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Welcome from the Chief Executive
Welcome to the We Chose It! toolkit.
The toolkit aims to share the lessons learned
during the development of Thinktank’s community
curated exhibition, “Changing Times: Our
messages from the past to the present”. This
innovative exhibition was developed by a diverse
group of local residents working in partnership
with museum staff. The choice of theme, selection
of artefacts and writing of text were all carried out
by the group, who also worked with the exhibition
designer. The toolkit sets out how the exhibition
was developed and provides useful practical tips
for anybody wanting to engage new and local
audiences with museum collections.
The project was carried out in partnership with
Birmingham Museums and Art Gallery and funded
by the Museums Libraries and Archives Council
through the Renaissance Designation Challenge
Fund. The project team included permanent
museum staff, a project co-ordinator, and a
trainee and work placements recruited from the
local community. The toolkit contains information
on how the museum recruited local young people
to the trainee and work placement positions to
support the project team during the busiest
phases of the project.
The outcomes of Changing Times include not
just a successful exhibition but sustainable
partnerships with community groups for the
museum and personal beneﬁts for participants.
We hope that you ﬁnd this toolkit useful in your
own work with collections and communities.
Nick Winterbotham

Welcome from the Community Project
Co-ordinator
Where do I start?
From my old stereotypical perspective of museums
to making a difference to people’s lives just by
working on an exhibition.
This has been my journey of discovery about
the power of knowledge. Museums are not just
buildings; they are about people’s lives, stories
and families. The pool of knowledge and passion
I have come across for the past eighteen months
has been very inspiring. My journey of “changing
times” and museums has come to an end but it’s
just the beginning of a new mindset. The power of
objects will remain with me as I know ﬁrst hand the
powerful impact they have on people’s lives.
It has been both a professional and personal
pleasure to have been part of this project.
Manpreet Kaur Dulai
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Beneﬁts of working with your community

Developing community
partnerships

Working with local people to develop a product or
service that meets their needs and to which they have a
personal commitment ultimately increases the audience
for museums. It raises the proﬁle of museums within the
community and is likely to generate visitors.
Partnership development should be cyclical. Relevant
partnerships are developed by establishing dialogue so
to ﬁnd out how to make products or services relevant to
the partners and individuals. The next step is to develop
the organisation’s service on the advice of partners, and
ideally with the partners. Finally the organisation should
go back to the partners and evaluate whether what it is
doing suits them. At this stage the organisation will need
to assess whether further changes need to be made.
This cycle may be repeated a number of times and
with different projects or programmes.

Establish a dialogue,
make sure that you are
clear about what you
want and what your
partner wants

Go back to your partners
and check what you have
done with the people for
whom it is designed

Develop your product
or service with the advice
of your partners

Setting up a partnership
When considering applying for funding talk to your
potential partners before hand, otherwise you risk having
money for something that you can’t ﬁnd an audience for.

Allow plenty of time

Agree shared goals

Building relationships with partners takes time and is a
step by step process. It may take months or years before
you ﬁnd something that can take something forwards.
Community engagement is a long term investment. Be
prepared for some partnerships to take time to come to
fruition.

Make sure that you establish common goals at an early
stage so that it is clear that the partnership is of shared
beneﬁt. Be honest and realistic about what you can and
can’t do within a partnership. When you ask people
for their opinions then be prepared to hear things with
which you don’t agree.
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Case Study :
Community Networking Event

During the project the Community Project Coordinator identiﬁed a number of funding bodies
and projects with funding, and a number of
community groups who needed those funds or
other partners for projects. However the various
groups weren’t in contact with each other.
The Project Co-ordinator set up a community
Networking Event to bring the two groups together.
With short talks from speakers from funding
bodies, community groups, museums and arts
organisations as well as the opportunity to network
the event was a great success and many contacts
were made between delegates. 79% of delegates
said that the event had made them more aware
of the relationships between museums and local
communities.
While not directly related to the core project the
event really opened up opportunities for people
attending and generated a positive image of the
museum as a key player in the local community.

