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1. Introduction 

In August 2019, Emergency Exit Art (EEA) commissioned Dr Ulrike Chouguley (trading as 

Santra Consulting Ltd) to conduct an independent evaluation of EEA’s involvement in the 

‘Love Ashford’ initiative. This report presents the findings from this evaluation. The programme 

of events delivered by EEA as part of Love Ashford aimed to achieve an ambitious and diverse 

range of outcomes for the Borough of Ashford, its communities and businesses. It aimed to 

reinvigorate the high street and local businesses, to help change the perception of Ashford 

town centre, as well as to bring the community together around a series of exciting, new 

events, thus contributing to greater community cohesion. The events aimed to be family-

friendly, while at the same time providing a new evening offer. They were conceived to appeal 

both to urban residents and the rural communities surrounding Ashford.  

In summer 2020, an interim report was produced examining the extent to which the 

programme was already contributing to these various outcomes. It included findings from 

audience surveys at two major events, The Great British Bark Off (August 2019) and the 

Carnival of Baubles (December 2019), as well as feedback from a number of local businesses 

involved in the programme. This final report now includes data on all five major programme 

activities and analyses data from audiences, workshop participants, local businesses, local 

artists and school students. Together, this data provides evidence on how the programme of 

events has contributed to the overall ‘pathway of change’ (see section 2).  

 

Photo: Ashford bandstand performance and Fabric of Ashford installation (EEA & Revelation Ashford);      

© Heritage & Holland Photography 

In interpreting the findings, it is however important to bear in mind the context in which this 

project developed. The start of the Covid-19 pandemic in early 2020 forced a halt to 

programme activities that were originally planned for the spring and summer 2020; later 

activities and events had to be adapted, some of them moving to an online delivery model, 

while others were delivered in-person, but with audience and participant restrictions in place. 

These unforeseeable changes are likely to have limited the programme’s outcomes in some 

areas, but also created opportunities for an even deeper impact in others.  
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2. Methodology 

Love Ashford combined several event strands, with EEA’s programme of events being a 

central part. While all the events under the Love Ashford umbrella worked towards similar 

goals, the scope of this evaluation was on EEA’s work only. Ashford Borough Council (ABC) 

defined a list of key outcomes for this strand and the purpose of the evaluation was to clearly 

present the contribution that EEA’s events programme has made towards them. However, in 

addition to collecting a set of outputs and outcomes, the evaluation was also intended to form 

the basis of a rich case study of how EEA’s work can help town centre regeneration and the 

building of community, in towns such as Ashford (see separate document). 

In order to evidence this contribution, an evaluation framework was developed at the start of 

the independent evaluation. The evaluation framework is based on a logic model approach. A 

logic model helps to illustrate the ‘pathway of change’ as it maps out how what the funders 

(ABC) and organisers (EEA) input into the programme of events (e.g. financial resources, 

organisational capacity, expertise) can be logically linked to what is produced (the events, 

workshops and activities), how this determines the actual experience of the various 

stakeholder groups (audiences, local businesses, local cultural sector, community groups), 

and how this is further connected to a series of wider cultural, community and economic 

changes.  

Figure 1 shows the logic model underpinning the framework for this evaluation. 

Figure 1: Logic model for evaluation of EEA’s programme of events at Love Ashford 2019-21 

 

Once this overall logic chain was established, the detailed outcome and impact areas were 

developed, based on a review of key documents (proposed programme of events, suggested 

lists of outcomes and outputs), existing data collection tools (in particular, EEA’s existing 

audience survey) as well as a phone consultation with the project lead at ABC. 
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The data for the evaluation framework was obtained from a mix of research tools, including 

surveys of audiences at each of the events, questionnaires with community group members 

(12), school workshop participants (26) and group leads (2), as well as feedback and 

interviews with representatives from local businesses (9), artists (4), ABC (3) and the EEA 

project manager. In addition to this primary research, management information from EEA (e.g., 

on number of workshops, number of participants) and data from ABC (e.g., footfall and media 

monitoring data) was also included.  

Figure 2: Audience survey response rates by event 

Event No. of 
responses 
(sample 
size) 

Estimated 
number of event 
audiences 
(population size) 

Required sample 
size for statistical 
validity (5% 
margin of error, 
95% confidence 
level) 

Required sample 
size for statistical 
validity (10% 
margin of error, 
95% confidence 
level) 

The Great British Bark Off 
2019 

25 6501   

The Carnival of Baubles 2019 
(main event) 

15 3,0002   

The Carnival of Baubles 2019 
(shop window baubles trail) 

0 2503   

The Carnival of Baubles 2020 
(online workshop) 

17 7904   

The Carnival of Baubles 2020 
(shop window baubles trail) 

0 250   

Ashford Banners shop 
window trail 

0 250   

Fabric of Ashford (Bandstand 
installation) 

17 7,5005   

The Carnival of Baubles 2021 
(main event) 

43 4,0006   

The Carnival of Baubles 2021 
(shop window baubles trail) 

0 250   

Total 117 16,940 376 95 

 

 It also indicates the sample sizes required for statistical validity and shows that the survey 

findings are statistical representative (with a confidence level of 95% and a margin of error of 

10%.  shows the number of audience responses received for each of the events. It also 

