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EEnnggaaggiinngg RReeffuuggeeeess && AAssyylluumm SSeeeekkeerrss -- 
TThhee PPrroojjeecctt

In 2003, National Museums Liverpool, in partnership with Leicester City Museums
Service, Salford Museum and Art Gallery and Tyne and Wear Museums (Sunderland
Museum and Winter Gardens), developed a joint project with the aim of exploring
how museums could contribute to supporting local refugees and asylum seekers. The
project was originally funded via the DCMS Strategic Commissioning programme, and
has now been extended to March 2008, with the support of DCMS, DfES and the
Baring Foundation.

The aims of the project were to:

� research the needs of refugees and asylum seekers, and how museums and
galleries can address issues of isolation and social exclusion through art and
cultural activities

� deliver events and activities to at least 150 refugees and asylum seekers, targeted
at families and young adults (16–25 years) at each location

� develop resources to meet the needs of local refugees and asylum seekers so that
partners can continue to engage this audience once the project is concluded

� help other museums and galleries deliver similar projects by sharing advice,
guidance, information and evaluation

A dedicated project officer in each organisation worked with refugees and asylum
seekers and engaged them in a specially-tailored programme of events and activities
that provided them with a quality experience. 

This guide is designed to support museum and gallery staff wishing to reach out to
asylum seekers and refugees. It suggests approaches to making contacts, developing
appropriate activities, coping with language differences, evaluation and sustainability.
Based upon the experiences of the four project officers, it lists various strategies for
engaging with this audience so as to provide appropriate facilities and events. 

It was written by Karen Holmes, with project officers Christina Colledge, David
Horrobin, Lis Murphy and Anna Rahilly.

For further information about this project, please contact Claire Duffy, Head of
Community Partnerships at National Museums Liverpool, 0151 478 4548, email
claire.duffy@liverpoolmuseums.org.uk
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SSuunnddeerrllaanndd

Refugees and asylum seekers may be experiencing stress over their asylum claims, and
racism and hostility from their new communities. There is also the threat of being
relocated to another city once they have settled in – this happened to several families I
worked with.
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Why work with refugees and asylum seekers?

Any project officer working on a scheme such as this will need to draw on a wide
range of skills, abilities and experience. Think of these as your basic ‘tools’ that will
help you get the job done. This list is based on the experiences of staff involved in the
project.

PPaattiieennccee,, ppeerrssiisstteennccee aanndd tteennaacciittyy:: you may be ready to initiate a dozen useful
projects but it will take time to gain the confidence of both refugees and asylum
seekers and the agencies that work with them. Nothing happens as quickly as you
want it to.

IInniittiiaattiivvee:: if this is the first arts/cultural-based project for refugees and asylum seekers
in your region, you may find that you are working alone, with few people who can
guide or advise you. Ideas, and their implementation, will be your responsibility. 

CCoommmmuunniiccaattiioonn sskkiillllss:: your work will bring you into contact with many different people
including refugees and asylum seekers, museum staff, local agencies, the media, local
dignitaries and bureaucrats. You need to be able to communicate effectively with all of
them.

FFlleexxiibbiilliittyy:: the most successful events will develop from an initial good idea, but will
only take shape with input from the other participants. You need a flexible approach
to working to allow your projects to develop effectively so that they meet the needs of
everyone involved.

CCuullttuurraall aawwaarreenneessss:: this extends to more than an understanding of the difficulties that
refugees and asylum seekers face. You need to be aware that people from different
cultures may have very different perspectives about concepts such as timekeeping.
What works for you may not work for the refugees and asylum seekers with whom you
hope to engage.

OOppttiimmiissmm:: not all events will succeed; not all feedback will be positive. You need to be
resilient and determined in the face of setbacks.

3

TThhee eesssseennttiiaall ttoooollss

The project identified a number of ways in which museums and galleries could
contribute positively to the lives of refugees and asylum seekers. These included:

� being involved in the life of their local communities 

� learning more about their new environment

� learning about the art and history of their new community

� contributing to workshops, local events or displaying their artwork

� providing formal and informal learning opportunities to develop confidence,
communication and social skills

� supporting language teaching

� offering a welcoming neutral and informal space for learning 

� expressing themselves and communicating their experiences through artistic media

� supporting the work of agencies that work with refugees and asylum seekers,
many of which are overstretched

� enabling local communities to experience and understand the plight of refugees
and asylum seekers to enhance community cohesion and combat hostility and
prejudice

The problems faced by refugees and asylum seekers as they settle into a new
community cannot be overstated. Isolation, limited resources and language barriers
add to the difficulties they may already have experienced before coming to the UK.
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SSuunnddeerrllaanndd:: DDeevveellooppiinngg CCoommmmuunniiccaattiioonn SSkkiillllss

A group attended the museum as part of the ESOL course that is run at their drop-in
centre. ESOL courses are available for anyone lacking the English skills or confidence
they need to get involved in society. The aim of the visit was to give the group an
opportunity to practice their English skills. They toured the museum, and were given
activity sheets to complete. We used activity sheets already prepared for visiting school
groups. We showed these activity sheets to the ESOL tutors before the visit and they were
just the right ability level for the ESOL groups. 

The group were keen to find out more about the city that they live in, and the visit
enabled them to learn new facts and information about Sunderland and its history. They
used the English language skills they had already learned to interpret what they saw at
the museum and many of them said that they now realised that they could practise
English everywhere – not just in the classroom. They also developed skills in finding,
reading, and sifting information. For groups where English is a learned language, these
are important skills that can be transferred to everyday life.

