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‘Doorbells’ – Rayne Foundation 

Report of Findings to date 

December 2021 
 
 
1. Background 
  
In 2019 The Rayne Foundation funded a 3-year outreach programme that builds on 
successful pilot research (1,2). The pilot activity focused on developing a unique, 
participatory theatre/film methodology which engaged older people in actively 
discussing later life housing and care options with their peers, reflecting on and 
learning about, possible housing options, sharing personal views and housing 
experiences, as well as identifying the shortcomings of current housing/care 
provision.  

From research carried out with older people, a fictionalised film and a tour of live 
performance productions of ‘Doorbells’, were created and delivered to a range of 
community audiences within the North East of England. Post-
performance/screening, facilitated discussion and its analyses, highlighted the need 
to listen and respond to older people’s diverse lived experiences. For participants, 
being able to actively share and highlight housing issues, community vision or 
concerns, within a safe and neutral space through theatre/film, gave a valuable 
opportunity for older people with lived experience, policy makers, service 
providers and citizens to work together to find improved solutions.   

 
The Rayne Foundation funded outreach programme, is led by Care & Repair 
England (C&RE), within a partnership with Elders Council of Newcastle upon 
Tyne, Skimstone Arts, Northumbria University and Care and Repair, Newcastle 
City Council. Its key aim is to evidence how using participatory theatre 
methodology as a provocation can engage older people’s hearts and minds in 
considering their later life housing and care options. We wished to learn what 
changes are needed in policy and services, to both provide and deliver improved 
housing options. This should reduce the risk of living in poor standard or 
unsuitable homes as people age. In turn, this should improve quality of life, health 
and wellbeing, and reduce the need for support and care services. Key objectives 
include delivering the outreach programme through: i) 18 film and theatre events; 
ii) 18 frontline worker awareness raising workshops and iii) 18 presentations to 
influential housing decision makers e.g. Local Authorities, housing planners and 
providers, raising locally specific, emerging issues. We estimated a reach of 6,000 
people through audience and stakeholder information cascading.   
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2. Outreach Activity to date 
 
2.1 Phase One – Covid-19 Film Short 

The UK 2020 Covid-19 outbreak disrupted planned ‘Doorbells’ outreach activities. 
With funder agreement, the live performances were replaced with virtual 
engagement involving production of a Covid-19 related short film depicting the 
central ‘Doorbells’ character living alone during a Covid-19, lockdown period used 
in three interactive webinars. These involved a screening of the Doorbells Covid-
19 film short, a Q&A with the audience and facilitated post-film discussion in 
small groups, to unpack and explore issues raised in the film with participants. 
Webinars were co-hosted with a variety of organisations to reach different 
audiences, encompassing older people, wider community members, as well as 
stakeholders working in front line practice (e.g. carers) and policy makers from the 
fields of housing, health and care. The partnership also capitalised on opportunities 
to screen the film to broader audiences. This included an online event hosted by 
Skimstone Arts as part of their Covid-19, arts, community outreach in East 
Durham; screening the Covid-19 film short as part of an ‘Older People's Day’ 
event with Sunderland City Council, including members of the Sunderland Older 
People's Forum, a leading politician, representatives of the Centre of Ageing Better 
and key staff members, and sharing the film with 3rd year Integrated Health and 
Social Care students at Northumbria University to stimulate discussion about the 
critical role of housing in the health and social care integration agenda. An interim, 
internal report, detailing the data analysis of the post-performance discussion notes 
and feedback and emerging findings from this Covid-19 film short phase of our 
out-reach programme, was produced in July 2021. 

 

2.2 Phase Two – Community Outreach: ‘Doorbells’ live performance local tour  
 
As social distancing restrictions eased, we returned to the delivery of a tour of live 
performances and the pre-covid version of Doorbells (‘Dreaming for the Future’), 
which was adapted to reflect the post-lockdown landscape. The focus of the 
production shifted away from the challenges of living at home alone and ageing 
without children during lockdown, to instead centre around a decision point for the 
main character Kathleen, as she considers her housing options following the 
receipt of a 12-week eviction notice from her private landlord. The limitations of 
the housing landscape in providing good quality later life housing options were 
also brought to the fore through the addition of radio interludes reporting on the 
housing crisis and the increasing numbers of people ageing without children. 
Further changes to the performance, which provide greater insight into Kathleen’s 
backstory as an ageing rocker, sought to challenge ageist attitudes which overlook 
the diverse histories and interests of older people (3), and the addition of a male 
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supporting character helped address previous feedback from post-show discussions 
about the need for greater diversity, and the absence of a male voice.  
 
