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Executive Summary 

a) Overview 
Museum Mentors is an art group held within the Brighton Museum and Art Gallery, 

consisting of 25 adults with complex social care needs. 

The core aims of the project include: 

 Creating a space where vulnerable adults can engage on their own terms and outside 

‘standard’ social care environments. 

 Creating a sense of ownership and belonging at the Museum. 

 Facilitating opportunities to develop equal, supportive partnerships. 

 Creating opportunities for staff to meet and build relationships of mutual respect 

with members of the community. 

 

This evaluation has been undertaken to find out if the project is meeting the needs 

of its members, and to consider developments for the future.  

 

b) Main achievements 
 This evaluation has found that through the dedication and hard work of the staff, 

volunteers, and the Museum Mentors artists (group members), the project enhances 

the well-being of members, which is reflected through members’ praise for the 

service, and desire for it to continue. 

 The social connection created through the project combats feelings of isolation. 

 Findings indicate that the project focuses on people’s strengths rather than 

‘illnesses’. This gives the group more control over their lives, and gives a sense of 

ownership and achievement through creating art. 

 

c) Recommendations 
Based on the findings of this evaluation, the following recommendations are 

suggested: 
 Improvements to current services including more one to one work, more 

preparation time for visiting student groups, more consideration from others 

regarding noise. 

 More workshops, with specific requests being made for workshops in graffiti/stencil 

work, lino printing, and weaving. 

 More trips to the countryside, or gardens and parks. More social events such as a 

group Christmas meal. 

 Extension of the service to include longer hours and more members. 

 Extension of the model so that similar projects are undertaken in other Museums 

and networks can be created between them.  

 Continue the Workforce Development scheme so that staff and group members can 

benefit from this scheme into the future. 
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Introduction 

 
a) Introduction to Museum Mentors  

Museum Mentors is an art group which takes place in the Brighton Museum and Art Gallery. 
25 adults are supported through the project, many identified as having critical social care 
needs. Museum Mentors members experience social isolation, prejudice and discrimination 
within communities. The group is interested in challenging positively the social barriers that 
exist for its members (Museum Mentors, 2014). 

The Museum Mentors project started in the Brighton Museum and Art Gallery in 2011 as a 
development of a project called Partners in Art run by Pallant House Gallery in Chichester. 
Since April 2013 the project has been facilitated through a partnership between the Royal 
Pavilion and Museums and Care Co-ops; a Brighton-based social enterprise working with 
disadvantaged communities, particularly those with mental health support needs and 
learning disabilities. Museum Mentors provides people with the space, materials and 
support to engage in their own artistic practice and to create partnerships with volunteer 
mentors, facilitating engagement in a creative journey aiming to combat isolation and 
unequal relationships often experienced by those with disabilities (Museum Mentors, 2012). 

New members are referred to the project through various service providers including other 

organisations working in the Brighton and Hove area, such as Brighton Housing Trust and 

local mental health recovery teams. The project is facilitated by a group of dedicated staff 

and volunteers who provide practical and emotional support and guidance to Museum 

Mentors artists. The project is adapted as much as possible to suit individual needs, and five 

of the 25 registered artists have needs which mean they are unable to attend the Museum 

sessions. Those outreach members have access to the museum collections online. For a 

recent exhibition outreach members selected an object from the collection online, and the 

object was then taken to their home to be photographed and included in a collaborative 

film. 
 

The Museum Mentors artists meet in the Museum’s Art Room every Thursday and Friday 

afternoon, between 2pm and 4pm. The Art Room is located in the heart of the Museum, 

giving the artists direct access to the Museum’s vast, inspiring collections. The group 

recently completed work on an exhibition which is now on display within the Museum’s 

Willett’s collection. The exhibition, named ‘Beyond the Mantelpiece’, consists of work made 

in collaboration between the Museum Mentors artists, the Museum’s Curator of Collections 

and Projects, and outside artists. Focusing on the theme of charity, the exhibition showcases 

a strong link between the Willett’s collection of pottery, which documents the rich social 

history and events of past years, and the ethos of Museum Mentors. The artists used 

objects from the collection to inspire their own interpretations of them, with many focusing 

on feelings and ideas of social exclusion and stigma faced by disadvantaged communities. 
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b) Facing social exclusion and discrimination – the context of 

Museum Mentors 
 

People considered to have a disability, whether a learning disability or a mental health 

diagnosis, have been described by the government as being one of the most excluded 

groups in society (Social Exclusion Unit, 2004). Social exclusion happens when society 

marginalises people so that they are unable to play a full and equal part in their community 

(Mental Health Europe, 2007). A lot of people who suffer from mental distress may 

experience stigma and discrimination, which can make it hard for them to access 

employment, adequate housing and other services. This can result in people becoming 

isolated and excluded from social and working life (ibid). 