Inclusion in the cultural activity of the local community develops important skills in
interaction and acceptance, for both the refugees and asylum seekers and the host
community. The group had an increased motivation to visit the museum in the future, and
to bring their older children so they could share in the learning experience. The group
displayed a sense of personal achievement once they had completed their activity sheets.
Many in the group said that they would now bring their partners, children and friends
into the museum. It was satisfying to see the ESOL students visiting the museum in their
leisure time.

This case study highlights how some of the project objectives have been achieved.

LLeeiicceesstteerr 

Art, craft and cultural activities have helped refugees and asylum seekers to get a strong
message about their lives across to other people. This is a medium they can use to
communicate effectively with the community at large.

This extract from a summary report, produced by NML to evaluate the success of the
project in Liverpool, highlights changes in self-confidence experienced by refugees and
asylum seekers as a result of the museum experience.

There are obviously a number of ways in which museums and galleries also benefit:

� A project such as this widens the audience that uses their facilities, and opens
them up to a whole new section of the local community. 

� Many museums and galleries are seeking to extend their social remit and
demonstrate their ability to contribute to government agendas on learning,
community cohesion and social inclusion. Working with this audience offers
museums and galleries the opportunity to make a difference to the most
marginalised in society, in a way few other mainstream learning providers can,
and can help to challenge prejudice towards refugees and asylum seekers in the
local community. 

� By encouraging refugees and asylum seekers to contribute to activities and
exhibitions in the galleries, the local community gains access to art from other
cultures, which they would not otherwise experience. Encouraging refugees and
asylum seekers to add to museum and oral history collections can also help
museums to build a historical record of migrating communities into their area.

MMuusseeuummss DDOO iinnssppiirree sseellff--ccoonnffiiddeennccee

‘They get so much out of the museum trips, not just the educational side but also the
social side. They can expand their contacts beyond the college and get to know more
people. The sessions have positive impact on the kids. The contact in the museum is
informal and the museum gives the students something without setting any conditions:
friendship and commitment.

‘Family trips are so important to them. Once they see that museums are for them,
places to go where they are welcome, they are more likely to come back on their own,
not just in an organised trip.’
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Making contact with refugees and asylum seekers
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NNeettwwoorrkkiinngg NNeettwwoorrkkiinngg

This list includes some potential starting points, but will vary from region to region:
� Refugee charity and advocacy groups

� Refugee counselling services

� Refugee support networks

� Social housing providers (public and private)

� Community colleges (ESOL departments)

� Language centres

� Drop-in centres

� LEA officers and co-ordinators

� Hotels and hostels

� Community centres

� Youth centres

� Library service

� Healthcare providers

� Universities (may have student volunteers)

� Theatre and performance arts groups

� Community safety unit

� Faith organisations

LLeeiicceesstteerr

Do not underestimate the time required to establish the right contacts and build trust. Time
invested in the early stages of the project in identifying who can best help achieve the
project objectives and building a strong relationship with them will ensure a good return
in later stages.

Having identified your key partners, work with them to develop a real partnership in all
the future stages of your project. Working with one or two well-defined groups can often
be more productive than trying to work with everyone.

All the project officers found that a lot of their time was taken up with establishing and
maintaining contact with refugees and asylum seekers so that they could find out what
they wanted to get out of the project and then publicise it. Methods varied but the
most successful usually involved getting out into the community for face-to-face
meetings with individuals and support groups, where they could talk about what was
on offer. 

LLeeiicceesstteerr

The people who make things happen are often entrepreneurial individuals who work in
the different communities. The only way to contact them is to go out and speak with them.
From my experience there is nothing like working directly with the communities through
local education and lifelong learning officers, outreach officers and key figures from each
ethnic community.

LLiivveerrppooooll

Approximately 90 organisations working with refugees and asylum seekers are affiliated
to the Merseyside Refugee Support Network (MRSN), which holds a general meeting
every two months to share information.  I went to a meeting when the project started and
handed out flyers.  I was then invited to speak at the next meeting and joined one of the
subgroups, which meets on a more regular basis. Through the MRSN I was contacted by
a variety of groups interested in participating. 

SSaallffoorrdd

The Manchester City Council website gave me a really helpful list of agencies and
organisations that work with asylum seekers and refugees. I started ringing round these
and was quickly passed on to other relevant people who would be interested in my
project. 

SSuunnddeerrllaanndd

A contact at the North of England Refugee Service gave me a list of refugees and
asylum seekers groups and this was really useful for making initial contacts. They put me
in touch with Sunderland’s regional refugee forum.  The majority of service providers
attend the forum meetings, so once a month they are all under one roof. That’s a great
way to meet everyone and share best practice. There are also five main drop-in centres in
Sunderland which are open weekly and were fantastic places to publicise the project. 
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NNeettwwoorrkkiinngg BBeeaattiinngg tthhee llaanngguuaaggee bbaarrrriieerr

Project officers used different networking methods, with varying degrees of success.
Talking to people face to face tended to produce the most positive results but time
limitations can make this difficult. Written communications worked to a degree, but in
communities where many different languages are spoken the costs involved mean that
it is not always possible to translate all materials to make them accessible to all.
Combining different methods and regularly reviewing results (and costs) is probably
the most effective way forward. 

A combination of the following methods of communication can help you to develop a
strategy for involving refugees and asylum seekers:

� Letters

� Mails, posters and flyers

� E-mail

� Community newsletters

� Community websites

� Phone calls

� Personal visits

� Attendance at community meetings

� Try to use very clear and simple English

� Work through established groups and drop-in centres where group leaders can
get your message across.

