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Summary

This is the summary of the evaluation report covering 
January to December 2020, the first year of Phase 2 of Back 
to Ours, the Creative People and Places (CPP) programme 
for Hull. This is the third year of the Programme and 
follows on from Phase 1 which began in 2018.

Background

•  Back to Ours delivers outstanding arts and cultural experiences for,
and with, the people of Hull – engaging local people as audiences, 
participants, creators and commissioners.

•  At the heart of the programme is connection and engagement, 
mixing the familiar with the unfamiliar to grab attention, provoke and 
entertain.

•  Traditionally an area of low arts engagement, Hull’s year as UK City of 
Culture in 2017 boosted interest in arts and culture in Hull.

•  Even before the arrival of COVID-19, Hull faced a number of health, 
welfare and economic challenges – for example, almost 20% of the 
population identify as long-term ill.

•  The COVID-19 pandemic meant that from March 2020 onwards events
rapidly moved online, with a focus on delivering to people in their 
homes.



From the start of lockdown, Back to Ours decided to work with their 
known and trusted performers to develop ideas and content for the 
new Right on your Sofa online programme. Regular features were 
established such as Bedtime Stories, Friday Night Gigs and Artist 
Takeovers. In addition, there were artist commissions and larger projects 
such as The Dean Wilson Film Club and Black Kings Upon Hull.

The programme continued to deliver throughout 2020 despite the 
restrictions of lockdown and having to adapt to digital and distanced 
delivery:

Highlights of Year 1 of Phase 2

Activities
produced or supported 

Hours of delivery Hubs

Engagements 

Made up of: 

162,447 digital audience

5,916 in-person audience

24,106 in person and digital participants

Bransholme, East Hull, North Hull and Derringham.

All areas of low arts engagement in the city.



Flexing to lockdown – 
the Back to Ours programming model

For every arts organisation, lockdown made 202o a year like no other. 
CPPs were asked to engage new audiences and continue doing that 
despite a global pandemic. Back to Ours achieved this by using their 
unique model, flexing and adapting to develop their online Right on your 
Sofa programme, and taking the audience with them.

We find that:

•  Back to Ours adapted fast to COVID-19, establishing a new and 
high-quality arts programme during lockdown that was welcomed by 
artists, Hub members and audiences alike.

•  Adopting two-month cycles of programming provided space to
stop, reflect and adapt both to programming challenges and the 
changes in lockdown.

•  Even when things didn’t work as expected, Back to Ours was able to
flex and adapt because of a unique approach to programming that 
allows deep and lasting engagement.

•  The model has five key ingredients:

•  Strategically and consciously thinking about the offer that has
allowed the programme to adapt to changes during lockdown.

•  How and why things are done matters and this is driven by the
core values at the heart of the Back to Ours brand.

•  The importance of a mix of the familiar and unfamiliar opens 
up opportunities and is seen in the how, what and where of the 
programming.

•  A willingness to take steps into the ‘unknown’, that takes risks
and experiments, offering the audience the chance to embark on a 
journey.

•  Understanding the importance of monitoring and evaluation -
listening, learning and adapting in response to audiences, partners 
and the team itself.

•  Audiences love the Back to Ours offer and are very likely to
recommend it to others.

•  Audiences particularly valued Right on your Sofa events as fun,
different and interactive – the sense of (virtually) being with others.

Loved them, felt connected with family and friends we 
joined in online, and carried on talking about them online 
after the shows had finished... Such a great idea in these 
difficult times especially when you are on your own... Makes 
me feel part of something…

Audience members via survey

Building a new audience for [Dean Wilson Film Club] was 
slow, and spotlights the importance of keeping regular 
engagement moving – it’s time consuming, as in-depth 
engagement of this kind means slower processes and a 
longer-term outlook to building relationships.

Back to Ours team



Malcolm Scrivener – East Hull Hub Member
Portrait of a volunteer

Malcolm is an accountant within a Hull caravan firm and, like most 
people, he has found the lockdown difficult. Before, Malcolm used to go 
out with friends a lot: he would go regularly to music concerts, theatre 
shows, football and every Monday evening he would attend an art class.

He reveals that the Back to Ours Right on your Sofa events have kept 
him going. He points to events such as The Dean Wilson Film Club and 
particularly the Quiz Nights as a lifeline, connecting him with the art 
world that he has missed during 2020, and says that it offers him the 
chance to socialise with like-minded people.

Originally Malcolm is from Greatfield Estate in East Hull, a close-knit 
community which he reflects on proudly, saying with a smile, “They’ll tell 
you if they don’t like something”.

