
proved to be instrumental in shaping this young producer of the future. Her involvement 
and experience with AND led to paid employment, but her confidence has increased 
dramatically as she goes on to work as a freelance project manager on exciting projects, 
with multiple partners including Blast Theory and Full Circle Arts.



Beyond the levels of enjoyment experienced by 
audiences is the evidence that through the mix 
of high quality, accessible art and participatory 
opportunities, many audience members were 
inspired by what they saw, responded to and 
took part in. 

I think it has inspired me to do something 
different … but what I don’t know as yet.”  
Visitor, WE PLAY Expo, 2012

@john_leyland @ANDfestival @trixxiecarr how 
cool was last night! Totally fantastically inspiring 
andamp; SO much fun!” Visitor, AND, 2012

Thank you for a super evening. Children were 
amazed and inspired to try acrobatics. Majestic 
entertainment.” Visitor, Zircus Plus, 2011

It was stunning, absolutely stunning. I had 
to wipe some moistness out of my eye and it 
wasn’t rain! #Mintfest.”  
Visitor, Lakes Alive: Mintfest tweet, 2011

Almost 700 volunteers have also been 
involved in assisting with delivery, evaluation 
and development activities in return for 
training, experience and access to the work, 
networks and partnership opportunities. 
There are many examples of how local young 
people’s involvement in the programme 
has inspired them, helped to open up 
opportunities for them and/or or led to 
employment. 

AND opened my eyes to what ‘art’ really 
was/could be - we weren’t taught about 
kinetic sculptures situated in parks or YES 
men at art school, it was like real education 
and I think it has impacted on my studies in 
a really positive way. As well as my career 
obviously - I might actually get a job related 
to my degree in something I love doing.” 
Volunteer, AND, 2012

The volunteers involved in WE PLAY have 
contributed over 4,000 hours of their time to 
the programme over the four years, valued at 
more than £400,000. 
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4.8 INCREASING DEMAND
More than two thirds (69%) of audiences to 
WE PLAY events visited the area in which the 
events had taken place specifically to engage 
in the programme. Over half spent more than 
three hours at the events and even amongst 
those who had happened upon the events, 
one in three spent more than three hours at 
events. 

The average time spent at events has 
also increased over time, with the 2012 
programme engaging more than 60% of 
audiences for more than three hours and 
more than 90% of audiences for over an hour.

I’d been looking forward to it for months and 
it didn’t disappoint.” Online respondent

The extent to which the programme created 
an increasing demand for events is also 
evident when we compare the proportion of 
audiences who indicated they were likely to 
attend another event in future. Although high 
from the start, this has increased from 86%  
of all audiences during the first two years of  
WE PLAY to 96% of audiences in 2012. 

Bringing these findings together with the 
continued reach of the programme to new 
audiences each year, the evidence suggests 
that the programme strands have created a 
sustainable demand for their programming in 
future years. 

[It] was excellent. Children parents and 
grandparents all enjoyed and can’t wait for 
next year. Hope to see a lot more and maybe 
camp.” Visitor, Lakes Alive Masquepony

Very inspiring, I will be coming back! Only 
one day so did not have a chance to see 
everything.” Visitor, AND, 2010   

@lakesalive Another fabulous Mintfest done. 
Great acts, great place, great audiences. I’m 
ready for another helping!!!”  
Visitor, Lakes Alive Mintfest
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5. STRENGTHENING  
THE REGION’S  
PROFILE

35



WE PLAY set out to achieve the following 
objectives under the profile theme:

–  to establish the region as an international 
cultural leader;

–  to increase awareness of regional 
distinctiveness; 

–  to celebrate the 2012 Games and welcome 
the world to the North West.

These objectives align with the Legacy Trust 
UK standard to demonstrate a lasting legacy 
by making a sustained difference to the 
community and Arts Council England’s Goal 
3 in terms of strengthening business models 
and helping arts organisations diversify 
their income streams. Achievement of these 
aims can be evidenced through the levels of 
external recognition and validation secured 
through awards and media coverage; the 
funding and strategic support levered through 
the programme as well as the programmes’ 
impacts on the region’s tourism economy. 
Linking into the cross cutting process and 
philosophy areas of interest, the programme 
also helped the region to welcome the world 
and provided local communities with an 
opportunity to celebrate and be inspired by 
the 2012 Games.