� Remember that you may have to rely far more heavily on body language than the
spoken word when you are communicating with refugees and asylum seekers.
Make every expression and gesture count. 

� Don’t assume that just because people say that they understand information they
really do. Check that any letters or mails you’ve sent out have gone to recipients
who can communicate them to others.

� Sunderland translated information into the top eight languages spoken by local
refugees and asylum seekers. The cost of translation was less than anticipated and
it has provided a lasting resource for the museum.

LLeeiicceesstteerr

With the variety of different cultures involved, letters, phone calls and e-mails are useful
but not the most effective way to communicate. Face to face is better. Trust is paramount
and the only way people get to trust you is to see and talk to you. We used direct mail to
whole housing estates where people live (using people in the community to deliver
leaflets at very low cost), posters in several languages at community centres, ESOL
providers, family and health centres, hostels and accommodation centres, in fact
anywhere where refugees and asylum seekers are likely to go. Local paper and radio
seem ineffective for this sector of the community. 

SSuunnddeerrllaanndd

I spent the first few weeks ringing round, but people were so busy they didn’t return my
calls. Writing letters as the first point of contact was not successful as they tended to sit on
desks. After a relationship had been struck up, and someone was expecting to be
contacted, letters were effective if the recipients’ English was not good (they could spend
time finding out the meaning of the letter, instead of just saying ‘yes’ they understood).
Attending the drop-in centres was very effective. Making appointments with people to
meet face-to-face worked best.
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BBeeaattiinngg tthhee llaanngguuaaggee bbaarrrriieerr TThhee ttiimmee ffaaccttoorr

LLiivveerrppooooll

I spent a lot of time in the first few months making my presence known and ensuring that
we were offering events that were relevant to the groups that we hoped to work with.
This involved phone calls, letters and going out and meeting the groups, often with
pictures of previous sessions, to try and generate interest. I went to some accommodation
providers and told the centre managers about the project, but although people are living
together, they are not necessarily a group that would do things together, and it was hard
to mobilise individuals within the accommodation to come into the museum.  However, if
the project were to last longer and a relationship could be built up, I think it would be
possible to form groups and get people interested in the work we are doing.

SSaallffoorrdd

I telephoned organisations working with refugees and asylum seekers to introduce myself
and my project, and arranged meetings whenever possible. Face-to-face contact with the
individuals themselves is important so that they become familiar with you and you can
sell your event directly to them. I created clear, simple flyers using very basic English to
advertise events and distributed them personally to refugees and asylum seekers and
through agencies and organisations. This seemed to work well and is perhaps better than
translating publicity for a specific event into lots of different languages.

SSaallffoorrdd

We advertised an event to launch three exhibitions and a documentary film about
refugees and asylum seekers in Salford to the general public as well as to refugees and
asylum seekers. The leaflet stated that the film was about refugees and asylum seekers
and there were several complaints from individuals that they were not happy about being
described in this way in publicity. These communities suffer a huge stigma in Britain today
and it is understandable that they do not want to be labelled as such, especially if you
are displaying photographs or video footage in their new community. It essential that this
is considered when publicising events to the general public that contain work by refugees
and asylum seekers.

SSuunnddeerrllaanndd

It took us the first three months of our project to establish a strong network of contacts.
I think this is a realistic time frame. 

It’s not just language that can prove a barrier to getting people into venues. Project
officers cited lack of time as one of their greatest problems. As one officer said: ‘You
need to be able to find out where refugees and asylum seekers are and where they
go, and be there. If you do this you can build relationships and trust. If you don’t have
the time to do this, you are reliant upon others who may have differing agendas and
that does not always work.’ 

Other factors that can affect the number of people you attract to events are associated
with the lifestyle of refugees and asylum seekers. Many have very chaotic lives and
there is not always the time or opportunity to make effective contacts. Secondly,
refugees and asylum seekers can be a transient community so it will be hard to build
up any lasting relationships with them. As you think about the most effective ways to
engage with refugees and asylum seekers in your area, be prepared for these
difficulties.

SSaallffoorrdd

It is essential at the beginning of a project to spend time making contacts, developing
ideas and forming good working relationships with organisations, even before any events
have been planned. Your ideas for events should develop according to advice and
suggestions from organisations that can bring refugees and asylum seekers along or
publicise the event for you. This ‘thinking and developing’ time will ensure your event is
successful.

  The more time spent with the same group, the greater the impact will be on them as
individuals. Six- to eight-week sessions in participatory arts activities mean that the group
can form a strong, supportive, lasting relationship with each other as well as with the
museum and its staff. Having an end product to work towards such as an exhibition or
performance also gives the group a great sense of achievement and pride, as well as
providing something for their local community to see. 
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TTrraannssppoorrtt

If you are planning an event in a museum or gallery, you may need to provide
additional facilities or adapt existing ones to meet the needs of refugees and asylum
seekers. In this section, we look at what groups will need to help make their visit a
success.

Different groups will have different needs. Project officers suggested providing the
facilities on this checklist whenever possible.

� Prayer area

� Storage for coats and bags

� Creche

� Rest area

� Lunchroom

� Free vegetarian refreshments

� Activity /classroom space 

If possible, arrange for a contact person to be at the venue on the day to deal with
any other needs.

FFaacciilliittiieess

Accessible location and adequate transport provision (or the lack of it) can make or
break an event. All the project officers highlighted the difficulty of getting refugees and
asylum seekers to a venue, particularly if it is not in a city centre. If participants are left
to make the journey on their own, they may find the logistics too difficult. Providing
transport can be expensive but it does encourage more people to participate.  Think
about offering:

� taxis – though some project officers had problems with taxis that were booked but
never turned up

� community minibuses

� bus passes to visiting groups. 

