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Introduction










 


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
 
 






 




 
 





Big 
ideas
‘The problem 
with ageing’


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





 
 


 












 




 
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



 




 
 




  
  


 



 





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




 





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
 

 

  







 





 
















 











 




 







 










� 


� 


� 





� 



�  
�  

 



 
 
















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




 



 















 





























Museums for the future
The future does not yet exist but the way in which we think about it,

and the present, directs our choices, our values, our relationships

and our activities. Museums’ focus around collections is far too

often directed towards the past, they are comfortable talking about

the past where they can adopt expert positions. Whilst the past is

important for understanding where we, as a society, come from, the

challenges that we face mean that museums could play a much

more important role in helping to understand the present and shape

the future. By reframing their attention towards the present and

future, museums could use their collections to address and raise

questions around contemporary and future issues, be a catalyst to

explore and generate discussion around our hopes, fears and

dreams, and support people to creatively imagine, design and enact

a future they want to see, both for themselves and for others.
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


 










 











 




 






 





 







 














 


 








 































 
 


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










  



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
























19



Our
‘experiment’
Unexpected Encounters’ ambition, concepts and approach emerges from, and builds on, RCMG’s interest in nurturing living and ageing

well and our experience of interrogating the potential of using collections in new ways to have a positive impact on society. Over the

last 20 years, RCMG’s research has set out to explore how museums and galleries can meaningfully engage diverse and ever-changing

communities and audiences, alongside stimulating public conversations around contemporary societal concerns. This includes, in the

last 15 years, an exploration of the role museums can play in contributing to the health and wellbeing of their communities. Museums

can make a difference to the health of a community, raising awareness of local health issues and being part of a multi-agency

approach that addresses health inequalities and looks for ‘solutions beyond the prescription pad’.67 Museums can act as public

forums, opening up debates and exploring the complexity of health matters, such as how social and economic influences impact upon

the health of a community.68

More recently, the action research project Museums, Health and Wellbeing created a network of museums in the East Midlands region

of England, supporting five museums to develop projects in response to health and wellbeing needs in their communities.69

Encountering the Unexpected: reaching older people in Lincolnshire, Northamptonshire and Derbyshire involved taking social history

collections out to engage and interest older people – living in the community and in residential and care homes – in the unfamiliar and

unexpected. Evidence showed that participating in the sessions significantly increased positive feelings of wellbeing for older people,70

whilst the broader research demonstrated that museums could have a powerful impact on the health and wellbeing of communities by

starting with the needs of their communities and promoting positive health and wellbeing.71

Drawing on this previous experience and understanding of museums and galleries, RCMG initiated and developed the experiment

Encountering the Unexpected: people, nature and natural heritage collections, an innovative action research project that considered

the broader contribution museums can make to living and ageing well, in which wellbeing forms one aspect. 

20






 


















































 







 

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



 

























 










 











 
  
 









 
 


 

  







 

 








 







  

 


 



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
 








 




























 
 

 












 
 



 


 







 


 



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
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







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










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









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

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



 
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
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












34



Making nature and natural heritage

accessible

One of the most surprising elements of the museum

experiments for Mavis was that it made a very scientific subject,

natural history, much more accessible. As she explained, she

had always connected natural heritage collections with having

to know specialist language and knowledge – ‘I have grown up

in a world where I’ve been taught to value and respect people’s

expertise, which can be a bit of a boundary really, thinking that

you can’t engage with it because you haven’t got a PhD in

botany.’

This need for specialist language and expertise creates real

barriers to engaging with nature from Mavis’ perspective –

‘Because I’m aware, like everybody else in my culture, puts

things in boxes, so nature was out there, it was a discipline that

I didn’t understand and didn’t have any expertise in.’ What was

unexpected for Mavis was that the museum experiment at

Bolton enabled her to access nature in new ways, even fun ways

such as a bug hunt which ‘started to engage me in the reality of

nature’. It reinforced her idea of learning as a much more open,

creative process that is closer to ‘real life’ than the ‘narrow

boxes’ of education: ‘life isn’t like that, it’s random, chaotic,

creative, and just full of wonder really. And I think it’s

connecting you to the wonder that gives you the clue that our

education needs to be focused more creatively.’

