MLA Accreditation consultation

Response from the Museums Association

1.0
Introduction

1.1 The Museums Association (MA) is an independent membership organisation representing museums, galleries and heritage organisations in the UK and people who work for them. The Association has over 5,000 individual members and 600 institutional members. These institutional members encompass around 1500 museums in the UK ranging from the largest government-funded national museums to small volunteer-run charitable trust museums. 

Formed in 1889, it is a charity, receiving no regular government funding, which seeks to inform, represent and develop museums and people who work for them in order that they may provide a better service to society and the public.

1.2 This response has been informed by comments made by the MA’s ethics committee, collections strategy group and MA members.

1.3 The MA wishes to commend MLA on the valuable contribution that Accreditation has made to standards in UK museums. We welcome the current review of the scheme and the opportunity to be involved in its development. As the only independent body that represents all museums eligible for Accreditation, we are happy to have representatives on the Accreditation committee, advisory panel and review panel. 

1.4 The MA has been leading the sector with groundbreaking programmes in collections, sustainability and workforce and we look forward to working closely with MLA on the development of these areas in Accreditation. 

1.5 In this response the term “museums” is used to refer to all UK public museums, galleries and heritage sites unless indicated otherwise.

2.0
General Comments

2.1 The success of museum Accreditation has been built on the principle of a nationally agreed and inclusive minimum standard, thus it is achievable for everyone from small specialist museums to the large nationals. To retain its universal appeal and accessibility it is essential that it remains principally a minimum standard scheme. 

2.2 At present Accreditation has a much greater impact on those museums that need to improve in order to meet its standard. Accreditation is operating as a mechanism for development for these participants, directing resources and support to those that need it most. The difference the scheme has made to these museums has been part of its success. It would be timely to broaden the impact of Accreditation by providing a mechanism for development for all museums participating in it, thus also improving the long-term benefits to existing participants. However it is essential that the mechanism for further development is an optional addition so that it does not compromise the minimum standard scheme. MLA should also ensure that the mechanism for development does not make Accreditation appear unattainable to those museums that already need to improve to achieve it. 

2.3 We believe that overarching improvements to the assessment model could reduce bureaucracy, including the impact of adding new elements to the scheme. Assessment of Accreditation relies heavily on documented policies and procedures. This approach increases accountability and awareness of best practice but does not improve understanding, ensure those standards are met or by what degree. We would like to see a more active approach to assessment that is more focused on outcomes. 

Where it is necessary to have a policy in place, for example a collections development policy, MLA could move beyond the existing template to provide a set of criteria that the museum’s policy must meet to comply with Accreditation. This would improve the museum’s understanding of the issues covered by the policy and increase ownership over the commitments contained within it.

We would also suggest that some requirements within Accreditation should be made proportional to the size of the museum. For example for smaller museums it may not be realistic or appropriate to have a written policy on sustainability or equality and diversity, instead they could be asked to state their position and any actions they are taking or planning to take on the issue.

2.4 Accreditation could do more to provide staff and stakeholders with training and support to ensure the standards that are set are fully understood and carried out. For example it could be a requirement that trustees receive regular training in museum ethics.

2.5 We support the proposal for an Accreditation scheme for archives but feel that both sectors would be better served if this was developed and run separately to museum Accreditation. This would have the benefit of learning from and building on the profile of museum Accreditation. It would also allow the archive sector time to develop at its own pace, ensure resources and expertise are efficiently targeted and that the scheme remains relevant to its participants.

2.6 Some of our members have suggested that they would like to be able to make one application for Accreditation that would apply to all venues in a multi-site service. We believe MLA should look into the feasibility of what the qualifying factors would be around shared services to make this possible.  