Top tips:
Developing community partnerships
•

Be prepared to spend a lot of time building relationships with groups and individuals

•

Be careful and considerate with your community partners; remember that you are asking
for a lot of commitment in many cases, especially if you are working with voluntary organisations

•

Be patient – voluntary organisations do not always have the capacity, staff and resources to make
projects happen quickly – or even to answer the phone

•

Offer a variety of different opportunities to be involved in a project

•

The services and opportunities that you offer might not be suited to the needs of your partners.
If you think that another service or provider would be more suited to your partners’ needs then
redirect them. The museum’s reputation will be enhanced by encouraging networking

•

Find a way to maintain the relationships that you have developed. You could make your community
partners into VIPs so that they get invited to launches and special events
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Producing a
community exhibition

Community groups visit
museum and stores for
tours

Individuals from a range of
groups invited to work on
exhibition

Group has refresher
tour of store and makes
a longlist of possible
themes

Curator identiﬁes which
themes can be supported
by collections and produces
shortlist

Group chooses exhibition
theme from shortlist

Curator gets out a wide
selection of objects for the
theme from stores

First selection session and
recording of reasons for
choices

Curator gets out larger
objects and items to ﬁll
gaps identiﬁed by group
in ﬁrst session

Second selection session
and recording of reasons
for choices

Session to group objects
into sub-themes and come
up with messages for each
sub-theme

Group devises sub-theme
titles and meets designer
to present exhibition
content

Museum edits reasons for
choices into exhibition text,
which is then approved by
group

Group write longer pieces on
a ‘featured object’ or theme
that each has chosen

Group write biographies
of themselves, choose
exhibition title and are
photographed

Group make ﬁnal decisions
on titles and introductory
text, edited by the museum

Designer presents concept
designs to group, who have
further input into ﬁnal design

06

This is the process that we used to produce the
exhibition Changing Times: our messages from
the past to the present.

Group have trip to another
museum while the exhibition
is being produced

Group are the focus of the
exhibition launch and some
of them speak about the
project

Project diary: meeting one
Group has refresher tour of
store and makes a longlist
of possible themes

8 months to go

This meeting took place at the Museum Collections
Centre. The groups have already visited here but
then having another tour refreshed their memories
of what was available. They started by refreshing
on their inital meeting and what the objectives were
for the day. They were all talkative and Emma who
wasn’t present before was given a brilliant overview
by the group. Refreshments and lunch were available
and Sam stated: “Manni just when we thought you
couldn’t, you have outdone yourself once again”.
So some happy tummies were clearly evident and
happy faces with a comfortable environment were
most deﬁnitely felt. The seating arrangement was
a little different: everyone sat around a table which
meant everyone could make eye contact with
each other.

The morning consisted of recap and tour and then
after lunch numbers of objects in each suggested
theme were looked at. After voting, Music and
Communication were chosen and there was a lot
of noise supporting the topics. We then thought
showered both topics and discussed how we
could use objects and make it more appealing.
I was really impressed by the different ideas and
suggestions from the group – they were really
enthusiastic and looking forward to choosing
the objects.

Top tips:
Managing a community exhibition project
•

Involve colleagues in other teams and departments

•

Have clear roles and a range of skills in the project team

•

It helps to have staff with a perspective from outside the museum sector who understand how
non-visitors think about museums

•

Allocate a team member to record sessions using photography, video and audio recording –
the material can be used both in the project and to demonstrate its value to others

•

Include a section in the exhibition that explains the journey undertaken by the participants

•

Capture people’s reactions to objects orally then edit the material into captions which the
participants can check and alter

•

Establish a common belief and understanding in the project amongst the project team

07

Project diary: meeting two
First selection session and
recording of reasons for
choices

7 months to go

The venue again was the Museum Collections Centre
and the group had the task of selecting objects for
the exhibition. The ﬁrst part as for every session
was to re-cap what had already been done, the
group recollected many elements along with much
discussion. The planning for this session was quite
important as we had over a hundred objects to
choose from. My colleagues’ input was invaluable
especially when ﬁrst reactions were to be noted along
with taking photos and ﬁlming the whole process.
It was decided another selection session was needed
at a later date for the larger objects.

Top tips:

The objects were relatively small and were displayed
on three tables and in the small objects store. The
group was split into three in order to have some type
of structure and ﬂow to the process. Time constraints
were needed to achieve the objectives of the session
and they were given six tags each to be placed on
their chosen objects. They began with just looking
and touching (with gloves) before they made their
selections which was around ﬁve minutes on each
table. The number of choices was spilt in both the
morning and afternoon sessions to give them a
chance to reﬂect on their choices and not feel rushed.
We then made brief notes on why the objects were
chosen, recording their initial responses.