5.1 DEMONSTRATING 
CULTURAL LEADERSHIP 

The success of the programme in 
strengthening the region’s standing in terms 
of cultural leadership is evident in the 900 
established and high profile artists who 
have been drawn to the region to develop 
their ideas and present new works. It is 
also evident from the near 600 international 
artists who have been inspired by the region’s 
people, cultural and geographic landscape 
and exploited the opportunities to work in 
collaboration with local artists and curators 
in reaching new audiences, securing onward 
commissions and have the space and 
freedom to expand on their portfolios. 

The project has developed in ways I could not 
have imagined over the course of eighteen 
months and the innovative feedback 
and ideas shared with me has been very 
beneficial to my practice.”  
Mark Amerika, Museum of Glitch Aesthetic, 
AND Festival 

Beyond the recognition secured through 
awards referred to earlier, the programme’s 
contribution to the cultural profile of the 
region is also evident in the considerable 
media coverage secured across the 
strands: in regional, national, specialist and 
international publications as well as through 
public broadcast channels.

Almost 2,000 media articles have been 
published in the trade and public media over 
the period, the equivalent advertising value of 
which is estimated at almost £2 million. 
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Recognition of the artistic identity and its 
contribution to the development of the outdoor 
and digital arts sectors is evident in this 
coverage as well as amongst the reactions of 
a range of opinion formers from the creative 
industries and other sectors. Furthermore, 
the choice of Lakes Alive’s On the Night Shift 
as one of the launch events for Festival 2012 
and the inclusion of the AND Festival 2012 
commissioned The Humble Market and 
Mobile Republic projects as well as Handprint 
in the Festival 2012 programme are all 
indicative of the standing the programme has 
secured. 

The Lakes Alive programme brings some 
of the best outdoor performers from across 
the world to Cumbria’s streets, parks, fields 
and harbours. It is a great example of how 
London 2012 is creating a cultural, as well  
as a sporting, legacy to every part of  
the country.”  
Jonathan Edwards, Olympic Gold medallist

Simply the best example of a cinema/digital 
culture/art festival I have encountered 
anywhere in the world… [that] AND deserves 
international recognition… [but] more needs 
to be made of the fact that AND commissions 
new and challenging work.”  
Artist, AND, 2011

Lakes Alive is one of the most brilliant 
inventions of the Olympiad.”  
Ruth MacKenzie, Director Cultural Olympiad

All three programmes have really diversified 
the cultural sector in the North West and 
shown what can be delivered, how creative 
you can be… this has definitely contributed 
to a higher profile in the North West.” 
Programme stakeholder

5.2 STRENGTHENING 
REGIONAL 
DISTINCTIVENESS 
The thematic approach to the programming 
of WE PLAY helped to strengthen regional 
distinctiveness. For example, the play and 
space theme was clearly embodied within 
the Lakes Alive programme for which the 
Cumbrian landscape provided backdrop, 
stage and inspiration. Events took place in 
towns and villages across the county and at 
as diverse locations as Whitehaven Harbour, 
Birkrigg Common, high above Ulverston as 
well as Cartmel’s historic racecourse. The 
region’s conurbations, industrial spaces and 
places were also the inspiration for and host 
to Blaze and AND festival events including 
Empire Drive-In, a full-scale theatre made out 
of wrecked cars and a screen constructed of 
salvaged wood. 

The programme engaged with audiences 
in a broad range of diverse and unexpected 
places across the region as well as within 
many of its traditional cultural venues. It drew 
on newly formed collaborations between 
established cultural assets and strengthened 
expertise in the areas of digital media, outdoor 
performance and youth production. 

Also and as already established, it 
strengthened the profile, skills base and 
capacity of regional artists and producers, 
secured new audience markets and 
developed sustainable demand for innovative, 
contemporary and original new work.
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5.3 LEVERING FUNDING 
AND STRATEGIC SUPPORT
The London 2012 connection and profile of 
WE PLAY and individual strand programmes 
has helped to secure considerable support 
from a range of funding partners within and 
without the sector as well as private sector 
sponsorship and in-kind support.