Malcolm began volunteering during 2017 as a City of Culture volunteer. 
He says that before this he was more introverted, and that Hull 2017 
really brought him out of his shell. What he particularly enjoys is being 
actively involved whilst volunteering. For example, he dressed up as a 
postman as part of the Back to Bransholme event, the 1940s punk-pop 
circus opera. He guided audience members to the best spot to stand to 
watch the outdoor spectacular event and handed out evaluation forms to 
the audience.

Malcolm has been a Back to Ours Hub member since the beginning and 
tries to attend all the events. He went to see Dr Blood, an outdoor and 
socially distanced Halloween event, at the Leeds Playhouse in October 
2020. Going to see Dr Blood was Malcolm’s cultural highlight of the year, 
partly because he was able to see live art again and it meant he could 
contribute to the planning and discussions of future Back to Ours events.

Like many, Malcolm is concerned for the future of local arts and 
social venues in Hull. He reflects that Back to Ours had built up a real 
momentum and he hopes that it can be picked up again soon. He enjoys 
being a Hub member because he can contribute as much or as little as he 
is able to. He thinks that no one person could do what Back to Ours does.

I’ve always liked the arts. I’m a big music fan and I like 
painting and drawing, and I enjoy going to see shows. My 
taste in music is not mainstream. I like things that are off 
the wall and a lot of the events that Back to Ours put on 
have been quite original. They’ve not been afraid to push the 
boundaries, and those things seem to go down quite well.



Through the Hubs, Back to Ours have addressed the issue of the quality 
of engagement in co-design and co-creation, a key principle of Creative 
People and Places. The Hubs are key to programming in three ways:

•  In providing a sounding board for ideas

•  As promoters and encouragers of other people in their area to attend

•  As the voice of the community in co-developing the programme

We find that:

•  Lockdown has increased the value of Hub members to Back to Ours
and of Back to Ours to the Hub members. This mutually beneficial 
relationship will enhance the quality of community engagement in 
programming.

•  The Hub members responded well to the new Right on your Sofa
programme. They were regular attenders of all elements of the 
programme and promoted events to others, securing new audiences 
for Back to Ours.

•  Many of the Hub members have improved their skills during this
period. This is particularly digital skills, but also evaluation skills 
through Chat to Ours and production skills through the development of 
new art events.

•  The social aspect of Back to Ours events is crucially important for
many Hub members. The loss of normal everyday social experiences 
means that the supportive ‘family’ atmosphere created by Back to Ours 
has gained a heightened degree of significance for people.

The Hubs: a community 
voice in programming

Developing artists to deliver to 
Back to Ours’ audiences

Supporting Hull-based artists to develop their skills in working with all 
the communities of Hull, particularly those who are less likely to engage 
in the arts, is a core part of the Back to Ours approach. This approach 
improves the sustainability of the arts ecosystem in a number of ways.

We find that:

•  Back to Ours showed their commitment to the city’s arts ecosystem
during lockdown by commissioning artists they’d worked with before – 
this helped artists to survive, to bring new audiences to the programme 
and to offer a high-quality mix of familiar and unfamiliar.

•  Artists and Hub members have always appreciated the support that
Back to Ours offers, but lockdowns have intensified the need and 
appreciation for the increased levels of support. The phrase ‘lifeline’ 
was mentioned on many occasions.

•  Artists and Hub members both recognised and valued Back to Ours’
willingness to take creative risks. It is often referred to as ‘going on 
a journey’ together and is appreciated as part of a learning experience 
which is supported and encouraged.

•  Back to Ours are recognised as professional and hard-working by
the local artists they work with. Artists feel the approach aligns with 
their own creative and ethical values and acknowledged that this was 
not always the case with arts organisations and venues.

•  These artists buy into the Back to Ours principles and commitment
 to prioritising audience experience.



Vaccine, vaccine, vaccine, vaccine… 
– The Dolly Parton case study
Helping an artist flourish in lockdown

Beebi-Del is a singer, well known for her Dolly Parton act. She has been a 
performer since she was 18, and she first appeared on national TV when 
she came second (as Olivia Newton-John) in Saturday Superstore’s talent 
contest. Beebi-Del has a variety of shows based on singing stars including 
Shania Twain and Celine Dion. However, she says that once her husband 
got her into performing Dolly about ten years ago she never looked back.

Performing as Dolly, she has done several events for Back to Ours. Her 
first Pride performance in 2019 was to 15,000 people and she says it was 
probably the highlight of her career. She is always willing to try whatever 
Back to Ours asks her to do and she hopes that one day Back to Ours will 
ask her to perform live from Dollywood in Tennessee.

2020 was to have been busy for Beebi-Del until the lockdown happened. 
With bookings vanishing overnight, she says that she had time to re-
evaluate her busy life. In the future, she will just keep the Dolly shows 
going as they are more fun and the audiences really engage with her as 
Dolly. 