 
1 Organiser estimate 
2 Attendance estimate based on organiser estimate and checked against town centre footfall figures 
showing a 31% uplift in footfall on event dates between 2019 and 2021. The same proportion was applied 
to the actual event attendance estimates (i.e., event attendance in 2019 estimated to be approximately 1/3 
less than in 2021). 
3 Estimate of people ‘engaging’ with the window displays (e.g., taking time to stop to view the display, talk 
about it or seeking out further information). The same estimate was used for other shop window trails. 
4 Estimate based on number of lantern-making kits distributed for online workshop events 
5 Estimate based on 250 people per day (=approximately 2% of average Bandstand footfall in July/August 
2021) ‘engaging’ with the Bandstand display (e.g., taking time to stop to view the display, talk about it or 
seeking out further information) and the installation being in place for 30 days  
6 Attendance estimate based on organiser estimate and comparison to footfall figures from previous 
Saturday 
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indicates the sample sizes required for statistical validity and shows that the survey findings 

are statistical representative (with a confidence level of 95% and a margin of error of 10%.7  

3. Findings 

This section presents the findings of the evaluation and follows the structure of the evaluation 

framework. The box below gives an overview of key outputs from the programme. 

Figure 3: Key programme outputs 

EEA’s ‘Love Ashford’ programme of activities delivered: 

• 6 events/activity strands over 2.5 years (see Figure 4) 

• 70 workshops delivered in schools, community groups and for the general public 

It also engaged: 

• an estimated 16,150 audiences at in-person events8, while up to 175,000 people are estimated to 

have seen the project’s public art installations9 

• 2,961 people in workshops, among them 1,410 school students (48%) 

• 30 local businesses 

• 12 community groups, including many ‘hard-to-reach’ groups 

• 10 local primary and 2 secondary schools 

• 15 local artists in training and employment 

 

Providing enjoyable and exciting cultural experiences is at the centre of all the activities 

provided by EEA. However, a positive cultural experience is also a pre-condition for many of 

the wider outcomes that may occur at a later stage. That is, in order to see any subsequent 

positive impacts from the events and activities, it requires the core experience (the 

performance, workshop experience, procession etc.) to be positive in the first instance. For 

example, if an attendee at the carnival event enjoys the experience, this may then lead to that 

same person coming back to see similar events taking place in Ashford Town in the future. Or 

if a workshop participant has a positive experience of getting together with other members of 

the community around a creative project, this person may then be more likely to get involved 

in other community activities. Therefore, this section begins by describing the experience of 

the cultural programme carried out by EEA and the outcomes that directly arise from these 

activities. In the second part, the impact of the events on the local community will be 

considered, before discussing how the events have shaped Ashford’s perception and 

reputation – both amongst residents and further afield. Finally, this section will look at the 

contribution that the events had on local businesses and the revitalisation of the local high 

street. 

 
7 The confidence level shows the probability that the sample accurately reflects the attitudes of the real 
research population. The margin of error tells us by how many percentage points the survey results may 
differ from the real population value. Thus, a 95% confidence interval with a 5% margin of error means that 
the survey result will be within 10 percentage points of the real population value 95% of the time. 
8 Audiences attending Carnival of Baubles 2020 Online Workshop included in workshop figures below. 
9 Estimate based on 50% of by-passers of the Fabric of Ashford Bandstand installation seeing the display; 
average daily town centre footfall during July/August 2021 was 11,620. 
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3.1. Enjoyable and exciting cultural experiences 

EEA’s ‘Love Ashford’ programme delivered six main activity strands and events, which are 

summarised in Figure 4 below. 

Figure 4: Overview of EEA’s Love Ashford programme of events and activities 

The Great British Bark Off (August 2019): a community event centred on an entertaining dog show (with a 

modern twist), as well as live music at the Ashford Bandstand, local food and craft stalls set up by local 

businesses, and a platform for local artists. 

The Carnival of Baubles (December 2019): flagship event consisting of a lantern procession through 

Ashford, accompanied by two giant mechanical creatures, local musicians, dance groups and a brief 

handheld pyro finale. Free art workshops were run in local schools and in an empty shop front in Ashford 

Town Centre prior to the event to enable the community to create lanterns for the carnival procession. 

Giant Baubles were created by artists and displayed in local businesses’ shop fronts.  

Ashford Banners – A story of community strength (Autumn 2020): local artists were trained by EEA to 

deliver workshops with community groups across the borough to create a series of banners that showcase 

the community spirit.  

The Carnival of Baubles (December 2020): While the main carnival event had to be cancelled (due to 

Covid-19 restrictions), online lantern-making workshops were held for the community and artist-designed 

lanterns were displayed in local shops. 

Fabric of Ashford (Summer 2021): Bunting and small banners carrying inspirational messages were 

created in community workshops, run by local artists, and displayed in an installation at the Bandstand. 

The Carnival of Baubles (December 2021): A series of lantern-making workshops were run in local 

primary and secondary schools, as well as in the community leading up to the main event, a trail of artist-

created baubles in local shops created and the main carnival event involving a lantern procession, 

performances of local artists and a family disco.  

 

The main events (the Great British Bark Off, and Carnival of Baubles 2019 and 2021) attracted 

an estimated physical audience of 5,250 people. In addition, 790 lantern making kits were 

distributed to the community and general public for the Carnival of Baubles 2020 online event. 

No audience figures were available for the Fabric of Ashford installation at the Bandstand 

(which was in place for approximately one month) or for the people who saw the Ashford 

Banners in 2020 or Baubles displayed in shop fronts of local businesses in the three years.  