LLiivveerrppooooll

One event was poorly attended when a college tutor arranged to meet his class at the
museum.  Maybe the class didn’t know where to go, or decided the visit wouldn’t be
valuable, and only one turned up.  After this I encouraged tutors and community officers
to meet up with the group at their usual locations and travel as a group to the museum.
This worked a lot better.  

SSuunnddeerrllaanndd

I bought prepaid scratch-card travel passes that could be used on any form of transport
in the Tyne and Wear area and sent them out to community groups. This was successful
for drop-in days because group members could travel from their home and arrive at times
that suited them. There was no specific pick-up point for a minibus (which would have
required everyone to be on time, and to live in the same areas) and as these passes are
used by local people, there’s no stigma attached to them. It empowered the participants:
they were in control of making their own way to the museum. If the groups learn the route
to the museum, and do it on their own, they are more likely to make their own way there
in the future. The passes were valid for a whole day, so could be used after the event for
the participants to go somewhere else, or just for their journey home.  
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IInnffoorrmmaattiioonn WWeellccoommee

A first visit to a museum or gallery can be intimidating for anyone who does not know
what is on offer. Language barriers make the problem worse so it is hardly surprising
that many refugees and asylum seekers are daunted by the prospect. Before visits,
make sure that participants know:

� how to get to the venue (use maps with local landmarks and plenty of visuals)

� what they will find at the museum or gallery

� what facilities are available

� where toilet and rest facilities can be found

� what arrangements have been made for refreshments

� basic rules (e.g. not eating and drinking in galleries, not touching exhibits, etc.)

� where they can find help if they need it.

If your museum is offering free admission, make this very clear at the invitation stage.
Project officers found that many people thought they would have to pay.

LLiivveerrppooooll

It’s helpful if groups know before their visit what is going to be covered in the activity so
that they can learn essential vocabulary and can be alerted to any sensitive subject
matter. This was particularly important when visits were centred on the Transatlantic
Slavery Gallery or our Spirit of the Blitz exhibition. If participants know what is coming,
they are prepared and can opt out if it is not for them.  

Museums can look imposing and threatening to new visitors who don’t know what they
will be expected to do once they get inside. Some refugees and asylum seekers are
not confident enough to walk into, and around, museums on their own. One possible
solution to this problem is to arrange for small groups to visit together. Make it clear
on any marketing literature what visitors will experience, what facilities are available
and that their visit is free. Alternatively, use volunteers to take round small groups.
If possible, meet the groups yourself at the entrance as you will be a familiar face. 
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LLiivveerrppooooll

I investigated the language levels of groups beforehand and tried to adapt the sessions
around this information.  For groups with basic English, we used as many visuals as
possible when explaining things, and hands-on sessions which even those with no English
could gain from.  I sent out as much information as I could before the visits so that the
tutors or community officers could brief participants.  Museum staff tried to use basic
English when they could.  Refugees and asylum seekers within a group who understood
more tended to translate parts for others in the group.  

LLaanngguuaaggee iissssuueess LLaanngguuaaggee iissssuueess

 SSuunnddeerrllaanndd

Most general visits were made by ESOL classes, who were keen to use English as much
as possible and communicate in other ways when English failed. When we had sessions
with artists, the activities were highly visual and we managed well without language. I
worked with interpreters for sessions with young people, but found this less successful as it
became a barrier between the group and myself. Groups chatted in their own
languages, and didn’t work together. When neither party fully understands each other,
you are on common ground (although this can be very frustrating, and sometimes
interpreters really are needed). However, we usually found ways of communicating with
people who were eager to be understood.     

SSaallffoorrdd

I provided events and activities that did not rely on language, such as art, dance and
music.  I also tried to ensure that groups speaking the same language came together, so
they could translate for each other. We didn’t identify any particular problems with
language at the actual events.

LLeeiicceesstteerr

In almost all the communities there are one or two people who can speak good English
and are used by the community to assist in language issues. Try to find out who they are
and get them involved. 

You will have to judge on a group-by-group basis what language provision needs to
be made available. Options include supplying interpreters and translating activity and
information sheets into other languages. 

Project officers reported that hands-on activities, and those which relied heavily on
visual stimuli, tended to overcome language problems. People will find ways to
communicate when they really want to. 
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The project generated a wide range of activities. The format for these events included:

� museum visits and open days geared specifically to groups of refugees and
asylum seekers

� museum and gallery fun days for the general public at which specific activities
were offered for participant groups

� workshops held in museums and galleries

� outreach events and workshops held at local community and drop-in centres

On the following pages we give more detail about events which worked particularly
well – and those which were less successful. These highlight issues you need to take
into consideration when you plan your own project. Here are some of the activities
that have been tried and tested by our project officers:

MMuusseeuumm ssttaaffff AAccttiivviittiieess

� Art and crafts

� Music and dance

� Artefact handling sessions

� Glass painting

� Punch and Judy show

� Herb planting 

� Rag-rug making

� Planetarium visits

� Family fun days

� Animation

� Birdwatching and fossil hunting

� Photography and video

� Costume

� Poetry

� Jewellery making

Providing museum staff with awareness training about refugees and asylum seekers
contributed to the success of visits. As a minimum, museum staff need to be adequately
briefed prior to the visit.

