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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

What was Forum Connections? 

Geographically-based museum and heritage forums offer voluntary peer-support for 
museums of all sizes, providing opportunities to share news, discuss matters of mutual 
interest, and offer a platform for collaboration. Each forum is run independently and is 
unique in their approach to supporting their members within their specified geographic area. 
Membership of the different geographic forums can be any combination of Accredited 
museums, non-Accredited museums, heritage or cultural organisations.  

 
National Lottery Heritage Fund (NLHF) Grants for Heritage awarded the development body 
Museums Galleries Scotland (MGS) £250,000 for Forum Connections: Building Capacity for 
Scotland’s Museum Forums. Starting in June 2020, Forum Connections had four aims: 

• Museums across Scotland will be more sustainable. 
• Museums will be engaged in collaborative work on an ongoing basis. 
• Forums will have a sustainable operating method. 
• MGS will have skills/structure necessary to support partnership working across the 

sector. 
 
Diffley Partnership were appointed as independent evaluators in April 2021. MGS shared 
documentation and administrative data with Diffley Partnership for the purposes of the 
evaluation. Diffley Partnership also conducted: 

• MGS staff engagement, online interview with Forum Facilitator, November 2023; 
online focus groups with MGS staff between 17-24 November 2024. 

• Online interviews with representatives of museum forums, between 13 September- 
28 November 2024. 

 

How did MGS staff support the forums? 

MGS were required to recruit a Forums Facilitator to co-ordinate forward planning, training, 
and encourage strategic project development. MGS successfully recruited for a dedicated 
post- Forums Facilitator, in post from June 2020 to January 2024. Forum Connections was 
subsequently managed by the Senior Development Manager and then the Head of Museum 
Development, with support from wider MGS staff.  
 
MGS also built upon their geographic-forum representative model where each forum was 
assigned an MGS staff contact. MGS provided training for MGS Forum Reps to help them 
support the forums. Forums described advantages of the model: 

• Having a named contact whom they could ‘reach out to at any point’.  
• MGS staff member familiar with their forum who could explain their circumstances to 

other MGS staff.  
• Putting a name, role and email address to a face, and feeling MGS were 
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approachable.  
• MGS Rep who could either provide answers to their queries or seek out answers from 

other staff and stakeholders.  
• Benefits for MGS as the Development body for museums in Scotland.  
• Helping MGS not simply see the geographic forum as ‘museum forum’, but 

understanding them as in some cases wider heritage forum. 

 
Key factors towards a positive experience were found: 

• MGS staff members take interest in their forum and each individual member of the 
Forum especially in their exhibitions, programming, collections and workforce.  

• MGS also connect with, and see the perspectives of, the non-museums or non-
accredited museum members of the forum, in addition to any accredited museums.  

• MGS attend and contribute to their forum’s meetings in-person (intermittently and 
where possible) and online (more regularly).  

• Dedicated staff respond quickly to specific questions about funding. 
• Reps proactively send the Forum updates by email to flag relevant information or 

remind them about an opportunity.  
 

How did MGS bring the forums together? 

MGS’ NLHF Grants for Heritage award required them to deliver an annual Forums Forum to 
provide time for review and reflection. MGS organised inter-forum meetings between August 
2020-November 2024.  
 
Some forums did give specific examples of the inter-forum meetings leading to them: 

• Giving/ getting advice from other Forum about the Forums Fund 
• Giving/ getting advice from other forum about forum activities, including indicative 

costs 
• Getting advice from museums (i.e. individual forum members) about museum 

redevelopment projects.  
• Organising an in-person visit for members of their forum to another forum they had 

found commonality with.  
 
Forum Representatives were very supportive of any attempts by MGS to bring different 
forums together. All forums acknowledged that it would not be possible for MGS to organize 
an inter-forum meeting which would suit every forum, and every member of each forum. 
Forum members provided helpful suggestions on how MGS should organise any inter-forum 
meetings in the future.   
 

What training, facilitation and external connections did MGS 
provide to the forums? 
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MGS’ NLHF Grants for Heritage award required them to deliver training courses and 
facilitated sessions, to up-skill forum leaders and MGS staff, and support the brokering of 
relationships outside the museum sector. 
 
Some items on the agenda at Inter-forum meetings then led to information sessions for 
individual forums. MGS support for forward planning received positive feedback, individual 
sessions for forums and MGS published materials.  
 
Forums were already interested in their individual and collective skills. Some forums were 
already proactive in finding out about these and developing skills programming for their 
forum. MGS explained that Forum Connections, and especially its dedicated fund had been 
utilised by some forums towards assessing training needs and paying for the cost of training. 
 

What funding was available to forums? 

MGS’ NLHF Grants for Heritage awards required them to establish a third-party grant 
scheme, the Forum Connections Fund. Across 2022/23- 2023/24 MGS made fourteen awards 
to twelve different museum forums. The total award amount was £134,795, of which 
£17,269 was awarded 2022/23 and £117,526 was awarded 2023/24. 
 
Both forum members and MGS staff reflected on the process of applying for the fund. There 
was a sense that initial communications about the fund were vague, and that providing 
forums with more details upfront would have given them more time to think about the ways 
they could use it, and make an application. Forum members appreciated that the process 
was more streamlined in 2024 than 2023.  
 
Several themes emerged from analysis of funding submissions: 
 

• Thinking inclusively- forums were clearly trying to plan activity which would appeal to 
their membership, in some cases this extends beyond accredited museums and 
beyond museums. Forums explained how any discussions and upskilling had to be 
appropriate for paid and voluntary staff members working in different organisations.  

• Broadening and increasing membership- in some cases, forum tried to design activity 
to increase knowledge of their forum and expand their membership. Although it is 
difficult to ascertain the impact of this on addressing forum challenges such as 
uptake of committee roles and legacy plan, forums indicated that progress had been 
made. Several forums explained how conferences in particular led to more interest 
and involvement from organisations and individuals who were not existing members.  

• Connecting locally, regionally, nationally and internationally- activity highlighted the 
benefits of working in smaller geographies, sometimes smaller than the forum area. 
At the same time, activities helped regional networks think of what they could gain 
from working with national organisations.  
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• Developing skills and confidence- activity was focused upon uncovering skills needs, 
skills sharing opportunities and training needs. In addition, some forums organised 
training as part of their funded activity.  

• Models to advance workforce development- some forums developed toolkits, 
guidance and templates for the benefits of their members. In many cases these have 
been shared with MGS and may, with permission to share, also be valuable to other 
forum and for certain sections of museums workforce.  

• Enabling joint promotion- some funded projects included activity to produce collateral 
and materials which forum members, and their organisations, could use to co-
promote their collections and programming.  

 

Were forums encouraged to widen forum participation within 
individual organisations? 

MGS’ NLHF Grants for Heritage awards required them to widen forum participation within 
individual organisations. As independent and autonomous organisations, all with different set 
ups, MGS could not directly widen forum participation within individual organisations. 
However, in End of Project reports, examples were given of how funded activities were 
designed to encourage more diverse membership and active involvement in forum 
committees.  
 
During the evaluation interviews forum committee members raised challenges of forums 
collaborating internally from a committee perspective. Most notably, forums are largely 
dependent upon people volunteering their time in addition to their paid or voluntary work for 
their museum or heritage organisation.  
 

Were forums encouraged to deliver projects exploring 
environmental sustainability? 

A few of the forums’ members and MGS staff discussed instances where the Forums Fund 
was used to support climate-related improvements – as Climate Action is a key priority under 
the Resilience strand in Scotland’s Museums and Galleries Strategy. 

 

Were forums encouraged to participate in initiatives that will 
acknowledge and highlight National Lottery Heritage Funding? 

In terms of NLHF it is clear that in anything MGS produced and shared with forum, such as 
slides, toolkits and such, they acknowledged NLHF funding, and included logos. In their 
report to NLHF in December 2020, MGS explained they encouraged forums to take part in 
the #ThanksToYou initiative. However, the evaluation interviews did show that it was 
difficult for forum members to understand what MGS did as a result of NLHF funding of 
Forum Connections and what MGS would have done without the NLHF funding.  
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What do the evaluators recommend for future forums 
engagement by MGS? 

Forum Connection’s commencement coincided with the start of the unprecedented Covid-19 
pandemic. The delivery of the programme, certainly in the initial period, was adapted for this 
context. For example, Forum Connections funded Zoom accounts for forums so they could 
continue to virtually meet as a forum and take part in wider meetings and training organised 
for all forums.  
 
Recommendation 1: With the agreement of any funders, MGS should continue to 
design and adapt support programmes to suit the needs and circumstances of 
organisations.  

 
Forums were very supportive of the Rep model and explained the advantages of having a 
main point of contact at MGS. Also, forums appreciated the efforts of individual MGS Reps 
assigned to their forum, including the instances of in-person interaction. Staff at MGS also 
appreciated forums involving them; leading to their better understanding of the unique 
circumstances of each forum.   
 
Recommendation 2: Refer to the Factors of Success according to forums found in 
this evaluation report in designing any roles or responsibilities for MGS staff.  
 
Except for the Forum Connections fund, it was difficult for forums to disentangle what 
resulted from Forum Connections as supposed to support MGS provided which would come 
anyway and developments within their forum that would have happened anyway. 

 
Recommendation 3: MGS should continue to make its best efforts to acknowledge 
external funding and help beneficiaries of programming to understand 
attribution.  

 
The evaluation found forums were unclear when Forum Connections was ending. Indeed, 
the webpage on the project was not updated regularly, in November 2024 it said ‘The 
project concluded in 2024’. They were also unclear, and in some cases anxious about what 
the plans were for after Forum Connections. Forums would appreciate any information about 
parameters or limitations of support so these can be factored into their committee 
discussions and forward plans.  
 
Recommendation 4: MGS to update key information about their support for 
forums and make clear as soon as possible. MGS should be clear on whether or 
how this will apply to forums with diverse membership which is not limited to 
museums.  
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Some forums are keen for MGS to open dialogue with them about MGS’ future support. Both 
forum members and MGS staff acknowledge that there is a two-way relationship and 
communication is really important to support effective partnership working.  
 
Recommendation 5: MGS to create opportunities for forums to collectively 
consider and discuss ways to best support them in the coming period.  

 
Forums were interested in finding out more about what Forum Connections did, what 
resulted for other forums, including the impact of funded projects, and what could be 
learned to help them with future collaboration and networks.  
 
Recommendation 6: MGS to seek ways to share the activities and impact of the 
Forum Connections dedicated fund. For example, this evaluation report includes a 
compiled list of activities supported by the fund and the themes and examples 
collected through this evaluation.  
 
Evaluation participants pointed out that the premise of forums, forming and sustaining 
evolving networks of different organisations within geographical areas, are attempts to help 
individual organisations become more sustainable. It is important to acknowledge through 
this evaluation that many forums include organisations which are not accredited museums, 
or museums, but wider heritage organisations. Also, forums can include people working in 
paid and voluntary capacities for their organisations. Forum members are looking for support 
and resources which can be applied to their organisations.  

 
Recommendation 7: Look into the most effective way for forums to share outputs 
going forward such as recordings of talks, toolkits, templates resulting from 
funded projects with other forum across Scotland.    

 
This evaluation examined several aspects of Forum Connections which were planned to help 
museums be engaged in collaborative working.  
 
This report contains some challenges faced by forum to deliver collaborative work. A major 
dependency is people who can feasibly dedicate time to their forum especially for its 
organisation and administration, usually this is done in a voluntary capacity or through trying 
to carve out time within their day-to-day role. And indeed, people who are active members.   

 
Recommendation 8: MGS to help showcase and share relatable examples of 
collaborative working for the benefit of the sector and in connection with the 
museums strategy.   

 
Funding can help activity delivery, but can it address fundamental challenges experienced by 
forums such as their running and administration.  
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Recommendation 9: MGS to consider how to encourage collaborative funding 
applications and delivery of collaborative projects. MGS to explain whether there 
is scope for a dedicated fund, or ring-fenced funding, dependent upon its 
available budgets.  

 
Forum Connections brought support, resources and training towards forward plans for many 
of the forums across Scotland. The evaluation highlighted that this process is valuable, but it 
is an ongoing one involving regular reflection, discussion and refreshment by each forum.  

 
The evaluation found that forums want to connect at a general level, but also between 
committees, and between Chairs so that they can learn how other forum operate and 
consider changes to their own operating models.  
 
Recommendation 10: Consider ways to help forum committee members regularly 
share their experiences and learning from their operating models across the 
different, and unique forum.  
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1. BACKGROUND AND METHODOLOGY 

 

Geographic forums 

Geographically-based museum and heritage forums offer voluntary peer-support for 
museums of all sizes, providing opportunities to share news, discuss matters of mutual 
interest, and offer a platform for collaboration.   
 
Much, but not all of Scotland, is covered by one or more geographic forum.1 Each forum is 
run independently and is unique in their approach to supporting their members within their 
specified geographic area. Membership of the different geographic forums can be any 
combination of Accredited museums,2 non-Accredited museums, heritage or cultural 
organisations.  
 
As the national development body for museums in Scotland, Museums Galleries Scotland 
(MGS), and its predecessor the Scottish Museums Council interacted with geographic forums. 
MGS had supported those coming forward to them who were interested in establishing 
forums. Since 2015, MGS had held annual meetings with leaders of forums.  
 
In 2019 MGS set out the case for investment to:3 
 

• Optimise MGS’ support for regional working, 

• Offer an enhanced place-based support model, 

• Help Scotland’s museums to work more effectively in collaboration, 

• Build on learning from funded collaborative projects through MGS’ Partnerships Fund, 

and the evaluation of this fund which ran 2015-2019,  

• Adapt MGS’ models to deliver support to forums most effectively, 

• Ensure MGS resources could be channelled towards geographic forums.  

