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Happy Museum - What we know now

The Happy Museum Project was conceived in 2009 in the dying days of fifteen years of economic growth. The Coalition Government had not been elected, and there was only muffled talk of the Big Society.  Cuts in public spending were yet to bite and the Museums Libraries and Archives Council still existed.  However it was clear that things were about to change and the cultural sector in the UK prepared itself for recession.

Although Happy Museum was inspired by thinking which long predated the economic ‘crisis’, its inception was timely as the circumstances of the here and now gave its proposition prescience.  The ambition of the programme was to inspire museums to re-imagine their purpose, to interrogate the notion of ‘resilience’ and to address the challenges of the 21st century notably climate change, resource equity and social justice. 

The thinking which inspired us

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, Who Cares project and UCL collections work on the effect of handling objects in hospital). 

The Happy Museum took as its starting point, mental well-ness. A strong influence was Martin Seligman, an American psychologist and major proponent of ‘positive psychology’ which focuses on what can go right, rather than what can go wrong. Seligman was influenced by 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. 

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 financial and environmental challenge

Happy Museum proposed that individuals or organisations experiencing high levels of well-being would be more capable of responding and adapting to the global imperative of environmental and economic crisis. Humans continue to treat the planet as if there’s no tomorrow – so that in 2012, Earth Overshoot Day (the point in the year when we have consumed a year’s supply of global resources) came in August. 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 have believed that we are living well beyond our means. However 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’. 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 Goss National Happiness. A variation is the Young Foundation’s exploration of ‘The Wellbeing and Resilience Paradox. Work with WARM (their Wellbeing And Resilience Measure) found that the two go hand in hand. Government departments are catching up, with Defra now looking at sustainable development in the light of wellbeing. 
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.
The Happy Museum – a tale of how it might turn out alright

At the Museums Association 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 increasingly 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.

HMP takes a view of sustainability which looks beyond financial and resource management and considers museums’ role as stewards of people, place and planet.  Within this wider context it considers what the role could be for a museum which supports institutional and community resilience in the context of global financial and environmental challenges.  

The Happy Museum Manifesto
The Happy Museum paper concluded with an 8 point ‘manifesto’ intended as a guide for museums wishing to embrace well-being and sustainability (for fuller details click here)
1. Make People Happy

2. Pursue Mutual Relationships

3. Value the environment, the past, the present, the future

4. Measure what matters

5. Lead on Innovation for transition

6. Think global and be networked

7. Support Learning for Resilience

8. Find your niche
A community of practice

To test the cadence of the Happy Museum proposition the project has funded commissions in 12 museums to carry out work inspired by the principles. They represent a cross-section of English museums, independent and local authority, large and small, National and volunteer run. 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

These ideas seem to have currency and be attractive to many within and without UK museums - Happy Museum has a good following on social media. This is mirrored by considerable interest from overseas (Happy Museum people have spoken at conferences in Norway, Sweden, Slovakia and Australia). 

The most significant learning through the work of the commissioned projects has been 

· The greatest impacts so far are on individuals rather than organisations. For those commissions in large and medium sized organisations the interventions have been relatively small. Whilst they did not lead to major organisational change 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. 
· There have been positive spill-over effects for organisations and their partners with transformative effects for some small organisations. Following its Happy Museum project, the Cinema Museum won a number of Volunteering London Awards and Godalming Museum spoke of future investment being geared towards skills rather than ‘things’.  The experience of being involved with the London Transport Museum project led homeless charity St Mungo’s to develop a project with the Museum of London. 
· Linking well-being to environmental sustainability is more difficult than it looks - Most applications from both rounds appeared extremely comfortable with well-being, especially in ‘policy’ terms, for example there were a number of projects which sought to develop relationships with NHS trusts or carry out intergenerational learning or reminiscence – all laudable but they did not connect with the wider social and environmental aims of Happy Museum. 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).

