Evaluation Report Summary

This report presents the findings of an independent evaluation of the Evolving City programme. 

Development of Evolving City

Oxford Inspires is the cultural development agency for Oxfordshire; the organisation that was originally established in 2002 to lead Oxford’s submission to the 2008 European Capital of Culture competition. In February 2004, governmental funding under the title of the Urban Cultural Programme (UCP) was announced.  Organisations were invited to bid for grants totalling £19.5 million, distributed by the Millennium Commission and Arts Council England, which would support the development of cultural programmes in urban environments. The UCP announcement provided an opportunity for Oxford Inspires to develop an ambitious programme for 2005.

Oxford Inspires submitted a bid for £600,000 of UCP funding for a themed programme of events to be held throughout 2005, under the title of Evolving City. Oxford’s bid comprised 36 projects, which ranged from day and weekend events to projects spanning several months. The programme aimed to celebrate and develop the role of cultural activity in regeneration, social inclusion, community development, and learning within Oxford. Evolving City was designed to look beyond the traditional public perception of Oxford as an historic centre, towards a “forward looking, international, all-year-round creative city… [to] explore, imagine, and take forward the next stage of Oxford’s evolution”. The programme of Evolving City projects and events was structured around 5 themes: Oxford 2015; Regeneration; Artists and Communities; Festivals Development; Science in the City; Oxford and Europe.
Evolving City was launched on 15 March 2005, at the BMW Group Plant in Oxford. Between March 2005 and December 2005, over 100 events took place under the Evolving City programme. Some projects continued into early 2006.
Evaluation Methodology

An independent evaluation was commissioned by Oxford Inspires to investigate the development of Evolving City, and to establish whether the programme had met its stated objectives. The evaluators used multiple methods of gathering information to inform the evaluation: in-depth interviews, focus groups, telephone interviews, observations at events, scrutiny of documentation and project self-evaluations and monitoring forms. The evaluation of Evolving City began in December 2004, and continued through to the March 2006.

The objectives of Evolving City were set out as being to:

· Widen participation in cultural activity and promote social inclusion

· Encourage informed and widespread debate about the future of Oxford as a European city

· Employ culture as a means to imagine and transform the future shape of the city

· Strengthen the promotion of science as a cultural activity in Oxford

· Promote high standards of urban design in the further development of the city

· Celebrate Oxford’s diverse cultures and strengthen Oxford’s festival culture

Oxford Inspires identified three key areas of focus for the evaluation.

1. To what extent did Evolving City achieve its objectives?

2. How well was the Evolving City programme organised? In particular, how effective were the Oxford Inspires staff team in facilitating the work of the project organisers?

3. What were the strengths and weaknesses of the marketing of Evolving City? In particular, how much media coverage did the programme receive and what was the nature of this coverage?

Evaluation Findings

Between them, the projects that made up the Evolving City programme involved over 1400 artists and almost 30,000 participants of all ages and backgrounds, and reached more than 125,000 audience members. All but one of the projects presented new creative opportunities for individuals and communities; 18 of these explicitly reported that their project had engaged new and inexperienced participants, and 17 had developed the skills of artists, project staff, and audiences. Eight projects described how they had provided a platform for artists and participants whose voices have typically not been heard. Sixteen projects reported that they had attracted new audiences from across the County and beyond.

The Evolving City Programme

Organisations were overwhelmingly positive about their interactions with the individual members of the Evolving City team. The majority of projects reported that they had found the Evolving City team to be generally very supportive. The level of support required of and received from Evolving City seemed to differ amongst organisations. The larger or more well established organisations were less likely to ask for assistance; organisations with more limited resources or experience appeared more likely to require practical support.
There was a great deal of variation in the extent to which projects felt part of the overall Evolving City programme. Some organisations, particularly those that had received a good deal of support or had developed relationships with other organisations through Evolving City, reported that they had very much felt part of the larger programme. Other organisations “didn’t feel like part of a bigger thing”, and some would have liked a greater involvement in Evolving City as a whole. Project leaders, participants, and some of the volunteer reporters were also uncertain about the degree to which the audiences had experienced events as part of the wider programme.

One of the key benefits that many organisations experienced through being part of Evolving City has been the opportunity to expand and develop their own programmes. For other organisations, the call for submissions presented an opportunity to develop something new.

The rapid evolution of Evolving City put significant pressure on many organisations, many of whom believed that they were fortunate to find themselves at a suitable point in their development to be able to put together a submission within such a limited timescale. Without solid foundations already in place, and ideas for projects that they would like to produce already formulated, some organisations felt that they would not have been able to put together their bid at all before the deadline. The tight timescales by which the Oxford Inspires staff were constrained had a direct impact on their work. It was necessary for the Evolving City team to adapt quickly to the new task of managing the programme.  