SSaallffoorrdd

Museum staff attended Refugee Awareness training provided by Refugee Action before
our Open Day. The first session was a quiz and forum for discussion about asylum
seekers globally and in the UK. It covered issues such as which countries have the most
refugees, what percentage of the UK population are asylum seekers, what benefits
refugees and asylum seekers receive in the UK and details about the asylum system,
including asylum rights. In the second session, we were encouraged to think in more
detail about why people leave their own country to become asylum seekers, how they
might get to this country, and why they come here and not to another country. We talked
more about the ‘support’ systems for asylum seekers and had to complete a flow
diagram with all the procedures, processes and possible outcomes for an asylum seeker
in the UK. The training gave staff the opportunity to ask questions about refugees and
asylum seekers and their situation in the UK, and challenged some of the information and
opinions expressed in the tabloid press. 

In the main, project officers found that activities involving hands-on participation
worked best. These ranged from trying on costumes to handling artifacts to taking part
in planting and rug-making workshops. Making things was particularly popular,
especially when there was a product at the end of the session that participants could
keep. Refugees and asylum seekers have very little and their housing can be very
basic. People welcomed being given the opportunity and materials to make something
that would brighten their living environment. 

Secondly, the project officers felt that taking small displays and handling objects out to
community centres, where refugees and asylum seekers can participate whilst
remaining in a familiar environment, also enhanced participation and helped to build
vocabulary to support future museum visits. 
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WWhhaatt wwoorrkkss?? WWhhaatt wwoorrkkss??

SSaallffoorrdd

We worked with six refugees and asylum seekers from different cultures on a
documentary-style video history. We showed the film at a launch event for several
exhibitions to an audience of about 200 people. The participants were really proud to
see themselves on the big screen and pleased that so many people were interested in
their culture. They all requested a copy of the film to send to their families, some of whom
they haven’t seen for years. The musicians from the Ukraine and Iran played traditional
music (and the Beatles) for the Mayor and Mayoress and were thrilled to have the
chance to play music in their new community.

SSuunnddeerrllaanndd

Together with the library, we produced a questionnaire to establish what services
refugees and asylum seekers wanted from the library, Museum and Winter Gardens, and
what services they were already aware of. The results of the questionnaire were
displayed in the museum at an international day. We invited to the international day
everyone we had sent the questionnaires to. We had a great turn out, and enjoyed many
activities: traditional North East songs and dances, the local school choir, a Columbian
dance group, an Egyptian dance performance, salsa demos, an African drum group,
henna hand painting, a Russian opera singer. Nearly a hundred people came, including
children, plus the Mayor and Mayoress. The event was really enjoyable, and it was
refreshing to see such a mix of people in one room. People who had not visited the
museum before attended, and I am sure that they will be more inclined to visit in the
future.

LLeeiicceesstteerr

For the launch of the new community arts facility in Belgrave, the whole museum’s
outreach team was mobilised to pull together activities for a fun-filled day. These included
classical ballet, jazz, children’s dance and fashion shows, arts and craft activities and
balloon modellers. Although not specifically designed for the refugee community, we
worked with the people in St Matthews to provide local language publicity and
translators on the day. We provided free transport and groups including tenants’
associations and youth groups attended, and a local school organised groups of people
to bring along. 

On the following pages we highlight a number of successful projects that took place at
each venue.

LLeeiicceesstteerr

The most successful events were ones in the community, by the community and for the
community. If refugees and asylum seekers are involved in pulling it together and putting
on the activities, and the children are involved, then they like that – especially if there is
free food and something to do.

SSuunnddeerrllaanndd

Activities that recognised and celebrated the participants’ cultures were very successful.
Through encouraging feedback in English and in the participants’ first language – and
asking participants to share experiences and history of their home countries – they
began to feel that integration into a new community does not have to mean suppressing
their roots.

LLiivveerrppooooll

A group of 47 took part in a rag rug-making workshop. The Outreach Assistant and
some volunteers delivered this for the adults, and a workshop leader helped the children
to make dream catchers. This session worked particularly well.  The women enjoyed
making the rug and the volunteers enjoyed the session too.  We have started discussing
the possibility of the volunteers coming out to a community centre to help the women to
start their own rug. 
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WWhhaatt wwoorrkkss?? WWhhaatt ddooeessnn’’tt wwoorrkk??

SSuunnddeerrllaanndd

We ran a series of textile workshops at one of the drop-in centres. Working with an artist
and a core group of ten women, we made small banners to hang in our homes. The
group became a very relaxing environment, and we all shared textile traditions of our
home countries. Many of the women in the group were accomplished at needlecraft, and
produced some beautiful banners which were then displayed in the museum. The women
visited the museum to see their work on display, and gained validation for their work. It
has been highly successful to take the work to the groups first on their home ground, and
then to bring the groups and their work into the museum.

LLiivveerrppooooll 

We delivered a digital photography day in partnership with Merseyside Youth
Association (MYA). We sent the group taking part disposable cameras before the session
and asked them to take photos of places they liked in Liverpool. This was partly because
we couldn’t cover a huge area during the day but also to provide a back-up in case of
bad weather. In the morning we were shown how to use the equipment and took a small
walking tour so the students could take their own photographs. We provided lunch then
had a lesson in the IT suite on how to digitally enhance the pictures we had taken. The
session worked well.  The small numbers meant that everyone participated and got the
help they needed as there were plenty of staff to help with the IT session. The
photographs taken were printed out and given to the students. NML’s E-communities
Officer is also using the images to put together a community map on the NML website
which will highlight places of interest to asylum seekers. 