Previous performances have attracted predominantly middle-class audiences, and 
we were therefore keen to create greater opportunities for individuals with varying 
backgrounds and circumstances to view the production and contribute their views 
about later life housing options. At the time of planning the in-person events, 
Elders Council had been invited to join the Newcastle Neighbourhoods Network, 
which was being set up under the auspices of Collaborative Newcastle (a new 
strategic partnership between the local authority, NHS and voluntary sector). The 
aim of the Newcastle Neighbourhoods Network is to focus on strengthening 
communities and developing the ways in which Adult Social Care and Integrated 
services teams work within neighbourhoods. In August 2021, Elders Council 
appointed a community development worker, part of whose role is to support the 
Newcastle Neighbourhoods Network by working in three less affluent wards in the 
city – Byker, Walker and West Fenham. The decision was made to integrate 
Doorbells into the Newcastle Neighbourhood Network plan and to work with 
community venues in the identified areas to recruit our audience. The events were 
promoted through The Elders Council and Skimstone Arts, including via direct 
invitation, e bulletins and social media, with a marketing and communications plan 
developed by Skimstone Arts guiding this work and helping to target diverse 
audiences. The most effective promotion was through the community development 
worker engaging with individuals and groups in the targeted areas and through the 
venues themselves.  
 
Numbers for the events were inevitably restricted by the need to ensure 
environments were Covid safe. That said, events attracted an intergenerational 
audience of around 200 people, with approximately 100 joining post-show 
discussions. The majority were 60+ and predominantly women, but we were 
successful in recruiting people from a mix of housing tenures and including the 
voices of a small group of women from the South Asian community, as well as 
younger age groups of students and members of Skimstone Arts’ Young Artist 
Collective.  
 
In relation to the post discussion and feedback data and its analyses, what became 
apparent, is the qualitative difference between live theatre performance and its live 
discussion feedback, and that of online film screening and its post-screening online 
discussion. 2.3. offers further reflections on ‘Doorbells’ theatre/film methodology. 
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2.3 Methodological Approach 
 
The approach employed by Doorbells ‘real world’ interactive events, whereby a 
creative and narrative based performance was used (rather than a Theatre In 
Education or Issues based approach) to stimulate conversation with stakeholders 
on issues of housing and ageing, proved to have many significant benefits. Usual 
‘consultation’ approaches, such as presentations, written reports or case study 
vignettes, have often been employed to support focus group discussions for 
feedback. However, these may be difficult to facilitate, seeming abstract and 
disconnected from the personal issues raised by stakeholders and failing to create 
and maintain full engagement with the topic at hand. The narrative provocation 
approach used in the live performance of Doorbells, in which a performance 
informed by themes of research was used to prompt conversations, meanwhile 
provided a range of impacts perceived as added value. This included that the 
emotional response provoked in the audience resulted in much higher levels of 
engagement, as stakeholders reflected both on the situation of the main character 
portrayed in the performance, and also how this compared to their own experience 
(and the experiences of friends, colleagues and families). This was particularly 
crucial given the diverse nature of some of the groups, as it facilitated many multi-
generational conversations where empathy and understanding were displayed by 
and between groups. Also, as this experience of the performance was shared 
throughout the groups, stakeholders were more likely to discuss these issues with 
each other without the need for structured facilitation, thus allowing access to more 
shared and cultural understanding within the group. As such, a more conversational 
space was opened up in data collection, and the potential for leading and guided 
facilitation was reduced. Meanwhile, the use of varied mediums, particularly 
music, ensured that stakeholders were simultaneously informed and entertained, 
thus leading to more lively and energetic exchanges. 
  
