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ARCHES research project 
This case study forms part of the ARCHES (Arts and Culture in Health 
Ecosystems) research, led by Leeds Beckett University (LBU) in partnership 
with Dr Janet Harris, Social Life and Locality.

The ARCHES study focussed on arts/ culture/ natural spaces offer 
provided by four community anchors. The research team worked with these 
organisations to explore what they understood ‘scaling up’ their services to 
mean, the challenges they faced with regards to scaling and sustainability, 
and what would help them to be more effective at meeting their ambitions.

The role of community anchors in addressing health inequalities

Community anchor organisations are well-placed to respond to the wider 
determinants of health, with many services for specific prevention priorities 
embedded in broader support programmes to take a ‘whole-person’ 
approach (Locality et al., 2022).

The research showed that:

 �CAO activities are being effectively delivered in ways that address 
health inequalities by fostering connections, enabling people to become 
capable of managing life circumstances, increasing wellbeing and health.

 �CAOs are a key mechanism for building long-standing and trusted 
relationships with communities who are experiencing inequalities. 

 �CAOs can provide spaces that allow people to come together for 
positive reasons, building on their creativity, strengths, and interests. 

 �CAOs collaborate with more specialist organisations in the arts, health and 
care fields who benefit from the connections and trust that anchors have 
developed. 

 �Arts, cultural and nature-based activities are used as a gateway to 
connecting community members to other services (e.g. ESOL classes, 
employment services) within the organisations or externally, in order  
to address social determinants of health.

Read the full ARCHES report here
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Pembroke House	 www.pembrokehouse.org.uk

Exploring approaches to scaling up arts programmes

Pembroke House is located in Walworth, which is in the London borough 
of Southwark. Walworth has an ethnically and culturally diverse population 
of approximately 40,000. This neighbourhood is within the 20% most 
deprived in England, a quarter of local children live in poverty, and is also 
one where older people are exposed to a high risk of social isolation. 
Founded in 1895 by alumni from Pembroke College Cambridge on the 
principles of a settlement house, it aims to promote the general welfare of 
the community. Many of the services that Pembroke House provides are 
focussed on providing people with opportunities to express their creativity. 
Pembroke House used their engagement with the ARCHES project to 
provide protected time for staff to review their various arts offers, and to 
envisage how the arts programme can fit with the larger strategic vision as 
it is developed for the entire organisation. 

For this study, staff chose to review the dance and music programmes in order 
to explore how they can be more integrated under the umbrella of an arts 
programme, and to see how they may fit with other activities. This included 
dt17 a performing arts and social skills programme for young people aged 
9-13. This uses contemporary dance, techniques for training actors, creative 
exercises and competitive activities to work with local young people over the 
long term, to develop emotional, social and transferable skills. The programme 
is fully inclusive and open to participants of all backgrounds and physical 
abilities. Other programmes the research team discussed included PAMs 
the Pembroke Academy of Music. An open access music project for around 
50 children aged 7-14 in Walworth who would otherwise miss out.

Two workshops were held to develop this vision with the ARCHES team. 
They first looked at why and how arts are offered, how the activities align 
with each other, and what a future programme may look like. The ARCHES 
research team worked with Pembroke House staff to put together a set 
of questions to explore perceptions of benefits, identify the challenges of 
running an arts programme, and find out what staff, commissioners and 
trustees thought a future programme should look like. 

Method Number Who

In-depth 
Interviews

10 interviews with internal 
stakeholders (staff, management, 
volunteers and service users, 
trustees) 3 interviews with external 
stakeholders which includes 
commissioners and partners

Staff, volunteers,  
partners, commissioners, 
users – carried out by 
ARCHES team

Workshops 2 workshops, 10 people involved Staff members – carried  
out by ARCHES team

Pem
broke H

ouse
C

A
SE

 STU
D

Y

A
dapting

, expanding and em
bedding com

m
unity and culture into health ecosystem

s (the A
R

C
H

ES project)

L O C A L I T Y    •    L E E D S  B E C K E T T  U N I V E R S I T Y    •    S O C I A L  L I F E

https://www.pembrokehouse.org.uk


3

Addressing health inequalities 

Pembroke House does not explicitly state that one of its key objectives is to 
tackle health inequalities, instead it offers a range of services and activities in 
an inclusive way which aims to connect people who live in this part of London.

Pembroke House does this through providing a safe, positive creative 
space where relationships can develop and creativity is nurtured. Creative 
practitioners are trained to deal with issues by creating a non-threatening, 
accepting space. The social environment that they promote helps dance 
students to learn new ways of interacting and coping. 