 

Forum Connections 

National Lottery Heritage Fund (NLHF) Grants for Heritage awarded MGS £250,000 for 
Forum Connections: Building Capacity for Scotland’s Museum Forums.   
 
The grant letter of December 2019 confirmed the funding award was for MGS to: 

 
1 Geographic Forums - Museums Galleries Scotland 
2 Museum Accreditation - Museums Galleries Scotland 
3 Taken from MGS application to NLHF, August 2019.  

https://www.museumsgalleriesscotland.org.uk/networks-and-forums/geographic-forums/
https://www.museumsgalleriesscotland.org.uk/museum-accreditation/
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• Recruit a Forums Facilitator to co-ordinate forward planning, training, and encourage 

strategic project development. 
• Widen forum participation within individual organisations.  

• Deliver an annual Forums Forum4 to provide time for review and reflection. 

• Deliver training courses and facilitated sessions, to up-skill forum leaders and MGS 

staff. 

• Support the brokering of relationships outside the museum sector. 

• Establish a third-party grant scheme, the Forum Connections Fund. 

• Encourage the consideration of projects exploring environmental sustainability. 

• Encourage forum members to participate in initiatives that will acknowledge and 

highlight National Lottery Heritage Funding. 

 
Forum Connections was launched by MGS in June 2020 with four aims: 
 

• Museums across Scotland will be more sustainable. 

• Museums will be engaged in collaborative work on an ongoing basis. 

• Forums will have a sustainable operating method. 

• MGS will have skills/structure necessary to support partnership working across the 

sector. 

 

Strategic Context 

As part of their submission to NLHF for Forum Connections, MGS identified three outcomes 
(see Table 1.1). MGS subsequently reported against these outcomes to NLHF in regular 
Progress Reports. In 2023, NLHF launched their current ten-year strategy ‘Heritage 2033’.5 
In conjunction with this, NLHF are designing a new framework to help them evaluate and 
assess their impact from 2023-2033.6 
 
At the start of Forum Connections, Scotland’s museums and galleries were working towards 

 
4 Note this was referred to during delivery as Inter-forum rather than Forums Forum.  
5 Heritage 2033 – our 10-year strategy | The National Lottery Heritage Fund 
6 Evaluation good practice guidance | The National Lottery Heritage Fund 

https://www.heritagefund.org.uk/about/heritage-2033-our-10-year-strategy
https://www.heritagefund.org.uk/funding/good-practice-guidance/evaluation
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their strategy, Going Further.7 This was superseded by a new strategy for museums and 
galleries that was published at the start of 2023.8 Table 1.1 contains strategic aims for 
museums and galleries in Scotland which particularly relate to the original ambitions of 
Forum Connections.  

 
Table 1.1: Strategic aims related to Forum Connections 

NLHF outcomes  Going Further- up to end 2022 Scotland’s Museums 
and Galleries 
Strategy- 2023- 2030 

A wider range of 
people will be 
involved in 
heritage.  

Aim 2- Strengthen connections 
between museums and galleries, 
people and places to inspire 
greater public participation, 
learning, and well-being. 

Connection-  
Inclusion outcome 
Place outcome 

The funded 
organisations 
will be more 
resilient.  

Aim 4- Forge a sustainable future 
for sector organisations and 
encourage a culture of enterprise. 
Aim 5- Foster a culture of 
collaboration, innovation, and 
ambition. 

Resilience- 
Financial Resilience 
outcome 
Climate Action 
outcome 
Collaboration outcome 

People will have 
developed skills.  

Aim 3- Empower a diverse 
workforce to increase their 
potential for the benefit of the 
sector and beyond. 

Workforce-  
Skills and Confidence 
outcome 
 

 

Project Elements and Timelines 

This visual below contains key milestones concerning the delivery of Forum Connections.  

 
7 Ten Years of Going Further 
8 Strategy Hub - Museums Galleries Scotland 

https://stories.museumsgalleriesscotland.org.uk/ten-years-of-going-further/
https://www.museumsgalleriesscotland.org.uk/strategy-hub/
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Evaluation Approach 

As NLHF explain, evaluation is a structure process to:9 
 

• Understand how well a given area of work is doing, 

• Learn what differences you’re making through your work, 

• Help inform decision-making, 

• Help you learn how well it has met its objectives, as well as how effective, efficient 

and sustainable it was. 

 
Diffley Partnership were appointed as independent evaluators in April 2021. The commission 
was for a summative evaluation of Forum Connections. Summative evaluation is conducted 
towards the end of a project to assess its overall effectiveness, learning outcomes and 
achievement of goals. At the time of the commission, the Completion Report and Evaluation 
Report were due for submission by MGS to NLHF by end September 2024. 

 
It was important that the summative evaluation piece together as full a picture as possible of 
what happened during Forum Connections and what resulted. Primary research with those 

 
9 Evaluation good practice guidance | The National Lottery Heritage Fund 

Funding application 
submitted August 

2019

Funding award 
confirmed by NLHF-

December 2019 

COVID Pandemic- 1st 
UK lockdown March 

2020

Forums Facilitator in 
post - June 2020-

January 2024

Forum Connections 
launched by MGS-

June 2020

Fund opened June 
2022

Senior Development 
Manager manages 

project January 2024-
May 2024

Head of Museum 
Development 

manages project May 
2024 close. 

End of Forum 
Connections- April 

2025

https://www.heritagefund.org.uk/funding/good-practice-guidance/evaluation
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involved in Forum Connections- forum members and MGS staff- agreed to be a key part of 
this evaluation commission.   

 
Diffley Partnership met regularly with MGS in order to: 

• Find out about any developments or changes to Forum Connections, such as the end 
date. 

• Understand any changes in MGS staff involvement with Forum Connections.  
• Advise on any process evaluation exercises by MGS e.g. training evaluation forms 

which would later be useful for the summative evaluation.  
• Discuss sources of information which could inform the summative evaluation.  
• Consider the best timings of primary evaluation research, when the evaluators would 

engage with MGS staff and the forum towards the end of Forum Connections.  
 
In addition, Diffley Partnership attended for a short item on two inter-forum meetings so 
that MGS could introduce the evaluators to the forums and Diffley Partnership could explain 
the evaluation timings and opportunities to take part. Diffley Partnership brought forward 
primary research, preparing the discussion guide and interviewing the Forum Facilitator prior 
to their departure from MGS at end of 2023.  

 
Diffley Partnership engaged more intensively from summer 2024. At that time, the end date 
was formally 30 September 2024 and MGS had applied for a project extension from NLHF. 
This was subsequently awarded in September 2024, taking the end of Forum Connections to 
April 2025.  
 
Diffley Partnership requested relevant documents from MGS to assist with the evaluation. 
These included reports by MGS to NLHF. In addition, details of MGS funding awards to 
forums and the reports to MGS by the forums. Other unpublished documents relating to the 
meetings, networking and training opportunities by MGS for the forums were provided.  
 
Primary research towards the evaluation consisted of: 
 

1. MGS staff engagement, online interview with Forum Facilitator, November 2023; 
online focus groups with MGS staff 17 and 24 November 2024. 

 
2. Online interviews with representatives of museum forums, 13 September- 28 

November 2024. 
 

With help from MGS to promote to their key forum contacts Diffley Partnership invited all 
twelve geographic forums to take part in evaluation interviews. Participants were provided 
with Information for Participants and a Privacy Notice in advance to ensure informed 
consent. Diffley Partnership accommodated up to three participants taking part in each 
interview. Therefore, a total of 14 forum participants took part, representing eight forums.  
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Participants were assured of their anonymity in any reporting.  

 

Report Structure 

This evaluation report is structured to present and share learning on each aspect of Forum 
Connections: 

• Forums Facilitator and Forum Representatives (often known as Reps) 

• Inter-forum meetings  

• Training courses and facilitated sessions 

• Forum Connections Fund 

• Forum engagement within forums and towards climate action 

 
Findings drawn from the secondary and primary research are found in these chapters. 
Anonymised quotes from interviews and focus groups are included to provide examples. 
Where secondary sources are published references are included in the report.   
 
The final chapter of the evaluation report includes conclusions and recommendations. These 
are ordered in relation to the objectives of Forum Connections, and with a view to inform 
further efforts towards these objectives: 
 

• Help museums across Scotland be more sustainable, 

• Help museums be engaged in collaborative work on an ongoing basis, 

• Help forums have a sustainable operating method, 

• Help MGS have skills/ structure necessary to support partnership working across the 

sector. 
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2. FORUMS FACILITATOR AND FORUM REPRESENTATIVES 

MGS’ were required to: 
• Recruit a Forums Facilitator to co-ordinate forward planning, training, and encourage 

strategic project development. 

 

What happened? 

• MGS successfully recruited for a dedicated post - Forums Facilitator. 
• MGS built upon their geographic-forum representative model where each forum was 

assigned an MGS staff contact.  
• MGS provided training for MGS staff to help them support the forums. 

 
The Forums Facilitator was in post from June 2020 to January 2024. Forum Connections was 
subsequently managed by the Senior Development Manager and then the Head of Museum 
Development, with support from wider MGS staff.  
 
MGS Representatives for each forum were listed on the MGS website.10 In some cases there 
were changes to the assigned MGS representative when staff left the organisation. Note that 
staff and forum members referred to this aspect as ‘MGS Reps’. 

 
In a published blog, MGS explained more about the training for their staff:11 
 

MGS Reps and key forum members have had access to training. They developed 
foundation skills to allow them to manage the forums effectively during this turbulent time. 
These have included mental health first aid, group management and facilitation skills. At 
the same time, we undertook a Skills Audit to understand what skills the forums already 
have and where there were obvious gaps. Forum members identified fundraising as a main 
skill that is frequently used. However, very few had any training on the topic and we will be 
focusing on this in the second year. 
 

As explained in Chapter 1, MGS staff were acting as Reps to forums during the Covid-19 
pandemic and through financial challenges, so training for MGS staff was considerate of this 
context.  

 

Forums Facilitator 

In general, forums were unsure of what MGS had done ‘behind the scenes’ to help their staff 
help the forums, and what would have happened anyway without Forum Connections. 
 

 
10 Geographic Forums - Museums Galleries Scotland 
11 Forum Connections: A Year of Living Adaptably - Museums Galleries Scotland 

https://www.museumsgalleriesscotland.org.uk/blog/what-does-it-mean-to-be-a-mental-health-first-aider/
https://www.museumsgalleriesscotland.org.uk/networks-and-forums/geographic-forums/
https://www.museumsgalleriesscotland.org.uk/blog-article/forum-connections-a-year-of-living-adaptably/
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Forum members reflected that MGS having a dedicated Forums Facilitator was a positive 
development for MGS and the forums. The assumption was that role was coordinating 
efforts and giving overall oversight to Forum Connections. Forums were very interested in 
what the post did in practice, and how forums benefited, for example, ‘I would like to know 
what was done with that post apart from a few meetings’ (Forum Representative)  

  

At the time of their evaluation interviews, forums could only recall some examples of key 
interaction from the Forums Facilitator such as: 
 

• Coming along to their forum meetings every so often, in addition to their Forum Rep  
• Facilitation of Board Development session  

• Advice on the dedicated Forum Connections Fund (see Chapter 5)  
 
Some forums raised that they had never met the Forums Facilitator in person. These felt that 
any dedicated post with Scotland-wide coverage should ensure to have time and budget 
aside to visit geographic forums in remote and rural locations. Feedback was that this may 
not be possible every year, but perhaps every couple of years on a rotational basis.  

 
In their engagement sessions, MGS staff were very positive about the Forums Facilitator 
post. MGS staff explained how even during the pandemic, the person in post was crucial in 
co-ordination, planning and training. This was in the context of the Covid-19 pandemic and 
beyond. One staff member explained MGS’s relationships with forums had improved as a 
result of Forum Connections: 

 
‘It has improved it so much. Especially because we had a forum coordinator or facilitator to 
help with… building bridges and getting information out directly to them and including us in 
it. So we mustn’t fail to mention that because that really helped in terms of strengthening 
our connections and relationships with the forums, and … making it easier for us to be able 
to channel development support to the forums. And it gives the forums rep that assurance 
that … when things are going [on] behind scenes, the Forum Facilitator has been … a 
conduit between us and the forums themselves, in making that relationship … dynamic and 
organic depending on the different regions.’ 

 
The MGS reports to NLHF described engagement by the Forums Facilitator with the majority 
of forums and examples of facilitated sessions provided to the forums by the Forums 
Facilitator (see Chapter 4 for more detail).  
 
What comes through the evaluation interviews with MGS staff when discussing the first 
couple of years of Forum Connections, was how the dedicated post had to be considerate to 
the individual circumstances of each forum and be considerate to the changing priorities of 
each forum during the unprecedented Covid-19 pandemic. The focus of the role, interaction 
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with forums and activity delivered did differ from that originally envisaged at the time of the 
NLHF application. MGS explained this change as a strength of Forum Connections, in that the 
programme had to, and did its best to adapt to, support museums and other heritage 
organisations during 2020 and 2021 in particular.   
 
In a published blog of July 2021, the Forums Facilitator explained:12 
 

‘The first year of the project reflects the sector as a whole; one of adaptation, patience, 
and creativity. Geographic forums are all independent entities that work in many ways to 
support their local museums. Most forums are run on a voluntary basis by museum 
professionals and volunteers over-and-above their day job. The pandemic, staff furloughs 
and changing realities had a real impact on everyone’s contribution. The very concept of 
sustainability has changed. In the first months, the focus turned from future planning to 
survival. Until recently museums have still been managing month-to-month. 
Thankfully, flexibility was a key element built into the project’s creation. This has become 
invaluable. This year, the project has taken a more measured approach to the forums. 
Members have had space to focus on more immediate concerns. Moving to online 
platforms was an opportunity to speak to forums individually and provide a supporting role 
where it was required.’  