 

Discrimination toward mental health and disability can be felt from many sources including 

family and friends, the general public, and even services designed to ‘help’, such as mental 

health and standard social care services. Media representations can worsen these views, 

often stereotyping those experiencing mental distress as unpredictable, difficult to 

communicate with, and even dangerous (Cromby et al., 2013). This labelling can isolate 

people further from society, and also add to deteriorating mental health (Fieldhouse and 

Onyett, 2012). 

 

 

c) Museums and art – spaces for social inclusion 
 

Museums offer us the opportunity to relax and restore ourselves (Silverman, 2010). For 

those experiencing mental distress this can be vital when traditional health care settings 

such as hospitals often induce rather than reduce stress. Museum expert Lois Silverman 

(2010) carried out a study into the therapeutic potential of museums, and found that 

museums could enhance the lives of those at risk of social exclusion, describing them as 

‘vehicles of community integration’. Art can also be used positively for those who are 

socially excluded. Participation in creative activities can open up new opportunities, and 

challenge dominant negative social representations of a community (Murray, 2012). Art can 

also encourage dialogue and communication between people, and provide an alternative to 

repetitive, routine activities (ibid). Museums and art go hand in hand, so Brighton Museum 

and Art Gallery provides an ideal space to realise its own transformative potential by 

working alongside those with critical social care needs in a project such as Museum 

Mentors. 
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d) Purpose of this research 
 

Museum Mentors aims to offer a ‘safe space’ outside of standard social care ‘service’ 

environments, where vulnerable adults can engage as individuals on their own terms and on 

an equal footing with others who share a passion for making art (Museum Mentors 2012). 

The purpose of this research is to provide an evaluation of the Museum Mentors project 

from the group members’ perspectives; to find out if the project is meeting their needs and 

providing this ‘safe space’ within which to make art. Also key to this research is considering 

how the project can be developed to improve group members’ future experiences of the 

service. 
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Methodology  
 

a) Participants  

 
Museum Mentors artists and volunteers were recruited through approaching people in the 

Art Room during a normal session, explaining the purpose of the research and asking if they 

would like to take part. Those that were interested were provided with an information sheet 

about the research project which they could take away and consider. Nine people agreed to 

take part in the research. They included eight Museum Mentors artists and one volunteer, 

involved in the Workforce Development scheme. 

 

b) Data collection  

 
During April 2014, semi-structured interviews were conducted with the nine participants. All 

participants were asked to read through and sign a consent form before taking part. The 

interviews were carried out individually, although participants were offered the option of 

having a volunteer with them for support. The interviews took place in separate rooms away 

from the group for privacy and quiet. All interviews were recorded by dictaphone. Each 

interview lasted between 20 and 35 minutes, and consisted of open-ended questioning to 

provide opportunity for the researcher to hear the participant talk about their experiences 

of the project (Willig, 2008). The interviews focused on a number of key areas including 

projects participants had enjoyed working on, if and how volunteers help them, how they 

feel Museum Mentors has impacted on them, and how they think the project could be 

better. The researcher also undertook some participant observation which involved 

attending some of the sessions and talking informally with the artists and volunteers. 

 

 

c) Data analysis 

 
The interview recordings were transcribed and data analysis undertaken using ‘thematic 

analysis’. This is a flexible approach involving the finding of repeated patterns of meaning 

throughout the data, and producing initial codes which are then collated into overall themes 

(Braun and Clarke, 2006). Thus it is deemed suitable to use when analysing qualitative data 

such as the semi-structured interviews used in this research. The analysis involved taking an 

inductive or bottom-up approach, whereby identified themes were strongly linked with the 

data rather than trying to fit them into pre-existing ideas and theories (ibid). Initial codes 

identified through this analysis included ‘Being in the Museum’, ‘Creative values’, ‘Social 

values’ and ‘Mental well-being’. These initial codes were then reviewed to ensure that they 

reflected the entire data set, and compressed into four overall themes which make up the 

findings section of this report: ‘A space to feel equal and included’; ‘a space to feel safe and 

supported’; ‘a space to be creative’ and ‘a space to enhance mental well-being’. 



