
Pilot research: impact of Paint Buzz on improving well-being and quality of life  

Background to research partnership  

Since March 2020 Mary Zacaroli, founder of social enterprise Paint Buzz, has been working in collaboration 

with academic researchers within the NIHR-funded Applied Research Collaboration for Oxford and the 

Thames Valley. As the Public Involvement Champion for research theme 4 on ‘Improving Health and Social 

Care in the Community’, Mary has engaged researchers in evaluating the impacts of Paint Buzz and has 

contributed her expertise to developing other research projects within the theme.   

Evaluating impacts of Paint Buzz on quality of life 

As part of Paint Buzz activities delivered during the Covid-19 lockdown, Mary trialled the use of research 

questions for gathering feedback on how this community-based service impacted participants’ quality of life. 

Participants included: 

• Parents and carers of children with a parent in prison 

• Adults with learning disabilities and their carers 

• Vulnerable people who have experienced homelessness and/or addiction 

• Immigrant families with experience of traumatic events 

• People with dementia and those who support them (e.g. care home staff)  

For the pilot evaluation, feedback from 47 participants (including 2 service providers and 1 external 

volunteers) supplemented by Mary’s observations in care home settings was analysed by Dr Caroline Potter 

(Nuffield Department of Population Health, University of Oxford). Collectively, participants’ comments 

revealed three overarching themes in how Paint Buzz activities improved their quality of life: through 

focused engagement in a creative process, through pleasure and a sense of achievement from the 

resulting objects, and through social connections made or reinforced through the process/objects.  

Each of these themes was reflected through several sub-themes, which are illustrated through statements 

made by participants in the table below: 

Impact on quality of life: Theme / sub-theme Illustrative participant quote 

Theme 1: value of the activity itself  “[Name] was fully engaged through the whole process 
and although he is non-verbal autistic, the joy he got out 
of this activity was clear to see.” 

     Pleasurable experience: relaxing, calming “Painting is very relaxing and extremely therapeutic, 
once the project is finished its so satisfying knowing you 
did that!” 

     Something worthwhile to focus on “…the children did most of the painting – good way to 
get away from screen.” 

     Distraction from usual stresses “I feel that upcycling improves my mental health as 
when I’m extremely stressed I paint to give my brain 
something different to Focus on.” 

     Learning new skills “We are really enjoying. We are realising that it is real 
skills we are learning.” 

     Prompt for ongoing activity “I can’t wait to see my Finished items, I have so many 
other things to do in my home… this has given me the 
drive to motivate to complete too.” 

     Inclusiveness: all ages / abilities can engage “[Name] who has [severe] dementia, rarely talks and 
often can’t do an activity, was able to use the wonderful 
chalk paint as it could be brushed over and over, her 
concentration was immense, she seemed to enjoy it, 
she was part of the group and had a happy face. We 
filmed this for her husband and carers to see.” 



Theme 2: value of the created object “When you have something nice, it just makes you 
smile.” 

     Sense of achievement / new confidence “It gave [Name] such a lift to paint the worktop its first 
coat by herself. In fact with a boost of confidence, we 
have been painting the walls to match the fresh 
beautiful cupboard…I can see this developing into a 
new passion for us both!” 

     Pleasure from the object: colour, memories “Choosing the napkins [for decoupage] can spark 
memories and reminiscences…While those living with 
the condition [dementia] may forget the activity, the 
happy emotions it evokes can stay with the resident.” 

     Improved space: sense of home “Enjoyed creating colours bringing a room together for 
people who had been sleeping rough for years. Giving 
them a chance. And a nice homely place.” 

     Prompts recognition of new skill “My Lovely Front Door…all the lovely comments I have 
been getting…It was the talk of the school apparently 
when I first done it, all the teachers who done call outs 
here said it was amazing!” 

Theme 3: value of social connections “This [Paint Buzz] not only reduced their sense of 
isolation but improved their mental health and 
wellbeing and created friendships outside of the up-
cycling workshops.” [service provider] 

     General engagement / reduced isolation “[this project] has had a very calming effect and 
enabled us to focus and create a routine as well as meet 
up with others on zoom all of which has been important 
in these lockdown times.” 

     Care / support / respect from instructor “The personal experience. No judgement. You talked as 
if I was a normal person without judgement of past or 
position.” [former addict] 

     Family connection through shared activity “It has been hard to find enough things to keep [Name] 
from getting fed up during lockdown so the Paint buzz 
was a great idea and something we wouldn’t normally 
do…We enjoyed spending the time being creative 
together.” 

     Family connection through gift-giving “It [painted and stencilled board] was something from 
me, made by me, instead of shop bought and it was to 
give to my daughter. More value and care put into it. 
Because I’m not with her, she’s got something of me 
with her.” 

 

Conclusions:  

Participants’ feedback from engaging in creative activities through Paint Buzz suggests that their quality of 

life was positively impacted through several linked routes: having a worthwhile activity to focus on, feeling 

pleasure and pride in the objects they made, and fostering social connections with others during sessions 

and as a result of their work. These results emerged across multiple groups in different settings, suggesting 

the value of engaging in Paint Buzz activities for people with a wide range of experiences and abilities. 

Through ongoing collaboration between Mary Zacaroli and researchers within the NIHR Applied Research 

Collaboration for Oxford and the Thames Valley, the principle of co-produced research and service delivery 

in community settings has been established. Ongoing delivery of Paint Buzz sessions will enable further 

research on the effects of community-based services on well-being and quality of life. 

Analysis and summary by Dr Caroline Potter, 9th April 2021 