 
Another factor to consider for this role was that it was created after the grant was 
successful. Some forums were clearly sceptical, and remained sceptical at the time of their 
participation in their evaluation sessions in late 2024 of the set-up of Forum Connections: 
 

‘To us [what] we feel was missing hugely from the beginning of the project was 
consultation of stakeholders like there's only what 12 forums that they're working with. And 
so I would expect as chair that someone would come and kind of go right, well, what are 
[the] needs of your forum? We're doing this project. And that was not asked.’  
 
‘I guess [a] negative thing I would say about the whole thing is that we were effectively 
just told that this project was happening. There wasn't the actual consultation with any of 
the forums, or at least there certainly wasn't [with] our forum prior to that. So, you know, 
it's not like when they were putting in the funding, they actually bothered to ask the 
forums what we might want… which would have been an obvious thing to have done. So I 
think we're a bit disappointed that we were just suddenly told this, this thing's happening 
and you'll take part in it. So that would… definitely be my one negative thing.’  

 
This was despite attempts by MGS to introduce Forum Connections to each forum and then 
design their approach to suit each forum (as described in reports to NLHF): 
 

 
12 Forum Connections: A Year of Living Adaptably - Museums Galleries Scotland 

https://www.museumsgalleriesscotland.org.uk/blog-article/forum-connections-a-year-of-living-adaptably/
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Following this Forums Forum in August 2020 the project team have delivered introduction 
sessions to 11 of the 12 geographic forums providing opportunity for each forum to discuss 
their individual needs and circumstances. This information allows the project to be tailored 
to their needs. 

 
 

MGS Representatives (Reps) 

Forums were far more forthcoming with feedback and examples on the MGS Reps model, 
likely as they had direct interaction with their Rep and recent examples to draw upon at the 
time of their evaluation interview in late 2024.  
 
Forums described advantages of the model: 
 

• Having a named contact whom they could ‘reach out to at any point’.  
 

• An MGS staff member familiar with their forum who could explain their circumstances 
to other MGS staff.  

 
• Putting a name, role and email address to a face, and feeling MGS were 

approachable. For example, ‘that link between our forum and MGS, in my view, is 
very, very valuable, probably more valuable than what we actually realise.’  
 

• MGS Rep who could either provide answers to their queries or seek out answers from 
other staff and stakeholders.  

 
• Benefits for MGS as the development body for museums in Scotland, for example 

‘there is a two-way link there. So it's not just a question, of us, you know, we can 
question, we can ask, we can suggest to MGS.’  

 
• Helping MGS not simply see the geographic forums as ‘museum forums’, but 

understanding them as in some cases wider heritage forum. For example, one forum 
commented, ‘MGS were really opening up to the fact that we weren't just focusing on 
museums.’  

 
In addition to the interaction with existing forums, one forum explained how their first 
interaction with their Rep was back before they formed their forum. They had enquired if 
there already was coverage for their area. MGS responded quickly and linked them up to 
other organisations in their area who may be interested: MGS have been incredibly helpful 
from day one.’  
 
Forum members reflected on how they would interact with MGS without a Rep: 
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‘I feel like if we lost the Rep for the forums, I would hesitate before contacting MGS because 
I would think I don't want to bother such and such and find out it's not their job to do it. 
And when everybody's already got so much on their plate, you know… So I… find it easier 
having a Rep and knowing that there's somebody that I can just contact and … they're 
happy to help out … on that particular topic.’  
 
MGS staff expressed similar points, about not wanting to lose this connection: 
‘I think the reps need to stay I think we need to … make sure that all the forums continue to 
have that key contact person. Because I think otherwise all the work we have done, we'll 
just stop and they'll go back to not telling us what's going on - or not knowing who to tell 
what's happening I think is more the point, not that they … would be unwilling to share.’  
 
Furthermore, MGS staff pointed out the advantages of having a relationship over a longer 
time period and having a richer perspective than ad hoc engagement: 
‘We’ve been able to see how they've operated over a few years now rather than going, well, 
‘I've been to … one meeting per year over three years’, and you're not necessarily seeing 
them at their best and worst, you know, depending on how things are going.’ 

 
The forums were unsure how much of the Rep model was attributable to Forum 
Connections, for example: ‘[Forum Rep] is very good at coming to all of our meetings, but 
she was again, she was doing that pre the project as well.’  
 

Factors of Success 

Forums praised individual staff. The key factors which made up a positive experience are 
when: 
 

• MGS staff members take interest in their forums and each individual member of the 
forums especially in their exhibitions, programming, collections and workforce.  

 
• MGS also connect with, and see the perspectives of, the non-museums or non-

accredited museum members of the forums, in addition to any accredited museums.  

 
• MGS attend and contribute to their forums’ meetings in-person (intermittently and 

where possible) and online (more regularly).  

 
• Dedicated staff respond quickly to specific questions about funding (see Chapter 5 on 

the Forums Fund). For example, ‘at the point that we decided to redistribute some of 
the funds, you know, [their Rep and the Forums Facilitator] were really helpful in sort 
of going, “well, you could do this without, you could do that, but you can't do this”.’  

 
• Reps proactively send forums updates by email to flag relevant information or remind 
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them about an opportunity. For example, ‘I think getting information through her 
about what MGS are doing is really helpful because it's not always that clear what's 
happening. And again, sometimes events will be coming up that we'd maybe missed 
and she would say this is happening, you know, this week or in a couple of weeks.’  

 
In their evaluation focus groups, MGS staff also explained that the success of this two-way 
relationship depended upon the interaction between MGS and the forums. One staff member 
explained that, as a Rep, they had initially felt a bit frustrated when they contacted the 
forum they were assigned and did not hear back, but they were patient given what they 
came to realise about the forum:   
 

‘They were hard to actually get hold of a lot of the time and I think that's something I will 
take back, is that almost every forum I was working with was voluntary in terms of those 
roles and it meant that it could be really, really hard to get in touch with them about forum 
stuff sometimes because obviously they've got other stuff going on in their day jobs’ 

 
One forum had minor suggestions for their Reps on how to make the most of the 
relationship between their Forum and MGS. For example, what to include, and the level of 
detail to include in their updates by email and within forum meetings. However, they 
explained that they had not yet made these suggestions to their Rep and were confident 
that their Rep would see them as helpful rather than a criticism of their input to date.  

 
Forums described experiences of change to their Reps, these were mixed. Positive feedback 
was given where the handover was smooth, and the attention given to the forum continued: 
 

‘Just having that slightly external voice coming in and being able to round things up or 
bring it back to a particular topic was really, really useful. So that continued ‘til I want to 
say 2022-2023, maybe 2023. And then they left the organisation and within about a week 
or two I think we had a new Rep set up again. Yeah, they've just been so supportive. 
Regular emails, regular communication and coming along to meetings, whether that's in 
person or online and, and just generally supportive. Most of the MGS team are though, in 
my experience, they always go out with the way to, to help.’  

 
However, another forum described a change without clear communication by MGS, which 
was an ongoing issue for them at the time of the evaluation interview: 
 

‘Well, actually, I think our latest Rep has also signed out. I mean, I went onto the portal 
this morning and I couldn't find very much any different from what's been on there for 
ages. So I can't remember who our last… I'd have to look back in emails. It's such, such a 
while since we've had anything. So an introductory e-mail followed by another one saying 
goodbye. I think.’  
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MGS staff members also shared the challenges of staff changes: 
 

‘And I think with my forum, I was the third forum rep … and I think there had been a bit of 
a breakdown of communication there between us and them, which is just, you know, 
because people left. So, both our previous forums … moved on to new jobs in relatively 
quick succession and [I] think they were quite… they didn't think extremely fondly of MGS 
by the time I got to them. There wasn't necessarily a lot of goodwill to work with. So yeah, 
that I suppose had a bit of a bit of a knock-on impact.’  

 

Interestingly, forum members did not associate knowledge of the sector or time in the sector 
as a success factor. Indeed, there was some feedback that having a Forum Rep who was 
also on Senior Management team meant the forum was more reticent to contact them for 
advice and information:  
 

‘She's running at, the top of the near the top of the level. So it's almost as if we've been 
given somebody, but that's not their job because they're doing so much else in MGS.’  

 
As long as reps had access to wider MGS knowledge and information, and listened and 
learned about their particular forum/s they were very open to staff in different roles and 
career stages to be the MGS Rep for their forum, ‘having that organisation behind us as well 
as a port of call’  

 

  



P a g e  | 21 

 

 

3. INTER-FORUM MEETINGS 

MGS’ NLHF Grants for Heritage awards required them to: 
• Deliver an annual Forums Forum to provide time for review and reflection 

 

What happened? 

Table 3.1 shows when inter-forum meetings took place. 
 
Table 3.1: Inter-forum meetings 

Date Focus, if applicable 

August 2020 Launch of Forum Connections 

May 2021 Opportunity for Forum Leads to network and discuss forum 
management 

January 2022 Hybrid meetings, skills audits and heritage audits 

May 2022 Make Your Mark initiative 

November 
2022 

Delivering Change project 

June 2023 MHH – Sealladh conference presentation and Forums Fund Q and A 

October 2023 NMS and NLHF speakers on support they can offer 

April 2024 MGS Climate Work 

November 
2024 

Volunteer recruitment and retention 

 

Degree of engagement 

Not all forum members interviewed for the evaluation had attended inter-forum meetings. 
Some said that other forum members or former forum committee members had engaged 
more.  
 
All those who had been did struggle to recall the details of each meeting, when it took place, 
who attended or what it covered. For example, ‘I think the inter-forum meetings we had, 
different members from MGS joined in on those, but I can't remember who now.’  
 

Premise and purpose 

Forum Representatives were very supportive of any attempts by MGS to bring different 
forums together.  
 
Several forums encouraged MGS to be clearer on the purpose of the meetings overall, and 
then each specific meeting. One forum encouraged MGS to take a co-design approach given 
they felt this was missing at the start of Forum Connections:  
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‘We were never asked, we were just told ‘this is what will happen at these sessions’. And it 
would have been nice to have been more involved in the project at the start as to what 
needs are.’  

 
Forums explained that it takes more than one online meeting to get to know the other 
forums, especially if there are different attendees from different forums, for example: 
 

‘In the future, if there can be such a thing to just sort of get to know each other and say 
“where's your forum? How are you going? What are your challenges?” And yeah, make 
those relationships.’  

 
This led to observations on who the inter-forum meetings were aimed at and whether they 
were for Chairs, committee members or other members of the forum. Some felt that the 
attendance make up of the inter-forum meeting was very ‘MGS heavy’. However, they did 
caveat this criticism by explaining that if forum members had not registered or they had 
registered and then not come along then that was challenging for MGS to deliver an effective 
session.  
 
Indeed, those attending expressed disappointment that there were not more forums taking 
part. They tried to think of reasons for this, for example, one evaluation participants raised 
that people are often contributing to their forum in a voluntary capacity and therefore they 
really need to see a clear benefit to attending a inter-forum meeting in their own time: 
 

‘The online meetings with the other forum and then the breakout groups. And that was 
quite interesting. Some people found that there wasn't much they were getting out of it. 
Some of us did. And I think that's a mixture as well. Some people, you know, everybody 
has a different perspective on these things. You know, if they don't feel they're getting 
something out of it personally, they don't, you know, they don't value it as much’.  

 
Forums whose membership does not concentrate solely on museums, and whose members 
are largely voluntary explained they did feel included by MGS in the attempts at inter-forum 
meetings. For example,  
 

‘Some of them [forums] are all just professionals, you know, they're all paid, they're made-
up of, you know, the paid museums managers or whatever. And that's what their forum is. 
And I think they fit … the MGS model better than probably we do…but I mean, I think, you 
know, it was interesting that they opened up to us all and invited us all. And we … certainly 
weren't made to feel unwelcome.’  

 
In the evaluation session there was an appetite for MGS to connect up the forum Chairs. For 
example, one Chair observed:  
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‘It's very telling that like I've been the chair of our forum, right the way through this 
project. I don't know the names of any of the other chairs. And all you would have had to 
do is put everyone on screen and say tailor to each other and start talking.’  

 

Organisation 

All forums acknowledged that it would not be possible for MGS to organise an inter-forum 
meeting which would suit every forum, and every member of each forum. For example,  
 

‘Trying to find a time when you can all get together for a forum connections meeting is not 
easy. And sometimes somebody will come in and then drop out and then somebody else 
will have dropped out but come back on in later. So it's really difficult to manage when 
you've got, I can't remember how many there are of us. Is it thirteen for in Scotland? And 
getting the teams all together at the same time, it's just not easy.’  

 
But they did provide helpful suggestions on how MGS should organise any inter-forum 
meetings in the future.   
 
Firstly, the meetings were described as ‘a bit ad hoc’, ‘a little bit haphazard and sort of 
informal’. Forum members suggested regular meetings, say once a quarter or six-monthly. 
This is so they can become a feature in member’s diaries to take part on behalf of their 
forum.  

 
Secondly, MGS should have clear communication on the forum meeting dates and agenda, 
as far in advance as possible. One forum explained, ‘certainly there was one scheduled 
meeting that for some reason we didn't get the invite.’ Another explained the topic of 
meetings could be planned in advance: 
 

‘I think if they'd had a more strategic, a more organised, structured idea of what they were 
wanting to do and, and said, “OK, this is going to be, the next four years, we're going to 
have a meeting every month at this time,”, having asked us all when the best time was. 
And what sort of topics that could have been, more powerful because you'd have had it in 
your mind to do that and made the effort to have that hour off or whatever, or, you know, 
to fit it in around. I think that might have built it stronger.’  