SSaallffoorrdd

We held an open day at the museum. We had dressing-up sessions, paper art with our
resident artist, and clay modelling. The day was very successful. Direct contact with
agencies and asylum seekers themselves worked in getting people to the event. General
feedback was that people seemed to enjoy the day and some, especially artists, were
interested in donating objects and getting involved more in museum activities. As the
activities were spread around the museum, people got to see everything, but also spent a
long time looking at things in galleries where there was no activity. A couple of people
approached me to ask what else the museum was going to do for them and their
children. 

However well you prepare for events, not all of them will be as successful as you hope.
There are some factors you have little control over. 

Here we highlight some of the issues that project officers identified which led to less
successful activities and visits – and some possible solutions.

SSuunnddeerrllaanndd

I experienced cultural differences in timekeeping. Some groups did not see the
importance of being on time, and often arrived one or two hours later than the start time.
A compromise was needed. I stressed the importance of arriving at the appointed time
when an artist had been paid to lead the session, but found it was more successful to
start the sessions later than the publicised arrival time. If the group arrived at one, we
looked around the museum until two when the session started (this usually resulted in the
group arriving just as the session started!)  

LLiivveerrppooooll

Only one pupil from the two classes turned up as the tutors had arranged to meet them
at the museum. Outreach sessions would work better with this group, otherwise transport
needs to be provided. Activities that were pitched at too high a language level didn’t
work well, as little was understood.  Similarly it was a mistake to think that simply
delivering a children’s session to an English language group would work.  For example,
a planetarium children’s show didn’t work with a group of refugees and asylum seekers
group. Although the material was basic the language was not, so people found it difficult
to understand.
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WWhhaatt ddooeessnn’’tt wwoorrkk??

LLeeiicceesstteerr

The weather plays a big role in how many people come along. If it’s a rainy day and
your event is out of town, don’t expect multitudes, even if you offer free transport. It helps
to plan small local events and work with small groups in their own community. 

SSaallffoorrdd

The refugee art group has been difficult to sustain as the museum space is quite often
booked up, so no regular meetings are possible and continuity is lost. It is therefore
difficult to know how many people will come to sessions, which is important as some
activities such as salsa dancing require more people than other activities like pottery.
The best time for the group was on Saturday morning, which was difficult for me to co-
ordinate as it is not my working day. The best solution would be to train a
refugee/asylum seeker artist to co-ordinate the group and help them find appropriate
facilitators for activities. We are holding an exhibition of their work in July which will also
ensure there is some sustainable contact between the group and the museum.

GGeettttiinngg ffeeeeddbbaacckk oonn yyoouurr eevveenntt

How will you measure the success of an event to establish whether it is worth
repeating? At the most basic level, you can count the number of refugees and asylum
seekers who attend an event. However, it is qualitative research that produces the most
useful information about what works with the target groups. 

Language can be a barrier to getting accurate feedback. Giving people with limited
English an evaluation form is not likely to produce a detailed response. Project officers
tried a number of methods including:

� using local community people (paid) with a good grasp of English to help on the
day and act as translators to fill in evaluation forms

� employing language students from community colleges to assist with any
translation of evaluation forms

� face-to-face evaluation in an informal setting, where people could convey meaning
through non-verbal communications 

� giving group leaders evaluation forms and asking them to correlate feedback.

� showing cards with emotive smiley faces to explore levels of enjoyment and
understanding; participants can point at the face that most reflects their feelings
about a visit

� cartoon completion using a cartoon that includes one or two speech bubbles with
a prompt at the top of the sheet; respondents are asked to fill in the speech
bubble

� encouraging members to write in the language with which they feel comfortable
or draw a picture of their experience at the museum.

There are some general points to remember about research and evaluation work:

� Always check for consent before using tape recorders 

� Always tell participants in advance if they are going to work with a researcher or
evaluator.

� Reassure participants that their names will not be recorded or used in research.

� If you want to take photos of the events, check with each of the individuals that
this will be acceptable. Do not reuse the photo without written permission (this
applies to photos of adults as well as children). In particular, err on the side of
caution and do not use photographs of refugees and asylum seekers in any
material for general distribution
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GGeettttiinngg ffeeeeddbbaacckk oonn yyoouurr eevveenntt OOuurr eevvaalluuaattiioonn mmeetthhooddoollooggyy

LLeeiicceesstteerr

A useful exercise is to carry out a full evaluation of an event. We used SWOT analysis to
evaluate a ‘Worlds of Winter’ family event in a local community centre. It identified the
strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats that could impact on future events, and
made a difference to the way new events were planned.

SSaallffoorrdd

ESOL groups did post-visit work in class which consisted of a folder of photographs,
write-ups of their day in their first language and translated into English, and thank-you
letters.

This gave me a really good sense of how much they had enjoyed their visit and a lot of
them said it was the best thing they had done since they have been in the UK.

I have brought in an external evaluator to evaluate the whole project and one event
using the cartoon format developed by Liverpool. I think this is a good way to evaluate
as it doesn’t involve a lot of written English.

� Reassure people that they can’t do anything wrong and stress that you want to
hear their honest opinions.

� Write down any direct comments so that they feel that their thoughts and opinions
are being valued.

� Try and get involved with the group, make conversation with them about their
expectations of the visit and participate with activities whenever possible.

LLiivveerrppooooll

I found initially that the best way to get feedback was to send questionnaires to the
group leaders who would then go through the questions with the group; this helped
eliminate the language barriers.  Giving out individual questionnaires did not work, as
the language barriers were too great. However, when NML’s visitor service did their
evaluation they produced discussion guides and various feedback sheets that allowed the
participants to draw their experiences as well as write them.  This method probably got a
lot more information from the groups, but it is very time-consuming as it involves a pre-visit
interview, observing on the day and a post-visit interview.