Based on analysis of the audience survey data, just under two thirds (63%) of event attendees 

were adults, while a little more than one third (37%) was aged under 16 years.10 Of the 70 

workshops, 21 (30%) were delivered in local schools, but they accounted for almost half (48%) 

of all workshop participants. 18 workshops (26%) were delivered for community groups, 

including those working with ‘hard to reach’ communities, such as people with mental health 

issues, refugees and specific ethnic minorities. The remaining 31 workshops were delivered 

for the general public. 

3.1.1. Satisfaction & quality 

As explained above, an enjoyable, satisfying event experience is a pre-requisite on which 

many of the other outcomes depend on. Therefore, the evaluation included a number of 

indicators that looked at audiences’ and participants’ overall satisfaction and enjoyment of 

 
10 This figure was calculated from responses on the number and age of people in the party of survey 
respondents (as opposed to age of survey respondents themselves, who only included adults).  
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their attendance and participation. Audiences had an overwhelmingly positive experience of 

the events, with 75% rating the ‘whole experience’ as ‘very good’ and a further 24% as ‘good’ 

and leading 93% to say that they were now more or much more likely to attend outdoor arts 

events in the future. Local businesses that participated in the Carnival of Baubles events also 

mostly had a very positive experience: one of the participating businesses explained that: “we 

really enjoyed being a part of it”, while another described their overall experience as “Very 

positive. Definitely need to repeat this again!” 

The only element that attracted some criticism, was a lack of coordination at the Carnival of 

Baubles parade in 2021. Audiences highlighted that “a bit more direction would have been 

helpful”, “the handing out of the lanterns was a bit hectic”, and that there was a need for 

“clearer organisation of what was happening during the carnival and a safe hand out of the 

lanterns”. One of the local businesses also emphasised this point: 

“We always enjoy being involved in the event put on by 

Love Ashford and EEA. The only negative part was a 

lack of communication […] as to where we needed to 

go once we had our bauble. We felt a bit lost and no 

one paid us any attention despite being clearly out of 

place with an enormous sting ray above our heads!” 

Event satisfaction and enjoyment are also linked to the quality of the event. EEA’s proposal 

for Love Ashford set out to provide “ambitious large-scale, high-end” outdoor events. 

Audiences thought that both the events had a high quality with two thirds of survey 

respondents rating the event quality as “very good” and a further 32% as “good”. One audience 

member highlighted that “It was a great experience […]. The time and effort that was put into 

the displays was inspirational.” This suggests that EEA’s programme has been successful in 

providing stand-out experiences for audiences in Ashford. The extent to which the programme 

has thus helped to improve the town’s cultural offer will be further discussed in the next section. 

 

Photo: Participant at Carnival of Baubles 2021 Lantern Procession; © Rosie Reed Gold Photography 
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3.1.2. Elevated cultural offer in town centre 

EEA’s Love Ashford programme sought to reinvigorate Ashford’s cultural offer. While the event 

quality is an important element of this, providing cultural experiences that entertain, inspire 

and stimulate reflective and inquisitive thoughts equally play a part.  

When asked about their motivations to attend the EEA events, only a small proportion came 

seeking “to be inspired” (18%). However, for 48% of audiences, entertainment was a key 

motivation in attending and they did not leave disappointed. Indeed, when asked about their 

favourite thing about their visit, many audiences (especially at The Great British Bark Off 

event) mentioned how entertaining the event had been: “very entertaining and well organised”, 

“very good and funny”, “entertaining campers and dog show”, “it’s all been fun!” and “very 

entertaining” were just some of the descriptions of the event.  

Part of elevating the cultural offer in the town centre was also to deliver activities that were 

otherwise not accessible or available to people in the area. By doing so, EEA’s programme 

helped to widen access to high-quality, entertaining and inspiring cultural experiences. 

Therefore, audiences were asked whether they had been part of an event like this before or 

whether this was their first opportunity to do so. The latter was the case for many of the 

audiences, as 74% indicated that it was the first time that they had attended an event by 

EEA, suggesting that EEA’s programme is providing new and improved cultural opportunities 

in Ashford. 

Finally, the event has helped to attract further funding to improve the cultural offer in the 

town. Partnering with EEA, the creative collective Made in Ashford successfully applied for 

two £15k match funding grant from Arts Council England, part of which supported the 

Carnival of Baubles events in 2019 and 2021, allowing them to be delivered on a larger 

scale and reaching out to more local communities. 

3.1.3. Innovation and excitement 

The events were part of EEA’s ambition to deliver a “programme of attractive, vibrant [and] 

creative” activities that brings innovation and excitement to Ashford”, and the research 

indicates that the events have been successful in doing so. Audiences overwhelmingly rated 

the creativity and vibrancy of the events as “very good” (73%) or “good” (25%).11  

Experiencing “something new” or “out of the ordinary” was an important reason why audiences 

attended the EEA events, with 38% of all surveyed audiences selecting this motivation. More 

than that, 1 in 10 people came because they hoped to “escape from everyday life”. This 

suggests that the EEA events are perceived as unique and distinctive. As one respondent 

confirms, the Great British Bark Off was “an unusual event, very entertaining!” 