7 
 

Findings  

 

 

a) Museum Mentors: A space to feel equal and included 
 

  People do label you if you’ve got mental health problems… 
 

 

The social experiences of those with mental health problems often include encountering 

fear, discrimination and prejudice from others (Nelson and Prilleltensky, 2010). Many of the 

Museum Mentors artists made reference to the discrimination and subsequent feelings of 

exclusion they face in their day-to-day lives. There is a sense of being ‘separate’ from the 

general public, as people feel their voice becomes worth less than others.  

 

 “If you are given a mental health diagnosis you are immediately disempowered. Your own 

voice counts for less than the medical professionals’ or anyone else’s. You lose value”  

 

“People do label you if you’ve got mental health problems even though these days I think it’s 

1 in 4 people has a mental health problem but the general public don’t see it like that”  

 

Having a mental health diagnosis can also make other people afraid, due to lack of 

understanding. In our society people are expected to be rational and coherent, so those 

experiencing mental distress can be seen as a threat to a modern social order (Tew, 2005). 

Not meeting these expectations may only cause further isolation for the individual. 

“People don’t like you when you’re ill, and you don’t like being ill around other people 

because you become very different and it frightens people who care about you”  

 

 

They treat you like a human being rather than like someone else on the 

list”  
 

Museum Mentors offers a space where people can feel equal, included and valued, creating 

an environment where people are free to be themselves, and to socialise with others. 

Connecting with others and achieving a degree of social inclusion are considered important 

parts of the recovery process for those who have experienced mental distress (Tew, 2005; 

Nelson and Prilleltensky, 2010). The importance of inclusion can be felt from many of the 

interviewees’ accounts.  

 

“I look forward to Thursday because I know exactly where I’m going and I know the people 

that are going to be there are the people I know and that they’re nice. We’re all sort of in it 

together”  
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“If I have a problem I can come here and talk about it, I can socialise with people in the same 

position. If it wasn’t there I’d probably get worse again and it wouldn’t help my mental 

health”  

 

Reliable relationships are also important, and can enhance well-being and reduce the 

likelihood of deteriorating mental health (Tew, 2011). This reliability is provided mutually 

across the group, creating a sense of group solidarity in which “we’re all…in it together”. 

 

“I like the composed group attitude about it”  

 

“Everybody seems to have bonded very well”  

 

Feelings of equality are not only derived from other group members, but also from staff and 

volunteers who create and facilitate an environment in which this can happen.  

 

“The boundaries are in the right place… It’s also quite personal, they (staff and volunteers) 

will tell you what they’re feeling like, what’s going on in their lives, where as if you’re going 

to a psychiatrist or a mental health social worker people aren’t going to be doing that. It’s 

much more human... And you don’t have to pretend to be anything either worse or better 

than what you are. You’re accepted. That’s incredibly unusual”  

 

“They seem committed…seem to be on your side, it’s good, and I agree with them as well, 

politically… I know more or less what sort of people they are” 

 

 

b) Museum Mentors: A space to feel safe and supported 

 

 I don’t feel safe when I go outside sometimes, I feel quite vulnerable 
  

 

For many of the Museum Mentors artists, being outside of familiar spaces such as the home 

can induce feelings of anxiety and vulnerability. This can be perpetuated by the 

unpredictable nature of their mental health, and the way other people can react to this. 

 

“People judge you a lot when you have mental health issues…there is a lack of 

understanding from others”  
 

Museum Mentors is described by many as a space in which they feel safe, in contrast to 

experiences in more unfamiliar surroundings. The Art Room within the Museum becomes 

like a ‘home’, or ‘safe haven’ which the outside world cannot penetrate. 
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“Normally I find it really difficult to get out of my house, I only go to places that I’m familiar 

with.. I don’t really like open spaces, but here, it’s like a safe space for me. Once I see the 

main doorway I feel like I’m at home”  

 

“It makes me feel quite safe here, a safe haven, being around friendly people, friendly staff,  

and they take care of you quite well, you’re in good hands, which I like”  

 

Protecting people from harm and discrimination, when done in a respectful and non-

patronising way, can open up possibilities for people to take power for themselves (Tew, 

2005). This approach is taken by the staff and volunteers of Museum Mentors, and is very 

much felt by members of the group. 