The Research Office at National Museums Liverpool was commissioned to evaluate the
project in Liverpool and create an evaluation toolkit that is sound, achievable,
repeatable and as simple as possible to use both for respondents who face a
language barrier as well as social exclusion issues and for museum partners with
minimum training. A summary of the methodology is included here. If you are
considering a similar evaluation exercise, a full report and a detailed methodology
including discussion guides and show cards are available on request from the
Research Office at National Museums Liverpool. 

For more information on research guidelines and a code of conduct, visit The Market
Research Society website, www.mrs.org.uk

SSeettttiinngg yyoouurr aaiimmss aanndd oobbjjeeccttiivveess

Make sure you are clear about what you want the evaluation to find out for you. Then
decide on what research method is best to apply.

When? Research Objectives Respondents Methodology

l Expectations of the visit
l Attitudes about visiting museums

l Concerns
l Needs and aspirations

l Levels of enjoyment
l Emotions and attitudes
l Level of involvement

l Levels of enjoyment
l Likelihood of coming back
l Learning outcomes

l Changes in levels of self-confidence
l Improving access
l Learning outcomes

Pre-visit research

During the visit

Post visit research

Group Cartoon feedback sheets
(in the classroom)

Teachers/leaders Telephone interview or 
face-to-face interview

All Participant observation

Group Cartoon feedback sheets
(in the classroom or museum)

Teachers/leaders Telephone interview or 
face-to-face interview

BBaassiiccss

� Be honest with respondents. Make sure they understand what the research involves.

� Openly ask for consent to take part and to use their comments (anonymously) in
reports.

� Treat respondents with respect at all times.
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OOuurr eevvaalluuaattiioonn mmeetthhooddoollooggyy IInntteeggrraattiinngg pprroojjeecctt aaccttiivviittyy

HHooww ttoo oovveerrccoommee llaanngguuaaggee bbaarrrriieerrss bbeettwweeeenn tthhee rreesseeaarrcchheerr aanndd rreessppoonnddeennttss

� Use very clear, plain English.

� Maintain eye contact with respondents at all times.

� Use visual material where possible (point to objects, use images, pictures).

� Use emotive smiley faces on show cards to explore feelings.

TTiippss ffoorr ppaarrttiicciippaanntt oobbsseerrvvaattiioonn

� Carry a small notepad with you to write down any observations or comments.  
Avoid using a clipboard – it can appear too formal and put people off.

� Join in activities. Become part of the group and not just an outside observer.

HHooww ttoo ggaatthheerr ffeeeeddbbaacckk aafftteerr aa sseessssiioonn oorr aa vviissiitt

� Inform the group in advance that you would like to gather feedback about their visit.

� Include a 15-minute slot for a feedback session on the timetable for the day to
ensure that there will be sufficient time at the end of the visit.

� Use incentives, however small (e.g. keyring, pencil, pin badge, guide book, etc.)

AAbboouutt wwrriitttteenn ffeeeeddbbaacckk

� In large groups, cartoon feedback sheets are useful for gathering feedback about
favourite and least favourite things, especially with children and students. Encourage
them to draw a picture or write. Adults tend to be more reticent here – verbal
feedback is more fruitful. 

� With ESOL college students, written feedback (cartoon feedback) can be
incorporated into the lesson plan before and after the visit. 

One of the main concerns that project officers have is that short-term projects can, over
time, damage the credibility of programmes for vulnerable and hard-to-reach groups.
As one officer reported: ‘The main problem I encountered was concern that this might
be a “hit and run” project. I’ve spoken to some groups who’ve been approached with
similar projects in the past and felt that the main objective was to tick the “work with
ethnic minorities” box. They started work with refugees and asylum seekers, only to
drop out further down the line and let the group down. There was a reluctance to be
involved in something that was only running for six months.’

Another project officer said: ‘If museums want to build on this project, they have to
consider the refugee and asylum seeker community as a central part of their plans, not
a bolt-on as it is at the moment. There has to be mindset change in senior management
to make such work integral. It then needs to be built into measurable core objectives,
be adequately resourced and have its profile raised with the local authority. At present
it is one of a myriad of short-term funded projects.’

The conclusions of these officers are clear. Short-term projects are generally of no
lasting benefit to the refugee and asylum seeker community (although they can have
lasting benefit in the lives of individuals) and can, over time, damage the reputation of
the organisations that organise them. They can also make it harder for new projects to
get off the ground since they will be greeted with a degree of cynicism by refugees
and asylum seekers.

It is important, therefore, to consider how projects can be sustained once seed funding
has run out. How can your venues continue to work with this audience? This is
something you should be thinking about from the minute you launch your own project
so that you can assure refugees and asylum seekers that they will continue to receive
much-needed support.

The Engaging Refugees & Asylum Seekers project was initially funded for nine months,
and at the end of this period our project officers put forward a number of suggestions
related to:

� establishing self-run groups that would continue to use the venues

� widening the scope of activities to establish lasting relationships

� producing resources which would be of lasting benefit to refugees and asylum
seekers and the agencies which support them.
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IInntteeggrraattiinngg pprroojjeecctt aaccttiivviittyy IInntteeggrraattiinngg pprroojjeecctt aaccttiivviittyy

SSaallffoorrdd

It takes a long time to build an effective, sustainable audience of refugees and asylum
seekers. To sustain interest in the project, I think that work done in workshops should be
included in exhibitions to give recognition to the groups you work with. Encouraging
refugee groups to utilise the museum space is good (if you have the space). We have a
refugee drama group that rehearses in the gallery once a week. It’s also useful to
engage refugee and asylum seeker artists and musicians and train them to run workshops
in the museum.