 
Thirdly, there was acknowledgement that online meetings and face-to-face meetings have 
pros and cons. For example: 
 

‘There's a limit to what you can do in online meetings generally, because with a lot of 
people, it's difficult to have a kind of chat, you just have to sort of speak in turn. And so I 
think there was a limit to what they could do. And obviously, during COVID, there was no 
other choice. So we didn't, that's all they could do. But certainly the in person ones I'd 
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attended pre COVID were more useful because we could actually just chat, discuss things 
and so on. But then it's much harder to get everyone together to come to those. I can't 
actually really remember the online ones as to what exactly was talked about or anything.   

 
‘If there was some facility into the future whereby the forums could be asked either 
individually or collectively to come through to a joint meeting in Edinburgh, I'm talking 
about an all-day meeting here and be funded for that. And I'm conscious of the fact that 
the rail fares have recently gone up and doubling from Glasgow to Edinburgh but if there 
was a facility whereby MGS could call on an annual basis members of the forum to attend. 
Now I know as far as the Highlands and Islands go, it's probably impossible for that to 
happen. So the alternative would be that MGS had something maybe up in Inverness to try 
and spread the geographical distance involved from forums getting to see the MGS and if 
the senior staff within MGS could make presentations Maybe a bi annual meeting if 
money's tight.’  
 
‘It was a lot easier for people to attend for an hour or two hours virtual event as opposed 
to travelling somewhere.’  

 
Fourthly, forum evaluation participants encouraged any MGS presentations to cover, or 
prompt consideration of, the forum-dimension for sector improvements. One example given 
was for an Intangible Cultural Heritage session: 
 

‘So a lot of the pitch was about like, you're, you know, museums will find this helpful. And 
it's like, yeah, but museums will find this helpful. But what do you expect me to now 
cascade this learning to member museums? So it's difficult …  [by] supporting and helping 
the networks, you are of course, supporting and helping the museums, but it quite often 
just pitched into museum support rather than thinking really carefully through … what does 
a network organisation need?... And there were some people who I know at that meeting 
were like, “oh, this is really interesting and this will be really useful,” but that was with 
their museum curator or manager hat on and not with … a network kind of hat on. So, it 
kind of felt as if they missed the mark quite a bit.’  

 
Fifthly, the forums gave critical feedback that the sessions should be structured to encourage 
meaningful discussions between forum members.  
 
One forum participant explained, ‘it tended to be very much like, here's a delivery for you 
and now we'll, we'll break into a chat room for five minutes and you can all chat and then 
here's another. It was, very, very top down way of working and there was very little 
engagement.’  
 
Another thought attempts had been made to do this and it was important for any future 
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inter-forum meetings to ensure: 
 

‘A mixture of structure, bearing in mind also there is quite a range of individuals across all 
the forums, you know from paid to volunteer….So you know that that is a huge gap or 
range rather, of experiences there. So it has to be … mindful of that wide audience and 
picking up … on the training needs.’ 

 
One participant explained they had advice for MGS for future sessions: 

‘For anything that they bring to the forum to make it meaningful, make it relevant.... 
Definitely avoid the tick box aspect of things. Yeah, some of these things are, when you're 
just doing that in a short meeting, they can be very superficial, of course.’  

 
Lastly, a forum member was keen that any content is pitched to the forum members, 
including non-museums: 
 

‘When we did some of the … break off rooms, I just felt a wee bit out of my depth. But 
maybe that's just my lack of experience in museums.’  

 

Legacy 

The forums explained that some of the meetings were useful on the basis that they could 
hear about the challenges and opportunities of other forums. On the one hand, they could 
relate to these and felt less ‘alone’ in their experience of trying to run a successful forum: 
 

‘I got the impression that that the representatives from the forums, when they were 
meeting up in these forums, it was good for, I think there were overlaps of difficulties here 
in terms of volunteers and just having enough help to, to keep running things and so on. I 
think sometimes there's comfort in knowing that you're not the only ones with the issues, 
but then also brainstorming solutions and passing on the best practice. And I could see 
that people were benefiting from that and it's just when you know you're not on your own, 
it can be quite good.’  

 
On the other hand, there was feedback that there could be better ways to keep forums 
updated regularly on what they are all doing: 
 

‘I'd love to see that every forum did an annual report that was circulated to every other 
forum. So we can then go, that's brilliant, there's an idea and so on. I think that would just 
again, so it's not a confined to ad hoc forum, forum meetings, it's more regular basis and 
perhaps also focuses everyone's mind that you know we need to produce a report because 
it's not going to start members it's going far and wide and things like that.’  

 
Also, the view that there was not much progress to address collective challenges: 
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 ‘There are similar difficulties in some of the other forums. So while they [other forums] 
haven't done anything, you know, down-to-earth practical, we have exchanged knowledge 
and information and that's pretty much as far as it goes.’  

 
Some evaluation participants were critical about the extent of difference made to encourage 
connections between different forums. For example, ‘there isn't really a legacy at the end of 
it of a network of networks in terms of kind of connecting and creating connections between 
us.’  
 
MGS staff were also reflected of ways to encourage these connections:  
 

‘I wonder whether we could have done more to just join up people that were doing similar 
projects at various points. I think there's a capacity issue on theirs and our side that 
restricts that.’ 

 
Some forums did give specific examples of the inter-forum meetings leading to them: 
 

• Giving/ getting advice from other forums about the Forums Fund 

• Giving/ getting advice from other forum about forum activities, including indicative 

costs 

• Getting advice about from museums (i.e. individual forum members) about museum 

redevelopment projects.  

• Organising an in-person visit for members of their forum to another forum they had 

found commonality with.  

 
Others described their surprise at what came out of these interactions: 
 

‘There are groups that I never thought would in a million years we'd end up talking to each 
other or find out they've actually got things in common. You know, some the family history 
groups talking to the, you know, the big industrial, you know, railway trusts and things like 
that. You know, quite different interests, but actually they overlap.’  

 
Forums acknowledged that even if MGS make introductions, the onus should be on the 
forums to follow these up for themselves: 
 

‘But aside from meeting people at the forum meetings MGS have had, I've not, I've not 
really followed that up. And I don't know if that's just a time thing or if I've just potentially 
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missed an opportunity to get involved in more forums. But yeah, it's not one I've followed 
up on.’  
 

Forum evaluation participants conjectured that MGS was seeing these meetings as a way to 
channel information out to the museums sector, examples given were the new museums 
strategy and climate action. This could therefore be part of the legacy of these meetings.  

 
As with other aspects of Forum Connections, forum evaluation participants were unclear on 
whether the inter-forum meetings were attributable to the Forum Connections programme. 
One explained they were: 
 

‘I’m sure they were having those inter-forum meetings before the forum connection project 
because they definitely, yeah, there was definitely I went to a couple pre COVID. So that 
must have predated forum connections. Sort of get togethers and saying what each 
forum's up to.  
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4. TRAINING AND FACILITATED SESSIONS 

MGS’ NLHF Grants for Heritage award required them to: 
• Deliver training courses and facilitated sessions, to up-skill forum leaders and MGS 

staff 
• Support the brokering of relationships outside the museum sector 

 

What happened? 

Table 4.1 contains a summary of training and facilitated sessions 
 
Table 4.1: Training and facilitated sessions 

Type of support When? Who 
delivered? 

Who 
benefitted? 

Facilitation Training December 
2020 

Kinharvie 11 forums 

Supporting Forum’s 
forward plans 

Between 
2021 and 
2023 

MGS Seven 
forums 

Climate Literacy training July 2022 Keep Scotland 
Beautiful 

Six forums 
– checking 
whether 
there was 
more 

Funding Training February 
2023 

 Five forums 

‘Talking Partnerships’ 
sessions that focus on 
best practice in 
partnership work and 
improving collaborative 
working 

Feb 2021 
May 2021 
 
 
 
 

Education Scotland 
University Museums 
in Scotland 
(UMIS) and Industrial 
Museums Scotland 
(IMS) 

 

Working with newly 
formed forum to develop 
their purpose and 
forward plans.  

Throughout 
period 

MGS Two 
Forums 

 
In their blog, the Forums Facilitator explained:  
 

‘We have been working with forums to develop their plans by providing advice and hosting 
facilitated sessions. Many of these have revolved around the Why, How, What model that 
helps explore the key elements of effective group working… 

https://education.gov.scot/
https://www.umis.ac.uk/
https://www.umis.ac.uk/
https://www.umis.ac.uk/
https://www.goindustrial.co.uk/
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As we go, we are continually developing our approach. The aim is to create a full forward 
planning process that can be easily used by any forum looking to implement similar 
methods’.13 

 
MGS published this Forward Planning guide on their website in December 2023 to 
complement their Forward Plan template for geographical forum.14  

 

Courses and training across forum 

Feedback from the Funding Training (February 2023) was positive. Benefits given in the 
feedback survey included: 
 

• ‘I came into it with no experience of the subject, so it was all useful. However, having 

a template for the case for support, and an in-depth look at funders were extremely 

helpful’ 

• ‘I have limited information outside of traditional funders, so it was extremely useful 

to hear about corporate, legacy etc as that provided me with a bit more confidence in 

these areas’.  

• ‘Experience was expertly shared and delivered’ 

 
As raised before for other aspects of Forum Connections, evaluation participants were 
unclear on which of the courses and training provided by MGS was attributable to Forum 
Connections: 
 

‘So I went on… a training course, which was through the carbon, carbon something 
Scotland can't remember what they're called. Anyway, I'm wondering, that was free, and 
I'm wondering if maybe MGS covered the cost of that possibly? Is that maybe something 
that they paid for through the Forum Connections project and then just told us it was free? 
I'm just guessing here. I don't actually know because at no point did they say this has 
been funded by the Forum Connections project, but I'm wondering if actually it was.’  

 
MGS staff also wondered about the practical application of training. For example: 
 

‘We did do fundraising training, I don’t know. It was good, but I think we don't have a very 
good sense of how that was applied by the forums. I'm wondering if it's something that 
they've applied more to their own institutions …. It’s interesting because I'm not sure how 

 
13 Forum Connections: A Year of Living Adaptably - Museums Galleries Scotland 
14 Forward Planning for Geographic Forums - Museums Galleries Scotland 

https://www.museumsgalleriesscotland.org.uk/blog-article/forum-connections-a-year-of-living-adaptably/
https://www.museumsgalleriesscotland.org.uk/advice-article/forward-planning-for-geographic-forums/


P a g e  | 30 

 

 

much the forums see themselves as organisations that need to fundraise, whereas for their 
own individual heritage groups or whatever, they would definitely see fundraising or 
something that they would want to do to keep their museum or Historical Society 
functioning. But I don't know if the forums kind of see that as something that they need to 
be doing for that group, if that makes sense.’ 

 
Some MGS Reps could share examples their forum had shared with them:  
 

‘A couple of the members from that forum went on the carbon literacy training that we 
provided through Forum Connections. And so now that's kind of an item on their agenda 
and it might be that there's not much they have to say, but at the times there's a few more 
things. So more members have used that as a place to kind of either offer equipment or 
whatever that they don't need any more or to, you know, say what they've been doing or 
what they're looking to do. And again, as a sort of an exchange of information. So I think 
that they've really used that as an opportunity to see how they can do bits and pieces in 
terms of climate action, which has been really interesting…it might be, whether it's kind of 
sharing of stuff or passing things on that they don't need any more or whatever because 
they knew that they didn't have the capacity to go off and do a big climate project. So it's 
like, “well, what can we do, you know, to support each other?”’  
 

From the reports submitted to NLHF, the evaluators can see that some items on the agenda 
at Inter-forum meetings (see Chapter 3) then led to information sessions for individual 
forum. For example: 
 

‘Our ICH Officer and Museum Development Manager have been attending individual forum 
meetings to talk about ICH and the implications of the UK Government’s decision to ratify 
the 2003 UNESCO convention on the safeguarding of ICH.’ (Project Update NLHF 
September 2024) 

 

Skills development needs 

The evaluation found that forums were already interested in their individual and collective 
skills. Some forums were already proactive in finding out about these and developing skills 
programming for their forums. For example: 
 

‘We did things like we sent out a survey to all the members to try and establish their 
training needs for a start. And then we looked at targeted programmes to address that. So 
we … issued a survey, got those responses back, prioritised what we got back and then 
we've been targeting, slowly working our way down the list from that. So it's a mixture of 
online question and answer targeted days through to actual in person training events 
around a particular topic. So again, that's probably the main thrust, I would say of the 
forum is training and learning in the first instance and then some sharing of resources. And 
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from my point of view, draft like the questions after that.’  
 
Feedback from facilitated sessions on forum skills included these useful aspects: 

• ‘Realising that the forums as a whole includes a wide range of skills/ experience’  
• ‘Helpful to see the breadth of skills across our group’  

 
MGS explained that Forum Connections, and especially its dedicated fund had been utilised 
by some forums towards assessing training needs and paying for the cost of training: 
 

‘A lot of the forums have used the funding that they got to take some time to look at what 
their collective training needs are. So I think they have a better picture now of what they 
are and also what expertise they have within the forums, because some of them have done 
skills audits. So I think there's a lot of opportunity to build on that knowledge they've 
acquired to continue their skills development work.’  
 

Chapter 5 contains more examples on the use of the dedicated fund for forums towards skills 
audits, training and knowledge exchange.  

 

Tailored support for each forum 

Feedback from forums in evaluation surveys included aspects they found useful about 
facilitated forward planning sessions: 
 

• ‘Good to spend time with peers and to have time to consider working together and 

plan for the forum’s immediate future’  

• ‘Space to think about what our Forum is about. Opportunity to speak with others 

about its purpose. Leading us to a decision about the Why’  

• ‘To get together as a forum and have a focus on what we are trying to achieve. The 

format worked well’  

• ‘The process of working through Why, How, What, provided a logical foundation for 

highlighting the areas that were important to everyone in the forum’  

• ‘Well-structured approach to the necessary issues that kept everything moving well 

and allowed members to contribute effectively’.  