Discounting match in-kind support which 
equated to more than £1.31 million, Legacy 
Trust UK (LTUK) funding accounted for just 
over a third of total programme income and 
funding from Arts Council England accounted 
for just under a fifth of income. 

The programme’s connection to London 
2012 helped in attracting both partners and 
funding. Taking match in-kind support into 
account, the investment of £3.02 million from 
the Legacy Trust UK and £1.56 million from 
Arts Council England has levered a further 
investment of £5.3 million from public, private 
and corporate sources over the course of  
the programme. 

5.4 WELCOMING THE 
WORLD IN CELEBRATION 
It is clear from the distribution of audiences 
that many travelled great distances to attend 
events. Amongst those 70,000 plus visitors 
who had travelled from outside the region 
to attend events, three quarters had visited 
specifically to attend WE PLAY programmed 
events.

What a fantastic atmosphere, with people 
visiting from far and wide. The whole city 
centre seemed to come alive, and buzz 
with the electricity of anticipation and 
excitement.” 
Visitor, Lakes Alive Welcoming the Light

Over the four years of the programme, an 
estimated 70,000 visitors came to the region 
specifically to participate in a WE PLAY event. 
These visitors contributed an estimated 
230,000 additional bed nights to the region’s 
tourist economy over the years and injected 
more than £10.5 million in additional visitor 
spend, securing an estimated additional  
57 FTE employment within the North  
West’s economy. 

Brilliant! Exciting and well worth the travel 
and overnight stay. It was advertised on our 
region’s news and we decided to go as it 
looked fab (and it was).”  
Visitor, Lakes Alive
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 LTUK - 37.8%  

 Local Authorities - 15.4%  

 Arts Council England - 19.5% 

 Regional Development Agency - 11.1% 

 Comissioning Partners - 9.8% 

 Private Sector - 1.9%

 Trusts and Foundations 4.2% 

 Earned income - 0.3% 

 Other - 4.1%

Chart IX: Programme Income Distribution



5.5 CONNECTING AND 
INSPIRING COMMUNITIES
It is clear from the audience research that 
WE PLAY provided many thousands of people 
from all age groups and socio-economic 
backgrounds with both opportunity and 
reason to celebrate irrespective of their levels 
of engagement in arts and cultural activities; 
whether they had happened upon events 
or planned their visits; and whether they 
engaged with family, friends or alone. 

The use of London 2012 branding, 
programme content and the timing of many 
events enabled audiences to feel part of 
the Games and helped the programme 
to reach a wider group of people. Whilst 
audiences at events did not always make 
explicit connections with the celebrations 
for London 2012 (possibly because of the 
restrictions on use of the Olympic branding) 
there is clear evidence that by participating in 
the programme they took up the opportunity 
to take time out, celebrate, explore, and 
interact with new and original high quality 
work. Where audiences were asked whether 
they felt such events lifted spirits, there was 
clear agreement (amongst 95% of audiences 
at WE PLAY Expo and 98% of audiences at 
Lakes Alive 2012). 

It felt as though the North West is part of the 
Olympics, it felt like we we’re connected, 
which is fantastic.” Visitor, On the Night Shift, 
Lakes Alive

At last something in the North West that will 
lift our spirits and give so much enjoyment. 
Now I’m beginning to feel the Olympics is 
an event for us all to gather and have fun.” 
Visitor, On the Night Shift

41

It is also clear from the audience feedback that 
that the connection to the Olympics (through 
the Torch Relay, Festival 2012 launch and 
creative content inspired by the Games) has 
both inspired them and left them with a legacy 
of memorable experiences of being able to 
engage directly with the Games. 

