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The Happy Museum
Flourishing Museums

Museums have a real opportunity to imagine a positive future where we might consume less, be more mindful of our relationship with a natural environment, and create a kinder, gentler but no less interesting world. Clare Cooper talks about the need to address the ‘bigger than self’ issues of climate change, resource scarcity and social injustice.

The Happy Museum Project was conceived in 2009 in the dying days of fifteen years of economic growth. The ambition of the programme was to inspire museums to re-imagine their purpose, to explore how they and their communities might flourish in the 21st century 

We wanted to show that museums had innate qualities which could foster individual and communal well-being in order to create a more sustainable society. Moreover we wanted to persuade people that well-being and environmental sustainability were two sides of the same coin. 

Well-being

Over the last few years there has been a growing interest in the contribution of culture to health and well-being. Some of this has been manifest in some excellent projects linking heritage and clinical practice (Whitworth Art Gallery Manchester Who Cares project and University College London Collections research on the effect of handling objects in hospital. 

But the Happy Museum took as its starting point, mental well-ness. An influence was Mihalyi  Csíkszentmihályi whose work Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience, outlines the theory that people are happiest when they are in a state of flow— a state of concentration or complete absorption with the activity at hand. 

Another influence was Martin Seligman, an American psychologist and major proponent of ‘positive psychology’. This focuses on what can go right, rather than what can go wrong. Happy Museum was intended as action research in part informed by Seligman’s notion of three stages of happiness. Firstly the ‘pleasant life’ of simple positive emotions, secondly the ‘good life’, manifest in Csíkszentmihályi’s work around Eudaemonic Flow and finally the ‘meaningful life’, using flow and individual strengths to create something greater than self. 
Responding to the environmental and economic crisis
Happy Museum proposed that individuals or organisations experiencing high levels of well-being would be more capable of responding and adapting to the environmental and economic crisis. Humans continue to treat the planet as if there’s no tomorrow. Last year’s Earth Overshoot Day, when we’d used up our share of the planets resources for a year, came in August 2012. 
Moreover the economic crisis of 2008 has caused many to question whether orthodox capitalism is the sole means to achieve economic well-being. The ‘crisis’ has also laid bare how unequal societies in West have become over the previous 20 years. 

For many years both economists and environmentalists believed that we are living well beyond our means. In the 1970s and 80s economists like EF Schumacher, and Elinor Ostrom were very much on the margins. Since the economic crisis, mainstream economists now suggest the liberal capitalism of the previous 100 years is not fit for purpose. 
The likes of Joseph Steiglitz, Amartya Sen, the Skidelsky’s and Diane Coyle have all, in their own ways, suggested that for ethical and/or utilitarian reasons, society needs to address how humanity might prosper in the future within environmental limits.
Most importantly, the wellbeing and sustainability agendas are now starting to link. The New Economics Foundation (nef) is a UK leader which has long explored economics ‘as if people and the planet mattered’. Its five ways to well being : Connect, Take Notice, Keep Learning, Be Active and Give have been adopted by many public sector bodies within the UK

Charlotte Sankey of The Guardian explores the links using nef’s Five Ways to Wellbeing concluding that ‘what’s good for the individual and good for the environment are strikingly similar’. 
Tim Jackson’s ‘Prosperity Without Growth’ looks at the subject from a national or international perspective. And the UN has started to make the connection, inspired by Bhutan’s Gross National Happiness, which takes into account, strength of biodiversity, the proportion of time spent between work and family, strength of community groups as well as traditional economic measures of well-being 
A further influence was The Transition Movement – a network of communities (the most well-known in Totnes, Devon) that are working to build resilience in response to climate change and economic instability. Well over 1,000 Transition Towns groups worldwide are actively seeking to encourage socioeconomic localisation.
A manifestation of the Transition movement is local currency. These Local Economic Trading System are aimed at retaining value within a locality. The banknotes themselves are also an expression of local identity. In Brixton David Bowie is featured on the £10 Brixton note.
Inspired by building a social enterprise at the Museum of East Anglian Life