As lockdown was announced, Back to Ours invited Dolly to perform a 
live-streamed show – one of the first acts for Right on your Sofa. 
She says that it was quite daunting because she couldn’t see the 
audience but that she enjoyed the experience.

She has learned a lot about the technology since that first event and has 
started putting on her own live Facebook events. Another show for the 
Programme in 2020 was The Big Dolly Parton Pride at Home Show, part 
of the online version of Pride In Hull, continuing Back to Ours’ ongoing 
involvement with that event.

People can stay home, watch and enjoy. It was a new 
experience for me at the time. It was exciting reading the 
comments afterwards, and it gives you a nice buzz, its lovely 
to see what people are thinking. You never get that in a live 
show, I got a lot of reassurance from that.



Arts Council England’s CPP National Research Question 1 specifically asks 
“Are more people from places of least engagement experiencing and 
inspired by the arts?”

We find that:

•  Back to Ours has a mainly Hull-based audience although 6% are
from the surrounding East Riding of Yorkshire area and another 8% 
from elsewhere, including a few from beyond the UK.

•  Within Hull there is a good spread across the different areas,
 including reaching into areas with the highest deprivation in England.

•  87% of the whole audience came from medium or low engaging
groups. 

•  There was reach into all demographic communities although
there is an under-representation of BAME communities and an over-
representation of disabled people compared to the Hull population.

•  Conclusions on reach can only be tentative due to low sample sizes
for online audiences.

•  Back to Ours audiences appreciate how the programme’s work
reflects and responds to their neighbourhoods and say Back to Ours 
inspires them to engage further in arts and culture.

•  Participants appreciate the way that Back to Ours offered a chance
for them to come together and share, despite lockdown,
maintaining their important sense of community.

•  The programme made a difference to people’s lives in terms of
 increasing confidence to engage in the arts, pride in place and sense of 
 connection, and feeling valued.

Engaging and inspiring new audiences

Totally appreciate all the opportunities that Back to Ours 
have given me personally in the last 3 years - I get as much, 
if not more, back from participating. Thank you all, long 
may it continue because you are unique.

Participant



2020 was a challenging year for communities across the world and in 
economic terms, the arts sector was hit particularly badly. Despite this, 
Back to Ours still succeeded in meeting the Creative People and Places 
aims of reaching new audiences among those least likely to engage with 
the arts. It continues to provide a high-quality experience that audiences 
have appreciated and want to (re)connect with. 

The team’s creative and adaptable approach to programming meant 
that the Right on your Sofa programme hit the ground running. Back to 
Ours have retained their audiences and gained new ones – participants 
and Hub members remained engaged. All this is particularly interesting 
given how much the Back to Ours’ approach relies on personal contact, 
welcome and warmth.

It is clear that the strength of the Back to Ours approach and 
commitment to truly listening to and understanding their audiences 
is paying dividends, meaning that they can flex and adapt to new 
platforms, but by keeping the approach, they can take their audiences 
with them.

Conclusions and recommendations



As Back to Ours moves into the second year of Phase 2 we 
would recommend they:

1  Celebrate the success of 2020 and the resilience of the Back
to Ours community – team, volunteers, artists and 
particularly audience in getting through the year with humour, 
fun and a sense of collective endeavour.

2  Continue to reflect on and articulate their unique,
innovative engagement model to enable sharing with local, 
national and international partners and to influence national 
arts policy.

3  Build on the learning from lockdown in three key areas:

i.  Extend the rich mix of delivery platforms
– both in person and digital – and the opportunities for 
increasing audience reach through offering more than one 
way or more than one chance of viewing work.

ii.  Look for ways within in-person programming to
replicate the sense of community experienced through 
digital programming, for example through Facebook live 
comments during performances which really helped people 
feel part of the experience.

iii.  Retain the “stop and reflect” moments to continue to
refine the strategic approach to programming by building 
in time and space for reflection and implementation of 
learning throughout the programme.

Recommendations

4  Take the opportunity to review the needs of Hull as
lockdown lifts and the extent of the impact of COVID-19 
is fully understood. Adapt the programme to strategically 
deliver what the city needs – 2021 will be a year of changes.

5  Build on the willingness of many Hub members to do more 
and play a greater role in promotion and development of the 
programme.

6  Restart the level and quality of data collection as
programming returns to live – in particular ensuring that 
audience reach is tracked.

7  Extend Chat to Ours to fully reflect the Back to Ours
community and to explore deeper questions of engagement 
to prepare the Programme for its next stage of development.
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To get the complete picture of Phase 2 Year 1, this Summary 
should be read in conjunction with the full Evaluation 
Report. This and earlier Back to Ours evaluation reports are 
available at www.backtoours.co.uk/reports

More about the whole Creative People and 
Places programme can be found at 
www.creativepeopleplaces.org.uk

www.creativepeopleplaces.org.uk