I found it pretty amazing, the whole twitter 
thing, the fact that they must have looked at 
every bit of information of every hour of every 
day for the whole of the Olympics it’s just 
incredible.” Visitor, WE PLAY Expo, Emoto

I have never done anything like this before, 
which is why I wanted to do it. It was a 
completely new experience. It made me look 
at parts of Lancaster, that perhaps I hadn’t 
looked at before.” Visitor, Blaze Hunter and 
Hunted

Fantastic, new media art is quite new to me 
and I found it really interesting being able to 
interact with the pieces and trying to figure 
out how Recorders was done. I am still none 
the wiser… which is good - I like the mystery.” 
Visitor, AND, 2010

Blaze, The Chase 
photo by Tony West
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For the first time in history we can read 
and make visible the emotion and attention 
of the crowd, the athletes and everybody 
participating, not just in the stadium, but all 
around the world.” Drew Hemment, founder 
of FutureEverything and co-creator of Emoto

INSPIRED BY  
LONDON 2012

Across the WE PLAY programme are many examples of how artists responded to and made 
sense of the London 2012 Olympic and Paralympic Games. Emoto, created by Moritz Stefaner, 
Drew Hemment and Studio NAND, was a unique data art project that captured the pulse 
of the Games and provided a unique ‘peoples’ perspective on events as they happened. As 
stories unfolded, Emoto drew on global twitter data, analysing the messages for content and 
emotional tone. The Emoto real-time visualization was developed to present the big picture, 
the world from above, as well as the intimate and personal. Viewers were able to see the 
big picture overview, which event, athlete or topic was generating the most attention in that 
moment, and the mix of positive and negative emotions for each. Viewers could drill down to 
the anecdotal and ephemeral, to see an overview on each day and explore trends and patterns. 
During the closing ceremony of the Paralympics alone there were over 600 tweets a minute 
being recorded and coded.

Once the Olympics had finished, all of the accumulated data were gathered and transformed 
into an interactive sculpture displayed as part of the WE PLAY Expo. More than 12 million 
tweets with different emotional sentiment values representing the story of the Games were 
milled into 17 objects laid side by side, each representing one day of the Games. The most 
compelling stories were projected onto the surface and a large wall-mounted annotated 
timeline of the Games in tweets was displayed as part of the installation.

The surface of the data sculpture has the appearance of a majestic cityscape representing the 
highs and lows of the emotional response to London 2012. Viewers of the sculpture were able 
to interact with and explore the data to see which stories were trending at a specific time on a 
particular day. 

Case Study:



There is also considerable evidence that the 
events have generated and sustained positive 
perceptions of, and pride in, the localities in 
which events took place amongst visitors, 
residents and participants.

Such events always inspire a bit more 
wonder and imagination in the place and 
people…I think there could be said that there 
is a sense of pride that Keswick was hosting 
and responsible for the event.” 
Visitor, Lakes Alive Water Fools
 

It was magical really, because of the 
illuminations, I never saw Blackpool like 
that ever before, It felt like you were riding 
the lights somewhere like New York or 
something. It made me realise about 
Blackpool and its potential.”
Young producer, Blaze 2010
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The extent to which the events brought about a 
sense of community, brought people together, 
provoked debate and/or extended their 
understanding of their communities is also 
clearly evident. At WE PLAY Expo, for example, 
the considerable majority, 95% of participants 
agreed that the event had helped build a 
sense of community. The sense of community, 
celebration and pride provoked amongst the 
local residents attending many other events is 
also very apparent in their feedback.

Fun, friendly and full of intrigue and 
excitement - there was a tangible sense 
of community spirit!” Visitor, Lakes Alive 
Mintfest

Lots of colour, many varied stalls, very 
different, community spirit, great setting, hair 
show!! And the bouncy Stonehenge.”  
Visitor, Blaze Festival

It gives people a sense of place. A different 
perspective. Contemporary and vibrant.” 
Visitor, Lakes Alive 2009
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Lakes Alive, Water Fools  
photo by www.eventdigital.co.uk 



6. PROMOTING  
COLLABORATION 
AND PARTNERSHIP 
WORKING 
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Across the programme over 400 new 
partnerships have been forged. These include 
strategic partnerships such as those between 
Cornerhouse, FACT and Folly, from which 
AND has emerged as a new and innovative 
programme, itself the architect of more than 
180 new collaborations. Lakes Alive also the 
product of a strong partnership between 
Kendal Arts International and Manchester 
International Arts has, in turn, been the 
creator of more than 120 new partnerships. 
Blaze too is the product of collaborative 
working across Local Authorities and between 
these and a range of arts and cultural 
organisations; and, WE PLAY Expo, a fitting 
finale to the programme, brought together the 
three strands of WE PLAY with the Preston 
Guild 2012 to celebrate the programme’s 
achievements and mark the end of the 
London 2012 Olympic Games.