The Happy Museum Project was inspired by the transformation of the Museum of East Anglian Life from a failing museum to a thriving social enterprise.
Aside from being a popular open air museum with historic buildings, working collections and a beautiful natural environment, the Museum of East Anglian Life (MEAL) in Stowmarket, Suffolk has a strong ethos as a ‘bridger’ of social capital. 
It is independent, a true social enterprise, business minded, opportunistic but exuding progressive values and a sense of social justice. It offers a template for the social history museums of the future.

Our aim is to place MEAL within the rhythm of local life, whether its leading the Plough Sunday commemorations in the parish church in January, celebrating May Day by appealing for a May Queen on Facebook , to running a Beer Festival in June or hosting the Town’s Bonfire celebrations in November.

The museum exists to encourage people to look at the world differently, we’ve worked with Dance companies London Sinfonietta, and have run a successful. Gypsy Arts Festival for three years. The museum has long worked with people on the margins. In 2009 the regional Housing Strategy for Gypsies and Travellers was launched at the museum. Another project, which was an immense source of pride, was a collaboration with the Alzheimers Society to train individual carers working in rural villages to use museum objects to assist with therapeutic care for people suffering from dementia. 
In 2008 we transformed our trading company (which had previously only run our cafe and shop) into a Social Enterprise. We developed programmes to provide training and skills development for learning disabled adults and long term unemployed, a resettlement programme for inmates from a local prison, therapeutic placements for mental health service users, reminiscence training for carers of people with early stage dementia and training schemes for young people with behavioral problems. 
We run a small horticultural business supplying the Town with its bedding plants and hanging baskets. Since 2008 the museum has helped over 60 find jobs, provided accredited training for over 150 new learners and provided new experience s for people that had never before set foot in a museum. 
This work brings a not insignificant income through fees, contracts, sales and grants.

In 2010 the museum commissioned research using the Social Return on Investment model, which showed that for every £1 invested in its programmes, £4.10 of social value was created.
 The museum showed that by working with individuals over the long term in a collaborative environment, demonstrable progression was possible.

The programmes MEAL offered could have been carried out anywhere, on an industrial estate or a forest park, but what made them special was the use of cultural heritage within a museum which many had encountered for the first time. A 1920s Fordson tractor was restored by a group of young people who have previously left school with no qualifications, and a group of mental health service users are running our Victorian Walled Garden and hope to establish their own enterprise there. 
Through observations it was clear that being engaged in these activities at the museum made participants happy. They formed new friendships. They ran each other to the shops, supported each other in times of personal problems; people who had previously led isolated lives now had new found confidence to socialise. They began to trust others, they had new found status and they became more adaptable.  Far from being a refuge the museum was a springboard for participants.
What is a museum’s relationship to communities 

A museum’s view of communities as active partners depends on whether they see themselves primarily as civic institutions or part of civil society. I’d define the Civic Realm as ‘the local state’ comprising of organisations and institutions governed by political representatives. Here citizens participate in groups like local health boards, school governing bodies and perhaps in a museum’s case, user panels. This is great, but ultimately these bodies are appointed by and under the control of the local state.

By contrast Civil Society is characterised by voluntary action undertaken by citizens independently. Two centuries ago Alexis de Tocqville famously described a thriving United States characterised by ‘free voluntary associations which strengthen civil society by creating habits of the heart.’ Typical organisations might be local development trusts, social enterprises, faith groups or co-operatives. As the state sector shrinks in western Europe, these bodies begin to play an increasing role in bridging social capital and tackling inequalities in communities.

Notwithstanding the most progressive of founding values, all civic institutions are the reflection of the dominant political or social order. 