3.0 Minimum standard or ladder to higher achievement

3.1 A higher development framework attached to Accreditation could increase benefits to participants, encourage museums to be more developmental and strengthen sources of specialist advise in the sector. However to maintain the integrity of the minimum standard scheme this must be optional and not normally linked to funding. Arranged into modules the development framework would be flexible and attainable, allowing museums to specialise in one or more areas. The syllabus for each module could be set and/or peer reviewed by a relevant specialist group (e.g. SSN, ICON, MA) and the applying museum be given a private report as part of the process. 

3.2 Any public museum should be required to meet the same minimum standard whether they are funded through the government or independent. 

4.0 Branding and promotion

4.1 Because Accreditation is a professional minimum standard scheme, it is not a public guarantee of high quality. We acknowledge that some Accredited museums choose to display their certificate to the public in recognition of their achievement, but feel this should not be encouraged. The expectations of the sector (including funding bodies) on behalf of the public and those of the public themselves can be vastly different. Turning Accreditation into a public facing badge of quality would undermine the minimum standard scheme and its existing brand value within the profession. Many other awards exist that have a greater visibility to the public and which museums can apply for. 
5.0 Eligibility

5.1 Eligibility to Accreditation should remain focused on the existing definition, however an associate award could be opened up to public or private organisations that regularly exhibit to the public or that hold collections for the public benefit, such as gallery spaces or small heritage centres. A modular approach to Accreditation would allow these organisations to be recognised for meeting the areas relevant to them. 
5.2 If a private collection in a private property met the criteria above they would be eligible to apply for the associate award. 
6.0 Areas of work reflected in Accreditation

6.1 Collections 

Effective Collections, supported by the Esmée Fairbairn Foundation, is the MA’s programme of work to encourage better use of stored collections through long loans and a more active approach to disposal. Effective Collections was developed from the Collections for the Future inquiry’s findings in 2005. Accreditation should reflect the significant changes that have happened in this field. Museums should be required to make better use of and provide access to their stored collections. This may be achieved through long-loan, disposal, open stores etc. In order to use their stored collections better they will need to research and review them on a regular basis. 

The Collections for the Future inquiry found that museums are ready, in attitude and approach, to use loans as a means of improving use. Effective Collections is developing the key ethical principles of loans and practical guidance to help museums achieve this. Museums should be required to develop an active approach to loans.

Collections knowledge enables museums to make the most of their collections and bring them alive for the public. The MA’s work in this area, including the Monument Fellowships programme that helps museums plan for and capture the collections knowledge of retiring curators, has highlighted the need for Accreditation to value collections knowledge. Museums should be required to develop collections knowledge and use it for the benefit of the public. They also need to build in succession planning into the development of this knowledge to ensure it is sustainable.

The use of stored collections including research, an active approach to loans and the development of collections knowledge and expertise in its broadest sense should be discussed and assessed separately but then brought together along with acquisition and disposal in the collections development policy.  

6.2 Workforce

Work carried out by the MA, Creative and Cultural Skills and MLA supports the need for museums to improve the way they develop their staff and meet their obligations to equality and diversity. Accreditation should significantly strengthen the requirements for museums to develop their staff, improve pay, improve staff diversity, provide opportunities for entry and progression and implement succession planning. These elements should be included in a staff development plan. It is not only good management practice but people need to be nurtured and trained properly in order to fulfil their potential and enable the museum to meet its responsibilities to the public both today and in the workforce of the future.

6.3 Sustainability

The MA has been working on museums and sustainability, including environmental, economic and social sustainability. The most pressing of these is environmental sustainability. Therefore Accreditation should contain a requirement for museums to identify ways that they can reduce their impact on the environment and plan for the impact of changes to the natural world in the future.

6.4 Learning
In recent years museum learning has risen in status in museums to occupy a position near to or equal to that of collections, it has also succeeded in being integrated into collections practice. Accreditation should reflect and encourage the equal, strategic status of museum learning by making a learning plan compulsory. All museums should be required to evaluate the impact of their work on the public, for which ILFA is a very useful tool. However there are other equally useful evaluation tools available and museums should be able to make this choice themselves. Evidence of engagement with local and user communities should also be included as a requirement within museum learning.
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