Young people are ”not under threat, so they are able to offer constructive 
feedback to others, because they feel more safe.” (Internal User). 
The facilitation ”helps young people to manage their emotions and 
behaviours and interactions”. (Internal Interview) 

We heard how an important part of how workers in the dance programme 
worked involved going out onto the streets and talking with young people, 
inviting them to come along to Pembroke to try out activities.

A recent evaluation of the effects of regular attendance indicates that 
bringing young people together ”for an activity where they have to work 
together and have to communicate with each other” may help them to 
better manage the relationships that they have in other places, such as 
school. (II)

”�It changed my life completely, because I couldn’t talk….my speech was 
not that good. I started talking more…we had to talk it through. Talked 
to other people who went to seated dance.” (IU) 

”�He was here six weeks with [the teacher] when he first started, and 
they didn’t know that he could speak. Then all of a sudden he put his 
hand up and he’s never shut up since. He’s really come out of himself 
since he’s been here. Which is a good thing, because when he was at 
school, in college, he was so so quiet. With no confidence. And he was 
very withdrawn.” (IU)

 
The facilitation and support enable young people to find a space to shine, 
to communicate and engage with people in nonverbal ways. ”The practice 
that we’ve developed is very reflective and sensitive and not setting out 
to teach people things.” (II). It also exposes people to things that they 
wouldn’t normally consider. 

”�The children that come from the most disadvantaged background, 
lack of exposure is what keeps them in those circumstances. To be 
exposed to something completely different - It only takes that one  
little seed to be sown in someone’s mind…it’s life changing. This is really 
good for people’s wellbeing.” (II) 

In the dance programme, tutors have the tools and training to pick up on 
someone whose wellbeing isn’t as good as the week before. The inclusive 
dance staff work as a team, informally discussing progress and setbacks, 
and supporting each other to sustain a non-threatening creative milieu 
that supports expression. Over time, people report increasing engagement, 
both with the dance and with other students. These reports of becoming 
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more connected and interacting with others are key in promoting inclusion 
and reducing inequalities. 

”�From a wellbeing perspective, it’s massively 
important. Dance, any kind of exercise, 
it’s great for physical wellbeing, mental 
wellbeing…even performing and having the 
confidence to perform in front of people. 
It can really help, especially young people, 
build their self-esteem and self confidence 
that they will carry for the rest of their lives.” 
(II) 

Parents and people taking part in the activities 
agreed that young people feel happier or more 
confident about expressing themselves, not 
only physically but also verbally. People also 
described how the attendance helped them to 
develop agency. 

”�I think a direct and indirect benefit of that program is that the families 
of the participants had to develop some kind of support network. And 
I know that in some cases that continues outside of the class as well. 
So it was through that class that they were introduced to other people 
with learning disabled young adults in the family. I think that must have 
helped mental health, maybe even helped with the family relationship 
itself, sort of understanding why things are the way they are, or where 
they could go and get help from, you know, public sector or whether there 
are other resources that their family member could take part in.” (II)

This is an example of how initial engagement leads to stronger connections that 
enable people to become more capable of managing their circumstances.

 
Scaling 

At Pembroke scaling was not necessarily seen as doing more. In discussion 
it was seen as a process of exploring how to integrate activities, both within 
programme and across programmes, to align with the settlement house 
model. Both music and dance activities enable people to come together 
and mix with people that they wouldn’t otherwise have mixed with. 

”�The settlement model is more about trying to change the context 
around people so that people are able to help themselves. A particular 
manifestation of what I would call clubs, associations. ...everybody can 
come once a week and strangers can mix with each other. There’s no 
intervention for an individual at all. So, it’s a bit hard to say how we 
would scale-up.” (II) 

The arts programme is one of many things that Pembroke House offers. 
People felt that the focus of the organisation seems to have shifted away 
from the arts programme to, more broadly speaking, cultural activity. 
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In discussions some of the issues raised with regard to scaling included:

It’s not necessarily about making services larger but improving their quality – 
for example by providing wrap around activities such as food or a session 
on nutrition and health.

”�So, is it a priority to scale-up in that part of the charity, or in another 
part of the charity? Because scaling up is going to take resource in 
terms of staff time, as well as financial resource. So I think there needs 
to be a conversation as to is the priority to scale-up that part of the 
business, that arts program or something else.” (II)

A key principle of the organisation ”is flexibility. They look at what is there, 
but they are aware that there are great social inequalities within the area 
and they support and seek to help.” (II) 

The Pembroke team are currently conducting a needs assessment – 
recognising the need to be responsive to community interests and needs.