 

“You know you can opt out any second you want to. You haven’t got anyone on your back 

saying you have to do this you have to do that, so you can give your best. You’ve got the 

opportunity without the agenda and that is extraordinary”  

 

 

I think their eyes are everywhere. They notice if someone is not so 

good. I think that’s why I feel so safe  

 
Praise is given to staff and volunteers; even when artists are feeling pressed to make work, 

highlighting respect in the working relationship as well as an acknowledgement and 

appreciation of their support.  

 

“Sometimes it drives me a bit mad when she (the mentor) keeps me working all the time but 

really I just want to sit and drink a cup of tea and stare out the window but, she does keep 

me going”  

 

All of the Museum Mentors artists interviewed commented on the friendliness and 

helpfulness of the volunteers with many describing how they provide inspiration for their 

artwork.  

 

“Very helpful, very nice people, friendly. They help you draw ideas, help you use your 

imagination or come up with pictures to paint and draw. Make you cups of tea. Very 

approachable, chatty and friendly to talk to”  

 

“They’re always on hand to give inspiration which I need sometimes”  

 

“They give me some more inspirations of what to do”  

 

“They are very good. They provide you with your hidden talent, they back you up in some 

way…Once you have doubts in your mind about a piece of work it’s very hard to shift those 

doubts”  
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Some people feel they need inspiration from staff and volunteers, which could indicate a 

lack of confidence. However, acknowledging this shows awareness and desire to engage 

with others and with their own artwork. 

 

 

He takes time off from being a security guard to come to the group and 

hear what we’ve come up with  
 

The Workforce Development scheme allows front line staff at the Museum to volunteer 

with the project. This is the first time the scheme has been undertaken with Museum 

Mentors. Upon mentioning the individual taking part great enthusiasm was shown.  

 

“The security guy who comes to the sessions, he calms you down, fantastic guy, really really 

good”  

 

Some could see the value for the individual undertaking the placement and for all Museum 

staff, suggesting that others take part in the scheme. 

 

“They… learn skills and become more aware of issues like how to speak to disabled people, 

and they can give their skills and knowledge to someone else”  

 

“When he stops someone else should come in. People can learn a lot from us”  

 

The Workforce Development volunteer entered the project with no background in mental 

health, so undertook a distance learning course to find out more. The volunteer describes 

the experience with the project as rewarding and eye-opening. 

 

“It has killed a lot of misconceptions, myths. The media, people create these. But when you 

get into it you see this is what it’s all about… I have seen more the person than the problem 

or whatever you want to call it”  

 
This account shows how direct and targeted forms of engagement such as the Workforce 

Development scheme can potentially bring about change when it comes to mental health 

stigma (Corrigan, 2004). Creating opportunities for dialogue and allowing pre-conceptions to 

be challenged are vital in changing negative attitudes (Pinfold et al., 2005). The Workforce 

Development scheme can be aligned with the project’s objective of “creating opportunities 

for staff members to meet and build relationships of mutual respect with members of the 

community” (Museum Mentors, 2012).  
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c) Museum Mentors: A space to be creative 
 

 

It’s a great place to have an art group, it encourages people to take up 

a project…and think up different things. It inspires me 

 

Museum Mentors offers a space in which individuals can pursue their artistic practice. Being 

in the Museum provides an important source of inspiration for many of the artists. 

 

“If I lack inspiration, some artistic gesture in the collection will act like grease on a wheel or a 

missing cog in the machinery and then I can work again”  

 

“It has given me inspiration on several occasions…I’m glad it’s here as without it I’d be worse 

off”  
 

The supportive and inspiring environment surrounding the artists in the form of the 
Museum and the project’s staff and volunteers ensures individuals have a structure which 
enables them to be creative, and even consider ways in which they can inspire others. 
 
 

It will be nice to see other people look at my work. See what 

inspiration and ideas they get from it and what they like about it 

 

In May 2014, Museum Mentors completed work on their exhibition, ‘Beyond the 

Mantelpiece’, consisting of artwork made in response to ceramic pieces in the Museum’s 

Willett’s collection. Many of the pieces provide a social commentary of their time, and the 

artists chose to do likewise with their work, focusing on the theme of ‘charity’.  

