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Ellie Muniandy (she/they) MGS  00:00:00
Welcome to delivering change conversations where we explore learnings, successes and failures from the collective effort between museums galleries Scotland and partnering museums, galleries and community groups to restructure as organisations based on anti oppressive principles. In this episode, I sit down with Kate, the Grants Manager at MGS and Sheila from the delivering change team to discuss the power dynamics within grants. If we kick off with introductions.

Kate O'Driscoll (she/her) MGS  00:00:31
Hi. My name is Kate O'Driscoll. I'm the Grants Manager at museums galleries Scotland, as a visual description, I am a white woman with light brown, gingery hair, and today I'm wearing my green glasses. My pronouns are she/her.

Sheila Asante (she/her) MGS  00:00:46
Hi, I'm Sheila Asante, and I'm the programme manager for delivering change. It's a mixed race, brown woman with Afro hair twisted up, and I'm wearing a pink striped shirt today, and I have glasses as well. And my pronouns are she/her.

Ellie Muniandy (she/they) MGS  00:01:01
My name is Ellie Muniandi. I'm the senior museum development manager at MGS. For visual description: I'm a mixed race, brown person with dark brown hair. My pronouns are she and they. 

Ellie Muniandy (she/they) MGS  00:01:15
What power does a funder have over an organisation they are giving a grant to?

Kate O'Driscoll (she/her) MGS  00:01:21
A funder has a significant amount of power over an organisation they're giving funding to. A financial power: a funder can make a project happen, and though not funding an application doesn't necessarily prevent a project from happening, saying no to any funded application is a significant roadblock or a project, so it can be a make and break power that funders have. Funders also continue to have a significant financial power over organisation once projects are funded, funders often don't give the entire grant to an organisation upfront, and as a result of that, the organisation is required to meet expectations throughout the life of the project in order to secure the next instalments of their funding. Ultimately, funders retain the ability to stop funding a project, or even claw back funding if it's not delivered as had been described in applications, or if a grantee is not able to evidence its delivery. That's a power that we take very seriously and use extremely rarely. We would only stop the funding of a project as an absolute last resort, and in the very few cases in which we have done this, this has usually been done in agreement with the organisation, and our intention is always to be a flexible funder. We are very aware that projects very rarely run as they were put down in paper, and our intention is always to work with organisations to ensure the project can be delivered as strongly as possible. If that means changing timelines or sometimes project purposes, sometimes project costs, then we always endeavour to be flexible. But that's not necessarily how grantees feel when their projects are going wrong. They don't necessarily know that we will be flexible, or feel that we will be flexible. So it can be a very intimidating experience asking for that flexibility.

Sheila Asante (she/her) MGS  00:03:17
I think that was what I was going to speak to in terms of the power dynamic is that unintended power dynamic of communities that we've been working with, but it doesn't really matter, I think, across the board, of feeling that as a funder, you're scared to ask questions, or scared to kind of get in touch if things are going wrong, and not being as aware of as you see, the flexibility that we will often be happy to look at. And we definitely had quite a few comments from our programme about people who, once they had spoken to people from across the grants team, they realised that actually it was fine, but there would have been quite a lot of unintended fear and frustration on their behalf by not realising how flexible we could be. So yeah, I think that unspoken power that can be something that we're not always aware that we need to do extra work to reassure people that actually we're here to listen, and it's kind of an extra over the top barrier, almost, that we have to bring down.

Ellie Muniandy (she/they) MGS  00:04:08
Yeah, it's that power dynamic, that kind of it's presented and seen as a hierarchy, but the power of the funder to give some money to community groups or organisations in order to do a project, as opposed to the way we would maybe prefer to think of it as a dynamic conversation, where we are supporting an organisation or community group to do a project, and being able to be in dialogue and work together to achieve the aims. That old, or more traditional dynamic is one that is hard to shift. I think the other way that funders have power is also to set the agenda. As a funder, we have decided that we are going to put anti oppression as an aim that we want projects to be focusing on, and that is a really great way of being able. To encourage and promote this kind of work within the sector, and something that I think a lot more funders could focus on. 

Ellie Muniandy (she/they) MGS  00:05:08
So we fund museums directly. How does that affect the power dynamic when they're working with co-production, with communities? 