Marketing

The Evolving City marketing campaign began with the programme’s launch event on 15 March 2005. Three guides to Evolving City were produced at intervals through the year. Evolving City and its events were also promoted via participating organisations’ own publications and websites, the Oxford Inspires newsletter, and ACE news. The Evolving City website, with listings, a planning diary, sections on each theme, regular news updates and details of participating organisations went live in March 2005. Evolving City bookmarks were distributed through libraries, as a joint promotion with the County Library Service, posters and fliers were distributed widely throughout the city, and seven large, freestanding Evolving City banners were displayed at many launch events.The programme was also publicised on buses, and Evolving City banners went up on lamp posts along three of the main routes into the City in September 2005.

Some media coverage of the developing plans for Evolving City appeared during 2004 and early 2005, and the launch event was featured by many local print and broadcast media producers. Media coverage of Evolving City during 2005 included interviews on BBC Radio Oxford and three other local radio stations, local television station SixTV, and the Black Britain radio station and website, as well as a feature on BBC Radio 3. Regular features on individual projects and events appeared in the Oxford Times and Oxford Mail, along with two special pullout supplements on the Evolving City programme that appeared in the Oxford Times.

Projects specifically praised the assistance that they had received from the Evolving City team with marketing and publicity for their events. Many were pleased with the higher profile that they received through Evolving City marketing, and commented on how the Evolving City team seemed keen and able to do all that they could to help promote their individual events and projects. Many organisations believed that they had benefited directly and gained new audiences as a result of the Evolving City marketing and publicity.

Projects reported that they found the five themes or strands of Evolving City confusing. A number of organisations felt that there didn’t appear to be a clear and consistent image or brand for Evolving City, and that the themes contributed to this problem. The relatively late launch of the marketing strategy made marketing more difficult for some organisations that had begun their programmes early in the year, and who were not able to incorporate Evolving City information in their publicity for events that were already underway. Larger organisations with staff who already worked on publicity and marketing were more likely to find incorporation of the Evolving City marketing strategy problematic.

Evolving City staff themselves recognised that beginning the marketing strategy earlier would have been beneficial. It was also suggested by a number of projects that the Evolving City marketing could have been more specifically targeted, particularly amongst communities that traditionally have been less involved in Oxford’s cultural scene, minority groups, and the more deprived areas of the City. In hindsight, the Evolving City team would have increased the marketing of the programme within the more deprived wards in the City, and would have allocated more resources to marketing and promotion as a whole if this had been possible.

Patnerships and networks

The most commonly reported positive impact of participating in the Evolving City programme, and often cited as the most significant, concerned partnership working and network building. For some organisations who had already worked together to some degree, partnerships were strengthened; for others, completely new relationships were forged. These opportunities came about both through directly working in partnership during the programme, and through interactions and introductions at Evolving City meetings and events. Many of the events that took place during the year also allowed opportunities for building networks amongst artists and participants. 

Challenges

The opportunity to stage events at a much larger scale than had previously been attempted brought with it difficulties, especially for smaller organisations. The scale of the Evolving City programme as a whole may have impacted on individual projects and events.

Legacy

Many of the projects and events in Evolving City have had a notable impact on both individuals and communities as a whole, especially amongst those projects that took place within the ‘Artists and Communities’ theme. Artists, participants, and project staff across the Evolving City programme were supported in the development of creative and professional skills, and a number of projects enabled artists to develop their professional practice, such as through artists’ professional development workshops. Many organisations, especially those that were less well established, felt that their profile had been raised through being partner in such a large programme of events. 

Organisations reported that involvement in Evolving City had raised awareness: about cultural activity in Oxford; about organisations not usually associated with contemporary arts; about significant and difficult issues through art and cultural activities; of minority cultures; of science as a cultural activity; of artists previously without a voice amongst local audiences. The Evolving City programme generated several pieces of public art that will leave a long-standing mark on the Oxford landscape. 

Evolving City has influenced the future work of participating organisations. New ideas and ways of working have been generated, resources have been created and skills developed amongst project staff.  Funding has been secured for future projects that otherwise may have been more difficult to obtain. The new contacts and partnerships that developed through involvement in Evolving City was one of the most significant legacies of the programme for many of the organisations.

The ambitiousness of projects that stretched time and resources had knock-on effects on planning for 2006, particularly for smaller organisations.

Conclusions

7.1 To what extent did Evolving City achieve its objectives?

Undoubtedly, the Evolving City programme was hugely successful overall. 

The objectives of Evolving City set out by Oxford Inspires are not easy to measure, and whilst the degree to which many have been met is clear, for others this is more difficult to establish at this point in time. 