Instinctively I prefer the approach of Sue Clifford the founder of Common Ground who noted in an interview in the Ecologist Magazine in 2006 

Letting people define for themselves what’s special about a place, and what matters about it… That’s the key. Government agencies and large bodies can’t stand this. They want to define things; they want to keep tabs…  only ordinary people can make ordinary places matter.

In contrast to the defined structures and layers of accountability of the local state, civil society is a muddle. It comprises of groups of people, sometimes sharing, sometimes opposing, sometimes indifferent to each other. It is a space organised by the habits and intelligence of collective action.

I don’t believe that a small state is the primary means to increase freedoms and resilience of communities. Civil society doesn’t operate in a vacuum and is strengthened by a state which trusts it as an active partner. Likewise the state alone can no longer tackle pressing social and environmental challenges, like child poverty, alone. It needs co-operatives, campaigning groups and collectives to deliver at local level.

The Happy Museum – A tale of how it might turn out alright
At the Museum Associations Conference in Brighton in 2012, Caroline Lucas  the UK’’s first Green MP quoted extensively from the paper, The Happy Museum – a Tale of how it might turn out alright, 
She noted that ‘Apart from the ubiquitous gift shop strategically positioned by the exit, museums have little to ‘sell’ to their visitors but understanding and enjoyment. In a world that seems saturated by advertising, a trip to a museum is an opportunity to find sanctuary from commercial messages. ‘
Museums’ function as social spaces is significant. With recent trends seeing city space being transferred to private ownership, museums are an important bulwark against the erosion of the public realm. For many people, a museum visit is not a solitary activity but an opportunity to spend time with family or to meet up with friends. Jude Kelly, artistic director of the Southbank Centre in London, has described the centre as first and foremost ‘a place for encounters’.

Museums encourage visitors to be psychologically ‘present’, with attention focused completely in the here and now and on the aesthetic qualities of things. Experiencing this kind of involvement is not only enjoyable in itself, but is associated with wider psychological benefits. 

Reciprocity and ‘giving back’ to others promotes well-being for people of all ages. A shift in focus from being didactic educators to ‘co-creators of well-being’ will enable a more active and engaged role for the visitor. Opportunities for volunteering, can directly influence the well-being of individuals by leaving them with a sense of self-worth and status. Motivated and valued people inspired by a museum are more likely and better equipped to get involved with civic life within their own communities.

A community of practice

To test the cadence of Happy Museum proposition the project has funded commissions in 12 museums to carry out work inspired by the principles. At the moment they represent a cross-section of the English museums, independent and local authority, large and small, National and volunteer run museums. The projects range from developing a museum as a playful space in Manchester, to traditional farming and sustainable crafts in the Chilterns ; working with the police and neighbourhood renewal teams in deprived wards in Reading  and bio-diversity in inner-city winter gardens in Lambeth. 
What we’ve learnt so far
The ideas have currency and seem to be attractive to many within and without UK museums. There has been a healthy following on social media and good number of sign-ups to the website. This is mirrored by considerable interest from overseas (Happy Museum people have spoken at conferences in Norway, Sweden, Slovakia and Australia. 

· The greatest impacts so far are on individuals as well as than organisations. They caused individuals to think differently about their work and their place in the world. A number have taken Happy Museum thinking with them into new jobs (British Museum and Imperial War Museum) others have become more active within their own communities.  We sense that individuals, not organisations, are likely to have a greater impact on civil society. 

· A network is more powerful than a hierarchy. The Happy Museum community of practice and the role of the learning-evaluator has provided support and structure to individuals running small organisations or in junior roles in larger museums. Change has occurred ‘asymmetrically’; sideways and upwards as well as cascading downwards. For example the Imperial War Museum North Senior Management Team has taken up the Story of Change methodology used by Happy Museum to renew thinking about its vision. 
· Linking well-being to environmental sustainability is more difficult than it looks - Most applications from both rounds appeared extremely comfortable with well-being.  Whilst most of the commissioned museums understood the links between well-being and the environment, only a few made explicit connections within their projects. Well-being in isolation is an ‘easier sell’ than the trickier implications of setting well-being in the context of less conspicuous consumption, low growth, or environmental stewardship. Godalming Museum made the connection in its work with green community groups and more of the Round two commissions were able to make the explicit link (for example Chiltern and Garden Museums).