Kate O'Driscoll (she/her) MGS  00:05:16
I think one of the other interesting and maybe slightly more logistical challenges of the power dynamic when the museum is the guarantee is that we're quite often hearing from the museum, but not necessarily hearing directly from the community group. And that is true, you know, through our targeted delivery change funds, but also in our general funding, we fund partnerships with community groups through our general funding, then we in particular, we would be hearing from the museum and not directly from the community group. So I think there is definitely a need to be more conscious of how you ensure that the project is working for the community group as well as for the museum.

Sheila Asante (she/her) MGS  00:05:16
That was something that we thought a lot about in the development phase of delivering change, and we had a lot of evidence in the many community programmes that had happened across from about 30 years, if not more, those kind of community programmes where it had been supposed to be about co-production with communities, what we found consistently was that lead partners, and in this case, it's museums, would have an idea, and often they would have had this idea, and they'd have developed it without any consultation with the groups they were supposed to be supporting or engaging with. So the idea had come from them, even if it was about CO producing with a community. And then they might work with the community after they got the funding, and create some space for some collaborative work. But the timelines and outputs had already been set that collaboration could only really go so far, and often, the community didn't have a chance to say what they really needed from the project, the exhibition, for it to be guided by their needs. Another major issue was often that working with museum for a short period of time, and there was nobody, no embedding of that work going forward. And for example, if there was a story or an exhibition about a particular community, then their story wasn't embedded in the collection for that museum. It was just for that one exhibition. So thinking about taking it from one project based space to how you ensure you're continuing to tell those stories going forward. That would end up feeling quite extractive in terms of the communities, they would feel like they had come for that short term to give to the museum and the museum hadn't really left them with anything. 

Ellie Muniandy (she/they) MGS  00:07:20
And I think there's also, you know, that has knock on effects as well. If we as a funder are only having a relationship with the museum, then we're building up a sense of how the museum works, of their kind of priorities, of what, what's working well, what's not working well, of you know, thinking of them for when there is a new funding project, where we have some sense of their past record, whereas we don't, because we don't have a direct link to communities, we aren't building up that relationship with communities and the knowledge of community groups as and what they are trying to achieve and what they want. So in terms of that feedback loop, when we're thinking about our strategies and when we're thinking about our funds and how we construct our funds, we aren't holding the needs of the community groups necessarily, because that's not something that we have as much direct access to. That's been a really interesting learning from delivering change is to help us as a funder, ensure that we are getting a bit more of that information.

Sheila Asante (she/her) MGS  00:08:25
Yeah, I have one anecdote. I spoke to someone who had in the past worked in museum community engagement, and their job was part of a project funding, and they started working with this museum who had written into the application a whole list of co-production information that they'd done with this community. And it turned out they'd never actually spoken to the community. It was just in to the community. It was just in the application. And it was that kind of thing around there's a lot of information that people can say that they've done this co-production work, but actually, we don't often require evidence of what that actually looks like. 

Ellie Muniandy (she/they) MGS  00:08:54
How has Delivering Change been trying to address the power dynamics and grant giving in order to support museums to work co-productively. 

Sheila Asante (she/her) MGS  00:09:02
So, yeah, so the Community Catalyst strand is the most radical part of the programme. Programme directly funds seven community groups to realise their idea about how to transform museums in order to make them work better for them and their community. So it was designed based on a programme called the Ideas Fund, and in a similar approach to that fund. The catalyst programme has aimed to deliver a funding using a participatory and equitable approaches and trying to break down those barriers for communities looking to engage in museums. And it wants to try and give them an active voice of how to engage with the museums. So the catalysts came up with an idea. They came to us in a first round with just the idea. And we tried as much as possible to make that quite an easy application process. And we had about 24 I think, that came with that initial round. We then chose eight catalysts to then go forward into our next round. And once we had chosen them, then we gave them the option to choose the museum. So rather than museum choosing them. They chose their museum. Once they work together with their museum, they hold all the funding for their project, and the museums have been challenged then to adapt to that Community Catalyst need and the Community Catalyst timelines as well. And alongside the funding, the catalyst have also been given access to capacity building training programme that was built around understanding whatever happens in a project, they will be as much as possible for several of them, looking at how to embed some of the learning, embed some of it into collections, but there will always be that element of a short term project. So we wanted to leave the catalyst with something at the end of it, if that was building their capacity as an organisation, building their understanding of the sector, so their training programme is there to help build them so that by the end, they feel like they've gotten something out of the project, and not just the project itself,