· A disproportionate level of influence.  Dr Piotr Bienkowski of the parallel Paul Hamlyn Foundation funded Our Museum project, described Happy Museum as ‘punching above its weight’, The London Transport Museum commission says "certainly, here it’s been larger than the money invested in it" especially through a cross –departmental approach not seen on community projects before.  The Happy Museum brand also has a currency. Even sceptics conceded that Happy Museum was readily recognisable.
· 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.   

· An eight point manifesto was too complicated and at times obtuse. Whilst the manifesto offered guidance to museums to deliver happy museum principles, some of its points were not readily understood and require modification
Using what we learnt in the second iteration of Happy Museum (2013 onwards)

Following a year-long exposure and the experience of the six commission projects, the Happy Museum simplified its vision from 


High well-being, sustainable museum practice contributing to civic life

to


Museums that foster wellbeing that doesn’t cost the earth.

At the outset, the Happy Museum sought to prompt museums to think differently about their role and what they do. However our evaluation showed that the interventions of the commissions, which had small budgets and limited resources, had more impact on individuals than institutions. The second iteration will take a different starting point, more concerned with personal and communal change – promoting Resilience as a key principle in its work. Moreover Happy Museum believes the word ‘resilience’ should not refer to a narrow definition of financial sustainability but to the concept of an individual or community’s ability to flourish in the context of economic, social and environmental challenge.

This is less about helping people in the transactional sense which characterises some of the socially motivated work of museums and more about encouraging active citizens and emboldening civil society. This approach Happy Museum believes is more likely to induce systemic change. 

Systemic change is recognised as a dynamic, iterative process with change happening on many fronts at once and to all parts of the whole. (See Fritjof Capra, Peter Senge, Donella Meadows, Joanna Macy amongst others).  HMP builds on the linkages between the commissions, and their relationships to one another, whilst acknowledging the wider context of economic, social and environmental challenges in which the museum sector sits and depends. The Happy Museum becomes a system itself for re-imagining a future for museums as resilient and viable institutions. The Story of Change tracks how elements or 'principles' combine in new ways. 
Whilst the 8 point ‘Manifesto’ provided useful guidance for the programme, some points were not readily understood. It has now been distilled to 6 principles which could apply equally to individuals or institutions. 

The revision included:

· Replacing, make people happy with create the conditions for well-being.  Museums were uncomfortable with the notion that they 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

· Be an active citizen 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’.

· The second iteration of 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

	First Iteration
	Second Iteration

	1. Make People Happy

2. Pursue Mutual Relationships

3. Value the environment, the past, the present, the future

4. Measure what matters

5. Lead on Innovation for transition

6. Think global and be networked

7. Support Learning for Resilience

8. Find your niche
	1. Create conditions for wellbeing 

2. Pursue mutual relationships

3. Value the environment and be a steward of the future as well as the past

4. Be an active citizen

5. Learn for resilience

6. Measure what matters




A clearer vision and how to achieve it 

Happy Museum believes that museums which understand the advantages of social and environmental wellbeing are better equipped for the future. The ultimate aim is resilience, a systems-wide encompassing of individuals, organisations and the wider community.  

So three of the new principles focus on this outcome:

1. Create conditions for wellbeing

2. Value the environment and be a steward of the future as well as the past

3. Learn for resilience

In order to achieve these outcomes, Happy Museum will suggest that investment be made in organisations and individuals which encourage people to become active citizens and pursue mutual relationships. 

Future funding could be aimed at developing expertise and motivation in individuals, for example the programme might offer a Happy Museum Scholarship for individuals to carry out research or embed the principles within an organisation. 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.

Finally Happy Museum will ultimately prove its worth if it is able to 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, Daniel Fujiwara of the London School of Economics, who has recently published valuation guidelines for the UK Government, has been engaged to start to value well-being in response to cultural activities.

As it completes its second iteration, Happy Museum 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.
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