The programme incorporated projects that focussed on culturally diverse communities, disabled people, young people at risk of offending, people at risk of abuse, asylum seekers, the homeless, the economically excluded and children. The programme provided a platform for individuals and groups with little history of participating in the cultural life of the city, and gave voice to historically excluded communities. Many of the projects reached new audiences and engaged new participants. Evolving City certainly achieved its objectives of widening participation in cultural activity, celebrating Oxford’s diverse cultures and promoting social inclusion.

“Usually ‘diversity’ is just a word; this was diversity in practice.”

The engagement of a vast audience in the science strand of the programme – the Oxford Trust has estimated that over 22,500 audience members enjoyed the ‘Science in the City’ project alone – is surely testament to the success of the programme in promoting science as a cultural activity in Oxford. So too are the new relationships that have developed between the Oxford Trust and other cultural organisations in the City as a result of their involvement in the programme.

Evolving City enabled the expansion of the vibrant festival scene in Oxford, with new festivals taking place, and others becoming more extensive and ambitious than they had previously been. Some, such as the Oxdox festival, became more firmly established as a result and are likely to continue to develop in the future. 

Elements of the programme, in particular the Oxford 2015 events at Modern Art Oxford, certainly stimulated thought and discussion about Oxford, its future, and the role of cultural activity in the City. Many projects encouraged audiences to experience parts of Oxford in new ways, such as the Ice Garden installation in the Bodleian Quad.

Evolving City sought to promote high standards in the development of Oxford through its contribution to a project to redesign a public space in the City, Bonn Square. Participation of this project in the programme has resulted in a tangible example of the employment of culture as a means to transform the future shape of the city. Evolving City funding ensured the inclusion of public art as a driving force behind the design of the square, and generated a significantly larger sum within the scheme budget that has been dedicated to arts projects within the square. The banner sites are now established for future use by other arts organisations. 

It is not possible at this time to understand the degree to which Evolving City may have impacted on the future shape of Oxford. Much of the evaluation has been carried out whilst Evolving City was still taking place. The immediate legacy of the programme, particularly for individuals and organisations, can be recorded; the broader legacy with regards to the role and shape of cultural activity in Oxford may not be apparent for some time. 

7.2 How well was the Evolving City programme organised? In particular, how effective were the Oxford Inspires staff team in facilitating the work of the project organisers? 

Individual Oxford Inspires staff working on the Evolving City programme were very highly praised. Participant organisations were very happy with how the programme was organised and the support that they received. 

The rapid response that was necessary to the call for submissions to the UCP funding opportunity may have had an impact on the kinds of projects that were put forward and the organisations that were able to do so, and may even have excluded some potential participants. Although nothing could have been done by Oxford Inspires to prevent this, it is worth bearing in mind for future projects the effect that this kind of time pressure can have.

The ambitiousness of the Evolving City programme allowed many organisations to expand and develop in a way that had not previously been possible, with many and varied positive effects. However, the evaluation findings suggest that this ambitiousness, especially within a less experienced organisation, can also be detrimental. In future it may be worth supporting participant organisations to consider what changes might need to be made to their projects if full funding is not secured, in order to forestall some of the difficulties that many of them may face as a result.

Perhaps the most valuable legacy of Evolving City reported by individual organisations has been the development of partnerships and networks. Further facilitating these relationships, working with and supporting the growth of partnerships between cultural and other organisations, may be an effective way for Oxford Inspires to achieve many of its broader objectives. 

7.3 What were the strengths and weaknesses of the marketing of Evolving City? In particular, how much media coverage did the programme receive and what was the nature of this coverage?

The inevitable lack of control over content that occurred particularly for articles that appeared in print meant that Evolving City was sometimes not mentioned during coverage of specific events.  Nevertheless, the Evolving City programme received extensive media coverage throughout the year through local print and broadcast media, as well as national radio, and has generated future national television coverage of the arts in Oxford.

The majority of organisations were very satisfied with the help and support that they received with the promotion and marketing of their projects. Smaller organisations, many of whom would not have had a dedicated member of staff for these tasks, were more likely to seek and expect help from the Evolving City team. The evaluation findings suggest that clarity about each organisation’s own responsibilities and the degree of support that can be offered is essential, particularly for those less well established or experienced organisations. 

The marketing budget available to the Evolving City team was considerably smaller than would have been ideal. The difficulties of understanding and marketing the five themes of Evolving City suggest that a simpler, more coherent approach to representing the programme may have been more effective. The findings also suggest that starting the marketing strategy as early as possible is important, and may have multiple benefits – not only in encouraging public interest, but in engaging participants and corporate partners in the programme. In the future, a marketing strategy that targets specific communities and groups to a greater extent may positively affect perception of and involvement in a programme such as this.
