The Serious Benefits of Fun

A development day for commissions and other museums, at Manchester Art Gallery, December 3rd, 2013

This development day was put together to share and learn from some of the excellent Happy Museum project practice around well-being, play, creativity and fun. 

Three commissioned museums presented about their projects, two of which had some very jovial external practitioners from non-museum disciplines to enthuse and inspire us. Woodhorn Museum brought along their resident comedian Seymour Mace, and Manchester Museum  got us playing with their play people, Stuart Lester and Charlotte Derry. There was certainly lots of silliness and laughter throughout the day, but there was some serious thinking and learning by the 18 attendees from 6 museums and 3 different academic organisations. Please read on for a summary of some of the highlights from the day.

What did the day aim to do?

· Share some of the experimentation in risky, creative and new happy museum projects
· Provide some practical experience of fun
· Think about meaning of well being and embedding this in our organisations
· Think about measuring what matters and embedding sustainable practices
· Think about what else we should be finding out about and doing, and how to make Happy Museum accessible to the wider sector
What did we do? 

In the morning we set the scene for the day and held the case studies: We started with a nonsense challenge  - to draw each other – resting on our heads

“Drawing partner resting paper on our head! - shifts whole dynamic, nonsense of it all, laughter, not totally away from the real world as we sit looking intently at each other - interesting dynamic - subversion of reality as a re-figuring, reworking to make the real world a bit better...” 

Alex Woodall, University of Leicester.
Discussing provocative statements about well-being.

Sharing these statements really got attendees thinking about the political, economic and social influences upon the well-being agenda, and what it meant to us and to our institutions. Deliberately provocative, we set the scene for the day. View statements here (see attachment 3)

“ There is a language dilemma when a language is thrust down - how do you value what you do beyond language? We need to look beyond language to think about these values and issues.  The point of today is about this dialogue”. Stuart Lester, Senior Playwork Lecturer, University of Gloucester 
Then came the jokes….during the presentation about ”Stand Up For Woodhorn”

The first case study of the day was presented by Lis Ritson of Woodhorn Museum, Northumberland, and by their Happy Museum funded resident comedian, Seymour Mace. Liz talked brilliantly about their relatively new project Stand up for Woodhorn in which Seymour is working with visitor-facing staff to develop engaging and comedic approaches to working with the public, and with local people to develop material for a performance at the Miners Picnic in 2014. Liz has developed an excellent blog detailing the project to check out the details:

http://www.happymuseumproject.org/blogs/new-stand-up-for-woodhorn-blog. For a short summary of Liz’s presentation, see here. (see attachment 1)

Seymour Mace followed on from Lis with some activities which he’s used in staff workshops. He made us all do silly things in front of each other using prompts from his bag of joke balls, encouraging us to lose our inhibitions, with the promise; ”What’s the worst thing that can possibly happen – you’ll just look silly – nothing bad is going to happen to you.” And so, we all took a turn and one of us walked like a chicken, another like a wobble wobble, another was a mime artist, another pretended to be a dog weeing up a lampost….. and yes, we did survive it, and it was a good laugh. 

Seymour then got us playing a game which showed us that jokes often have no rhyme nor reason and can be created more simply than we imagine – often just by chance – and that being funny isn’t a skill just held by “funny people”. Try this game out with your children, your visitors, your colleagues……: It works in a similar way to consequences, 5 people write a response to the joke headings, fold over the paper to cover their answers, then the next (or 6th) person reads out the joke – in a comedic fashion of course!

Action: Insert Images of some of the jokes

“I will take away the joke activity – opportunities to use as icebreaker with different groups we may be working with and I will share the details of this project with colleagues at the MM”. Vicky Grant, Family Programme Co-ordinator, Manchester Museum.

After the jokes, came the Playing!  Becoming more playful at Manchester Museum

The next presentation was by Ailsa Strachan at Manchester Museum and play people Stuart Lester and Charlotte Derry.  