• ‘The open and respectful atmosphere that was immediately made clear really made it 

easy to share without feeling that there would be any judgement. Having an external 

person moderating really helped this as well’  
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• ‘The format of the session had been very well structured and it was clearly led so 

that it was possible to work through it and unveil important points easily and quickly’  

• ‘In the current climate where situations can change so quickly it was excellent 

platform from which we could exchange ideas and not feel isolated’.  

• ‘I enjoyed having two people from MGS to work with us. It helped with the scope and 

depth of the discussions’  

 
In their evaluation sessions, MGS staff pointed out that forward planning is a process and 
not a fait accompli: 
 

‘Because they've done it once, they're going to need to do it again. They're going to need 
to review their plans, you know, and, and how they are going to manage to do that. And 
whether for some of them it'll come naturally, and they'll pick up that review cycle and, and 
do it. But for others, they just won't and it'll just, it'll stagnate, and they need help keeping 
it sort of fresh.’ 

 
Staff felt that Forum Connections gave forums the opportunity to have forum-wide training, 
in some instances for the first time: 
 

‘I would say for [Forum] that I've been working with, the opportunity for having joint 
training. I don't know if they'd really done that before, actually before their forums fund 
application, but they seem to really feel that they've benefited from that, certainly when I 
was talking, when I've been talking about any of the meetings where members have been 
speaking about that, they found that of real value.’ 

 
The evaluation found that where there was the combination of forums knowing or finding 
out their skills needs, and money available to pay for training, Forum Connections was really 
appreciated: 
 

‘Over the last current year, we've just, you know, benefited from actual cash funding rather 
than just support from MGS in the background. And that has enabled us to do a lot more 
training events and, and the conference that we would not have done otherwise without a 
doubt. And that all of those things have without a doubt strengthened the connections 
between organisations and people in the [area].  

 
However, forums had to apply for the money for the training:  
 

‘I'm aware that we were several times told [by MGS] there is funding for, you know, 
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groups to apply for any joint training you want to do, but I think we've never quite had the 
capacity to actually get together and apply for that funding.’  

 
And as forum pointed out, their forum developed plans for training, and successfully gained 
funding through the Forum Connections Fund but there were challenges to deliver collective 
training in practice: 
 

‘This is just my view because I think we probably would have been fine just to do the get 
together day and a leaflet and a skills audit. That extra bit of training was a little bit 
perhaps too much for everybody to kind of commit to. And we kind of saw that with the 
numbers who attended the EDI [extra] training. It dropped off quite a lot compared to the 
get together day. And I think that was just because by the time, because it was a year long 
project, we had to end up doing things in the summer. And summer is just not good for a 
lot of our members, you know, particularly volunteer museums there need to open the 
museum. They can't go to training.’  

 
‘It was supposed to be about engagement. And you know, it was we had, we had a 
different ambition. But then when it came to actually trying to cost that out and speaking 
to the people and then speaking to the members, it really wasn't, it wasn't the membership 
wasn't ready for what they thought they wanted.’  

 
‘We did achieve some knowledge exchange events, but we didn't achieve the number that 
I'd originally hoped. We did manage to do an event that's nowhere near the number that 
was hoping that we would achieve, you know, so we're, we are below where I wanted us 
to be, but I had every intention that, you know, we could, I specifically set up a plan with 
the assistant curator saying we need it to be achievable and I had thought honestly, it 
would be achievable to reach these numbers, but with me not being there to drive it, it's, 
it's fallen by the wayside quite a bit. So we are short of the targets that we had put for 
ourselves that is just where we are as a sector at the moment. and it's prioritising doors 
being open before autumn work.’  
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5. FORUM CONNECTIONS FUND 

MGS’ NLHF Grants for Heritage awards required them to: 
• Establish a third-party grant scheme, the Forum Connections Fund 

 

What happened? 

As already mentioned in the evaluation report, the dedicated fund did in some cases enable 
training at a forum level (see Chapter 4) and dedicated MGS staff encouraged applications to 
the Forums Fund (see Chapter 2).  
 
Across 2022/23–2023/24 MGS made fourteen awards to twelve different museum forums. 
The total award amount was £134,795, of which £17,269 was awarded 2022/23 and 
£117,526 was awarded 2023/24. Table 5.1 shows the breakdown for each grant.  

 
Table 5.1: Forums Fund awards 

Round Recipient Project Title Duration Award amount 
(£) 

2022 Argyll & Bute 
Museums & Heritage 
Forum  

Connecting 
Conversations 

Dec 2022-June 
2023 

4469 
 

Museums and 
Heritage Highland 

Sustaining Heritage in 
the Highlands 

Oct 2022-May 
2024 

12800 
 

2023 Argyll & Bute 
Museums & Heritage 
Forum 

Creating Connections Nov 2023- 
October 2024 

12000 
 

Dumfries and 
Galloway Museums 
and Heritage Network 

A new approach for 
D&G Museums and 
Heritage 

Nov 2023-Nov 
2024 

12000 
 

Fife Museums Forum Fife Museums Forum 
Connections Project 

Aug 2023-
August 2024 

11967 
 

Lanarkshire Heritage 
Forum 

Training and 
Networking 

1 October 
2023- 20 
March 2024 

8864 

Museums and 
Heritage Highland 

Sustaining Highland 
Heritage - next steps 

Aug 2023-July 
2024 

12000 
 

National Mining 
Museum Scotland 
(Lothians Forum) 

Lothians Heritage 
Forum Development 

Aug 2023 -
September 
2024 

4935 
 

North Ayrshire 
Museums Forum 

Forum Connections 
Fund North Ayrshire 

Sept 2023 – 
Nov 2024 

9641 
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Outer Hebrides 
Heritage Forum - 
Comann Dualchas 
Innse Gall 

Co-labhairt Chomann 
Dualchas Innse Gall 
2023 | Outer Hebrides 
Heritage Forum 
Conference 2023 

Oct 2023 - Oct 
2024 

12000 
 

Shetland Amenity 
Trust 

Heritage Connections Sept 2023 – 
Mar 2025 

12000 
 

Tayside Museums 
Forum 

Zoom subscription 
renewal 

7 October 
2023- 7 
October 2024 

144 

University of 
Aberdeen (North East 
Heritage Network) 

North East Scotland 
Heritage Network Skills 
Development 
Programme 

Aug 23--
August 2024 

9975 
 

West Lothian Council 
(West Lothian Forum) 

Working Together for 
West Lothian's 
Museums 

Aug 23--
November 
2024 

12000 

 
 

Knowledge of the Fund 

MGS published information about the Forums Fund on their website, as part of an update on 
the Forum Connections Project in January 2023:15 

 
‘Two forums have also received grants through the Forums Fund to undertake work that 
will help improve their sustainability and progress their forward plans. Museums and 
Heritage Highlands is organising a series of events and residential weekends designed to 
help their members share expertise between their museums and develop a stronger 
network. Through these they will also be able to trial various means of income that will 
support their work going forward. The Argyll and Bute Museums and Heritage Forum are 
organising a one-day conference in February 2023 that is the starting point of them 
exploring and documenting the heritage in the region. This will help them to scope out a 
heritage audit to fully understand what the region has to offer so that the forum can better 
represent the area’. 

 
The forum members evaluators spoke to had various levels of knowledge about the Forums 
Fund; some had more to share about the application process and their use of the money 
than others. A few participants – namely those who had received smaller amounts of funding 
– could not recall hearing about the Forums Fund specifically, and wondered whether this 
was a separate ‘pot’ to the money used to fund elements of their forum’s engagement: 

 
15 Forum Connections: Building Capacity for Scotland's Museums Forums 

https://www.museumsgalleriesscotland.org.uk/project/forum-connections-building-capacity-for-scotlands-museums-forums/
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‘Yeah, that [fund] may have been mentioned, but I don't remember it. I mean, I 
wonder if that was something that they had established when, you know, when they 
were thinking that all of this would be person that it was to cover travel costs and that 
kind of thing. And maybe that was what was then used for our Zoom account possibly. 
I don't know. I don't recall that specifically being mentioned’.  

 

Uptake of the fund – including the process of applying for the 
fund 

Relatedly, both forum members and MGS staff reflected on the process of applying for the 
fund. There was a sense that initial communications about the Fund were vague, and that 
providing forums with more details upfront would have given them more time to think about 
the ways they could use it, and make an application:  
 

‘…maybe being more explicit about what the project was about because I think we would 
do it differently if we were doing it again. It became so hard to get them to apply because 
we weren't offering to fund what they really wanted, so they just didn't come forward. And 
maybe it would have been better to announce it earlier and let them come with the 
questions and say ‘no, that's not what it's for’. But that might have allowed us to shape it a 
bit more to what they needed earlier on because in the end, that's what we had to do.  

 
If we were kind of ‘look, there's, you know, we've got funding for this very specifically to 
help you, you know, develop as a group, work together’ and ‘our expectations are that you 
will have a current forward plan and that you'll think about how this project can mean the 
success of your forum in the future’, I think that that would have maybe helped because by 
the time I think we got to the stage where we were like ‘we're really not getting enough 
applications and it's quite a bit of money’. Obviously people need thinking time to really 
thrash out a project that's going to use up certain amount of money, so kind of time was 
time was short for them to do that. So I think that's kind of the learning, which again, it's 
always valid’.  

 
MGS staff also acknowledged the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, which coincided with 
the beginning of the fund, on forums’ ability to plan ahead or consider resourcing, stating: 

 
‘People just weren't thinking or planning in the same way they would have been otherwise’.  

 
A few forum members mentioned the two rounds of funding (2022 and 2023), noting that 
two forums received funding in the 2022 round (these were Argyll & Bute Museums & 
Heritage Forum Museums and Heritage Highland). One of these recipients described the 
extent of their time and efforts in completing the funding application documents, and 
appreciated that the 2023 round was more streamlined and less daunting:   
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‘Otherwise, I don't know how other people did it because it was an awful lot of work 
jumping through hoops. And I think actually in the first round we were one of only two 
organisations that actually got funding. The second round, they had scaled that back a bit 
and they'd taken on board some of the learning. So that was a bit more accessible.’  
 

However, the same recipient learned that their second funding bid had to focus on a new 
aspect or improvement, and felt there would have been merit in allowing forums to apply for 
repeat funding for the same element: 
 

‘When we went to apply again, we couldn't do, repeat the same model. So we were kind of 
stuck in that for having to then find something new because we've done it before. So it 
didn't have good sustainability legs built in, in that here's, you know, if this works, we can 
repeat [it]’.  

 
Those who applied for the 2023 round of the fund were largely content with the process, 
with some saying they found it more straightforward than other grant funding applications:  

 
‘So yes, we did that in the just in the last year. So we've only had one lot of grant funding 
which was relatively easy to access and then deliver against, certainly a lot easier than 
other grant programmes that are lurking out there in terms of application forms and so on’.  

 
They did, however, point out that some of the application questions required specific 
information and knowledge, which organisations inexperienced in writing funding 
applications, or with less access to administrative data, may have struggled with:  
 

‘So a simpler process I would say as some of the other MGS schemes, but some of the 
elements I would have said, if we didn't have our experience here working in the museum 
and archives, having applied for funding before, it might have been quite difficult. For 
example, getting the exact details of the breakdown that finances are really quite difficult, 
if the Heritage Association was to do the application. So I think our experience from past 
MGS applications certainly did help in that process’.  

 
There was also a sense that the window for submitting applications for the Forums Fund was 
short, though MGS staff, particularly Forum Reps, were helpful in supporting forums to 
submit their bids by the deadline:  
 

‘We didn't have a long time period. So we were getting it all together really, really quickly. 
But the actual support that [Forums Facilitator] and also [their Rep], whose now our 
contact at MGS, at that point, was really helpful.’  
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Use of the Fund 

During evaluation sessions forum members who had been funding recipients were most keen 
to discuss practical examples of what was funded and were generally positive about the 
availability of the fund and their use of it.  
 
Evaluation participants recalled various uses of the funding they received. Their accounts 
tended to focus on how the fund activities brough people together, benefitted from expertise 
of facilitators and trainers, equipped them to carry out forum meetings an events and 
supported enjoyable learning experiences for forum members.  

 
The End of Project reports submitted to MGS were a useful source of information towards 
this evaluation as these are less subject to recall bias than the evaluation interviews taking 
place in 2024.  
 
MGS application forms had encouraged forums to explain how their planned activity would 
support delivery of the forums’ forward plan. It is clear from these reports that the fund was 
put to different use by different forums, and can be summarized as follows: 
 
 

• Online meetings, some recorded on topics of interest  

• Consultation exercises to understand what potential members desire in terms of 

forum support 

• Themed in-person events for forum members 

• Equipment for forum attending wider events e.g. tables, banners, handling objects 

• Events and conferences some including practical sessions as well as presentations 

• Testing and developing toolkits together 

• Peer to peer away days, aimed for members to take time away and reflect on career 

development 

• Skills audits 

• Board development days 

• Committees forming funding plans for their forum 

• Trips to museums outwith the forum area 

• Knowledge exchange visits to learn from museums outside forum area e.g. audience 

development, volunteer support 
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• Upgrading forum websites and webpages 

• Software and hardware for the forum 

• Joint promotion of their organisations e.g. through professional photography and 

creation of webpages, leaflets 

• Training for forum members e.g. Equality Diversity and Inclusion, Gaelic, collections 

care, handling photography and paper collections, digital analytics, decolonizing 

collections, First Aid 

 
In the case of the two forums who achieved funding in subsequent years, their first year of 
funded activity then informed their second year of funded activity.  
 