Kate O'Driscoll (she/her) MGS  00:10:45
From a Grants point of view, from a kind of infrastructure and structure point of view, one of the things that we have been moving towards as a result, partly of the Community Catalyst programme, but that we have been trying to apply to all of our grants programme, is a change in how we pay grantees. So previously, our entire grants programme was focused very much on in arrears payments. So we would award a grant and then museums, being the majority of our grantees, would do the work and then claim back the money from them after they had done that work. That is a relatively old fashioned model of funding, and one that is particularly prohibitive to community groups who don't tend to have the financial reserves in order to cash flow projects. So we have moved to paying 50% of the grant upfront and then paying the second 40% of the grant once that first 50% has been spent and we are still retaining the final 10% of the grant and paying that in arrears once the final reporting is in. So that is definitely a new model for us. Whether or not it's far enough for all community groups, I think is definitely still up a debate whether that gives them enough financial freedom, but I think it definitely has been a really positive move to allow groups more financial security during their projects. One of the other things is greater degree of risk taking from the grants team and from decision makers. Grants teams generally really like projects to have been extremely detailed and thought out. That type of thing makes us happy, and that type of thing doesn't really work for co-production, you need a lot of flexibility. You need a lot of room in the budgets for cost to change, and that has just been about as accepting a higher level of risk, which I think has been really positive. Also just been about building stronger relationships with the community groups. 

Ellie Muniandy (she/they) MGS  00:12:37
One of the other elements that we've been trying to do in terms of that power dynamic is around, it not necessarily being ourselves or like the grants team specifically, who are making the decisions about which community groups are getting funded. I think there is this sense of just because we work here doesn't necessarily mean that we are best placed to be making those judgments. So actually trying to have a panel approach where we invite people who do have different specialisms and lived experiences, having the process of deciding which grants are given to which community groups being a collaborative process. So building that kind of co-production model into the very premise of the grants as well, has been something that we have tried with Delivering Change. 

Ellie Muniandy (she/they) MGS  00:13:26
So that leads us nicely on to: What are the key challenges for MGS in becoming an anti oppressive organisation while still distributing grants?

Kate O'Driscoll (she/her) MGS  00:13:37
One of the challenges that will always be there is that if you are giving money, there will always be a power dynamic, and there will always be an element of legal agreement. We're likely to move away from the inclusion of clauses around the ending of funding, and so one organisation will always have the money, and one organisation will always receive the money. And that power dynamic is kind of not completely resolvable. Beyond that, perhaps the biggest challenge for the grants team is time. Developing programmes seeking to fund in an anti oppressive way, is much more time consuming. 

Ellie Muniandy (she/they) MGS  00:14:14
Yeah, speaking to that kind of traditional process of fund giving, it feels like there was conscious attempt in the design to streamline that process as much as possible, and to take as much work away from the funder as possible, and to place that work essentially on the organisation that is requesting funding in that needing to provide all the information in a very particular way, in a very particular format, on the funders timelines. And actually, one of the things that we've been trying to do with Delivering Change again, has been to kind of flip that, and to put the onus of work and workload onto us and as an organisation, and trying to make it a streamline. Find a process for the for the community group, rather than for us as a funder. But the consequences of that is that we have been constructed along those those kind of streamline ways, and therefore we don't necessarily have the resource or capacity in-built in the organisation yet to move to that kind of new model. So I think for me, there's something there about the structure of the organisation, how we would need to change in order to be able to consistently create those, those kind of easy pathways for community groups or museums. 

Kate O'Driscoll (she/her) MGS  00:15:38
Yeah, absolutely. And I think you know, when I am daydreaming at my desk, I'm often daydreaming of completely disassembling the entire grants process and starting from scratch. What would we do if we could start from scratch? And you know, one of the massive problems is that we can't start from scratch. We can't stop the rest of the grants programme. We have to keep delivering the rest of the grant funding that the sector relies on outside of this work at the same time as doing this work. And that's a massive challenge...

Ellie Muniandy (she/they) MGS  00:16:02
 And one that feels like it's been a particularly big challenge.

Kate O'Driscoll (she/her) MGS  00:16:20
Absolutely one of the key challenges, particularly of this year, is that our grants programme has significantly grown. We have given out perhaps three times as much money this year, or we will give out three times as much money this year as last year, and we aren't giving those funds out through our core programme. We're giving them out through brand new funds we have developed this year, and that means that all of this work around Delivering Change is squeezed.