Stuart Lester kicked off this session about Manchester Museum with some playful activties– with the aim to get us to feel what it’s like to play, experience a range of emotions, and experience some enjoyable, playful competitiveness!  We jumped through hoop-swamps, tore enormous lengths of paper, solved puzzles and did races into the Museum in pairs. Like earlier in the day, it turned out not many of us had many inhibitions, and this helped set the context for hearing about the Manchester Museum Project. Like participants experiencing play – and some of the funny activities earlier in the day - the museum was very brave about seeing the whole museum as playable and playful and working towards encouraging this in the project. 

Stuart went on to explain how 'What if' was a significant question and idea within the project. Children are creative and think about the world differently.  Their thoughts start in the head but translate into movement – and they start positioning themselves thinking “what’s in it here for me?” Mind, body and environment interact to produce new possibilities. “We often deride children's 'what ifs’ as nonsense, but we need to be cautious about this.” The Museum embraced children’s “what if” and also the not knowing what might happen during the project.

Anna Bunney from Manchester Museum added: “It was about wanting to come back to a space, opening up and letting go. Shifting people into different modes of being. Museums are perceived as public and safe space. Children have a right to be there and do things. But space is contested all the time”.

Stuart explained how the research in play counteracts what we think about play being about learning.  Moments of play do have benefits in themselves: You are child being well as a child when you play. And the example of hop scotch in gallery illustrated how this had impact on adults too. It gave them permission to pause and linger. Adults had conversations, children started playing and stayed for longer. 

Please see here for more information in the presentation. (attachment 3). http://www.museum.manchester.ac.uk/kids/thehappymuseum/
From play to paper medicine: The Paper Apothecary, at The Beaney Museum

Charlotte Derry presented on behalf of Mitch Robertson from the Beaney about the creation of the apothecary and a huge set of paper prescriptions for visitors based on the NEF 5 ways to well-being. You can see these and a film about their very successful, award-winning project here 

http://www.happymuseumproject.org/projects/beaney-house-art-knowledge-canterbury
http://www.neweconomics.org/projects/entry/five-ways-to-well-being
Add in a couple of Prescription images from website

Charlotte then talked everyone through the Beaney’s prescription-creation process which The Beaney feel could be used in any Museum or gallery setting – why not try it? 

1. “What makes you happy at Manchester Art Gallery? 

2. Why? 

3. Turn this into a treatment for someone else.

This was a prescription we created:

Using the Farrow and Ball paint names on the gallery walls, invent from something you see in a painting. E.g. in this case, I love the name Yellow duck. Take some plastic duck to a place where you think a duck needs to be in the gallery.  Leave it there and quack a bit.

Stuart summed up: 

“The opposite of play is depression. Life is a process of playing. Playing and being playful is being open to the possibility of more possibilities. Playing is the stuff of life.  There are prejudices against playing. Work v play as false dichotomy like adulthood v childhood in a way. Cultural institutions perhaps should be more political about the conditions which prevail.  These projects show that we can be open and see what’s possible for the well-being of visitors and staff”.

How did these projects become embedded in strategy? 

· The Beaney was hugely successful in engaging with staff at all levels which led on to putting well-being as a key strategic priorty for the Museum. You can see the links and influences which led to this here. (attachment 4)

· At Manchester Museum Anna had worked with Charlotte at Salford previously and Stuart had also worked on these projects too so all knew each other. 

· Lots of testing happened on galleries and staff training as part of process. Very iterative process. Lots of internal planning and discussion. Esme (manager)  really challenged and questioned what was happening. Gallery staff really felt recognised and valued and enjoyed generating creative ideas.

· External support and evidence really gave it all validation.

· Museum mission now includes play - so it is now embedded into JDs.

· See the Manchester Museum project map here.(attachment 5)

The nitty bit gritty no 1: 

Our next task was to create quick list of the ways “I contribute to wellbeing of visitors and staff”. This is our combined list:

· Opening up and letting go of being risk averse

· Empowering visitors to make own experience

· Encourage the social space, engage passions, get people involved, encourage pride, know people can affect museum

· Be friendly

· Encouraging people to rummage around and explore

· Ask questions and have dialogue

· Alleviate fear

· Have confidence to take risks

· Permission to reflect and interpret

· Open the cupboards!