From the End of Project reports, forums largely stuck to their original plans for funded 
activity. However, some adjustments were made to reflect priorities of forum members, 
especially to the training courses organized and the visits to museums outwith their 
geographies. From the evaluators’ discussions with MGS staff, it is understood that forms 
kept MGS abreast of developments and adjustments and MGS were accommodating of 
these.  
 
In some cases, the forum did not deliver all the activity they planned. This was largely due 
to: 

• The knock-on effect of unexpected pressures on individual organisations then 
lessoning individuals’ capacity to support delivery of forum activity.  

• Loss of in-kind support, especially through member organisations experiencing 
pressures to budgets and resource. 

• Loss of key figures, including through illness, bereavement and death.  
 
For more detail of challenges experienced by forums see Chapter 6.  

 

Impact of the Fund 

In the End of Project report template for funded forums to complete, MGS were especially 
interested in finding out how the funded activity helped develop the capacity and 
sustainability of the forum.  
 
Several themes emerged from analysis of submissions: 
 

• Thinking inclusively – forums were clearly trying to plan activity which would appeal to 
their membership, in some cases this extends beyond accredited museums and beyond 
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museums. Forums explained how any discussions and upskilling had to be appropriate for 
paid and voluntary staff members working in different organisations. An example of 
inclusive activity was Argyll and Bute Museum and Heritage Forum’s conversations on 
tangible and intangible heritage, following outlines by ICOM and UNESCO. This included 
different types and sizes of organisations with collections and information across the 
region.  

 
• Broadening and increasing membership – in some cases, forum tried to design activity to 

increase knowledge of their forum and expand their membership. Although it is difficult to 
ascertain the impact of this on addressing forum challenges such as uptake of committee 
roles and legacy plan, forums indicated that progress had been made. Several forum 
explained how conferences in particular led to more interest and involvement from 
organisations and individuals who were not existing members. For example, Fife Museums 
Forum organised a networking day in conjunction with Fife Local History Forum in 
November 2023. With 95 attendees, the day was more popular than expected and a legacy 
is strengthening connections amongst different types of heritage organisations with Fife.  

 
• Connecting locally, regionally, nationally and internationally – activity highlighted the 

benefits of working in smaller geographies, sometimes smaller than the forum area. At the 
same time, activities helped regional networks think of what they could gain from working 
with national organisations. Two End of Project reports explained this was the first time 
their forum had established links with National Museum of Scotland (NMS). 

 
• Developing skills and confidence – activity was focused upon uncovering skills needs, skills 

sharing opportunities and training needs. In addition, some forum organised training as 
part of their funded activity. For example, North East Scotland Heritage Network organised 
training on large-object handling, care of archival materials and pest management control. 
At the conference they included workshops including disaster planning and fundraising.   

 
• Models to advance workforce development – some forums developed toolkits, guidance 

and templates for the benefits of their members. In many cases these have been shared 
with MGS and may, with permission to share, also be valuable to other forum and for 
certain sections of museums workforce. For example, Highlands developed a funding 
model, toolkit and evaluation for Breathing Space. These are residential weekends aimed at 
museum managers and curators to give time away from their day to day to reflect on their 
challenges, successes and work with peers on finding solutions and charting their career 
pathways.  

 
• Enabling joint promotion – some funded projects included activity to produce collateral and 

materials which forum members, and their organisations, could use to co-promote their 
collections and programming. For example, West Lothian commissioned professional 
photography at all member sites and now have a large image bank to use for marketing 
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efforts.  
 

The evaluation sessions prompted forum members to share reflections on the difference the 
Forums Fund made.  
 
Several of the forum members emphasised the importance of the Forums Fund in prompting 
them to examine the needs of their forums, develop and improve their ways of working, and 
‘put plans into action’:  
 

‘So by having that concentrated effort, putting together a project and a project plan for a 
year, planned activities and securing funding, which was the crucial element of this relief 
for us, it's allowed us to try arrange activities and events over the past year to help us 
determine what actually we could manage in the future’.  
 
‘We were able to actually deliver some work, deliver some training, do our own board 
development, create a new forward plan. Those kind of things were really positive to come 
out of it’.  

 
Some felt that there could have been more and better opportunities for forums to discuss 
and share the types of things they achieved using the Forums Fund, and perhaps inspire 
others: 
 

“And again, given the kind of area of the Highlands, not every museum has all the skills 
that you need to run a museum because you've maybe only got one or two members of 
staff and their strengths might be in conservation and curation, or they might be in 
marketing and fundraising. And the opportunities of forums are how we better kind of 
share those skills around. And so, in a way there's an opportunity in this project that we 
could have extended that further of going actually ‘our forum’s real strength is this, what's 
your forum’s real strength’ and we could have shared that, but that kind of never 
happened.  
 

There was a real appetite to hear more from other forums directly, or through MGS. 
Evaluation participants mentioned that they had submitted funding applications and End of 
Project report which they hoped were being utilised: 
 

‘I think one slight bugbear that I had was the online reporting system. I'm not a big fan of 
it, but also I submitted a progress report in June and didn't have any feedback on that. So 
I was just like, not even just an acknowledgement to say thank you for submitting this. It 
looks fine. So it kind of made me think, well, is anybody reading this, you know, because it 
was a bit of my time to do so. You know, that's, I totally understand about how to do 
progress reports and reporting back. But just a bit of acknowledgement to say, yeah, carry 
on doing it would be beneficial.’  
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As their role also involved being Forum Reps for one or more of the forums, the above points 
resonated with, and were echoed by, MGS staff:  
 

‘The Forum Connections Fund really helped them to do bigger things that they would never 
have had capacity to do themselves in terms of a review of themselves, looking at what it 
is that it is required for them to work together and going forward’… 
 
… So I think the thing is, you know, they are now looking ahead. That’s where want them 
to be, really looking ahead in terms of ‘what next, what are we going to do next? How are 
we going to do this gathering together again?’.  

 
MGS staff also highlighted the outputs of the Fund as beneficial in providing space for 
forums to connect, collaborate and become more aware of what other forums are doing: 
 

‘Being part of a bigger network. It was good for them. They are now able to know what's 
happening elsewhere and be able to say use that to benchmark against what they're 
doing’.  
 

There were also comments that the wider Forum Connections project – including this 
refreshed collaboration – helped forums comprising smaller museums to realise the potential 
to submit group bids for funding, which could then be divided up to benefit each 
organisation: 
 

‘So what the forum allows them to do is look at ‘OK, actually we could apply as a group 
and then divide up that huge sum into small enough chunks that we could each do a 
manageable project within our own capacity’. And I think it's the Forum Connections that's 
really given them the confidence, but also things like the governance structures to be able 
to do that’.  

 

Value of a Dedicated Fund 

Forums attached option value to a dedicated fund: 
 

‘I'm not saying that every forum's going to want to apply for, for grant funding every single 
year, anything like that, but have some form of grant funding which forms can dip in and 
out of as they require. But yeah, they're a good thing.’  

 
‘Certainly the likes of the Forum Fund does seem really, really beneficial because that's 
been a dedicated fund that we could tap into to allow a range of networking opportunities, 
meetings and training take place. So, as well as personal support. If there was a means of 
a sort of dedicated funding pot to support forums going forward, that would be really, 
really helpful.’  
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Furthermore, evaluation participants reflected the small amounts of money could then 
enable forums to enact their plans. Whereas large amounts of money can be hard for 
network organisations to spend in practice, for example, ‘so 12 months is a very short time 
for us to spend a thousand each month.’ 
 
Another point raised was the lead in time to apply for a grant together, scoping it out, 
agreeing and then reviewing an application across forum members did take more time than 
for a single organisation applying for funding. Therefore, they were keen that MGS 
considered this when designing timelines and encouragement for applications to future 
funding.  
 
A few forums explained that they would not feel comfortable as a forum applying to a grant 
programme open to single museums as their collective submission could then be in 
competition from a single application from one of their members. They were worried that 
trying to coordinate an application to a fund which was not ringfenced for geographic forum 
or groups or organisations could create tension amongst their membership.  

 
Some forum members referenced the prospect of the Forums Fund ending. At the time of 
interview, they did not know whether or not they could factor Forum Connections funding 
into their forward planning, and were wary of the funding environment:   
 

‘So yes, to be honest, I think that we’re going to be told in November that, you know, ‘that 
was it, funding's over’. You know, ‘this little experiment of ours is done, thank you very 
much’. And off we go. I may be wrong. I mean, we can't plan… because the funding has 
been great and the support's been there, we've had funding for conferences as well. But 
we can't plan for next year because we don't know if they are continuing [the Fund]. We 
don't know what sort of funding environment there is, particularly for those of us who are 
not museums’.  
 
‘I don't, I don't know about whether that [funding] would continue, you know, after the 
Forum Connections being finished. I don't know if that's something that will happen. I don't 
know. I don't know.’  
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6. FORUM ENGAGEMENT 

MGS’ NLHF Grants for Heritage awards required them to: 
• Widen forum participation within individual organisations  
• Encourage the consideration of projects exploring environmental sustainability 
• Encourage forum members to participate in initiatives that will acknowledge and 

highlight National Lottery Heritage Funding. 
 

What happened? 

As independent and autonomous organisations, all with different set ups, MGS could not 
directly widen forum participation within individual organisations. However, in End of Project 
reports, examples were given of how funded activities were designed to encourage more 
diverse membership and active involvement in forum committees (see Chapter 5).  
 
Both training provided to forums by MGS and grants awarded through the dedicated forums 
fund could have made some contribution to environmental sustainability (see more details 
below).  
 
In terms of NLHF it is clear that in anything MGS produced and shared with forum, such as 
slides, toolkits and such, they acknowledged NLHF funding, and included logos. In their 
report to NLHF in December 2020, MGS explained they encouraged forums to take part in 
the #ThanksToYou initiative. 

 
Another example of MGS acknowledging NLHF support was through conference presentation 
(NLHF report): 

 
In November [2022], the project took part in the Museums Association conference and 
hosted a panel discussion on how geographic forums responded to the wellbeing and 
mental health needs of their membership during the pandemic and how this can be 
continued. Bruce Mann from the North East Scotland Heritage Network, Nicola Moss from 
the Lothians Museums Forum and Dan Cottam from Museums and Heritage Highlands 
spoke about the wide range of initiatives that their forums did to support their members. 
 

However, the evaluation interviews did show that it was difficult for forum members to 
understand what MGS did as a result of NLHF funding of Forum Connections and what MGS 
would have done without the NLHF funding.  

 
 

Collaboration within forums 

Forum members were asked about their internal collaboration and whether Forum 
Connections helped or hindered this in any way. Feedback included that the programme 
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helped through its training and funding opportunities.  
 
Forum Connection’s funding for Zoom subscriptions were praised by forum members for 
meaning they could keep meeting during the Covid-19 pandemic: 
 

‘We were able to get our network to adopt using video conferencing. Because then we 
were just having to come together physically over, you know, maybe three or four times a 
year.’  
 
‘Without that we wouldn't even be able to have committee meetings, never mind do 
anything else.’  

 
As one participant explained it is hard to fully attribute forums working well internally to 
Forum Connections: 
 

‘I think that the collaboration has grown as everybody got to know each other a bit better. 
So there was less of “this my little patch” thing.  We all kind of understood actually, that's 
their strength, but I bring this strength. So the confidence of what you're good at, as well 
as an acknowledgement of actually, oh, I could learn from their skills and a real willingness 
to collaborate. So yeah, the project has absolutely not hindered, but maybe not done a lot.’  

 
Forum members also raised the advantages of forum members promoting other forum 
members, which had been happening prior to Forum Connections but new initiatives were 
delivered by forums through the programme. For example: 
 

‘Having the ability to be able to help promote each other's collections and so on has been 
really valuable…. I think particularly highlighting some of the perhaps lesser-known 
collections in the region that that, you know, won't have the advantage of having big 
publicity budgets and, you know, can't shout about themselves in the way that the bigger 
places.’  

 
MGS staff observed that through the forum rep model, MGS was more aware of members 
collaborating with other forum members as they were seeing it first-hand. This was in some 
cases prompted by training and advice given through Forum Connections, for example: 
 

‘One forum member going “we've got old display cases, we don't need them anymore, 
does somebody else want them?” and somebody else going “yeah, we could use those”.  
So it's kind of meeting the needs of an individual organisation, but they're enabled to do 
that because they're part of the forum.’  

 
One Forum Rep who had experience of two forum explained how in both cases collaboration 
went beyond having meetings: 
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‘They don't, they don't only see each other at the forum, and they don't only speak to each 
other at the forum meeting… there's definitely conversations and connections that happen 
outside of the forum meetings. They see themselves as a peer support group for sure.’  

 
MGS staff pointed out that the forums were beneficial for individual organisations, including 
museums to collaborate within a geographic area. They felt Forum Connections had 
strongest impacts on a forum’s internal collaboration for those forums which were newly 
established and on forums which had used Forum Connections to create forward plans, 
conduct skills audits or take part in specific training for their forum.  
 
Forums acknowledged experiencing challenges to build or sustain effective collaboration 
within their forum. 
 

 

Climate ambitions  

A few of the forums members and MGS staff discussed instances where the Forums Fund 
was used to support climate-related improvements – as Climate Action is a key priority under 
the Resilience strand in Scotland’s Museums and Galleries Strategy.16  
 
One forum – who received funding in both the 2022 and 2023 rounds – used their ‘second 
pot’ of funding to undertake a climate ambassador project, which employed three climate 
ambassadors across the region and included paid training: 
 

‘[We] put them through a bit of training over a six-month period where they could be paid 
to do that. So, it wasn't expected to come out of their core capacity in their other jobs’.  