Sheila Asante (she/her) MGS  00:16:52
Yeah,  those are the big things. We have the grant funding machine that we already have, and then quite regularly, our grant funding machine will be given another pile of things to be put into it. And that happens, and means that that space and time for reflection, learning and disassembling, if possible, isn't there because that machine seems to always go forward. It speaks to a lot of the work in delivering change across the programmes about how do you take away some things so that you can do less, so you can do more? What are the fire breaks we're going to create in the work that we do, so that we can actually sit, reflect and start to look at where we can do those change, those processes. And that is something that's been a challenge across any area of integrating, delivering change and anti oppressive principles into grants. It can be quite often more acute in that it's a large part of our purpose. It's what our funding letter from the government talks about. And there's a lot of bureaucracy that comes with that that is not within our control, things like fair work and things that have to be included. So there's that bureaucracy which also lead on to that flexibility space where we aren't able to be flexible because of that. 

Ellie Muniandy (she/they) MGS  00:17:59
Which is right in the sense that this is government money, which means it's public money, which means there needs to be checks and balances in order to ensure that it is being used appropriately and effectively and within the interests of the nation. However, that massive downside to it, which is that there is a rigidity and bureaucracy.

Kate O'Driscoll (she/her) MGS  00:18:01
And I think with that bureaucracy, which will be very familiar to all organisations that receive public funding, is that we are on yearly cycles, so there is also always quite an acute pressure to ensure that you have been able to distribute the funding within quite a short timeline, in order to make sure you're able to distribute the funding next year. Whereas, you know, in an ideal world, you might be able to have a slightly longer period of time over which to do your financial planning in order to kind of ensure that you are giving out the grants in the most effective way.

Ellie Muniandy (she/they) MGS  00:18:55
And that is huge. Again, in terms of working in co-production. Co-production, we build that in. And even in that, we didn't build in enough time to do a lot of the relationship building within the Community Catalyst programme and within the sustainable production programme. And even with that, was three and a half year programme. Yeah, and you're talking about one year funding cycle, so to do co-production, and to be able to build relationships and trust, to be able to do that, to then have a project in a one year funding cycle is going to be prohibitive, yeah.

Ellie Muniandy (she/they) MGS  00:19:25
There's an infrastructure issue there, in terms of the way that we are structured, the way we set up as an organisation does not support the... kind of smooth running of a co-production model. One of the biggest challenge and one of the most interesting elements of this programme is that we are trying to do this new way of working, and it's highlighting all the kind of barriers that that we as an organisation in the way that we operate have created for reasonable reasons in terms of the past, but that are stopping us from being able to do do that co-production model in a useful and positive way for community groups. It's really, really difficult, but it is also massive learning for us. The question is, how much capacity do we have to completely dismantle the plane as we're flying it. 

Kate O'Driscoll (she/her) MGS  00:20:21
Hmm, yes, yeah.

Ellie Muniandy (she/they) MGS  00:20:22
That that is the crux of the kind of issue for MGS to wrestle with as an organisation, is, are we really committed to completely restructuring in order to be more flexible and more responsive?

Kate O'Driscoll (she/her) MGS  00:20:36
We really have been doing things that are brand new for Museums Galleries Scotland and for the grants team, and we have been running headfirst into it, and that has been really exciting and really great. And we have headbutted a bunch of our own barriers. And doing it, we have learned an incredible amount, but every single thing we have learned requires resource in order to address it,

Ellie Muniandy (she/they) MGS  00:20:59
Which leads us nicely into the final question, which is, what are the learnings from delivering change that you want to integrate into MGS grants?

Sheila Asante (she/her) MGS  00:21:07
We mentioned it, but looking at reflection time, building in reflection time into the grants calendar, and be aware that that is essential, not just for communities, but for everyone we support, looking at our computer management system and what we can do there, as it has been pointed out, that from the community perspective, that it can be quite clunky and difficult for them to use, and was a barrier for many of them when it came to the application process. One of the things that was reflected by our Community Catalyst was there wasn't enough time for that relationship building. And again, that speaks to the year cycle for us. We gave them, I want to say, five to six months to build a relationship, and that wasn't enough time for those who were starting from scratch, which is obvious now, and the ones that already had a relationship, they were able to move forward much quicker, but even they still didn't come in right on our deadline. So that relationship building time wasn't long enough. And how do you build that in?