Another way in which a cultural event can be considered to be innovative was the use of 

unusual venues or spaces as event locations. A core part of EEA’s proposal was to make 

“creative use of the empty shopfronts that pepper the town centre, transforming them into 

monuments to the people of Ashford and boosting the character of the high street and 

reminding people that this is a vibrant place to live.” 

As part of the Carnival of Baubles event, open workshops for the community and for local 

businesses took place in an empty shopfront space in the County Square shopping centre 

for three weeks prior to the event. One of the participating businesses reported that their 

 
11 This question was only asked in the surveys of the 2019 and 2020 events. 
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workforce greatly enjoyed to get involved in such creative activity, felt “well involved” and 

“design[ed their] own bauble”. According to the event organisers, this  

“Illumination Station became a busy community hub 

and an important making space for carnival content.” 

EEA also aimed to “bring exciting arts practices to the classroom [and to] inspire young 

people to make a positive creative impact in the places that they live and study.” Feedback 

from students participating in lantern-making school workshops in 2021 suggests that the 

EEA project was successful in increasing children’s excitement about creative activity. As 

the word cloud in  

Figure 5 below shows, words such as “excited”, “amazing”, and “happy” were some of the 

most frequently mentioned in response to how the workshop had made them feel about 

creative projects such as this. In addition, the projects helped to children to discover creative 

ability and increase their confidence in it, with words such as “creative”, “surprised”, 

“confident” and “proud”, describing their feelings about their own skills and abilities. 

Figure 5: Students’ responses to “How did this project make you feel about creative projects like this?” 
(A) and “How did this workshop make you feel about your skills and abilities?” (B) 

(A)   (B)  

 

As this first section has shown, the research supports the idea that EEA’s activities provided 

enjoyable, exciting, high-quality and distinctive cultural events to audiences that help enrich 

Ashford’s cultural offer. This is an important pre-requisite for many of the wider community 

and economic outcomes that may arise and that will be discussed in the following sections. 
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3.2. Build Community 

Increasing social cohesion and building a greater sense of community is one of the challenges 

in the Ashford Borough – something that EEA’s programme of activities sought to address 

through long-term community engagement.  

An important way in which cultural activities are considered to deliver wider social and 

community impacts is through fostering social capital. Social capital is a concept that looks at 

the value of social networks: the kind of people you know, and your inclination to do things for 

other people as a result (reciprocity and trust). Connections to other people thus become an 

‘asset’ in itself that can benefit both individuals and communities.  

Much of the research distinguishes between three types of social capital: 

• Bonding social capital – which arises from the strong bonds between existing groups 

(like families, or existing community or ethnic groups)  

• Bridging social capital – arising from the weaker but broader bonds between more 

distant groups and individuals (e.g. general acquaintances, people from different 

community or ethnic groups, business partners)  

• Linking social capital – arising from links between individuals and groups to others 

with different levels of power or social status (e.g. relationships between a 

community-based organisation and government or other funders).  

Research has shown that culture can help building social capital, as the notion aligns with 

much of the cultural sector’s core purpose of bringing people together from both similar and 

different groups (bonding and bridging); as well as encouraging people to reflect – and 

sometimes challenge – people’s ideas about both their own and other cultures (bridging). 

Elements of social capital, such as trust and tolerance, are also more likely to arise from 

participation in cultural activities than from other kinds of participatory activities.12 While it is 

worth noting that not all social capital is ‘good’ (as strong bonds within a particular group of 

people might lead to the exclusion of others), it is an useful concept to understand the nature 

of the social interactions that are taking place during cultural activities and how they have a 

wider social influence. This notion underpins the discussion of the outcomes reported in the 

following sections, the first of which looks at the events’ impact on families, while the second 

focuses on the wider community. 

3.2.1. Improved offer for families 

EEA’s ‘Love Ashford’ programme was designed as family-friendly activities and events that 

provide opportunities for enjoyable experiences in a social context. The findings from the 

audience survey suggest that this was achieved, as two thirds of the people (67%) attended 

the events and activities with children or young people aged under 16. A similar proportion of 

people (64%) indicated that an important motivation for their participation at the event was to 

spend time with friends or family – the most frequently mentioned motivation of all. A further 

44% came to entertain children and just over a quarter (27%) to educate or stimulate their 

children. 

Enjoying time together as a family is a key driver in creating stronger bonds and new ‘rituals’ 

and behaviours within families and research has shown that cultural activities in particular 

 
12 Stole, D. and Rochon, T. (1998) ‘Are all associations alike? Member diversity, associational type and the 
creation of social capital’. American Behavioural Scientist. (Vol 42, No 1). Abstract available at: 
http://abs.sagepub.com/content/42/1/47 

http://abs.sagepub.com/content/42/1/47
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enable families to spend ‘quality’ time together.13 The responses by audience members of the 

EEA events support this, as when asked about their favourite aspect of the events, spending 

time with their family or children was mentioned by many, e.g. “spending time with the family 

and our pup”, “family time”, and “nice to do some art work with the children”. While based on 

a small sample, all of the respondents to the workshop survey also agreed that the workshop 

had given them an opportunity to spend quality time with their family (including 92% strongly 

agreeing) and that it had encouraged them to spend more time with their family in the future 

(including 75% strongly agreeing). 92% also thought that participating in the workshop had 

brought them closer together as a family. 