In addition to this, the content of the performance also provided methodological 
benefits. By leaving the story of the main character open ended, and not offering 
solutions to the housing issues that were raised, the stakeholder conversations were 
more open, and participants were able to fill this ambiguity with their own 
perspectives. Such a narrative device therefore allowed recurring conversations 
about what the protagonist should do next, or what you would do if you were in the 
protagonist’s shoes, to develop organically in the discussions. Again, this allowed 
the research to move away from existing presumptions, and helped generate data 
that was meaningful to, and prioritised by, the stakeholders. 
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3. Headline insights from the Doorbells tour October 2021 
 

3.1 Recurring themes 

Participant feedback on the live performances from the October 2021 tour of 
Doorbells echoed many of the main themes raised by those participants who took 
part in the online discussions following the earlier online film screenings. These 
themes included: the need for accessible and up-to-date information and advice 
about later life housing options; the use of technology to support personal 
connections and independence, and the lack of housing choices for an ageing 
population. The overarching concerns remained the challenges in planning for 
potential housing changes related to shifting health and care needs; the importance 
of starting a conversation about home and healthy ageing earlier; limited range of 
options, especially for those with fewer resources, and the need for housing and 
housing related services that enable older people to create, adapt or maintain a 
suitable home environment, or to find alternative housing, whilst also appreciating 
psychological ties to exiting home and neighbourhood. 

“It gives you things to think about, and I haven’t thought about it really” 
(Group Participant). 

 

3.2 Current housing circumstances and the importance of individual choice regarding housing 
options and services  
 

Participants often reflected upon the suitability of their current home, as well as the 
housing options available to them more broadly. Throughout these discussions, it 
was clear that preferences about housing were highly nuanced, encompassing a 
constellation of considerations including the house itself, neighbourhoods, and the 
ability to support and maintain social and family ties (which are themselves 
configured in diverse ways). This was further complicated by generational 
differences clearly impacting on housing expectations and the degree to which 
people can put down ‘roots’. As such, post-show discussions highlighted a need to 
understand and respect individual circumstances, contexts and preferences in 
relation to housing and related services in later life, and offer broad choices, 
reflected in the recurring comment across groups that ‘one size does not fit all’. 

 

3.3 Impact of the performance 

It was clear that the performance moved audience members, with many 
commenting that it this was ‘true to life’ or suggesting that they could relate the 
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performance to their own circumstances, or those of family members. Remarks in 
post-show conversations also made clear that the performance had triggered people 
to give greater thought to their future housing plans. When asked to use one word 
to describe the performance, recurring themes included “information”, “thought-
provoking”, “realistic”, “insightful” and “relevant”. The following feedback 
volunteered by an audience member further exemplifies this impact:   

“Thank you and all the teams involved in "Doorbells: Dreaming for the 
Future". To say it hit a raw nerve would be an understatement. The 
performance made me realise that I am not the only one struggling to cope 
with the issues highlighted in the play and that someone out there 
recognises the difficulties that many people are faced with.”  

 

3.4 Limited choices in housing and services 

As above, participants highlighted a requirement for housing options which 
support a diversity of circumstances, needs and preferences in later life, and many 
had actively considered their future housing possibilities. However, limitations 
imposed by the housing market and inequalities in access to resources were noted 
as hugely influential in people’s ability to secure housing that is appropriate to 
their needs. This included inequalities in the ability to adapt one’s existing home 
where needed. There were also perceptions that a culture of austerity has meant 
there is now an accepted absence of services. While people therefore expressed a 
need for personalised support, advice and information, a sense of resignation was 
also evident in groups around the shortfall in public services and community care 
as a result of austerity. 

 “Obviously people with money have far more options” (Group Participant). 

“Society expects independent living, but there is a lack of choices in how to 
do this” (Group Participant) 
 
 

3.5 Changing family circumstances and multi-generational living 

Changes in lifestyles and family structures were identified as impacting on the 
support people have available. The importance of having people to act as a source 
of information and share responsibility when making decisions about housing was 
suggested as important, particularly where people may be ageing without children. 
The fact that people are working for longer was also identified as impacting on 
family capacity to care for older relatives. However, people also articulated their 
discomfort about relying on their children for care or other forms of support, as 
they also wished for the adult children to have independence. It was also suggested 
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that those ageing without children do not experience added pressure to leave an 
inheritance. 