Recruiting and retaining participants
•

Draw on existing groups in the community – invite them to the museum and select
individuals who respond enthusiastically to a tour

•

When selecting individual participants, ask community group leaders in advance about
possible personality clashes or other difﬁculties

•

Make it clear at the outset what the commitment for the project will be, what behaviour is
expected, and what participants will get out of the project

•

Be aware of other commitments that individuals may have – such as studying, caring or
medical appointments

•

Take a person-centred approach – value each individual and their contribution

•

Consistency is important – participants should have one main contact at the museum

•

Do what you say you will do. Be realistic and don’t promise things that you can’t deliver or
are out of your control.
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Project diary: meeting three
Second selection session
and recording of reasons
for choices

6 months to go

I think the group are very much settled and enjoy
being at Museum Collections Centre. In today’s
session the group had the task of selecting the
second lot of objects for the exhibition. We started
with introductions as we had quite a few new faces,
the group were pleased to ﬁnally meet the curator
and have their burning questions answered – I think
he was quite exhausted with all that mental activity.
This session was after several weeks so the re-cap
was very important along with bringing work and
photos from the previous session. As expected some
of them had forgotten about their ﬁrst choices and
objects that they had selected. Since the last session
I had done some follow up sessions and interview
to ﬁnd out the reasons behind the individual objects
chosen. As there was more staff it made sense to
get everyone’s reasons recorded today. The morning
session was about choosing objects and then the
afternoon consisted of information gathering
and interviews.

The larger objects were displayed on three tables,
the group were split into three again to have order,
structure and ﬂow to the process. Time constraints
were given where by they spent ﬁve minutes at each
table and then given labels to place on the object
they had chosen.

Top tips:
Successful sessions
•

Plan sessions carefully in advance – don’t rush things or try to ﬁt too much in

•

Ensure a good ratio of staff to participants: we found 1:3 was the minimum for intensive sessions

•

Work with small groups (up to 10 people) to allow more individual attention

•

Allow time for the group to settle into the session by providing tea and coffee to start

•

Holding sessions in the same location makes people feel comfortable and at home

•

Don’t expect to be able to get every member of a group to attend every session – work around
this by keeping in touch and taking material to individuals who can’t attend

09

Project diary: meeting four
Session to group objects
into sub-themes and come
up with messages for each
sub-theme
5 months to go

Today was interesting for the whole group –
after meeting with a museums consultant the older
members deﬁnitely could see structure and visualise
the exhibition. I did my utmost to try and include
the younger members of the group with learning
disabilities. To try and be inclusive in this setting and
to achieve the objectives was a little difﬁcult as there
was a lot of verbal communication.
The session started with a refresher and re-cap
of the objects and the group going round the
tables of objects which the curator had organised.
We looked at possible ways of projecting the objects
with individual and personal interpretations. This was
a very useful session in that we are very clear on the
different sections:

•
•
•
•

Writing: 2000 years of writing
Messages: different ways of sending
messages throughout time
Music: 100 years of playing music
Recording equipment: recording sound
and playing back

Bringing objects to life was a brilliant idea for the
exhibition and we looked at ways we could do this
with different objects. For example – with a typewriter,
the sound of clicking keys, or with a radio, classical
music playing. A lot of ideas came from this session
and next meeting will allow us to look in more detail
and link them together.

Top tips:
Curating with a community group
•

Allow more time than usual for the exhibition development process

•

Don’t have preconceived ideas about objects and themes

•

It helps to have a well managed, documented and accessible collection to be able to identify
and use of artefacts that ﬁt with people’s interests

•

Be ﬂexible about the selection process

•

Don’t assume that people will only choose attractive or important artefacts

•

If using an external designer, write a brief that stresses the importance of involving the
participants and choose a designer who responds enthusiastically to working with a group
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Project diary: meeting ﬁve
Group devises sub-theme
titles and meets designer
to present exhibition
content
4 months to go

Today the group worked very hard in trying to meet
the objectives for the session.
The morning consisted of:
•
•
•
•
•

Proof reading their exhibition text (this was
reduced immensely from their interview
transcriptions)
Writing biographies – what they wanted
people to know about them
First thoughts about the exhibition title
Names and introduction ideas for the
sub-themes within the exhibition
Choosing featured objects – longer individual
contributions about particular objects

They all did extremely well and we managed to
complete the above before lunch. Once the tummies
were full and brains back in action they were
introduced to the exhibition designer, here they
threw many in ideas and concepts. I think it was all
overwhelming but great at the same time. The group
explained as best as they could their journey and then
went onto show the designer some of the objects that
would be in the exhibition.
They also had the pleasure of meeting the project
technical co-ordinator, they have now more or less
met the whole project team and felt good about
meeting other members of my team and given the
opportunity for a discussion.