 

Photo: Members of the community in front of The Recovery Poems © EEA 

 

The Carnival of Baubles event also potentially offered the opportunity for parents to engage 

with school learning of their children, as lantern-making workshops were held in schools and 

children were then invited to attend the carnival parade on the Saturday with their families. 

3.2.2. Increased community cohesion 

In addition to facilitating family time, the evaluation looked at whether the events had wider 

community impacts. First, it examined whether the events helped bring the whole community 

together. As discussed in section 0, the events attracted a mix of ages, with one third of the 

event attendees being children and two thirds, adults. Of those responding to a survey 

themselves, 11% indicated that they were aged 60 or above. Considering the challenges of 

engaging older people in such events, this is a considerable achievement, especially within 

the context of the Covid-19 pandemic and resulting lack of confidence to attend public 

 
13 RAND Europe (2008) Vital Communities: Review and analysis of the research, (Available online: 
http://www.randproject.org/pubs/technical_reports/TR549/) or United Way of Massachusetts Bay, Harvard 
Family Research Project & Build the Out-of-School Time Network (2006) Focus on Families! How to Build 
and Support Family-Centered Practices in After School 

http://www.randproject.org/pubs/technical_reports/TR549/
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events and spaces among this age group. 87% of all survey respondents described their 

ethnicity as White British, which is broadly representative of the overall population in Ashford 

Borough (where 85% identify as white British14). With regards to geographical residence, 

there was an equal share of audiences living in Ashford Town and elsewhere in the Ashford 

borough (both 43%), with a smaller proportion (13%) travelling in from elsewhere in Kent or 

beyond.  

All of the audience survey respondents agreed (including two thirds who strongly agreed) 

that the event had been welcoming for the whole community. These figures indicate that the 

events were successful in bringing together people from different backgrounds in the 

Ashford community. As one of the audience members put it, it was a: 

“Great experience that brought the whole of Ashford 

together after a really tough year.” 

Such opportunities for coming together are important, as they enable ‘informal sociability’ 

between members of the same community – a notion used by social capital researchers to 

describe face-to-face interactions which generate or maintain social networks, which in turn 

are a key building block for social capital.15 In the case of the workshops, it seems that the 

increased contact often also led to deeper relationships and engagement. Evidence from the 

small sample of lantern-making workshop participants suggests that 75% met new people 

and 83% felt that they had made new friends (including 25% who strongly agreed). All 

agreed that the EEA activity had been welcoming for the whole community and three 

quarters reported that they had met people that were different to themselves as a result of 

the workshop. More than half (58%) also reported that their participation had resulted in 

greater trust in people from their community. 

 

Photo: Branch & Brush members showing their contributions to The Fabric of Ashford © EEA 

 
14 EEA Great British Bark Off evaluation report 
15 Hall, P. (1999). ‘Social Capital in Britain’, British Journal of Political Sciences, Vol. 29, No. 3, pp. 417-46., 
http://www.abdn.ac.uk/sociology/notes06/Level4/SO4530/Assigned-Readings/Seminar%209.2.pdf 

http://www.abdn.ac.uk/sociology/notes06/Level4/SO4530/Assigned-Readings/Seminar%209.2.pdf
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The evaluation also looked at audiences’ sense of being part of the community. Two 

different questions were used to explore this during the evaluation period. For the 2019 and 

2020 events, audiences were first asked whether they felt part of the community (86% of all 

audience agreed) and then whether the event had made a difference: 85% reported that 

attending the event had increased their sense of feeling part of the community. For the 2021 

events, audiences were asked whether the EEA event had enhanced their sense of 

community in the area and all respondents agreed (including two thirds who strongly agreed) 

that this had been the case. Several of the audience members also felt that the community 

aspect was the best part of the event, including those who said that their favourite thing was 

“people being together (happy time)”, “being involved in the art with the community”, “getting 

involved with the community”, “the family and community atmosphere”, and: 

“The baubles were lovely. So thankful to be living in a 

town filled with hope and community. 

When looking only at the responses of those audiences living in the Ashford Borough but 

outside Ashford Town, 78% of 2019 and 2020 audiences agreed that they felt part of the 

community, but 83% said that the event had increased their sense of feeling part of the 

community. Given the efforts by ABC to create a closer connection of residents from the 

wider Ashford Borough to Ashford Town, this is a very positive finding.  

One of the local businesses also spoke of the positive effects on them of an increased sense 

of community:  

"Having a sense of community and creating something 

collective benefitted us. […] a sense of community is 

something to nourish constantly and the event served 

well for it." 

The data from 2021 events also suggests that the programme has been successful in 

encouraging people to get more involved in community life and events. 100% of respondents 

agreed (and two thirds of those strongly agreed) that they felt encouraged to participate 

more – a finding that is even more significant in the context of the pandemic, where much of 

community life had been put on hold. 

Through the programme of events, EEA worked with different local businesses, community 

organisations, artists and volunteers, thus helping to strengthen local networks, community 

engagement and building capacity. In total, 30 local businesses got involved in the 

programme (some of them in multiple years), including in creating lanterns for the Carnival of 

Baubles, displaying them in their shop windows and one business providing hot winter 

beverages for parade attendees. In addition, the programme worked with 12 local 

community and arts organisations were engaged through the programme, including Made in 

Ashford, Liv2Dance, and Ashford Volunteer Centre, and more local artists and groups got 

involved at the events, such as the Samba Pelo Mar Band. 

