Report and Evaluation of the conference: 

Demystifying Digital Heritage held in Bury St Edmunds on 25th April 2012
Outline of the day

The aim of the day was to

· Explore ways of using digital technology for increasing access to collections

· Demystify new technologies & their terminology

· Look at ways of overcoming barriers to using new technology

· Be inspired

The day was split between formal presentations by speakers and break-out sessions involving all participants and speakers that looked at different facets of how digital technology can make collections more accessible.
‘Demystifying Digital Heritage’ was an event organised by four trainees attached to the Heritage Lottery (HLF) funded project, Documenting Our Heritage for the Future as part of their work programme, with the support of their project officer. 

The speakers

All speakers’ presentations are uploaded onto the SHARE website: what follows is a brief outline of each presentation to help readers understand which may be of interest to them.

	Speaker
	Summary of topic

	Jon Pratty


Arts Council England
	Jon proposed the idea that museums should look within their own organisations as well as to communities outside for how digital technology can make collections more accessible. He made the point that the many people who book holidays on-line or have a Facebook account, seem to leave this behind when they are working in a museum. What would it be like, he asked, if museum websites could be accessed and browsed as easily as Argos or Asos?

	Alex Bromley

Museum of London
	Alex explored the museum’s recent experience of creating digital resources. At one point, the Museum had created a number of separate sites that were not compatible with each other, causing much duplication of effort. In order to overcome these inherent inefficiencies, the Museum now operated a single system using ‘middleware’ software that helped connect digital material to a range of different purposes. In this way digital material was created in a consistent manner, was of a high quality, dealt with copyright issues automatically and ensured that everyone could access it for their different purposes of education, marketing or collections management. He used a memorable phrase to capture this approach ‘Create once, publish many times’

	Martin Bazley

Digital Heritage Consultant
	Martin provided an informative jargon buster session for the participants prior to Alex Bromley’s session, and, a little later, a development of Alex Bromley’s topic particularly aimed at organisations with little or no money. He gave many useful sources of advice and information as well as free or cheap software that can be used to make collections accessible digitally.

	Alex Dawson
Collections Trust  &
Natasha Hutcheson

regional museum development 
	Alex reported on a recent piece of research the Collections Trust had done for the region on looking at barriers to using digital technology and how they might be overcome.
Natasha outlined how the research was informing the work that will be done in the region for the coming years.

	Sam Smith

Digital collections adviser
	Sam outlined some successful low budget programmes in the East Midlands that used social media to effectively connect collections information with a range of different audiences.

	Jed Howlett
Documenting Our Heritage for the Future trainee
	Jed focussed on the benefits and limitations of QR codes and reported on his own journey of learning in relation to this through the trial of QR codes at the Museum of East Anglian Life.


Break out discussions and feedback
Groups of delegates with speakers looked at different topics in the second half of the morning & second half of the afternoon and reported back to the full assembly at the end of each half day. The questions were:
· Do museums need to harness digital technologies?
· Does digital technology increase access to collections? 
· Is digital technology unsustainable?

· How can we overcome the barriers to using digital technology?
Within the conversations there were a range of tips and stories that were shared
but the general feeling was one of hope rather than defeat with the recognition that digital technology offers exciting new opportunities for museums to connect with their audiences that they cannot afford to ignore.
Some specific comments and observations that were often repeated in different ways included

· The change in knowledge and skills is quite an ask for some organisations – there is a need to make the move towards digital a gradual one, built into everyday practice, and interest needs to be generated at both lower and upper management levels

· Some small organisations are competing with larger ones for relevant grants – maybe consider consortium working ?

· More experience builds confidence (avoid blame if things go wrong so people are not discouraged)

· Training and material is not always expensive – eg someone who tweets a lot has said he is willing to train the rest of his colleagues at work

Evaluation of the Day

The day was fully booked with 45 participants. Participants came from around the region and from a range of types of museums and role descriptions. All attendees were encouraged to complete an evaluation form at the end of the day and 39 such forms were returned.

The day was rated as ‘very good’ by 69% of the respondents and all the speakers had a majority of respondents describing their presentations as ‘very good’ with the exception of Jed Howlett whose presentation was described as ‘excellent’ by 61%.  The day delivered what the delegates expected with the exception of 3 people and almost everyone felt more positive about using digital technology after the event. 

Two negative comments stood out however:
· ‘ Demoralising to know the opportunities / possibilities and go back to poor IT and managerial inability to grasp the problem’
· a person with a hearing disability complained there was no induction loop available even though the building was a modern one owned by local authorities
The comments noted down were perhaps most evocative of how delegates experienced the day. Those that were repeated by several included

Disappointing aspects of the day

· Speakers could have had longer, especially in the morning
· The session had a lot of discussion but not enough actual instruction on how to do it
Especially inspiring useful aspects of the day

· Jed was great

· Having confidence to have a go – not feel overwhelmed

· The exchange of ideas and sharing concerns

· Realising we need some joined up thinking when it comes to collections, social media and accessibility of collections

Delegates were asked if they wanted further support or training. Responses included

· Practical sessions on using ‘new’ technology and digitising photo archives

· Meetings with other small museum people to exchange information

· Opportunities to share experiences and case studies

· Advice on creating relevant policies 

· Simple guidance sheets

· ½ day practical hands-on training sessions 
This regional conference and its feedback will contribute to informing the regional programme for museum development and SHARE training opportunities. 

We would like to thank everyone for making this day the success it evidently was – including

· The Heritage Lottery Fund who met the costs of the day through the project ‘Documenting Our Heritage for the Future’

· The trainees – Sylvia Cox, John Gowen, Laura Haines and Jed Howlett – for organising the day

· The speakers listed above for their inspiring presentations 

· The delegates for contributing so positively and sharing their experiences / concerns

· Suffolk County Council for providing the venue and an officer for support work
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