 

“In this project I experience the rarely encountered freedom of being able to express what I 

want to say”  
 

Art can challenge people to think differently, engage in different behavioural experiences, 

and experience different emotions (Camic, 2007). As such it can be used as a means of 

challenging dominant negative stereotypes and prejudices of a community, and assist in 

developing new narratives of change and hope (Murray, 2012, Silverman, 2010). This is true 

in a Museum context, where the artwork is accessible to the general public and will 

therefore be seen by many. Some of the artists were excited at the opportunity to display 

their work in the Museum and to show it to the public and their friends and family. 

 

“It gives you a good feeling”   
 

“It’s something I would bring my family down to and say, look that piece is mine”  
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Here the artists have used the Museum as a source of inspiration and a vehicle through 

which to tell their stories and challenge social stereotypes. Through collaborating on a stop 

frame animation film the group have also created a shared identity, and discovered new 

strengths and abilities (Murray, 2012).  

 

“It’s been really hard, but I was so proud when I finished the stop frame animation because it 

was the bane of my life for about 3 months. The fact that I did it with a lot of help from my 

daughter, I was really proud of that”  

 

“It does give you a feeling of higher up self-esteem, to see it on a laptop or a recording; it 

does give you a boost”  
 

The achievement and ownership created by both the exhibition and being part of the group 
is clear.  
 

 “Considering I’m terrible at art I’m very happy with my practice. It’s something you can 

stand back and say I did that. I produced that out of my head”  

 
“To have people close to you really pleased with what you’re doing feels really good”  

 

“I’ve become more confident. My art is still not that good but what I do I really enjoy”  

 

 

d) Museum Mentors: A space to enhance mental well-being 
 

 

I find CBT annoying. Its pressure I could do without. There’s no 

pressure here, and you get a cup of tea and a biscuit, what more do 

you need?  
 

Museum Mentors offers an alternative to conventional social care and mental health 

services. Having a supportive environment away from the clinical and often impersonal 

settings these services provide can be vital in creating the meaningful connections and 

positive self-identity needed for recovery (Tew, 2011). One Museum Mentors artist 

describes the contrast between their experiences of these different approaches.  

 

 “I don’t find treatment with the NHS helpful…doesn’t seem to do anything. This is more 

helpful, more supportive more actual help than just talking to someone about it. I’m doing 

CBT (cognitive behavioural therapy) and I find it a bit patronising, a bit useless. I’ve done 12 

sessions but don’t see any different”  

 

Others describe how coming to the group keeps them motivated and their minds off 

troubles at home. Sometimes people have to force themselves to come, but knowing that a 
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safe and supportive space is here when they arrive provides momentum enough to take 

that step.   

 

 “(Coming to Museum Mentors) takes my mind off things that trouble me at home. It gives 

me momentum to get up in the morning, to get up and come here and draw pictures and do 

a bit of painting”  

 

“At times it’s been hard to get here because of how I’m feeling. But the other half of my head 

is saying well you know you like this and it’ll be good for you so it kind of pulls me in. It 

motivates me massively”  

 

 

My anxiety levels were high today but once arrived I calmed down. It’s very 

therapeutic  
 
Museum Mentors enhances the well-being of its participants by offering a space in which 

those with critical social care needs can challenge the social barriers that exist for them 

(Museum Mentors, 2014). In order to challenge these barriers, Museum Mentors artists, 

staff and volunteers share a set of values and experiences which ensure the facilitation of a 

safe, supportive and social space in which to create artwork. These interconnected values 

are highlighted in this research as:  

 

Inclusion, equality, security, support and creativity. 
 

Community settings such as Museums can be used as spaces for social change (Silverman, 

2010), providing a reliable and safe space in which to challenge and raise awareness of 

social issues. Research has found that Museum based interventions can contribute 

positively to the mental well-being of those involved (Camic and Chaterjee, 2013). Through 

the positive accounts of those interviewed for this research, Museum Mentors can clearly 

be seen as an example of a community based project which enhances the mental well-being 

of its participants. 