EEA also created a network of 15 local artists who were trained and employed on the 

project. They were primarily recruited through Made in Ashford and were invited for a 

training and skills sharing day in London. During the course of this day, they received 

training in withy lantern making and schools workshop facilitation with the EEA artist 

network. For most of these local artists, this was their first time facilitating craft sessions in a 

school environment. The organisers reported that the local artists considered the experience 

extremely valuable, developing new skills and fostering confidence in working in an 
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educational setting – and that establishing relationships between local artists and local 

schools worked very successfully. The separate case study provides a more detailed 

account of the impact of this training and skills sharing on local capacity, professional 

networks (thus contributing to linking social capital) and developing the cultural sector in 

Ashford in the longer term. 

 

Image: Concept for Fabric of Ashford bandstand art installation © Tinybeegle 

 

3.3. Enhance the identity and reputation of Ashford 

A positive event experience can also help to enhance the identity and reputation of Ashford 

by generating more positive media coverage which is associated with the town, as well as 

shaping visitors’ views about the town itself, which can in turn act as a catalyst for wider 

positive economic and social outcomes. The first set of outcomes in this section relates to 

residents’ perception of their hometown, while the second set of outcomes focuses primarily 

on external visitors’ image of Ashford. 

3.3.1. Increase sense of pride in local area (by residents) 

Residents’ image of Ashford as a place to live may have a bearing on a number of aspects. 

A positive image may contribute to retaining the skilled workforce already residing in the city. 

Local pride is also closely linked to feelings of attachment and a sense of belonging. The 

more people feel a sense of belonging within a community, the more likely the community is 

to act collaboratively to maintain and improve the area. In turn, this is likely to lead to a 

greater enjoyment of residents living in the area and of feeling safe to do so.16 

 
16 BOP Consulting (2011) The Edinburgh Festivals Impact Study. Report for Festivals Edinburgh. Available 
at https://www.edinburghfestivalcity.com/about/documents/156-research-reports  

https://www.edinburghfestivalcity.com/about/documents/156-research-reports
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As the EEA proposal set out, the programme of events was aiming to: “re-establish the town 

centre as a buzzing, melting pot and a place to feel safe in for Ashford communities old and 

new.” Across the events and activities, almost half (43%) of the survey respondents attended 

“to enjoy the atmosphere” and one fifth (21%) of the audiences of the 2019/20 events 

attended to “experience the town in a new and exciting way”. Survey findings suggest that 

their expectations were met, as several responses to the question about people’s favourite 

part of the events highlighted the vibe and buzz in the town, including the “atmosphere and 

fun of it all”, the “light-hearted atmosphere”, a “good turn out by the crowd” and: 

“After not being able to perform the carnival last year, 

this year was a wonderful welcome. It was amazing to 

see local businesses getting involved offering 

discounts. The timing of the event was just right, not 

feeling like your [sic] in a deserted town late at night.” 

Comments from local businesses further support this positive contribution. One business 

described the atmosphere in the town centre during the parade as “amazing”, while another 

business felt that: “To see that many people can get together and having fun was fascinating.” 

While Covid restrictions, and uncertainty with regards to these, altered the design of project 

activities in 2020 and 2021 and reduced the focus on mass gatherings, the project activities 

still aimed to “build something together that would make the whole town feel proud and united, 

as well as confident that there are better times ahead.” For instance, Fabric of Ashford 

encouraged people to come to the town centre regularly to see the growing installation, 

created by community groups and in open workshops. 

 

Photo: Detail of the Fabric of Ashford art installation © Heritage & Holland Photography 
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Looking at residents’ sense of identity (surveying residents living in Ashford Town Centre and 

elsewhere in Ashford Borough from the 2019 and 2020 events), 87% stated that they felt a 

sense of pride in the local area and 89% felt that their participation in the events had increased 

this further. Among the respondents of the 2021 events, 100% of residents agreed (including 

68% who strongly agreed) that the EEA events had been “good for this area’s image”. One 

audience member recounted: “The Carnival of the Baubles was really uplifting. […] Ashford 

often gets a bad press, and this just proved what a great community/carnival atmosphere can 

be created.”, while another told: 

“Incredible event. Made a town which gets a lot of flack 

[sic] really come together in celebration. I have never 

ever known such a good ‘vibe and feeling’ from our 

town. Just wish it had been even more promoted.” 

Thus, the events had a positive effect on residents’ and local businesses’ perception of 

Ashford. The extent to which there has also been an effect on external perceptions will be 

discussed in the next section. 

3.3.2. Increase the image and reputation of Ashford 

In addition to residents’ perception of their town, increasing the image and reputation of 

Ashford overall, including to non-locals was a desired outcome. This is because external 

visitors are often responsible for a bigger spend in local businesses than locals – and 

increasing retail spend was a long-term goal of the programme. Based on the survey results, 

only a small proportion of visitors (13%) came from outside the Ashford Borough. Out of this 

very small sample of non-local survey respondents, the large majority of them (79%) came 

specifically to attend the event, suggesting that the EEA events have a wider appeal and can 

help to improve Ashford’s reputation.  

While one of the local businesses felt that: “people’s opinion of the town centre events has 

definitely begun to change”, most project stakeholders believed that the project had only had 

a minor effect on the external perception of the town. This was in part linked to the events’ 

marketing and promotion: audience members and many of the interviewed project 

stakeholders highlighted that the project could have been publicised more widely and the 

social media campaign for the Carnival of Baubles 2021 also did not go as well as planned, 

for instance: “I think it could be better publicised as well. Many people on social media 

channels saying they had no idea it was even happening.” (Audience survey, Carnival of 

Baubles 2021). 