· Allow the freedom not to have to learn

· Interactive and fun, think differently, employment and volunteering, hard to reach audiences, connecting people together

We were asked to prioritise these – it was difficult! We came up with:

· Welcoming and being comfortable in space

· Access - being open, being friendly and being there!

· Empowering ownership

· Feeling safe

The nitty bit gritty no 2:  Measuring well-being

We were asked, how do you measure the value of that work? How do you prove there has been the creation of well-being and what is the real value? Evaluation puts a value in what we do but can you and how do you measure what you do against this? 

These were some of our discussion points:

· Quality comes from insight into your own practice. Measuring what measures has to start with ourselves and the spaces we work with, it is critical thinking, producing practice documentation. Lots of documentation and narrative to support, multi layers and multi textual.

· Need for a more nuanced approach. What constitutes a good life? Adults and kids working together.? Question of word resilience this morning. Stuart wouldn't use word resilience now as it has been hijacked.  Generally means about coping and bouncing back, and now about individual qualities.  It masks the causes of uncertainty and what causes uncertainty. The word he would use is resourcefulness.  Resources are not fairly distributed, both in terms of children and adults but also in. Have ethical role to redistribute time and space to engage people to benefit from this.

· Example discussed of when a goose egg was given to children at visit as a dinosaur egg...with the challenge to carefully carry it around the galleries. How do you describe the value of this? Comes back to the way we present what we do and what we consider to be valuable. At moment scientific research model as pinnacle BUT we need to use our own language - an exemplary narrative which can be interrogated from a lot of angles. But things will never happen in that format again, so why do we need proof anyway – we know it was fun!? 

 “We discussed Holden's cultural triangle – of intrinsic, instrumental and institutional value: we felt that there was no uniform way of measuring the intrinsic. My experience might be about immersing myself in a painting but I can't fully express because of limits of language.  We tend to just get asked about instrumental and institutional value, but this has one utterly connected with intrinsic value”.  Alex Woodall, University of Leicester.
· So measuring what matters is about reversing the trend of public measurement and management about things that matter to us. Maybe we need to play with these ideas about intrinsic value. What would work to capture these narratives? To evidence intrinsic value….

The nitty gritty bit no. 3

How can we capture this value?

Our group ideas

· Documentary film

· Audio vox pops

· Photos

· Drawings

· Interviews

· Journal and blog writing

· Comment cards

· Social media and tweets etc. 

· Retweeted photos and comments

· Observation using iPads etc. as really useful

· Numbers and repeat visits

· Analyse bookings

· Using other people's research

· Informal conversation

· Mapping and mind mapping

· Longitudinal research? - but you can't have this without taking all other life experiences into account...

· Mandy Barnett - does all Happy Museum evaluation

· Limitations of all this - you can never fully capture every day life, but that is where life takes place, through strange juxtapositions. It eludes representation. Use instinct, and listening to people. 

· iPads make things easier on gallery although camera and interviews don't always capture what you want captured. 

· Quotes from members of staff understanding what visitors say too - a different angle but interesting lento get staff feedback about what visitors have said. Negative comments good too. Might be easier with a one off?

Summary, questions and conclusions (of sorts!)

The light faded and the long, enjoyable day took it’s tool, but we continued discussion, leaving plenty of questions for future discussion. These are some of the thoughts that were shared:

· There is increasing attention to wellbeing as a government agenda. Still has economic focus. Ironic that govt that espoused belief in wellbeing is doing so much to damage wellbeing of practitioners as less valued and more accountable. 

· Timely to have this discussion as sense across professional areas that drive of outcomes has little value in the outside world. Tick box exercise only. Need for deepening quality of practice and shared work which is sustainable. 

· What training and resources do we need? Do we need refresher training within projects, can we take some of this training out to the sector? Yes! 

· Question about wider structure of happy museum - run workshops but now 24 projects which work in pairs with a project that has already existed. Work to share practice amongst wider community. How to share info to wider sector. Film as great way. Could become a resource. Sharing activity ideas and shared contacts.