 
These climate ambassadors then created resources, like action plans and toolkits, to support 
other museums to tackle the climate emergency: 

 
‘[They worked] with a small group of other museums on creating action plans to tackle the 
climate emergency and help them meet net zero and to create a toolkit for us that other 
museums could dip into. It's quite an involved toolkit, but there are little bits, so you could 
maybe say ‘I've only got capacity to do this much’ or ‘give me the whole book. I want to do 
it all’. So, it’s broken down in that way’.  
 

Another forum said they arranged talks on sustainability at the conference they held using 
money from the Forums Fund, where a group recycling system for nitrile gloves (used when 
handling objects) was suggested. This idea was then implemented across their network, to 
gather the level of gloves required to send to recycling:  

 
16 Resilience - Museums Galleries Scotland 

https://www.museumsgalleriesscotland.org.uk/strategy/resilience/


P a g e  | 47 

 

 

 ‘And then when we had a conference here for NESHN national conference that we had, we 
had talks about sustainability and others had suggested we could all pull together and have 
a group recycling system for nitrile gloves because, yeah, it's been looked into in the past 
and it's just not been sustainable for various reasons. And so it was having that 
communication across the network where it became apparent there was a lot of buy in on 
the side of actually recycling nitrile gloves and now we've got a system in place where 
Aberdeen Archives gallery and museums will be the point of contact for everyone to drop off 
used, not contaminated, but used nitrile gloves. There's a certain weight you have to get to 
before you can send [them] off for recycling…So that's that was definitely environmental 
perk from within our own network’.  
 
Meanwhile, forums who had used funding to print paper leaflets also added digital measures 
in the form of a QR code linking to their website, and discussed plans to move towards a 
more sustainable approach:  
 

‘We did feel just with the type of visitors, we have people that do like a leaflet still, but we 
get, obviously with the paper and stuff like that. So, the banners having this QR code is so 
maybe in the future we don't have to have a leaflet’.  

 
Some forum members discussed their reasons for not using their fund for climate related 
activities, particularly where they wanted to concentrate their ‘Forum Connections money’ on 
other issues and felt they could apply to other sources if they wished to focus on climate in 
the future: 
 

‘On reflection, when the bid was originally submitted, it may well be we could have 
included something along the line of environmental sustainability within the various 
locations, but we didn't need the Forum Connection funding to do that. That could be the 
subject of an agenda item into the future if we can get a speaker along to talk about that. I 
do know that there's various grants available for insulation and solar panels and all the rest 
of it. So it may well be that could be something for the future’. 

 
A few of the forum members stated their participation in climate literacy training, though this 
was generally not mentioned. One forum member felt that the approach taken could have 
been more comprehensive and adaptable to the needs of the organisations: 
 

‘To be quite honest, my personal feeling about that [climate training] was that it was box 
ticking. You know, so climate change is a big thing now. So, you know, Museums Galleries 
Scotland felt the need to address it so that they could tick the box and say ‘oh, well, we've 
you know, we've presented this to our geographic forums. And so that's so sorted on 
climate change’. Well, that's not really what we wanted. I'm sorry to be blunt, but I think 
that's the way I certainly felt about it.  
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While MGS staff also cited the climate related accomplishments of forums, some staff 
expressed that more could have been done to build on forums’ participation climate literacy 
training and encourage them to put these learnings into practice: 
 

‘I don't know what any of the other forums have been doing in terms of climate action 
following that carbon literacy training. I don't know if anyone else has it on the agenda or 
so …[we’ve] just mentioned that forum that’s had a specific project but I don't really know 
what any of the what any of the others really have been doing’.  

 
Relatedly, they felt that inter-forum meetings could have built in time for forums to hear 
about examples of climate-related improvements, to deepen their knowledge - and 
subsequent interest – in taking these forward:      
 

‘And I think maybe if [in] the inter forum meeting following the climate carbon literacy 
training, if there'd maybe been some chat at that about, like asking ‘is there anything 
anybody wants to share as a result of that?’  

 
‘I think it's always like depending on how people learn about stuff, it's always good to kind 
of go “for example, it could look like this”, and I think that that would maybe have helped’.  

 

Ongoing challenges faced by forums 

Evaluators largely interviewed forum committee members, and as such they raised 
challenges of forums collaborating internally from a committee perspective. There were both 
frustrations with the level of active members and understanding of the nature of networks 
and efforts by people working in voluntary capacities.  
 
One long-established forum shared their journey, irrespective of Forum Connections, to 
advance the sustainability of their forum through a paid post: 
 

‘From our point of view, our whole organisation changed because of the challenges that we 
think forums face in terms of them being completely voluntary run bodies trying to 
group…people with shared interests together. But to keep that kind of moving forward and 
to do a lot of really productive kind of projects and meaningful engagement was really 
challenging on a voluntary basis. And I'm not sure if that that's changed. We've obviously 
changed the make of our organisation to try and overcome that and I think that makes a 
difference to how we run our forum…that's where you get kind of burnout unless you've 
got some paid for capacity kind of thing. Because we saw time and time again the kind of 
chair or the two, the two or three people who were leading the forum burn out and go, “I 
can't do this.”’  

 
A couple explained that dedicated administrative support from their Local Authority or one of 
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their museum members means they have part of a salaried role helping their forum run 
effectively and supporting the committee members. Whilst another explained this set up was 
not without risk as if that organisation goes through cutbacks the dedicated support can be 
withdrawn at short notice.  
 
Forum explained that input to the forum fluctuates depending upon the demands each 
member is facing in their organizational roles: 
 

‘There is a limit, especially amongst unpaid volunteers within, I would imagine [our forum] 
isn't alone in this is that a lot of people give time and effort over the period, over the 
summer. Or over the winter period towards their specific museums. There would need to 
be a view that having regular contact with other forums may not be sufficiently attended to 
make it worthwhile because there's a limit to what you can ask people to do.’  

 
Many raised the dynamic between committee members and wider members: 
 

‘There’s a sort of, you know, an inner core of the membership that is, you know, 
recognises the value of the forum and is very keen to do things and work together. And, 
you know, we'll supply information when asked and we'll turn up and give talks when 
requested, that kind of thing. We'll come to the meetings. But then there's obviously a 
wider number that might just chip in occasionally and don't, don't really play a particularly 
active part. And that, that, that changes over time as depends on who is different 
organisations and what their particular capacity is. So there's some members that used to 
come quite regularly that now don't come and vice versa. So, you know, I think it a lot of 
these things are down to individuals and I'm not sure that Forum Connections project has 
actually helped change that’. 

 

‘There'll be members who can put time in who, you know, work for local authority 
museums who can kind of build in time. But then for smaller local museums, participating 
is a challenge to because of capacity. If you're kind of like, you know, a sole worker, it's 
difficult to, it's difficult to participate in things that are ancillary to your day-to-day work’. 

 
‘It's like any, it's like any committee though, isn't it? It always ends up being the same 
faces, being the same amount of work or whatever. what's happened is that we used to 
where we used to rely on people basically volunteering to do it. Same few people who kept 
volunteering. So what we eventually started to do is just basically put everyone's name in a 
hat and just draw them out and say, this is the rota. You will all take your turn. And that's 
of course a fairer way of doing it. But, you know, some people will just not do any work or, 
or say, well, I can't do it.’  

 
One felt that MGS could not realistically help with this challenge: 
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‘For us at the moment it's unfortunate that it's not things that MGS can fix. It's things that 
have to be fixed in the own organisation which then supports the Forum because the 
forum is always seen as being additional to the organisation. So if you're cutting things like 
the forum is the first thing to go, unfortunately.’  
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7. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Geographically-based museum and heritage forums offer voluntary peer-support for 
museums of all sizes, providing opportunities to share news, discuss matters of mutual 
interest, and offer a platform for collaboration. Each forum is run independently and is 
unique in their approach to supporting their members within their specified geographic area. 
 
Forum Connections was delivered from 2020-2024 by MGS and funded by NLHF.  
This report included findings from a summative evaluation of Forum Connections structured 
around key aspects of the programme: 
 

• Forums Facilitator and Forum Representatives 

• Inter-forum Meetings 

• Training and Facilitated Sessions 

• Forum Connections Fund 

• Forum Engagement 

 
This final chapter brings conclusions from this evaluation and makes recommendations for 
beyond the Forum Connections programme for the consideration of MGS and the forums.    
 

Help MGS have skills/ structure necessary to support partnership 
working across the sector 

Forum Connection’s commencement coincided with the start of the unprecedented Covid-19 
pandemic. The delivery of the programme, certainly in the initial period, was adapted for this 
context. For example, Forum Connections funded Zoom accounts for forums so they could 
continue to virtually meet as a forum, and take part in wider meetings and training 
organised for all forums.  
 
Recommendation 1: With the agreement of any funders, MGS should continue to 
design and adapt support programmes to suit the needs and circumstances of 
organisations.  

 
Forums were very supportive of the Rep model, and explained the advantages of having a 
main point of contact at MGS. Also, forums appreciated the efforts of individual MGS Reps 
assigned to their forum, including the instances of in-person interaction. Staff at MGS also 
appreciated forums involving them, leading to their better understanding of the unique 
circumstances of each forum.   
 
Recommendation 2: Refer to the Factors of Success according to forums found in 
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this evaluation report in designing any roles or responsibilities for MGS staff.  
 
Except for the Forum Connections Fund, it was difficult for forums to disentangle what 
resulted from Forum Connections as supposed to support MGS provided which would come 
anyway and developments within their forum that would have happened anyway. 

 
Recommendation 3: MGS should continue to make its best efforts to acknowledge 
external funding and help beneficiaries of programming to understand 
attribution.  

 
The evaluation found forums were unclear when Forum Connections was ending. Indeed, 
the webpage on the project was not updated regularly, in November 2024 it said, ‘The 
project concluded in 2024’.17 They were also unclear, and in some cases anxious, about what 
the plans were for after Forum Connections. Forums would appreciate any information about 
parameters or limitations of support so these can be factored into their committee 
discussions and forward plans.  

 
Recommendation 4: MGS to update key information about their support for forum 
and make clear as soon as possible. MGS should be clear on whether or how this 
will apply to forum with diverse membership which is not limited to museums.  
 
Some forums are keen for MGS to open dialogue with them about MGS’ future support. Both 
forum members and MGS staff acknowledge that there is a two-way relationship, and 
communication is important to support effective partnership working.  
 
Recommendation 5: MGS to create opportunities for forums to collectively 
consider and discuss ways to best support them in the coming period.  

 

Help museums across Scotland be more sustainable 

Forums were interested in finding out more about what Forum Connections did, what 
resulted for other forum, including the impact of funded projects, and what could be learned 
to help them with future collaboration and networks.  
 
Recommendation 6: MGS to seek ways to share the activities and impact of the 
Forum Connections dedicated fund. For example, this evaluation report includes a 
compiled list of activities supported by the fund and the themes and examples 
collected through this evaluation.  
 
Evaluation participants pointed out that the premise of forums, forming and sustaining 

 
17 Forum Connections: Building Capacity for Scotland's Museums Forums - Museums Galleries Scotland  

https://www.museumsgalleriesscotland.org.uk/project/forum-connections-building-capacity-for-scotlands-museums-forums/
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evolving networks of different organisations within geographical areas, are attempts to help 
individual organisations become more sustainable. It is important to acknowledge through 
this evaluation that many forums include organisations which are not accredited museums, 
or museums, but wider heritage organisations. Also, forums can include people working in 
paid and voluntary capacities for their organisations. Forum members are looking for support 
and resources which can be applied to their organisations.  

 
Recommendation 7: Look into the most effective way for forums to share outputs 
going forward such as recordings of talks, toolkits, templates resulting from 
funded projects with other forum across Scotland.    

 

Help museums be engaged in collaborative work on an ongoing 
basis 

This evaluation examined several aspects of Forum Connections which were planned to help 
museums be engaged in collaborative working.  
 
This report contains some challenges faced by forum to deliver collaborative work. A major 
dependency is people who can feasibly dedicate time to their forum especially for its 
organisation and administration, usually this is done in a voluntary capacity or through trying 
to carve out time within their day-to-day role. And indeed, people who are active members.   

 
Recommendation 8: MGS to help showcase and share relatable examples of 
collaborative working for the benefit of the sector and in connection with the 
museums strategy.   

 
Funding can help activity delivery, but can it address fundamental challenges experienced by 
forum such as their running and administration.  
 
Recommendation 9: MGS to consider how to encourage collaborative funding 
applications and delivery of collaborative projects. MGS to explain whether there 
is scope for a dedicated fund, or ring-fenced funding, dependent upon its 
available budgets.  

 
 

Help forums have a sustainable operating method 

Forum Connections brought support, resources and training towards forward plans for many 
of the forum across Scotland. The evaluation highlighted that this process is valuable, but it 
is an ongoing one involving regular reflection, discussion and refreshment by each forum.  

 
The evaluation found that forums want to connect at a general level, but also between 
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committees, and between Chairs so that they can learn how other forum operate and 
consider changes to their own operating models.  
 
Recommendation 10: Consider ways to help forum committee members regularly 
share their experiences and learning from their operating models across the 
different, and unique forum.  
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Appendix A: Discussion Guide- Staff Sessions 

 

MGS Forum Connections – MGS Staff Focus Groups  

Discussion Guide, September 2024  
Set up- 5 mins  

Thank you for agreeing to participate in this focus group. We, Diffley Partnership, are an independent 
research company. We’re carrying out this research on behalf of Museums Galleries Scotland, to evaluate 
the National Lottery Heritage Fund (NLHF) funded Forum Connections Project (2020-2024).   
The Forum Connections Project works with the geographic forums across Scotland to build their 
sustainability and resilience and improve their members capacity for partnership work.   
Introduce Diffley Partnership Team    
  
Welcome to the focus group–   

• Explain the discussion will last 90 minutes   
• My role is to keep the conversation flowing, ensuring we cover the broad areas we need to 
and ask any follow-up questions,  
• Fully anonymous and confidential; The Diffley Partnership abide by the Market Research 
Society Code of Practice and the SRA Ethical Guidelines.   
• Request permission to record discussion – With your permission I will record the 
discussion; this is just so we can go back and listen again.  

