
NMDC Sharing Expertise Online Survey, 2011 

Summary Report 

Introduction 

The online survey of NMDC members was conducted over two weeks between 18th February and 4th March, 2011. Of 28 NMDC members, 20 responded with 19 completing the survey, representing 67.8% of the overall membership.  Sixteen (69.6%) of the 23 nationally funded organisations responded and four (80%) of the five non-nationally funded organisations responded. The findings will be used to formulate recommendations for future collaboration between NMDC members on how best to share expertise and to feed into the wider research being carried out by the Museums Association.
Page 1 – Overview of areas of Expertise shared with the Sector

Respondents were asked to specify which areas of expertise their museums offered to the sector from a series of three lists detailing: areas of wider museum practice; collections management activities; and subject specialisms. The responses to these questions reveal that expertise is made available to the wider sector by NMDC members over a wide range or subject areas and professional practice. The questions did not explore geographical spread, quality or quantity of expertise shared, or the mechanisms used for sharing each subject area, but provided an overview of wide-ranging activity that could be investigated in more depth at a later stage.

Page 2 – Advice policies and how to find out what advice is available

There was little evidence of advice policies or dedicated ‘Sharing Expertise’ information on Partnership web pages.   Two respondents (10.5%) had an advice policy in place and a further two had a policy under development (10.5%).  One respondent had the advice policy available on the museum’s website. Others commented that they had other types of policy available on their websites that either made explicit or implicit reference to how to access expertise, though not necessarily linked to partnership pages. 44.4% used their partnership web pages to list the areas of expertise where their museum could offer advice.  57.9% of respondents said that they used other means, as well as their partnership web pages, to advertise their advice giving offer. These other methods included: word of mouth, SSNs, and conferences.

Page 3 – Mechanisms for Sharing Expertise

When asked what mechanisms museums used most often for sharing expertise 100% of respondents ticked ‘Direct advice by phone and email’ and 100% ticked provision of advice ‘through existing networks’. The next most common were ‘partnerships and special projects’ (89.5%) and ‘through lending’ (84.2%). 

Evaluation of these mechanisms was patchy, with 79.0% stating that they evaluated sometimes or always.  Some respondents qualified this by saying evaluation was mostly informal, or generally only happened when there was funding involved. The methods of evaluation backed up this picture with 68.4% of respondents using questionnaires for training events (though training was not identified as one of the more common methods for providing expertise), and 50.0% logging enquiries. There were no comments on the evaluation of staff involvement in networks even though this was an area that all 100% of respondents identified in the previous question as being a mechanism that they used. 

The final question on this page asked what the respondents believed to be the most effective and efficient methods for sharing expertise. Qualified by ‘it depends on the circumstances’ the overall feeling, backed up by the statistics, was that partnership working was the most efficient but that direct advice by phone and email tended to be the most effective.

Page 4 – Subject specialist networks and other professional support networks

All the MLA sponsored SSNs were listed in the survey and respondents ticked to illustrate that all of them receive support and membership from staff in NMDC member museums. Over 100 further SSNs and networks were listed as being of significance to staff in NMDC member museums. 

Only 42.1% of respondents said their museums gave direct financial support to SSNs but 100% give staff time, 83.3% give free meeting premises, and 72.2% provide answers to e-group enquiries and 72.2% have staff actively serving as office bearers in groups and networks.

Respondents stated that their museum’s view on the appropriate role for national museums in networks was to provide expert advice and support to the sector, but not necessarily to lead the networks. In contrast to this, their answers to a subsequent question, suggested that individual members of staff in their museums were motivated to take part in networks in order to benefit from peer-to-peer networking and to develop the curatorial subject areas.
Page 5 – Overview and the way forward

Respondents were asked to define and describe their current sharing expertise offer.  The method mentioned most frequently was ‘provision of advice by phone and email’. By its nature this area of activity is largely provided in an ad-hoc way in response to enquiries as they arise.  However, mentioned almost as frequently in the responses, was the description of the use of partnership programmes and formal projects to deliver expert advice. Participation in networks is described by several respondents, and a couple of respondents mention running training programmes based on identified sector needs. It is not possible to describe the ‘Sharing Expertise’ offer by National Institutions as one similar offer, they all provide different programmes.   

Asked whether the sharing of expertise by NMDC members should make use of digital platforms the respondents generally agreed that this was a good idea and agreed that Collections Link was an obvious home for this activity with the proviso that it be managed and maintained effectively, with improved co-ordination, to ensure it could deliver the service required.

The majority of respondents agreed that the NMDC members should work more closely together to co-ordinate their sharing expertise activities to better meet the needs of the wider sector, and that increased communication was a necessary first step. Finally, a number of potential case studies were suggested as examples of good expertise sharing practice.
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