Nonetheless, the programme of events attracted at least 12 press articles and mentions over 

the period 2019-21. Two of them appeared in local newspapers, nine in regional press 

outlets and one on a travel portal aimed at a national audience (in which Ashford was 

mentioned as one of “6 Magical Christmas Towns To Visit In England”). While five of these 

press mentions were ‘neutral’, with a focus on providing information about the upcoming 

events, the remaining seven stories were positive pre- or reviews of the events. For 

instance, the local portal The Hopeful Notary wrote: 

“The return of the Carnival today has served to cultivate 

an environment and mindset of joy and celebration 

which, especially in the last few days with news of 

increased covid restrictions, is acutely needed. It has 
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also strengthened a sense of appreciation and gratitude 

for Ashford, for the wonderful people who are working 

tirelessly to build a town centre and community that is 

deserving of being celebrated and cherished. [...]. It was 

a wonderful opportunity and occasion to engage in joy, 

celebrate Ashford and support the local business 

community.” 

In addition, the events had an overall social media reach (the estimated number of social 

media users that could have contact with a social media post) of approximately 170,00017 

and social media engagement (including likes, comments, views and share) of at least 

3,40018. 

 

Photo: Theatretrain & Liv2Dance at Carnival of Baubles 2021; © Rosie Reed Gold Photography 

 

In summary, EEA’s programme of events seems to have been successful in increasing local 

residents’ pride and perception of Ashford, there is further scope to affect the external 

perception of the town. 

3.4. Support local business and high street revitalisation 

Supporting local businesses in Ashford and contributing to the revitalisation of the high street 

was another important aim of the programme of activities. While an increased retail spend is 

a long-term goal, improving the perception of what is on offer in local businesses, increasing 

 
17 This figure includes social media reach for the whole Illuminite 2019 events campaign, of which Carnival 
of Baubles 2019 was a part of. 
18 This figure only includes engagement for Carnival of Baubles 2020 and Fabric of Ashford. 
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visits to the local high street and supporting business development strategies more generally 

were all seen as stepping-stones to achieving this longer-term objective. 

3.4.1. Improved perception of local business offer 

A total of 30 local businesses actively participated in the events, mainly through displaying a 

lantern or banners in their shop front. These businesses were a mix of bigger brands and 

independent shops, cafes and bars. A smaller number of businesses also put on special 

offers during the course of the Carnival of Baubles parade, for instance by setting up a 

mulled wine and beer stall in front of their café, or by offering “25% off everything in store 

and […] biscuit decorating for children.” 

In the 2019 events, audiences were asked to provide feedback on the local business offer. 

More than two thirds (69%) of the visitors to the events had a positive perception of the local 

business offer, including 56% who rated it as ‘very good’. A large majority (82%) of all 

visitors (residents and non-locals) already regularly came into town in the daytime, but 

almost three quarters (71%) said that they were more likely to regularly visit Ashford as a 

result of having attended the EEA event.  

The picture is more mixed for night-time visits. 41% of visitors stated that they regularly 

came into town at night, while slightly more people (45%) disagreed. When asked if the 

event had made any changes to their likelihood to visit Ashford at night, 29% agreed that 

they were more likely to do so, but the same proportion disagreed.  

These figures partly reflect the feedback from project stakeholders regarding difficulties to 

convince local businesses to stay open late on event days (thus affecting a certain 

‘disconnect’ between audiences’ event experience and their perception of the local business 

offer). As one of the audience members highlighted: 

“It’s a shame most of the shops and cafes were closed 

as I’m sure they would have no doubt benefitted by the 

huge numbers of people.” 

However, it is also important to note that these figures were collected only from a subset of 

the events and the small sample of responses is not statistically representative. 

3.4.2. Increased visits to local high street 

Enlivening the high street and fostering a sense of confidence in the high street space 

among local people was important to the programme from the start, but became an even 

more vital, if at the same time more challenging, part in the context of the economic impact 

of the Covid-19 pandemic.  

The comparison of footfall figures collected by ABC during the Carnival of Baubles events 

2019 (12, 846) and 2021 (16,774) showed a 31% increase on the event day. The increase of 

these footfall figures is especially positive in the context of the bad weather on the 2021 

event day and the uncertainty around impending Covid-19 restrictions. A busy high street 

during event hours was remarked upon by both audiences (“The streets were full of happy 

faces and it was such a great atmosphere!”) and local businesses (“the town was busy with 

participants for the event”).  

Audiences of the 2019 events were asked if they had also visited a local business on the 

same day, and 92% of respondents who said that they came to the town centre specifically 

to attend the EEA event also frequented a local business. Anecdotal feedback from local 



 Final Evaluation Report  

 18 

businesses suggested that those who remained open during the event hours saw an 

increase in customers and sales as a result. One business participating in the 2019 Carnival 

of Baubles event reported that they had been “very busy” on the day of the event, as well as 

increasing their sales, while another participating in 2021 explained:  

“Yes, it was a really good Saturday for us. December is 

normally a quieter month for us and we saw a big 

upswing in sales that day.”  

