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Museums aren’t for Me

Executive Summary

Evaluation of the impact of the “Museums Aren’t for Me” project on community engagement in the development of services in Stoke on Trent Museums Service (2008-10).

Background

The “Museums Aren’t for Me” project was designed by Stoke- on- Trent Museums Outreach Team to increase community involvement in the development of Stoke- on- Trent museums service. The project was implemented as a consultation process, which provided opportunities for all members of the community to be consulted about their experiences and expectations of Stoke- on- Trent museums services, as well as provide an opportunity to find out more about how people would like to be involved in future developments.

Thus the project had 3 goals:

· To obtain ideas and suggestions for how Stoke on Trent Museums could improve their services

· To evaluate the impact of using participatory methods to engage local communities in the museums service 

· To find out from local community members about how they thought the museums service could involve them in future developments

The four museums which comprise of Stoke on Trent Museums Service (The Potteries Museum & Art Gallery, Ford Green Hall, Etruria Industrial Museum and Gladstone Pottery Museum) hosted ‘Post-It Note‘ days which offered community members free entry in exchange for their ideas and suggestions which were written and drawn on post-it notes and displayed on notice boards throughout the different sites. In addition the outreach team also facilitated visits with targeted groups including students, people with learning disabilities, single parents, older people, people who are partially sighted and blind and people who are non-English speakers.

The ideas were then shared and cross-referenced with other community members during open sessions at the Potteries Museum, staff discussion groups and in 2 world café focus groups.

Cross-Site Findings

The research identified a number of issues which were identified at all of the museum locations and which were highlighted as issues which could be developed as cross-site research projects.

· Access, disability and signage

A range of suggestions were recommended which referred to accessibility particularly for people with physical and learning disabilities. It was suggested that the museums service could work with people when planning access, in particular in consideration of the text and images used for signage and interpretation.

· Community focused exhibitions

At all of the sites, participants recommended introducing more community-led exhibitions with stronger relationships to their own lives and in which they could play a role in curation and interpretation.
· Sensory experience especially sound and costume

Community members expressed an interest in exploring how more sensory opportunities could be incorporated into the venues. The rationale for this was that it was seen to support with interpretation and was relevant for the whole family- not just children.

· Access ‘behind the scenes’ 

Participants expressed a strong interest in finding out more about what happened ‘behind the scenes’ of the museums. Consultation revealed that people wanted to see what went on behind closed doors and they wanted to know more about how exhibitions were chosen and curated (and to be involved if possible).

· Community and cross-site relationships 
Ensuring the museum was part of the local community was a common theme, for example did each museum site communicate with the services and residents nearby the museum and also were visitors informed about different sites?
· Volunteering and getting involved

People offered their services, skills and own stories as voluntary contributions to the museum and were keen to find ways in which they could get involved. Most people referred to being able to define how they wanted to get involved rather than join a specific group, however this is an area which could be investigated further directly with community groups.

· Technical interpretation- how does a museum work?

Having an opportunity to use their previous experience and learn new skills featured strongly, and many participants were interested in whether they could get involved in helping to run and maintain things in the museum service. For those involved in the focus groups and visits the project gave them a new insight into the level of skill and maintenance required to run the museums, and participants were keen to find out more and be involved in this process.

· Shop, tea and toilet

Providing good value and clean, accessible facilities was an important factor in deciding how much time visitors would spend in the museum and whether they would visit again. 

· Is it about Stoke?

This was a common theme which ran throughout the research which reflected participants interest in establishing the relevance of each exhibition to the City of Stoke and its local history. 

Review of the methodology

As part of the review of the project, Staffordshire University evaluators identified the following issues as areas for further development in engagement work. 

· Break down engagement work into shorter periods of time. This allows an opportunity to feedback to participants and helps maintain relationships with community groups.

· Identify staff/ volunteers at each venue, who are able to participate in the whole consultation process and are able to feedback any findings to colleagues. Providing these staff with an opportunity to meet with colleagues with the same responsibilities at other sites also helps in terms of cross referencing the results and in reviewing the effectiveness of consultation methods.