 
“It’s very helpful, useful for everyday life. It’s very positive as opposed to going around being 

all grumpy and miserable and it’s something to look forward to”  

 
“It’s completely transformed my life… There’s a certain kind of confidence I have in myself 

that I didn’t have at all”  

 

“It helps me change my outlook on life…When I come here it feels really nice to be a part of 

something that I enjoy doing, doing artwork. I find it really enjoyable”  

 
“It gets me out and about…it keeps me occupied…I feel much more contented”  
 

“Museum Mentors has been absolutely instrumental in me feeling a connection to life”  
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“Before I came here I didn’t have anything to look forward to but now I can look forward to 

coming here every week”  

 

I feel really proud when I walk through the doors and think; I’m a part of this. 

I might only be little but I’m part of something that’s going on  
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Conclusion and Recommendations 
 

a) Conclusion 
 

This evaluation has shown that the Museum Mentors project provides a space which 

facilitates a strong set of values: Inclusion, equality, security, support and creativity. These 

values are aligned with a key objective of the project; allowing members of the group to 

engage as individuals on their own terms outside standard social care ‘service’ 

environments.  

 

Most people experience mental distress as a loss of control, and this can be exacerbated by 

controlling or coercive service responses which tend to focus on people’s illness and 

problems (Tew, 2011). Central to recovery from mental distress can be reclaiming control 

and efficacy over one’s life (ibid), and vital to any practice that is orientated towards 

recovery and well-being is the need to focus on people’s strengths (Saleebey, 2006).  

 

Through Museum Mentors, individuals are given the opportunity to focus on their strengths 

and claim power, both individually and collaboratively. The project uses the Museum as a 

source of inspiration and a safe space for individuals to undertake an artistic practice as a 

means to achieve this.   
 

This evaluation highlights the role that social relationships can play in enhancing mental 

well-being. Nurturing supportive interpersonal relationships can be crucial in enabling 

people’s recovery and reducing the likelihood of deteriorating mental health (Tew, 2011). 

Museum Mentors provides this supportive environment, and the staff and volunteers play a 

vital role in facilitating this. 

 

Museum Mentors can be seen as a space where negative stereotypes are challenged. 

Through the Willett’s exhibition the artists were able to assert the legitimacy of their 

perspectives in a public space. Here art could be seen to be used as a form of resistance 

against the marginalisation of those with disabilities (Murray, 2012). Additionally the 

exhibition provided an excellent avenue for the group to work collaboratively together, and 

with outside artists, with the stop frame animation project being particularly successful. The 

artists felt a strong sense of achievement and pride at their artwork being displayed in the 

Museum. The Workforce Development scheme also proves to be a successful way of 

challenging mental health stigma. The artists felt that Museum staff could learn a lot from 

them and the volunteer felt it to be an ‘eye-opening’ experience.  
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b) Recommendations  
 
The following recommendations have been informed by research participant’s suggestions, 

and the independent researcher’s own observations and findings: 

 

 Some of the artists described ways in which improvements to current service 

provision would enhance their experience of the project: 

- Undertaking more one to one work with volunteers and staff; 

- Being more prepared for student groups as they can make people nervous; 

- More consideration from others regarding noise. 

 

 Many of the artists enjoyed the stop frame animation workshops, and made general 

remarks about wanting to learn new skills in workshops. Other suggested specific 

forms of art they would like to try in the future: 

- Graffiti/ stencil work; 

- Lino printing; 

- Wool and weaving. 

 

 Many of the artists described how they would like to go on more trips with the 

group to add variety, do things outside the Museum and get to know other group 

members in different contexts. Suggestions were made to go to the countryside or 

to gardens or parks where they might find inspiration for artwork. Other suggestions 

include visiting schools and doing workshops with them, or having a group Christmas 

meal. 

 

 Some of the artists mentioned extending the service to include more members, and 

to create longer hours so that they can attend more or longer sessions. However it is 

recognised that available resources limit the capacity of the group to do this.  

 

 The Workforce Development scheme proved successful amongst both the group 

and for the individual, implying it would be beneficial for this scheme to continue 

with more members of staff at the Museum.  

 

 Extending the Museum Mentors model to other Museums. Networks amongst 

groups could be formed, holding forums and joint exhibitions. This would allow more 

people to benefit from the project, and create a bigger voice to challenge stigma and 

discrimination.  
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