”�I think I’ve always wanted there to be a different type of dance. The 
thing about this area is that contemporary dance would never cross 
anybody’s mind, and it certainly didn’t cross mine...I think urban would 
be great, because it would be more in line with children’s interests.” (II)

A comparatively new initiative Walworth Living Room (https://www.
walworthlivingroom.org) exemplifies this approach. It is an open access 
space that provides opportunities to people to come together and create 
new activities and services. Through providing a comfortable welcoming 
activity space and café. 

Factors that might facilitate scaling that were mentioned by the Pembroke 
team included:

 1.	� Considering the role of trustees – how can they be more effective through 
becoming more representative of the community Pembroke serves.

2.	� Helping people who use the service – such as the Pembroke Academy 
of Music – become more skilled which may attract funders to fund 
further development in this area.

3.	 �The team also recognised that reviewing access could increase usage – 
for example dance and music programmes could have more classes on 
different days at different times, with more funded places for people who 
truly couldn’t afford it. Accessible activities were seen as important by all, 
because a lot of the participants experience economic disadvantage

”�It’s basically about bringing it closer to the people who live here, 
and giving them something that’s close by, something that’s more 
accessible. I also think it’s really important to have something that’s 
free to access for people.” (II) 

4.	� There was also a pragmatic view that in some cases scaling was better 
achieved through collaborations with other organisations. Here, the 
contribution that Pembroke was making was its physical space and 
access to other services it provides.
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”�I think actually an easier way to scale-up is by other organisations 
delivering their activities from our spaces, who are doing interesting 
things or things that people locally have said that they wanted or 
needed so that the offer to the local community is broadened. The 
way to grow wasn’t to have a bigger and bigger and bigger staff team 
delivering everything.” (II)

 

Barriers to scaling up 

Barriers to integrating the arts programme include the funding landscape, 
the relative visibility of the organisation, skills and time constraints among 
staff. 

”�The funding landscape is very challenging and it’s very difficult to get 
core funding, particularly for arts programmes.” (II) 

There was a recognition that the wider funding environment and lack 
of investment in key services such as mental health and the arts and 
creative sector made it particularly difficult for organisations to sustain 
and scale services. This was compounded by the impact that these funding 
constraints has on maintaining flexibility and responsiveness and the lack 
of investment in mental health, and lack of opportunities for young people 
with physical and learning disabilities post-16. 

There was a real concern that in addition to impacting on Pembroke House 
this also affected people who use its services such as those with mental 
health problems and disabilities.

The type of funding is ”likely to be 
focused on delivery but you can’t 
deliver unless you’re paying 30 
people to support wellbeing and 
development, but they’re unwilling to 
fund core costs.” (II) 

Flexibility of funding can also be an 
issue, because some foundations 
stipulate that activities must meet 
their key performance indicators. 
”Parachuting a predesigned project 
[into the organisation], that’s not the 
right thing to do, because that’s not 
what the population are asking them. 
[But] it’s tricky to then articulate in 
terms of impact or KPIs.” (II) 

Pembroke House does try to initiate dialogue about what is meant by impact.

”�I guess one thing we do is to challenge funders on what they’ve asked 
us to do and invite them into a space of greater understanding of what 
we do. We’ll say, we don’t think this thing you’ve asked us to measure is 
very meaningful, how about we do this instead?” (II)

A
dapting

, expanding and em
bedding com

m
unity and culture into health ecosystem

s (the A
R

C
H

ES project)
6

L O C A L I T Y    •    L E E D S  B E C K E T T  U N I V E R S I T Y    •    S O C I A L  L I F E



Changing the impact indicators, however, requires a flexibility on the part 
of funders and willingness to try a different approach. 

”�For it to be really successful you’d want to talk about codesign and 
how things emerge. There would be something about understanding 
what value it has and how people want to live their life and connect  
to other people.” (II) 

This is much more difficult to measure than assessment of specific 
interventions or activities.

The resources needed to maintain the visibility of the organisation were 
also seen as a challenge.

”�I’ve always wondered, how do we go about making ourselves known?  
I think as a charity we can only do so much because we don’t have  
the funding to constantly advertise. We need support from funders  
to do that.” 

 
Mapping local ecosystems

As noted above, the direction of travel for anchor organisations is 
influenced to some degree by the availability of funding, which in part  
is determined by how organisations such as Pembroke are perceived.