· Ensure there is regular communication to all staff about consultation projects and support staff in understanding how they can use and learn from the feedback they receive in helping them work with the community further to develop ideas.

· Whole team approach- everyone needs to know why community consultation is being undertaken, ranging from curators to cleaners. There also needs to be opportunities for staff to contribute their views from a professional and personal perspective.

· Issues regarding planning and time

· The need to develop expertise and knowledge of how museum services can be developed with community groups with whom they have regular contact. Members of the public may have limited reference to draw upon ideas about how museums can be improved, so sites may have to provide examples of how other museums deliver their services in order to encourage people to think differently.

· Celebrate the success of any consultation work. Thank people for their participation and also highlight to participants and visitors when changes have been made as a result of community engagements. 

· Develop a dual engagement process- Support staff to develop specific questions and topics which they want to explore with communities, as well as providing opportunities for community members to identify what they feel are important issues to address. However this also necessitates that staff are offered time and resources to help implement ideas.

Review of the key findings

The project applied a methodological process called participatory appraisal which encourages evaluators to discuss or ‘cross checking’ emerging findings with contributors. Through this process participants have identified a number of areas which they felt could be developed further with them.

The evaluators have also reviewed the project findings to identify some key issues and opportunities.

The project demonstrated a clear commitment by the museums service to local user involvement in local authority services. As we enter a period where there proposes to be increased community involvement and ownership of local services, this project could provide an excellent example of how this can be implemented in productive manner. A particular issue was the role of museums in local neighbourhoods- it was evident that communities identified museums as community buildings and services and that there is scope to develop museums services to enable more community services and groups to engage in museum sites. There was also evidence that community members felt that this expansion of services and involvement could also play a role in the regeneration of some areas of the city and it was clear that the preservation of local stories, histories and artifacts were considered significant components in regeneration plans.

If this level of engagement were to continue, further support and training needs to be offered to museum staff to assist in understanding the value of participatory research and working with the community as co- researchers. Time needs to be allocated to develop community partnerships with local groups for this specific purpose, a process that requires additional resources of time and sometimes money. However, through establishing community relationships, there is scope for local organisations to contribute to this process where mutually beneficial outcomes might be realised. 

In order to be successful, this is just the start of an ongoing process. Staff will require support, training and inspiration and the engagement process needs to constantly be re evaluated to ensure it meets local needs and priorities.

However the process has now begun, and community relationships have been formed and with the right encouragement and focus, Stoke- on- Trent Museums service has formed a valuable partnership with its local community which will help ensure Stoke on Trent Museums service can deliver a valuable service and work in partnership with the local population.
Final Conclusions

The “Museums aren’t for Me” project had a significant impact in involving local community members in the development of the museums service.

Community members have used the project to confirm that Stoke- on- Trent does have a local population that is keen to be involved in the development of museum services and has developed a number of suggestions to enable this to happen, and to ensure a wider range of people are able to participate.

The museum sites have demonstrated that they are able to respond to a number of key issues identified through the consultation, and staff at all sites have expressed a commitment and an interest in developing community involvement. The project has also developed support and participatory practices, which museum staff can used to develop further engagement work.

The feedback clearly demonstrates that the local population identifies that the museum service plays an important role in the community and it is highly valued, and the feedback has identified that the museums services contributes an important role in community development

The participants have recommended a number of ways in which the Museums service can contribute to government agendas, especially in regards to community cohesion and volunteering. Participants represented people from across the social spectrum, but at the same time the feedback highlighted that some people feel that museums are not always ‘for them’, but interestingly have identified the potential value the museums service could have in ensuring it delivers an important function for all Stoke residents.

The engagement of participants clearly demonstrated the pride and enthusiasm that people feel towards the museums services, as well as a great desire to play an active part in ensuring the service delivers relevant and accessible services to the local population. This report is a testament to the commitment of the museums service to developing community partnerships and ensuring that local community members have an active role to play in the development of the Museums service.
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