SSuunnddeerrllaanndd

A weekly group could run with little assistance. This group would meet and get to know a
lot about the museum, then show other visitors around. I worked with people who were
very interested in the museum and had nothing to do during the day. This would provide
them with a useful, satisfying outlet.

As this was a short-term project, and the refugee and asylum seeker population in
Sunderland is transient, it was more beneficial to target local service providers. This
means that service providers who are now aware of what we do can inform new arrivals
after I have gone. If I had more time, I would try to target refugees and asylum seekers
who are not members of pre-existing groups, as I think their need is greater. With these
people I would have organised guided tours of the museum, or just provided them with a
space to come and meet other people in a relaxed environment. 

LLeeiicceesstteerr

If I could go forward I would use the funds and time to work with small communities in
several locations and get them to organise events. We could provide the funding,
transport, art materials and expertise where required. I would try to create a network of
groups like this and gradually pull them together to form larger units capable of bigger
things. Using creativity (art, craft and performance) to express their frustrations is
beneficial to all, and once they see that it works, this will generate further enthusiasm.

LLiivveerrppooooll

Having established a connection with the support groups and ESOL groups, it would be
interesting to explore this relationship further.  I would like to work on more substantial
projects with specified outcomes, rather than one-off sessions. It would be interesting to
produce something that would give them more ownership of the service, such as an
exhibition of their work, peer group guides or training for volunteers to help bring in more
new audiences. I would also like to see some joint projects that pair up young refugees
and asylum seekers with locals of their peer group.  It would be valuable to explore
reaching out to those individuals who are not affiliated to any particular groups at the
moment.

The Engaging Refugees & Asylum Seekers project has now secured additional funding
from DCMS/DfES. This will enable the work to continue and develop, eventually
integrating with the core learning offer in museum and gallery venues in Leicester,
Liverpool, Salford and Sunderland.
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SSaallffoorrdd

We are producing a booklet of ESOL students’ work describing their visits to the museum
in different languages. These will be printed and included in welcome packs for newly
arrived refugees and asylum seekers. Other resources include a short film made by an
asylum seeker who is a documentary maker about the experiences of refugees and
asylum seekers in Salford. This will be shown for four months in one of our exhibitions.
We are also recording oral histories and collecting donated objects from refugees and
asylum seekers to add to our permanent collection. We are installing listening posts with
translations relating to exhibitions and display panels in different languages. 

SSuunnddeerrllaanndd

We produced a guide to the museum using the photo guides made by a refugee
community group. Image based, it will be printed in English and French and distributed to
other refugees and asylum seekers’ community groups to demonstrate the kind of work
we do at the museum and to demonstrate that the museum is accessible to them.
Information about the museum is being translated into the main languages spoken by
refugees and asylum seekers in Sunderland. We’re also training front-of-house staff on
refugee and asylum seeker issues. This will be invaluable for the future as the staff will be
more aware of refugee and asylum seeker issues.  

LLiivveerrppooooll

My Liverpool photographs are being used to produce a community map on the NML
website which highlights places of interest to refugees and asylum seekers. Paper copies
of this map could be given to accommodation providers to be distributed with orientation
packs. We’re also producing resource packs for individual venues aimed at ESOL classes
and orientation courses.  They can be used before a museum visit in a language class
based on orientation around the museum. The information about the buildings and
exhibitions is presented in a variety of formats, including images, so that new vocabulary
can be reinforced. Bilingual resources for early-years children will be available in
galleries, or can be taken on outreach sessions, and will help to entertain young children
whilst their parents are taking part in activities.

CCrreeaattiinngg rreessoouurrcceess CCrreeaattiinngg rreessoouurrcceess

LLeeiicceesstteerr

We have decided to purchase a laptop, projector and video camera to record and
project video and oral histories of refugee and asylum seeker community members
through the various museum locations. These will be recorded in their own languages
and translated at a later date. They can be used to highlight the needs of the community
and educate museum staff to change the culture.

One objective of the project was for each area to produce resources that could be used
once the project wound down. Some of the most successful resources are based on
materials produced by refugees and asylum seekers, or on feedback from their
participation in events. 

This list identifies types of resources that are currently being produced. Use it as a starting
point for developing your own ideas. 

� Maps and city orientation packs featuring the location of museums/galleries

� Resource packs for specific venues

� Bilingual resource packs

� Vocabulary/activity sheets

� Photo guides

� Training sessions and materials for museum staff

� Videos about refugees and asylum seekers and their experiences

� Oral history integrated into exhibitions

� Bilingual listening posts



Contacts

For further information about the Engaging Refugees and Asylum Seekers project, please
contact us on 00115511 447788 44554488 or email ccllaaiirree..dduuffffyy@@lliivveerrppoooollmmuusseeuummss..oorrgg..uukk

The following websites may be useful starting points for information and contacts with
refugee and asylum seeker support agencies:

wwwwww..rreeffuuggeeee--aaccttiioonn..oorrgg..uukk

wwwwww..jjccwwii..oorrgg..uukk 

wwwwww..rreeffuuggeeeeccoouunncciill..oorrgg..uukk

wwwwww..aassyylluummaaiidd..oorrgg..uukk 

wwwwww..rreeffuuggeeeewweeeekk..oorrgg..uukk
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