Top tips:
Transport
•

Make it as easy as possible for people to attend sessions

•

People shouldn’t be out of pocket - allocate a budget for travel expenses

•

Some group members may need transport organised for them if they have particular needs
and/or if their journey would be difﬁcult

•

Set up an account with a reliable minicab ﬁrm
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Project diary: meeting six
Designer presents concept
designs to group, who
have further input into ﬁnal
design
3 months to go

Last week we met the group to take photos, that was
great and we took some brilliant shots of the group.
The designer was sent the photos to include in today’s
session. Although it was an afternoon session it was
quite constructive.
The ﬁrst part of the afternoon consisted of ﬁnalising
the exhibition introduction and producing ideas for
the sub-theme introductions.

Once this was done the designer showed them
the ﬁrst draft of how the exhibition will look. She did
a great job communicating this although lost some
of them until they were shown pictures of themselves
– this engaged the entire group quite considerably.
Why? They could relate to it, I feel this is what this
exhibition is about, to ﬁnd something that relate to
people who see it as well as the group involved.

Top tips:
Rewarding involvement
•

People are giving up their time, so give something back

•

Offer lunches and refreshments – these are really valued

•

Chocolate biscuits generally go down well!

•

A trip to another – perhaps very different – museum is a good activity if there is a long gap
between sessions

•

Provide the group with copies of photographs taken during the project

•

Whenever possible ﬁnd ways of providing something of value – like tickets to a charging event
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Project diary: exhibition launch
Group are the focus of
the exhibition launch and
some of them speak about
the project

What a day!
Preparations for this day have been going on for
months and everyone worked very hard. Giving
the group an opportunity to being friends and
family not only made them proud but feel special.
The expressions on their faces was what I was most
looking forward to but their reactions were not only
heart warming but also so rewarding; their eyes lit
up and a few hearts were touched.

My main aim was to still make them feel very much
part of this right to the end, so presenting certiﬁcates
and getting them to meet the different people at the
launch was vitally important. A few of the individuals
were given a chance to say a few words; I did not
wish to tell anyone in advance as this would have
resulted in panic and anxiety. So before the launch
and speeches began I was able to book a room and
have an informal chat. Telling them my reasons for
being there and the success of the project gave them
conﬁdence to speak in front of people and express
what touched them.

Top tips:
Launch events
•

Allocate a budget for the launch

•

Hold the event during the daytime as this will be more convenient for most participants
and community organisations.

•

Keep the event informal, even if there are speeches

•

Share the credit for the project with the community participants and partner organisations.

•

Invite partner organisations to display material in the museum.

•

Treat the launch as an opportunity for further networking with other organisations and individuals

•

Give the community participants a reminder of the launch such as a photograph or certiﬁcate
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Recruiting local people

The project team for the Changing Times exhibition
included a trainee for the ﬁnal (and busiest) nine
months of the project. In addition, the team was
supported by three paid work placements during
the summer holiday period. Targeting local people
meant a different approach to recruitment, although
the procedures outlined here ﬁt in with the museum’s
general recruitment processes and adhere to current
employment law.
Recruiting a local trainee
Following a ﬁxed schedule ensures that a fair process
is in place, and that the right people are involved at
the right time.

Produce advertising,
job description & person
speciﬁcation, application
form

Formal job offer, by phone and in
writing, with references taken up
as soon as possible. Start date
agreed, and induction carried out
from day one. Offer letter signed
by new trainee and involved as
any new employee

Launch adverts, with
widest possible coverage
– e.g. local colleges,
community centres, job
centre, Museum website,
email lists, contacts etc

After closing date, shortlist
using a pre-prepared
matrix to ensure exact
criteria are met

Interview – including face to face
with the potential line manager;
chance to meet other members
working on the project, and a task
to perform on site which gives
small insight into the actual work
to be undertaken

Top tips:
Recruiting local people
•

Simplify the language used in the advert, job description and person speciﬁcations. Many of the
applicants may never have even been into a museum, so don’t bombard them with jargon