It is clear that many of the first time 
collaborations and new regional partnerships 
both encouraged people to be ambitious and 
to experiment, and resulted in sustainable 
and innovative programmes and step changes 
in organisational practice. For example, 
collaborative working was a key factor in the 
delivery of the Blaze Festival, which drew on 
more than 30 partnerships, including a core 
co-producing partnership with Brighter Sound 
whose approach and connections helped to 
secure a platform and methodology for the 
delivery of the Festival in 2012 and for planned 
iterations in years to come.

Our partnership with Blaze has worked 
extremely well in terms of the sharing 
of practise around youth leadership and 
bringing the style/ approaches / networks 
and learning closer together.” 
Debra King, Director Brighter Sound

International artists were also given 
opportunities to create ambitious new projects 
and events through collaborations with 
curators and North West and UK artists. 

The WE PLAY objectives relating to the 
partnership theme were to: 

–  to increase productivity and capacity in areas 
of regional strength;

–  to develop new regional cross-sector 
partnerships; and,

–  increase opportunities for national and 
international co-production.

These objectives align with the Legacy 
Trust UK standard relating to new ideas, 
approaches and collaborations; the North 
West Be Inspired aims for the Games to 
provide opportunities to transfer exemplars 
across the region’s cultural organisations, 
establishing a significantly stronger model 
of cooperation; and Arts Council England’s 
Goal 3, particularly in terms of promoting 
greater collaboration between organisations 
to increase efficiency and innovation.

The evidence of success in relation to 
these aims can be found in the types and 
numbers of partnerships developed through 
the programme as well as in the quality, 
significance and value of new collaborations, 
including the levels of in-kind and monetary 
support referred to earlier.
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INTERNATIONAL CULTURAL 
COLLABORATIONS

Amongst the international cultural collaborations created as part of WE PLAY, was that 
between Lakes Alive and French masters of pyrotechnics and percussion, Les Commandos 
Percu. The collaboration resulted in the newly commissioned On the Night Shift, one of the 
official opening events of the London 2012 Festival, which drew an audience of 10,000 to a 
spectacle of fireworks, percussion, music and dance on the banks of Lake Windermere.

The collaboration brought UK and French artists together in a production that incorporated 
contemporary dance for the first time in the French company’s 17 year history. From an 
open recruitment, 100 applications and following 24 auditions, 7 dancers and 5 drummers 
from the UK were chosen to work with 11 French counterparts. They were challenged to 
learn new and complex rhythms, integrate pyrotechnics into their performance, work with 
specially designed and crafted instruments and collaborate with a broad and versatile range 
of international artists. From rehearsals at Les Commandos Percu HQ in Toulouse to a 
week-long UK creation residential in Ulverston, Cumbria, the artists were encouraged to 
focus solely on the work and to become fully immersed in the project and its creation. 

All the artists benefited from being involved in the collaboration, finding the process 
inspiring, challenging and developmental and several commented on how it had become a 
defining moment in their careers.

My experience was exhilarating, well 
organised, friendly and allowed me to be an 
artist in my own right as much as within a 
fantastic team.’ Artist, On the Night Shift

The process was a phenomenal journey 
which I will never forget and the performance 
one of the most memorable of my career to 
date.’ Artist, On the Night Shift 

Case Study:
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Whilst the Legacy Producers Group set up 
to secure collaborative working across the 
strands appears to have been most successful 
in sharing knowledge and generating links 
out with the group, it is clear that this helped 
to secure a shared ambition. The role of the 
creative programmer both facilitated and 
built partnerships, supporting the inclusion 
of artists and organisations that were not 
the usual suspects and bringing different 
partners and projects together. The interaction 
with London 2012 also provided a platform 
to link diverse groups from mainstream, 
independent, popular, experimental and 
institutionalised forms of cultural production 
and between WE PLAY across the wider 
Cultural Olympiad. 

