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Esmée Fairbairn Collections Fund
Sustaining Engagement with Collections: Digest of Learning

Overview
The Esmée Fairbairn Collections Fund is administered by the Museums Association and distributes over £1m a year to projects that bring collections and communities together. In response to the changing needs in museums due to the Covid-19 pandemic a new type of grant was developed. These were Sustaining Engagement with Collections grants of up to £30k to be spent within a year of award. Imagined as quick turnaround, innovative interventions to support engagement with collections at a time when physical and traditional access isn’t possible, we made £350k available in grants to the sector. 
Each application received was assessed against the fund’s selection criteria on its own merits. However, as a group the applications we received give a snapshot of the needs and interests of the museum sector at this most challenging moment in time. We would like to share what we have learned from that.
Applications and themes
Interest in the fund exceeded our expectations and we received 182 enquiries resulting in 145 applications totalling £3,588,344. This means the fund was 10 times oversubscribed. 
Applications from different types of museum roughly followed the pattern seen in our normal grantmaking, with an increase in applications from independent museums at 60% (usually around 50%) and a lower number from Local Authority Museums at 20% (usually around 30%). This is perhaps because independent museums felt the loss of income most immediately across the museum population and because, anecdotally, we found that fundraising staff in independent museums were among the last to be furloughed. 

Across the 145 applications, noticeable themes emerged and were used to categorise applications. Not all projects fitted neatly into one of the categories, but they were allocated by the prominent element in the application:
· 46% of applications were to develop audio-visual interpretations of collections online, ranging from virtual tours to podcast series.
· 36% were to digitise collections and provide access with some sort of web portal.
· 6% were to develop formal learning resources and create alternative access routes to formal learning opportunities.
· 6% were for non-digital projects, with some projects focusing on digital poverty. 
· 5% of applications sought to undertake contemporary collecting, typically to document the pandemic. Note that for this fund, funded work must relate to an existing collection so the percentage would probably have been higher otherwise.
· 2% of applications were to create online games to facilitate engagement with collections.
This snapshot demonstrates that many museums would like to work in a similar way. Some of this has been seen before. The Empowering Collections report recommended a strategic approach to online collections as a response to the research undertaken on Collections 2030, arguing that museums need to consider how to engage a variety of online audiences in ways that work for their needs and expectations. 
“Museums need to create and curate online content in a way that speaks the language of the internet” – Empowering Collections 2019.
The fact that so many museums (46% of our applicants) are trying to find ways into their collections for online audiences suggests there must be some economy of effort and learning in doing that work together, or as part of a dedicated fund aiming to get spread across the whole sector.
The other notable, if not surprising, figure is that lots of museums (36% of our applicants) still need to digitise collections to enable collections use online. This first stage of gathering and sharing collections data is a significant hurdle and known development need for sector. This relates to another Empowering Collections recommendation to improve transparency and accessibility of museum collections online.
Reasons why applications were not successful
Around 20% of the applications received were of outstanding quality. These represented the best ideas from the categories above in the most timely, innovative or ambitious format for the context of the organisation. Around 80% of the total number of applications scored well in assessment, showing the overall quality of work in the sector. Even with these strong figures, there were common flaws in applications and features that we would work on, even with projects that have been funded. 
Many applicants made a case for their work on the basis of the output they wanted to achieve rather than articulating their thinking behind why their work needed to happen. We look for a strong link between collections and audience needs, so we often fund projects where the output (or vehicle for delivery) will be determined as part of the project in order to achieve stated outcomes. Put another way: a podcast (or book, or game) might be the right way to engage your audiences, but how do you know if you haven’t asked the target audiences what they need?
Overall we saw that lots of applications were limited in their scope in the sense that they didn’t address key elements of their medium and long-term plans. For example, applicants often didn’t mention income generation even though support for this was mentioned in the application guidance materials. Many failed to address how the work they proposed with audiences online would relate to future reopening. This may be the result of the timing of the fund in the earlier stages of lockdown when conversations around reopening had yet to take place. So, it may be that in a few months many museums will be ready to think about how their current rush to get material online can turn into more sustainable income generation and form part of long-term strategic plans. 
Those who did not receive a Sustaining Engagement with Collections grant should reflect on the above themes and think carefully about where their application lay within these. Those considering applying to other funds, such as the Art Fund Respond and Reimagine grants (UK wide) or the reopened Arts Council England National Lottery Project Grants, should ensure that applications express adequately how their ideas fit into longer term thinking. This is likely to be easier to do now that we are further into the lockdown process and clearer guidance on museum reopening exists. 
What we’ve learned
The applications received express needs within the sector that have been highlighted by the Covid-19 crisis. 
Many museums will struggle to replicate the personality, knowledge and warmth of volunteers and room guides with the new measures in place for social distancing, shielding, one-way routes and with the possibility of future periods of closure. This will be a key challenge for many museums that currently hope a fully-functioning virtual tour can meaningfully engage audiences. Sector organisations should consider the importance of the role of museums as community hubs, both for volunteers and visitors, and what reopening can mean with a loss of some of the personal welcome that museums have developed.
There was a clear demand for technology or infrastructural upgrades including basic Wi-Fi or web functionality to allow digital work and engagement. Emergency funding across the UK nations to date appears to have been most in demand in small amounts for this type of work. Where museums have benefitted from investment, they need to ensure these gains last as lockdown eases for example by making use of advice from NLHF’s Digital Skills Initiative. And where more investment is needed, sector organisations should allocate funds and support to make the most of improvements.
Local authority museums were underrepresented in applications. As lockdown has progressed, the long-term challenge these museums face due to local authority deficits and staff redeployment or redundancy has come into focus. Applications that were received from local authority museums described the need to show value and efficacy ahead of anticipated major budget cuts and, of all parts of the museum sector, local authority museums need financial support and robust advocacy. 
What we will do
This summary will be shared with applicants, on the MA website and with collections funders across the sector. At this time more than ever, funders are working together to support the sector through crisis and these findings will feed into the development of complementary funds and programmes. 
So far we have awarded £367k in Sustaining Engagement with Collections grants and during July will award another handful of grants. We are also working towards our 14 September deadline for applications for Collections Innovation and Engagement grants (£90k over 2-3 years) and will use this learning to support and shape those projects.
If you are interested in applying to the Collections Fund or discussing our findings please contact Sarah Briggs (sarah@museumsassociation.org) or Sally Colvin (sally@museumsassociation.org).
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