Using a project journal, provided as part of the experiments,

also enabled Mavis to creatively respond to the collections and

natural world, and keep a record of how she engaged with

‘nature from a personal perspective.’

Mavis was keenly inspired by the museum experiments, seeing it

as ‘catalyst for potential change’. She has since gone on to start

a discussion around local cultural provision for older people,

developing her own collaborative research project in Bolton –

Arts for the Third Age – that investigates the benefits of access

to culture and recognises that some older people face more

barriers to accessing culture than others and that the current

offer in Bolton does not cater for the ‘entire range of older

people in the town who also have a right to all the forms of

expression in their culture.’
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



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





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 








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








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
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





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



‘You don’t know what the next
moment is going to be’

Ann is a member of Southport’s U3A group and participated in

The Atkinson’s experiment, ‘Look what’s around you’, working

with Julie McKiernan, a creative writer, to explore nature and

collections. The experiment helped her to take notice of nature

in the everyday and to look in a different way. Ann shared her

aspirations for enjoying every moment for what it has to offer

and now makes plans for herself and for the future.

Here she reflects upon just how important living in the moment

is for her, especially since reaching an older age and grieving

after the death of her daughter: 

‘Well it’s even more important when you get to a certain age,

living in the moment because you don’t know what the next

moment is going to be. It’s making sure that you have things in

order in your life and also trying to get as much as you can out

of life. You just sort of ride it, like a wave if you like, when you’re

younger and you don’t notice time go by… Then suddenly

you’ve reached a certain stage and you think “oh I’ve missed

out on this” or “I’ve missed out on this”. So you start planning

more to do things that you’ve missed out when you were

younger and I think that’s living in the moment.’
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





 


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









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

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 














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


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













 
 


 













Feeling welcome

Being made to feel welcome at the museum was very important

to participants, for instance, for Sheila and Louise who took part

in the museum experiment at Gallery Oldham. Sheila and Louise

enjoyed taking part in a session about bees – and sampling

some beer made from honey produced from a hive in the

museum – learning all about the different species of bees and

wasp, and the roles they have. As Sheila commented, ‘I thought

a wasp was a wasp but it’s more complicated – they have lots of

different jobs to do and help each other’. Both Sheila and Louise

were made to feel very welcome at the museum, commenting

how friendly and helpful people were. 

This was extremely important to them, as Sheila explained:

‘When you don’t know what you’re going to and it’s all strange,

to have somebody to come and greet you, and say “I’ll take you

here” or “I’ll take you there”, you know, or find your friend, and

things like that…[it makes you feel welcome].’
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




 

 



 


 


  








 






















 






  




























































 







 























43








 







 






 











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

 
























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





























 
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


 











 
 
 






 
  
  
  
  
  
 






























 






 













 
 








 









 

 





 
 



  



 










 




















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
 


















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

















































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




























 












 









 
 
 


 
 
 
 


 


 
















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



 
















 











 



    









The Kit...




























� 



� 
� 
� 


� 


� 
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
















 








 














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








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

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
 





 


 























 









 



 













 
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 


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





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

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












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 
 
 
 






� 


� 
� 
� 
� 




� 
� 


� 



� 


� 
� 


� 



� 
� 


� 
� 
� 
� 
� 




� 


� 


� 


� 
� 
� 
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






















 










































































     



73



It’s not
the end,
it’s just the
beginning
Unexpected Encounters is the first step in a journey. We do not have all the answers but want to provoke

dialogue, questions and contemplation around the issue of a changing population, offering up opportunities

for further thinking and practice around issues that are not only significant for museums but for society in

general:

‘The future is not some place we are going to, but one we are creating. The paths are not to be found, but

made, and the activity of making them, changes both the maker and the destination.’127
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


























 













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









 









 
















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
  
 


 
 
 


 
 
 
 
 
 
 


 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
    


 
 
 
 


 
 
 


  
 

 
 
 
 


  
 


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
  

 
 

 





 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



  
 



 






  
 

  



















 



  


 












 









   
 

 
 




  








  
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











 





 




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

 

 
 
 
   
 
 





 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



  
  
  
 
 
 
 
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



 
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


 




 






 
 



 




 

 

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
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