By combining regional and national interests 
and the practices of contemporary art and 
cultural tourism, the programme has reached 
out beyond the confines of the arts market 
and found commonalty with many others. 
From involving the region’s major academic 
institutions to the many small businesses 
who have benefited from audience footfall 
generated by events, WE PLAY has secured 
a standard for collaboration and partnership 
working across different sectors which is likely 
to develop beyond 2012.

Kendal Arts International and the Lakes 
Alive programme have taken an important 
role in helping to change the traditional 
image of Cumbria’s cultural offer. They have 
utilised the distinctiveness of the Cumbrian 
landscape. Showcasing our world class 
setting in a new and contemporary way has 
captured the public imagination. Mintfest’s 
position in successfully building a reputation 
for street theatre underlines the importance 
of the genre in making great art accessible 
for all. They have clearly impacted on 
improving visitor perceptions of the area 
which then feeds positively into customer 
service, the pride of place and sense of place 
that makes the Lake District, Cumbria such 
an exciting destination to visit.’  
Sandra Wood, Cultural Tourism Project 
Manager, Cumbria Tourism



7. SECURING  
LASTING  
LEGACIES
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Whilst it may be too early to fully evidence the 
legacies of WE PLAY, there are some clear 
achievements that are likely to secure lasting 
benefits to the cultural sector in the North 
West. These include the significant number of 
partnerships forged and strengthened through 
the programme; the increased knowledge and 
recognition of what can be achieved through 
collaboration and on the back of major 
events; and, the resulting ambitions amongst 
partners to maintain a momentum over the 
longer term. The investment in and support 
given to new and emerging artists within the 
region and elsewhere has also left a mark that 
will have an influence on their practice over 
the longer term. 

The onward touring of work commissioned 
through the programme is already generating 
benefits elsewhere in the region, nationally 
and internationally in the distribution of 
innovative work and practice and the young 
producers, volunteers and interns that have 
developed skills and been inspired by the 
programme represent a cohort of capability 
that will have an impact for years to come. Of 
most note, however, is the continued delivery 
of work, outputs, outcomes and impacts 
through the three core programme strands, 
each of which is committed to continuing 
independently and currently in the process of 
developing plans for 2013 and beyond.

Abandon Normal Devices has developed a 
clear and strong identity in the North West 
region. For digital artists and film makers it is 
already a must attend event in the calendar of 
film and digital festivals. In 2013 and onwards 
AND aims to increase its national and 
international profile and goes forward, revising 
its business plan so that it can diversify the 
festival’s income, maximising the partnerships 
it has developed spanning arts, science, 
higher education and the creative industry.

Blaze is building a legacy beyond 2012 through 
investing in future young leaders, helping to 
make Lancashire, Blackpool and the Fylde 
Coast a vibrant and creative area. 2012 saw 

Blaze realise its objective and exceed the 
range and scope of its planned programme 
to include the delivery of a Blaze Festival, 
programmed and produced by young people. 
This festival has set the foundations for the 
evolution of a new youth led festival as an 
annual event in the region.

Lakes Alive has achieved considerable 
success in attracting and developing 
new audiences each year for the arts. It 
has engaged socially and economically 
disadvantaged groups and people who may 
not otherwise have had access to high quality 
arts and cultural experience due to physical 
isolation. It has engaged local families and 
inspired many children who would not typically 
be exposed to high quality performing arts. 
Lakes Alive impact can also been seen in its 
economic impact and its role as a tourism 
driver. It has established the North West as 
a centre for excellence in street arts and 
outdoor performance and has evolved into 
a world class programme of national and 
international significance and reach. This 
year Lakes Alive was given Arts Council NPO 
status, securing its programme delivery in 
Cumbria for 2012 – 2015, though the breadth 
and scale is yet to be determined.
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Lakes Alive, Carabosse at Mintfest 
photo by Paul Herrmann
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WE PLAY is the North West’s celebration 
of the London 2012 Olympic Games and 
Paralympic Games, ensuring they leave a 
lasting cultural legacy across the region.

WE PLAY is funded by Legacy Trust UK, 
creating a lasting impact by funding ideas and 
local talent to inspire creativity across the UK. 
WE PLAY is led by new regional partnerships 
and managed by Arts Council England.