  
Do you have any questions before we start?  
  
Context - their involvement and knowledge (approx. 10 mins)  

Round the virtual room for quick intros.   
Please can you briefly say-  

• Length of time you have been involved working with geographical forum  
• Whether you are a Forum Rep  

  
Has your knowledge of forums grown as a result of involvement in Forum Connections?  
How so/ how not?  
  
How did you find interacting with forums during 2020-2024?  
Prompts- changes in staff, supporting during Covid pandemic, use of digital technology  
  
Opportunities and challenges for Forums (approx. 10 mins)  

What do you think are the main challenges for geographic forums?  
Follow ups:   
Do you think these has changed over the last few years? How so/ not?  
Prompt- any particular examples from individual forum.  
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Do you have any views on whether Forum Connections Project (2020-2024) has addressed these 
challenges?  
Prompt- any particular examples from individual forum.  
  
What do you think are the main opportunities for geographic forums?  
Follow ups:   
Do you think these have changed over the last few years? How so/ not?  
Prompt- any particular examples from individual forum.  
  
Do you have any views on whether Forum Connections Project (2020-2024) has enabled forums to 
embrace these opportunities?  
How so/ not?  
Prompt- any particular examples from individual forum  
Forum – financial sustainability (approx. 8 mins)  

Next, we are going to talk a bit more about financial sustainability.    
  
What are your views on the financial sustainability of geographic forums?   
Follow ups:   
Do you think these has changed over the last few years? How so/ not?  
Prompt- any particular examples from individual forum.  
  
Do you have any views on whether Forum Connections Project (2020-2024) has helped improve the 
financial sustainability of geographic forums?  
How so/ not?  
Prompt- any particular examples from individual forum.  
  
Do you think the Forum Connections project has helped to encourage forums to look at different and 
diverse means of generating income?    
How so/not so?   
Prompt- any particular examples from individual forum.  
  
[show slide]  
In the current museums strategy it states-  
Scotland’s museums and galleries operate on sustainable business models that reflect good financial 
practice and confidently demonstrate their value to society.  
(Priority area- Financial Resilience)  
  
Do you have any views on whether Forum Connections Project (2020-2024) has helped museums improve 
their financial resilience?  
How so/ not?  
Prompt- any particular examples from individual forum.  
Forum – environmental impact (approx. 8 mins)  

[show slide]  
In the current museums strategy it states-  
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Scotland’s museums and galleries are environmentally sustainable organisations taking action to meet net 
zero targets.   
(Priority area - Climate Action)  
  
Do you have any views on whether Forum Connections Project (2020-2024) has helped improve the 
environmental sustainability of Scottish museums?  
Prompt- any particular examples from individual forum/ forum members  
  
Is there anything else which you think the Forum Connection project could have offered to encourage 
climate action by forums and their members?  
Forum - place-based impact (approx. 8 mins)  

[show slide]  
In the current museums strategy it states-  
Museums and galleries connect and collaborate to address the needs of their locality with the aim of 
contributing to Scotland’s thriving cultural life.  
(Priority area- Place)  
  
Do you have any views on whether Forum Connections Project (2020-2024) has helped museums work 
together to address needs of their localities?   
How so/ not?  
Prompt- any particular examples from individual forum.  
  
[show slide]  
In the current museums strategy it states-  
Scotland’s museums and galleries workforce has equal access to skills development opportunities and is 
empowered to operate ambitiously.  
(Priority area- Skills and Confidence)  
  
Do you have any views on whether Forum Connections Project (2020-2024) has helped access to skills 
development?   
How so/ not?  
Prompt- any particular examples from individual forum.  
Collaboration (approx. 10 mins)  

  
[show slide]  
In the current museums strategy it states-  
Scotland’s museums and galleries collaborate in and outside of the sector to tackle challenges, maximise 
opportunities, and deliver mutual benefit for partners and communities   
  
How well do you think forums collaborate amongst themselves internally?  
Follow ups: Do you think these has changed over the last few years? How so/ not?  
Prompt- any particular examples from individual forum.  
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Do you have any views on whether Forum Connections Project (2020-2024) has helped internal 
collaboration within forums?  
How so/ not?  
Prompt- any particular examples from individual forum.  
  
How well do you think forums collaborate between each other i.e. across forum?  
Follow ups: Do you think these has changed over the last few years? How so/ not?  
Prompt- any particular examples from individual forum.  
  
Do you have any views on whether Forum Connections Project (2020-2024) has helped connect different 
forums?  
How so/ not?  
Prompt- any particular examples from individual forum.  
  
How well do you think forums collaborate with external partners?  
Follow ups: Do you think these has changed over the last few years? How so/ not?  
Prompt- any particular examples from individual forum.  
  
Do you have any views on whether Forum Connections Project (2020-2024) has helped forums 
collaborate with external partners?  
How so/ not?  
Prompt- any particular examples from individual forum.  
  
Is there anything else which you think the Forum Connection project could have offered to encourage 
collaborative working within forums, across forums, or beyond?  
  
Forum Connections intended outcomes (approx. 15 mins)  

  
When MGS were awarded grant funding for the Forum Connections project, the grant award letter set out 
several approved purposes.   
  
We’ll go through some of these in turn to pick up any additional feedback on what extent these original 
purposes have been achieved.   
  
[show slides]  
  
Widen forum participation within individual organisations   
  
Deliver an annual Forums Forum to provide time for review and reflection  
  
Deliver training courses and facilitated sessions, to up-skill forum leaders and MGS staff  
  
Encourage the consideration of projects exploring environmental sustainability  
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Encourage forum members to participate in initiatives that will acknowledge and highlight National Lottery 
Heritage Funding  
  
Support the brokering of relationships outside the museum sector  
  
Establish a third party grant scheme, the Forum Connections Fund  
  
FYI- A dedicated Forums Fund was created to support museums to participate in the project. This 
supports museums to undertake the preparatory work required to ensure sustainability and effective 
partnership working.  
Learning and Legacy of Forum Connections (approx. 15 mins)  

What do you think about MGS’ approach to geographic forums?  
Prompt- support, interaction, advice  
Follow-ups-   

• Has this changed over time?  
• Do you think Forum Connections Project has led to any change?  

  
Do you think the Forum Connections Project catered for differences between different forums?   
How so/ how not?  
  
What do you see as the Forum Connection project’s longer-term impact/s?  
Follow-up:  

• Is there anything you would like to say about the project’s aims, objectives, or scope?   
PROBE: Support networks, knowledge exchange, sense of connection   
  
Lastly, we’ll finish with this consideration.  
Do you have any recommendations for MGS in continuing its support for the Forums (after NLHF funding 
ends)?   
What would you like to happen next?  
How can MGS ‘make things long-term’?  
Wrap-Up  

  
Thank and close.   
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Appendix B: Discussion Guide- Interviews with Forums 

 

MGS Forum Connections – Forum Member Interviews   

Discussion Guide, September 2024  
Set up (approx. 2 mins)  
Thank you for agreeing to participate in this research interview. Diffley Partnership – an independent 
research company are carrying out this research on behalf of Museums Galleries Scotland, to evaluate the 
National Lottery Heritage Fund (NLHF) funded Forum Connections Project (2020-2024).   
Introduce Diffley Partnership Team    
  
Welcome to the interview–   

• Explain the discussion will last up to 60 minutes   
• My role is to keep the conversation flowing, ensuring we cover the broad areas we need to 
and ask any follow-up questions,  
• Fully anonymous and confidential; The Diffley Partnership abide by the Market Research 
Society Code of Practice and the SRA Ethical Guidelines.   
• Request permission to record discussion – With your permission I will record the 
discussion; this is just so we can go back and listen again afterwards.  

  
Do you have any questions before we start?  
  
Context (approx. 5 mins)  

Please can you introduce yourself and tell me a bit about:  
• Your role in NAME Forum?  
• How long you have been involved in NAME Forum?  
• Have you been involved in any other geographic forum?  

  
The Forum Connections Project was funded by NLHF for 2020-2024 initially. Its aim was for MGS to work 
with the geographic forums across Scotland to build their sustainability and resilience and improve their 
members capacity for partnership work.   
  
What was your involvement with the Forum Connections Project?  
Opportunities for - and barriers to - success for forums (approx. 8 mins)  

What do you think are the main challenges for geographic forums?  
Follow ups: Do you think these has changed over the last few years? How so/ not?  
Prompt any particular examples from individual forum.  
  
Do you have any views on whether Forum Connections Project (2020-2024) has addressed these 
challenges?  
Prompt any particular examples from individual forum.  
  
What do you think are the main opportunities for geographic forums?  
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Follow ups: Do you think these have changed over the last few years? How so/ not?  
Prompt any particular examples from individual forum.  
  
Do you have any views on whether Forum Connections Project (2020-2024) has enabled forums/your 
forum to embrace these opportunities?  
Prompt any particular examples from individual forum  
Forum – environmental impact (approx. 5 mins)  

[show slide]  
In the current museums strategy it states-  
Scotland’s museums and galleries are environmentally sustainable organisations taking action to meet net 
zero targets.   
(Priority area: Climate Action)  
  
Do you have any views on whether Forum Connections Project (2020-2024) has helped improve the 
environmental sustainability of your forum or its member organisations?  
Prompt- any particular examples from individual forum/ forum members  
  
Is there anything else which you think the Forum Connection project could have offered to encourage 
climate action by forums and their members?  
Forum - place-based impact (approx. 5 mins)  

[show slide]  
In the current museums strategy it states-  
Museums and galleries connect and collaborate to address the needs of their locality with the aim of 
contributing to Scotland’s thriving cultural life.  
(Priority area- Place)  
Do you have any views on whether Forum Connections Project (2020-2024) has helped your forum or its 
member organisations work together to address needs of your locality?   
How so/ not?  
Prompt- any particular examples from individual forum.  
  
Forum - skills-based impact (approx. 5 mins)  

[show slide]  
In the current museums strategy it states-  
Scotland’s museums and galleries workforce has equal access to skills development opportunities and is 
empowered to operate ambitiously.  
(Priority area- Skills and Confidence)  
  
Do you have any views on whether Forum Connections Project (2020-2024) has helped access to skills 
development for your forum or its member organisations?   
How so/ not?  
Prompt- any particular examples from individual forum.  
  
Do you think that the Forum Connections Project has helped museums deliver against any of the other 
priority areas of the national strategy?  
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Ho so/not?  
Prompt - Financial Resilience: Current museums strategy states that Scotland’s museums and galleries 
operate on sustainable business models that reflect good financial practice and confidently demonstrate 
their value to society.  
  
Collaboration (approx. 8 mins)  

How well does your forum collaborate amongst its members?  
Follow ups: Do you think these has changed over the last few years? How so/ not?  
Prompt- any particular examples   
  
Do you have any views on whether Forum Connections Project has helped or hindered this internal 
collaboration within your forum?  
How so/ not?  
Prompt- any particular examples from individual forum.  
  
Do you have any views on whether Forum Connections Project has helped connect different forums?  
How so/ not?  
Prompt- any particular examples from individual forum.  
  
Do you have any views on whether Forum Connections Project has helped your forum collaborate with 
external partners?  
How so/ not?  
Prompt- any particular examples from individual forum.  
  
Is there anything else which you think the Forum Connection project could have offered to encourage 
collaborative working within forums, across forums, or beyond?  
  
Feedback on Forum Connections Project elements (approx. 10 mins)  

Have you taken part in the Inter-Forum meetings?  
FYI- These bring members from all the geographic forums together to speak and learn from each other. 
They’re also a place to create cross-forum networks for support and idea sharing.   
Follow-ups [If yes]:  

• What worked well about these events? What didn’t?  
  
Did you access training or skills development as part of the Forum Connections programme?   
Follow-ups [If yes]:   

• Have you applied any of the learnings or skills you acquired from the training in the period 
since?  

  
Did you interact with any MGS Forum Representative/s?  
FYI- Each Geographic Forum has an assigned MGS Forum Representative - while much of Scotland is 
covered by one or more geographic forums, some areas do not yet have one.   
Follow-ups [If yes]:   

• Do you have any feedback on the interaction/s and any challenges or benefits?  
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Have you interacted with the Forums Fund?   
FYI- A dedicated Forums Fund was created to support museums to participate in the project. This 
supports museums to undertake the preparatory work required to ensure sustainability and effective 
partnership working.  
  
Follow-ups [If yes]:   

• How have you benefitted from the funding?  
• Do you have any feedback on the interaction/s and any challenges or benefits of this 
dedicated fund?  

MGS’ approach to Forums (approx. 8 mins)  

What do you think about MGS’ approach to geographic forums?  
Prompt- support, interaction, advice  
Follow-ups-   

• Has this changed over time?  
• Do you think Forum Connections Project has led to any change?  

  
Do you think the Forum Connections Project catered for differences between different forums?   
How so/ how not?  
  
Do you have any recommendations for MGS in continuing its support for the Forums (after the funded 
elements of the project end)?   
What would you like to happen next?  
N.B. The funded elements of the NLHF funded Forum Connections project currently is due to end in 2024.  
Conclusions and Wrap-Up (2 mins)  

Thanks for taking in part in today’s interview.   
  
  
Is there anything we haven’t covered that you would like to mention?  
  
  
Is there anyone else who is involved – or was previously involved – in the forum who you think we should 
speak to?  
  
Thank and close.   
 