Another local business reported their highest-ever daily sales figures on the day of Carnival 

of Baubles 2021. However, one business also remarked upon a flaw in the set up: 

“As the stalls were all behind the trees, [our business] 

was completely shut off from it. The time before we 

were massively part of it, sold lots of mulled wine etc 

and it was great. These stalls basically blocked our 

business from being involved […] and we did not benefit 

from it, unlike the previous year.” 

This feedback suggests that the conclusion by the organisers in 2019, that “some headway 

into establishing the town centre as a space to visit in the evenings” had been made, but that 

“more solid work should be done around creating a proper evening shopping offer around 

the carnival next year” remains a priority for future iterations of the event. 

 

 

Photo: Bauble in shop window display 2020 © Andy Jones 
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3.4.3. Support for wider business development strategy 

In addition to increasing visits to the local high streets and improving perceptions of the local 

business offer, the evaluation also looked at the extent to which the programme of events 

fitted with and supported wider development strategies of local businesses, for instance, 

whether the programme helped to promote the offer of local businesses during the duration 

of the events, whether it encouraged businesses to develop new and creative ways to 

showcase their offer, or whether they supported other existing business development 

strategies and interests.  

The data from the small number of businesses consulted, suggests that the events have not 

had a significant impact in this area. However, there was some positive anecdotal evidence. 

For instance, one local business felt that their business offer had ‘very much so’ been 

promoted during the event programme, another reported that “social media posts about the 

unveiling of my bauble were good” and a third felt “well supported and promoted”. 

Furthermore, while most businesses did not tailor their offer for the purpose of the EEA 

events in new ways (apart from the businesses setting up a mulled wine stall and offering 

discounts and biscuit decorating), hosting an illuminated bauble in their shop front helped 

businesses to creatively showcase their existing offer and to engage with customers in a 

new way. For instance, one participating restaurant reported that the bauble “enabled us to 

interact with our customers”. Finally, one business believed that the programme of events 

(and funding by ABC) has positively affected businesses’ opinion of the Council’s initiative 

and support for local businesses: “the opinion of what the council is doing seems to have 

improved.” 
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4. Conclusion 

This report presents the findings of the impact that EEA’s Love Ashford programme of events 

is having on the Borough of Ashford to-date: 

• The research supports the idea that EEA’s activities provide enjoyable, exciting, high-

quality and distinctive cultural events to audiences that help enrich Ashford’s cultural 

offer. Attendees rated the events’ quality, creativity and vibrancy as very high and 

74% experienced this kind of event for the first time. A positive cultural experience 

such as this is an important pre-requisite for many of the wider community and 

economic outcomes. 

• The events brought together diverse audiences, in terms of age, ethnicity and 

geographical location. The nature of the events provided opportunities for informal 

sociability between these diverse groups, thus likely strengthening links between 

different community groups and networks.  

• The research suggests that residents of the Borough of Ashford already have a high 

sense of feeling part of the community (86% overall), which means that there are 

limits to which this can be further improved. However, it seems that the events had a 

positive effect, including for those borough residents living in the more rural areas 

surrounding the town. 

• EEA worked with different local businesses, community organisations, artists and 

volunteers, thus helping to strengthen local networks, community engagement and 

building capacity for the cultural sector. 

• Residents reported high existing levels of local pride, but the event has further 

amplified this. 89% felt that their participation in the event had increased their sense 

of pride in the local area, while 100% said the event was good for Ashford’s image. 

• Of the very small sample of non-local survey respondents, the large majority of them 

(83%) came specifically to attend the event, suggesting that the EEA events have a 

wider appeal and thus the potential to help to improve Ashford’s reputation, however, 

project stakeholders feel that there has only been a minor impact on external 

perception of the town, to-date. 

• Footfall figures on the Carnival of Baubles event days increased by 31% between 

2019 and 2021 and 92% of event attendees who specifically came to town for the 

event also visited a local business at the same time. While there is some anecdotal 

evidence of businesses that remained open during the event hours benefitting 

through increased customer numbers and sales, there were challenges with regards 

to engaging a larger number of business, which in turn has reduced the impact that 

the events may have had on business income, people’s perception of the local 

business offer and wider business strategies. 

These findings need to be interpreted in the challenging context of the Covid-19 pandemic, 

which led to cancellation, change and adaptation of the programme of events but also resulted 

in opportunities. A more detailed account of these issues, as well as key project stakeholder’s 

account of the project’s impact is provided in the attached case study “EEA’s Love Ashford 

project: Lighting up the creative potential of Ashford”. 
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5. Appendix 

5.1. List of project stakeholders consulted for case study and report 

• Hannah Clayton-Peck (Town Centre Regeneration Manager) 

• Andrew Osborne (Economic Development Manager) 

• Emily Heritage (Regeneration Officer) 

• Ian Curry (Town Centre Regeneration Manager – maternity cover) 

• Leanne Benn (Communications and Marketing) 

• Casey Brett (Freelancer and Art Teacher, Branch and Brush) 

• Melissa Dawkins (Curator and Manager of Made in Ashford, Director of Craftship 

Enterprise CIC) 

• Hannah Rushforth (EEA Project Manager) 

5.2. List of local businesses consulted 

• Stag (2019) 

• Salata (2019) 

• Emporia (2019) 

• Beehive (2019 and 2021) 

• Glasshouse (2019 and 2021) 

• Bare Bazaar (2021) 

• Made in Ashford (2021) 