•

Shorten your regular application form – do not make the process intimidating

•

Do not use discriminatory language, such as ‘young’, or mentioning speciﬁc minorities. The more
accessible your recruitment process is, the wider range of people you will have applying

•

When interviewing, don’t make the panel too ‘heavy’. For some candidates it may be their ﬁrst
interview experience

•

An informal look around with another member of staff can also be beneﬁcial for both parties,
maybe after the face-to-face interview, allowing a chance for informal questioning

•

Think of an interview task that is appropriate for the role they are coming for, and that will allow
you a greater insight into their capability and understanding of the role
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As the paid work placements were for a shorter
period (six weeks only during summer holidays),
the role was marketed differently. The advert
talked more about ‘an interesting thing to do
over the summer holidays, and you get paid for
it!’. This generated a good response, as for many
local students, gaining a paid position during the
holidays was more important than gaining museum
experience.

Recruiting paid
work placements

Produce advertising;
ask for application via
CV only

Launch adverts, with widest
possible coverage – e.g. local
colleges, community centres,
job centre, Museum website,
email lists, contacts etc. Also
become involved with college
careers fairs.

Formal job offer, by
phone and in writing,
with references taken
up as soon as possible.
Start date agreed, and
induction carried out
from day one.

Targeted recruitment
Although it was anticipated that the positions
would be ﬁlled by college students, there was
no age restriction on those applying. Instead the
remuneration package was based around the
National Minimum Wage development rate, which
was therefore naturally attractive to students and
young people. As well as the museum’s usual
channels of advertising, local colleges were targeted
at recruitment fairs, so that museum staff actually
went and spoke to students in their environment.
By targeting the local area, the process attracted
a number of individuals relevant to this particular
project, but the museum did not discriminate against
others who were interested too. This was not just a
job, but also a learning opportunity, in which the
three successful individuals really ﬂourished.
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After closing date,
shortlist using a basic
matrix. Mainly just check
for availability, and any
other essential criteria

Interview – we chose to run a group
interview session, which saw the
candidates complete a task within
the museum and then feed back to
the group. It was fairly informal with
the chance for them to ask questions
about the role.

Flexibility
It is useful to remain ﬂexible about recruitment.
The project was originally planned to have four
paid work experience placements, but when only
three individuals accepted offers, the project board
agreed that three people could carry out slightly
longer placements.
Group interviews
The group interview format used to recruit the work
placements worked well, and the museum would
deﬁnitely use that format in future when recruiting for
more than one short-term placement. It meant that
the museum could see a higher number of candidates
at once and see how they interacted with each other.
It also provided a less intimidating environment for
the candidates to ﬁnd out more about the role.

Outcomes of the project
As well as the core group that worked on the
exhibition, over 18 months the project has involved
several hundred people from inner city Birmingham.
The project has raised the proﬁle of the museum
in the local community and resulted in sustainable
partnerships with community organisations.
Together, the exhibition, traineeship and work
placements have led to increased representation
of local people both in the galleries and on the
museum staff.
The outcomes for the project participants
were evaluated using the Inspiring Learning
For All framework and Generic Learning and
Social Outcomes.

Knowledge and understanding
“All the things you’ve got, if you look at
them long enough, they’ve all got stories
behind them.”
Alice

16

Behaviour, progression, activity
“I would consider visiting other museums.
In fact last week I went to the museum in
Leicester and from there I learnt a lot about
the history of Greece and Eqypt.”
Sameera

Attitudes and values
“I’ve learned how to speak up for myself a little
bit, which took a lot! When I ﬁrst went I didn’t
think I’d ﬁt in. But now I was really glad and
really proud that I went.”
Alice

Strengthening public life
“Thinktank is not an ordinary museum. It is
far more interesting. The museums carries
out many projects which involve members
of the public.”
Sameera

Skills
“I have improved my communication skills.
I was given the opportunity to interact and work
with many different people as well as to work
with such a big organisation as Thinktank.”
Naila

Stronger and safer communities
“I made new friends here. This project at
Thinktank is part of my independent life.”

Enjoyment, inspiration, creativity
“It’s a really nice group; something to look
forward to once a month to work on something
like that. I looked forward to it very much and
I will miss it!”
Trudie

Health and well-being
“It’s made me feel a lot better in myself. When
I got into the project, I’d been down.”
Joe

Martin