“I have family.  But don’t make assumptions about family.  They may live 
away.  They have their own things – jobs; their own family” (Group 
Participant). 

Meanwhile, younger participants felt contradictory views towards ageing and 
housing, with their response to a perceived housing crisis being to accept the 
inability to “put down roots” and instead worry about how dependent their ageing 
parents were on them. 

“People’s ownership of their future should be respected – “I don’t need 
friends when I have family” – puts too much pressure on children” (Group 
Facilitator Notes). 

 

3.6 The importance of neighbourhoods 

A recurring theme which resonated with previous discussion, experiences of living 
during lockdown and the literature on housing was the importance of 
neighbourhoods. The ability to have reasons and spaces to bump into people, 
whether they be neighbours, postal workers, shopkeepers and so on, was felt to be 
of great benefit to participants. These opportunities for social connections, even if 
only minor, were felt to have a significant impact on how we experience our homes 
and environment more generally. One example of this was the benefits of living in 
a cul-de-sac during lockdown, as it brought about a shared space overlooking many 
gardens which residents could have informal conversations, see children playing, 
and generally share experiences. 

“Cul-de-sacs help create communities – you need spaces to bump into 
people” (Group participant). 

 

3.7 Community safety 

Post-show discussions also opened up the opportunity for intergenerational 
conversations, dialogue and exchange around community safety, with this forming 
a key concern for those of varied ages and in a range of different housing types. 
Central to this was multi-generational living. On one hand, participants talked 
about the importance of having children in their communities, to both make the 
environment more vibrant and provide social connections to neighbours. However, 
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despite this they were also seen as potential sources of anti-social behaviour and 
issues of safety. 

“Being too quiet can make you feel isolated – you need to be able to see 
people and children” (Group Facilitator Notes). 

 

3.8 The impact of possessions 

A particularly resonant theme included in the performance was the accumulation of 
possessions or “stuff”. Whether as a result of an extended period at home during 
the COVID-19 pandemic, when considering future housing options or merely 
reflecting on the narrative of the performance, participants highlighted the 
accumulation of possessions over our lifetimes as a practical as well as emotional 
challenge to moving house or continuing to make the most of the home 
environment. Regardless of personal situation, noticing an accumulation of 
“clutter” and “stuff” was a common experience with negative impacts on 
wellbeing. 

“Are your memories really your possessions? Take photos of what you 
treasure and get rid of things” (Group Participant). 

 

3.9 Sweating the ‘small’ stuff 

Audience members highlighted the significance of support services available in a 
crisis, as well as the need for practical support with small but essential housing 
repairs and maintenance, and everyday tasks and activities such as taking curtains 
down to be laundered. The benefits of (vetted) handyperson services were 
highlighted, particularly in light of anxiety about the costs of home repairs and a 
lack of trust in tradespeople, among women in particular. 

“Small things can make life difficult – I want someone to come over and 
take down my curtains so I can wash them – I don’t want to get up on a 
ladder” (Group Participants). 

“I think about older women and the maintenance of your home. What if you 
can no longer do it?  What about a Tradesman’s Certificate, or a 
Handyman service?” (Group Participant) 
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3.10 Technology 

Participants commented on changes to community interactions as a result of 
technology, suggesting that your community is not necessarily nearby anymore. 
Covid was felt to have prompted many to advance their technological skills out of 
necessity, however, it was also felt to have potentially entrenched the divide and 
isolation for those still without access. 

 “Now there’s no choice as everything is online” (Group Participant). 

 

3.11 Gender 

The potential for differences in experience according to gender were highlighted. 
Some articulated a concern that men who were widowed might be particularly 
isolated, and struggle to look after themselves where they had been dependent on 
their wives. However, others suggested that women face challenges in regard to 
isolation following separation or death of a partner, and concerns around engaging 
with tradespeople (as discussed above). 

“Men are more isolated than women. Women share and have friends. Some 
men in the community don’t have any friends at all” (Group Participant). 

 

3.12 Attitudes toward older people 

Audiences appreciated the backstory and insight given into the main character 
Kathleen’s past as a rocker, reflecting explicitly on the ways that this counteracts 
stereotypes and patronising attitudes toward older people, who tend to be depicted 
one-dimensionally and often experience a sense of invisibility in society. 

