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Participation – no rocket science 
Åshild Andrea Brekke, Norwegian Archive and Museum Authority (ABM-
utvikling) 
 
Participation is a word used in many different contexts, although most often related to the 
strengthening of democratic values and tools in processes and projects. In a democratic 
context, participation is about empowering people. The right to participate is also drawn 
up in several international conventions, which also pertain to museums, archives and 
other cultural institutions. Participation demands commitment, time and resources. So 
why bother? 
 
British experiences 
In Britain, the cultural sector has gained significant ground when it comes to 
implementing a participatory and inclusive approach. This approach has shown to have 
several positive benefits: 
 

- it ensures that museums, archives and other cultural institutions function as 
inclusive arenas for people  

- it ensures that the cultural sector offers activities which are adapted to the local 
context 

- it enhances social inclusion and diversity in local communities 
- it can contribute towards higher visitor numbers and stronger ownership of the 

institution 
 
Homeless filmmakers in Manchester 
Run in 2006 by the Museum of Science and Industry (MOSI) in Manchester, the project 
aimed to bring the Museum’s collection objects to life by telling stories about the people 
for whom they have special significance.  
 
Participants – all homeless men from the Manchester area – were invited to select objects 
from MOSI’s collection as the focus of their own short film. The films were then shown 
on the BBC Big Screen in central Manchester, and received coverage in the local and 
national press. As research for their films, participants spent three afternoons at the 
Museum in order to familiarise themselves with the collections.  
 
The memories triggered by the objects helped the participants establish a narrative for 
their films. For one man, the smell of the fabric in the cotton gallery reminded him 
strongly of his father, who worked in the cotton industry. Other objects used to inspire 
ideas included washing machines, old fashioned cameras and photographs of the 
Manchester Ship Canal.  
 
Participants were able to acquire a range of practical skills from the project, which 
included learning how to operate a digital camera; developing storylines; using 
computers and film editing. As a result, the men enhanced their self-esteem, confidence 
and employability. Engagement with the collections and the film-making process also 
gave them a chance to explore their identities and express their aspirations.  
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Following the project, MOSI has gained a new insight into how it can work with other 
organisations to support vulnerable groups. The Museum displayed the finished films in 
its Collections Centre to challenge visitors’ perceptions of homelessness. 
 
A Norwegian perspective on participation 
Is this a kind of project which can be adapted to a Norwegian context? The answer is yes. 
In 2008, the Norwegian museum and archive authority (ABM-utvikling) started a small 
pilot project which aimed to gain more knowledge about participatory projects in the 
cultural sector. The project concluded that the following challenges are central to 
participatory work: 
 

1) Content: what does participation entail in practice? What is real participation, how 
little or how much is necessary for a project to be participatory and on whose 
premises? 

2) Process: participatory processes are time-consuming and the results aren’t always 
as expected. Does too much focus on outcomes cloud the process? 

3) Quality vs. Quantity: when the project is scaled up in size, the principles of 
participation are often thrown overboard. Do all good projects have to be scaled 
up? When quantity is a criteria, what is needed to ensure good quality 
participation? 

4) Support: without support from the whole of the institution, projects and activities 
risk being temporary activities which are unsustainable in the long term. How 
does one ensure good support?  

5) Attitudes: a shortage of time and resources often results in dropping the 
participatory approach. Are there good ways of balancing these challenges in 
order to change attitudes in the institution? 

6) Added value/motivation: are there good ways of ensuring that the person or group 
invited to participate gets something back, so that not only the institution gets the 
added value? 

 
Museums, archives and other cultural institutions, with their unique competence and 
position in society, can thus play an important role in letting people participate more 
actively in their work. 
 
Participation is all about opening up the institutions and letting in more diversity, 
different voices and new audiences. It’s not rocket science. 
 