During the pandemic, it was felt that the council recognised the importance 
of what the organisation does, but now that the urgency has receded, 
ongoing support…

”�…has been woeful. Pembroke has invested heavily in making sure that 
we have the right staff to go out there and get the support. One of the 
problems that small charities have, they’re doing fantastic work but 
going out and getting the funding is a nightmare and paying good 
people to go and get the funding is expensive, so it’s very chicken  
and egg.” (II)

The shrinking funding base creates more competition over resources in 
the local area, which leads to Pembroke House sometimes being seen as 
a competitor rather than a partner. Navigating this complex landscape 
can be exhausting. Further, Pembroke House is challenged to secure arts 
funding because they are not an arts organisation. They plan to change 
their mission statement to better reflect the arts as a core activity. 

Prior to the pandemic lockdown, the dance programme had access to  
a trained psychologist and progress reports were regularly prepared for 
parents. There is interest in training more staff to manage mental health 
issues. At the same time, staff noted that it was increasingly difficult to 
subsidise activities for people with disabilities as social services have cut  
it from many people’s personal budgets. 

Before lockdown, ”I don’t think there was enough recognition at all” of the 
organisation, but the pandemic raised awareness of the critical role of the 
organisation, ”and I think Southwark really realize what was going on and 
how much they were needed.” (II)
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Looking Forward

The discussions that had been generated during this course of this research 
led the Pembroke team to the following conclusions:

First, to develop strategies for continuing to get recognition and support 
for the settlement house model in the face of shrinking resources and 
increasingly competing demands for resources in the commissioning 
landscape. This will involve seeking to ensure that the settlement house 
model is better understood by commissioners. This means recognising 
that the settlement house model is successful because it offers a space 
for development that is unique to a particular area, meaning that specific 
activities cannot be replicated. Funding needs to go instead to supporting 
the organisation as a whole rather than to specific services.

Second, the team also recognised that internally Pembroke needed to be 
clearer about what it does and how it works – this included:

1.	� A focus on engaging, nurturing and enabling creative abundance in  
the community. Raising awareness of cultural assets that already exist  
in the community and building and celebrating them.

2.	 �Using arts to connect people in the community.

3.	� Creating a space for local people to develop art disciplines.

4.	� Using art to develop leadership and agency.

 
The Pembroke Team also identified a set of principles that they felt 
should underpin their objectives.

 �Create an Arts programme that isn’t siloed and trains people to deliver 
things here [a method of art education that distinguishes Pembroke 
House from other organisations, ”a coherent practice”].

 �Foster Joy – Shift the health-related focus (which often emphasises 
’curing’ or ’fixing’ people) to a more joyful approach, where we engage 
with and celebrate the creative abundance of cultural assets in our 
community.

 �Create and sustain a clear identity and advocate for it (e.g. online).

 �Articulate our role in mental health – centre our practitioners as artists 
who need to be experienced in recognising mental health issues that 
arise during the process of artistic expression, but who can move away 
from fixing people to supporting people to become capable.

Pem
broke H

ouse
C

A
SE

 STU
D

Y

A
dapting

, expanding and em
bedding com

m
unity and culture into health ecosystem

s (the A
R

C
H

ES project)
8

L O C A L I T Y    •    L E E D S  B E C K E T T  U N I V E R S I T Y    •    S O C I A L  L I F E



Locality
Locality supports local community organisations to 
be strong and successful. Our national network of 
over 1,600 members helps hundreds of thousands of 
people every week. We offer specialist advice, peer 
learning and campaign with members for a fairer 
society. Together we unlock the power of community.

This research has been funded by the Arts and Humanities 
Research Council and National Centre for Creative Health 
as part of a three-stage national initiative to mobilise 
community assets to tackle health inequalities.

Leeds Beckett University
The Leeds Beckett University Centre for Health 
Promotion Research (CHPR) is a leading academic 
institution for health promotion research in the UK. 
Research focusses on community health, active 
citizenship and volunteering. Our emphasis is on 
what communities can contribute to health and how 
participation can be stimulated and sustained. 

www.leedsbeckett.ac.uk/research/centre-for-
health-promotion

Social Life
Social Life was created by the Young Foundation in 2012 
to become a specialist centre of research and innovation 
about the social life of communities. All our work is about 
the relationship between people and the places they live 
and understanding how change, through regeneration, 
new development or small improvements to public spaces, 
affects the social fabric, opportunities and wellbeing of 
local areas. We work in the UK and internationally.

www.social-life.co @SL_Cities

Locality  |  33 Corsham Street, London 
N1 6DR  |  0345 458 8336 

Locality is the trading name of Locality 
(UK) a company limited by guarantee, 
registered in England no. 2787912 and 
a registered charity no. 1036460.

/localityUK

@localitynews

locality.org.uk

the power of community

All photography apart from case studies courtesy of © Alex Brenner

@localitynews
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