· The power of speaking openly about the bigger issues and the wider context – People from participating museums and guests at the symposium relished the opportunity to think more deeply and speak openly about wider social and environmental issues. The design of the programme included gatherings and workshops where each museum could be interrogated by their peers about their work.
· Measuring what matters is important - but hard.  Of all the principles, this one showed the biggest disparity between how important commissions felt it was, and how easy is was to implement.   

Six principles for Happy Museums 

Drawing on what we’ve learnt so far Happy Museum has developed 6 principles for flourishing museums

Create the conditions for well-being.  
Many museums were uncomfortable with the notion that they just exist to make people happy - they challenge, excite and induce anger and sadness too. Well-being is more than smiles or positive emotion but about the quality of our lives and relationships. Happy Museums will explore how to create the environment for these to flourish

Build Mutual Relationships

Museums should find ways to have more mutual relationships with their communities, supporters and visitors. They can explore how museum staff and public can work together, with different expertise but equal status, to achieve common outcomes such as making a sustainable locality in which to live and work. Museums should learn from voluntary organisations and social enterprises to try out new models of working with people.  Consider the possibility of becoming a mutual organisation, or of running your organisation as a co-operative
Learn for Resilience
Museums enable individuals and communities to learn together. Museum learning is already all the things much orthodox learning is not: curiosity driven; non-judgmental; non-compulsory; engaging; informal; and fun. The people needed in the future will be resilient, creative, resourceful and empathetic systems-thinkers, exactly the kind of capacities museum learning can support. Museums could lead in developing our understanding of why and how education needs to change to bring about these capacities.
Steward the past present and future
Happy Museum introduces the notion of stewardship. This term can encompass both the natural environment and museums’ function as keepers of material culture. In an environmental context, stewardship applies to the notion of responsible use and protection of the natural environment through conservation and sustainable practices. Happy Museum suggests that collections and the environment are the same part of the ‘Museum ecology’ – its cultural and natural resources

Be an active citizen 
This challenges individuals to be more active within civil society (and includes individuals working in museums as well as their communities) Using what they learn from connections within their communities, the work of museums should better reflect current trends and issues which affect people’s daily lives. Active citizenship also relates to awareness and understanding of connectivity across the world, seeking international associations to contextualise local issues (and vice versa). This, as one participant noted ‘creates an opportunity for Happy Museum participants to put their personal beliefs into influencing organisational change’.

Consideration might also be given to developing a museum’s skill as a ‘host’, actively inviting groups and individuals to connect, to communicate and to contribute to activities within the museum and in wider civil society.

Measure what matters 

In the Happy Museum paper we suggest that counting visitors tells us nothing about the quality or impact of an experience. 
The Story of Change model has been used to evaluate the programme, highlighting impacts, testing assumptions and suggesting improvements. A variety of methods have been used by the commissions to explore the impact of their work locally, including Observational Evaluation (Manchester Museum), Mood Tree and a Happy Tracker for staff (Story Museum Oxford).  At the national level, 
We’ve commissioned Daniel Fujiwara of the London School of Economics, to value well-being in response to cultural activities. Using 14,000 pieces of data from the Department of Culture’s Taking Part survey he concluded that visiting museums made people happy to the value of £3,200 per person per year. This compares with being audience to the arts at about £2,000, participating in the arts at £1,500 and participating in sports at £1,500 per year per person 
To Conclude

The Happy Museum project will keep asking people in museums how prepared they are to place themselves alongside the rest of civil society to work towards a flourishing, resilient public realm.
� Mandy Barnett, Investing in Culture and Communities SROI at MEAL (Stowmarket 2010) p4
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