“We are multi-faceted, but it feels like you are invisible as you get older. 
But were we like that with our own parents?” (Group Participant). 
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4. Discussion 
 

Our participatory theatre/film methodology facilitated engaging around 100 older 
and younger people to actively discuss together their experiences, perceptions, and 
expectations of and satisfaction with later life housing and care options. For these 
participants, key points from our analyses of these discussions include:  

o There was a significant diversity of current housing circumstances and 
contexts. For example, from those struggling with limited personal resources 
and access to services and support, to those who have the means to stay in 
place and make their home more age friendly or move locally to what they 
perceive to be a good and affordable alternative, such as a bungalow. 
However, seeking local and suitable alternative housing was not just 
predicated on personal resources but also on available, affordable and 
desirable, local housing options. This ranged across housing type, from 
supported, to shared, to rental and home ownership. There was some 
discussion about stereotypes of older age, and the lack of variety and vision 
in housing design.  

o The intergenerational nature of many of the conversations suggested a range 
of tensions brought to the fore by the performance. Many younger 
participants discussed approaches to home that reflected current trends in 
the housing market (a lack of interest in home ownership or laying down 
“roots”). However, older participants also felt uncomfortable with models of 
care that suggested they should be supported by family members, as they did 
not wish for their own potential circumstances to limit the independence of 
their relatives. 

o This diversity of need and expectation places a great deal of demand on 
services to provide individualised and personalised housing support. 
However, this complexity must be both acknowledged and managed 
wherever possible. 

o Whilst participants expressed a need for personalised housing support, 
advice and information, a sense of resignation was also evident in discussion 
groups around the shortfall in public services, community care and 
accessible and current information, as a result of public service long-term, 
‘austerity’ cuts. It was perceived that Covid had exacerbated, but not caused 
this longstanding issue. 

o There was some acknowledgment that individually-tailored responses may 
be too resource intensive, but participants suggested that their experiences 
and ‘know how’ could and should be part of the solution. For example, 
beyond their individual need, drawing on their and others’ experiences to 
engage with planners, designers and others, to consider how to realistically 
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respond to housing aspirations by widening affordable and accessible 
choice.  

o Some participants from across generations want, ideally ongoing, 
conversations with housing and service providers, that provide space to 
accommodate person-centred and individually tailored responses to their 
housing and support needs but also, a chance to consider their aspirations.  
The ability for services to host such conversations via a “friendly face”, 
rather than assessments, and build flexibility into their delivery to meet it, 
could be a starting point for delivering person-centred housing.   

o Home includes the local neighbourhood. This ranged from a positive, strong 
sense of attachment and social connections, including both casual 
encounters and deeper relationships, to being a constraint, as illustrated by 
intergenerational conversations highlighting community safety as a key 
concern for a diverse group of participants.  Perceived ‘anti-social’ 
behaviour was particularly discussed as a major limit on the positive impacts 
of such neighbourhoods.  

o In relation to moving home, participants highlighted the accumulation of 
possessions over a lifetime as a practical as well as emotional challenge to 
moving house or continuing to make the most of the existing home 
environment. For some, including those not looking to relocate, trying to 
plan how to deal with accumulated possessions, from documents to 
furniture, seemed to be an ongoing worry. Practical implications included 
what to keep and what to throw way; if moving was staged (e.g. seeking to 
firstly to rent with view to a further move to buy), availability, costs and 
security around commercial storage facilities and the ‘fit’ of existing 
furniture into a new home. Services which provide practical support, such as 
providing handypersons services or assistance in managing possessions, 
would be welcomed by those in this position. 

o Technology remains a potential benefit to many participants, but its 
limitations should not be overlooked. While some felt its use widened their 
supporting networks and neighbourhoods beyond their locality, others felt it 
did not replace more personal contacts, nor give individual, bespoke 
answers to questions that are not frequently asked. 

o The use of live performance was a key aspect to the depth and breadth of 
data developed in the following conversations. It both brought the issues of 
housing in an ageing population to life, and encouraged high levels of 
engagement with complex issues. By raising narrative questions, it allowed 
participants to explore their own position, while reflecting on that of others. 
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