Ellie Muniandy (she/they) MGS  00:21:59
We did give bursaries to the community group in order to support that conversation and that relationship building, but I think this is one of the limitations of things like remuneration, which is that you're only paying them for their specific time to do a specific thing, whether that's meetings or admin, but that is not a sustainable method for community groups to hold on to staff or to, you know, have that kind of consistency over a long period of time of the same individual carrying that relationship. So that is another reason why, despite renumeration, it still requires quite a lot of stability from the organisations that they have enough stable funding in general to have consistent staff who have time to be able to put towards things like this.

Sheila Asante (she/her) MGS  00:22:53
And then I think simplifying our processes as much as possible, and more support in onboarding around bureaucracy, so that real hand holding, which we did do, there was a lot of really great work ended around supporting people through that process, but that really clear understanding of how much we need to explain in the bureaucracy, and then separately on another kind of onboarding is how much support around the heritage and museum sector and their processes. So there was work in supporting their understanding of when they were meeting with a museum, why they might have a barrier here, why you might not be able to visit the store, why you might not be able to put the exhibition here. So more facilitation for their understanding of the processes and of the Heritage sector and the way the sector is in advance of that, maybe that first meeting. So they come a bit more armed about what that looks like as well.

Kate O'Driscoll (she/her) MGS  00:23:42
I would give every single thing we did more time. Every single thing I think we did was more time consuming and required more resource than we kind of planned for it. As that goes along, a project that really builds up, which increases the challenge for us and increases the challenge for the community group and the museums. It's interesting because we were talking about the streamlining of our process earlier, and how we have, potentially, in the past, streamlined processes to make them as efficient from our organisation's perspective, what we're not used to necessarily, is making processes as streamlined as possible for organisations, and because majority of our grantees, the majority of the time, are museums. We have existing relationships with them. They're quite used to our processes. No matter how convoluted some of our processes might be. They're used to dealing with them. So the audience, I suppose, for our processes, is completely different. And we did put work into trying to make our application forms and our project reports and our financial claims simpler, but there's a great distance for us still to go in making them simple enough or streamlined enough or easy enough. 

Sheila Asante (she/her) MGS  00:24:47
That kind of leads into plans for going forward. Several of our community groups have indicated their support for supporting us going forward and what this can look like, and we're looking at those kind of next phases of the programme, and we're planning to work with the communities that have been involved in Delivering Change, to have an advisory panel and work with them to help identify, shape and plan our future plans around funding and other areas within the programme, ensuring that their voices are there in that development planning process. 

Kate O'Driscoll (she/her) MGS  00:25:16
Because one thing we've never done, or like certainly not in my tenure in the grants team, is ask for feedback on a grant application as we're developing it. We've never given a grant application to, you know, any of our museums or any of our community groups, if they were the focus of the applicant and said, Do you understand what this application is asking for from us? We, you know, we spend a lot of time agonising over in-house, but more sensible thing to do would probably be to ask the people who are going to use it what they think we're asking and whether or not that matches what we think we're asking. A lot of that is we don't usually have the time to do that by the time we're writing an application form, we're desperately trying to get it up on a system in time for it to go live and meet the next application deadline. But certainly at an ideal world, and certainly I hope it's something we can do. I think it would be a really, really, really positive step to actually get feedback from community groups, but also from our museums. 

Sheila Asante (she/her) MGS  00:26:02
Yeah, I think that's key to Delivering Change across it. 

Kate O'Driscoll (she/her) MGS  00:26:07
Yeah, because the grants team understands grants language, so we're not a particularly good proof-reader of grant applications, because we understand what we're asking why we're working grants. 

Ellie Muniandy (she/they) MGS  00:26:23
And I think that has been a really important learning for us as an organisation, as well as like, what you're describing in terms of the grants team not being able to mark your own homework as they were, is the same situation for us. The reason why we've had so much learning is because we haven't realised how embedded in heritage we actually are, and therefore, an organisation who's a community group, who's coming in from the outside, who's not necessarily au fait with the sector, it's hard for us to imagine what they might need to know. It's hard for us to imagine how they might understand things differently to us, and so that that really exemplifies the need for lived experience and the need for that co-production or co-creation process, because we are, in fact, possibly the worst people to be in a place to be able to create something that is out with the bounds of the sector.

Kate O'Driscoll (she/her) MGS  00:27:22
 It's pretty hard to see your own blind spots.

Ellie Muniandy (she/they) MGS  00:27:26
Which then also speaks to the personal development change that is often needed in terms of anti-oppression work as well. A lot of the anti-oppression trainings is asking us to reflect personal blind spots and this process, this programme, is asking the organisation to reflect on its blind spots as well. 
1