· Gloucester University project with play practitioners - recording sounds of play in spaces.

· Most people involved are the ones who might be more likely to leave as they are the risk taking ones. 

· Wellbeing of gallery staff was and is a key outcome. Investment in staff as key.

Additions and links

Attachment 1.

Stand up for Woodhorn - Liz Ritson, Public Programmes
·     Largest Northumberland museum, ex coal area, social history of coal mining on heritage site, county archives too, 20 mins north of Newcastle, Ashington - small town, developed as coal village, poor health, low activism, low cultural engagement BUT sense of pride, community spirit and dry sense of humour in dealing with decline of industry

· Comedian in residence - idea seemed great, but no rationale at the start. Extension of what museum already does, explore stories and share these. Had done lots of artist in residence projects, and this seemed something fun and new.

· Who was it for? Developed application and links to Seymour (comedian) through good comedy club in Newcastle. NHS trust partner as well - laughter and wellbeing. Keith Merrin (director) did interview with Happy Museum project. Had to draw project before it began. 'Story of change' process had lots of different iterations. Had to simplify everything. There will be a performance at Miners' picnic, 2014.

· October - comedian session - older people attend at history fair event with free tea and cakes. Some technical glitches. People got the project straight away and smiled!

· Internal staff development - how could stand up comedy have a role in staff development, interpersonal skills, FOH staff. Series of 3 staff workshops which. Could lead to a performance but didn't have to. Very low FOH take up, although a broad representation of staff - learning, admin, programming, marketing etc. - not as silo-ed as work often is.

· Project champions - for cynics as well as those who were passionate. 

· Blog - standupforwoodhorn.tumblr.com as public blog. Useful tool for organisation but took a lot of time which wasn't accounted for (local authority issues). Tumblr chosen as very straightforward for those with no knowledge and skill.

· Press launch 2 weeks ago. You and Yours recording too. Next doing more staff workshops, more meet the comedian sessions with Seymour, evaluation strategy for a large scale performance needs looking at as Happy museum programme might not work, fringe programme at MuseumNext?, MA as well.

Attachment 2. 

Ailsa Strachan – Former Deputy Head of Visitor Services,  Manchester Museum 

Summary of presentation

· Happy museum involved 2 training days led by Charlotte and Stuart for permanent and casual staff, development meetings and mentoring. 

· 30 people trained to generate fun activities. Keen to encourage team to think about play as children and look at collections seeing opportunities for play within that. 

· Challenge was the different type of staff with different attitudes. Organic process. Play people supported playful day for team confidence development. 

· Change in the project happened when it tied in with National Play Day with Play Olympics http://www.playday.org.uk/
· Playful prompt signs we used around the gallery with playful ideas. Managing expectations with other staff was complex. Manchester Museum has lots of cases so it was safe for collections even when people play. 

· Sporadic posters that weren't planned, to make encounters with playful activities.  

· Andy talked about FOH experience - brought up lots of issues throughout – about being comfortable with children running around, making mess etc. Nothing cost anything. It was all about permission to play. No involvement from staff once children had started playing. Children took ownership. Environment affected by the play - more friendly space. Links to collection throughout. Not about making a thing, but about the making, full stop. 

· 'Didn't matter if it wasn't connected to the collections' 

· Museum took a unique approach: Detailed research shows that we know good things happen when children play so we don't need to create new evidence of this. Recording the actual playing was the most important part. 

· Stuart comment - always was an experiment based on what if.  Always ‘and and’ and not ‘either or’.  Many things were about spatial interventions. Left hoops on the floor and children started playing with jumping through them - disturbances and disruptions in space.

· Project generated a Playful statement writing day – with statements created by MM visitor staff- hugely beneficial to get them to describe their understanding of what they were trying to do with play and their new understandings. This has help with the training of new staff and will hopefully be go on to be used as part of museum policy

Attachment 3.

Coming soon!
Attachment 4

See attachment The Beaney Key Points

Attachment 5

See Becoming a more playful museum project map

Joke examples – please see attached
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