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Points from the MLAG partnership and cooperation seminar at the 

National Gallery, June 14th 2010 

Richard Golland, Chair, Events & Training Group 

Introduction 

This is a distillation from a seminar organised by the E&T Group and attended by 

more than twenty staff of libraries and archives in MLAG member institutions.  The 

seminar aimed to identify priorities for MLAG‟s leaders as they consider future 

strategy.   Representatives of JISC Collections, CHILL1 and Connected Histories2 

talked about their experiences of partnerships.  This was followed by break-out 

group discussion3.   It‟s hoped that attendees were numerous and varied enough to 

give a reasonable, if not comprehensive, snapshot of MLAG members‟ views. 

I hope that those who were at the seminar will contribute, on the blog or 

elsewhere, any corrections or clarifications – we group facilitators, note takers 

and “distillers” did our best but no doubt missed some things.  And I hope that 

everyone, whether they attended or not, will comment and join the discussion 

about potential partnership and cooperation through MLAG.  

I introduced the seminar as follows: 

“Our MLAG mission statement says that we will create “opportunities to enhance 

collections and services through consortium working”. 

Our Not Museum Pieces conference evaluation questionnaire invited suggested 

topics for future events.  Partnership, cooperation and collaboration were words that 

came up a lot – in various contexts including fundraising, cataloguing, information 

services, exhibitions work and cross sector working. 

MLAG has been around for some years now.  Through regular meetings we know 

each other better and have benefited from discussing common issues.  We have 

worked together successfully on several projects.  

Can MLAG members build on these foundations and develop further partnerships?  

If so, where should our effort be focussed?  What are the prerequisites for success?”   

                                            
1
 http://www.chill-london.org.uk/  

2
 http://www.history.ac.uk/projects/connected-histories  

3
 Notes from the three breakout groups‟ note takers are appended – thanks to Alexia Kirk, Richard 

Wragg and Elspeth Hector. 

 

http://www.chill-london.org.uk/
http://www.history.ac.uk/projects/connected-histories
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The seminar confirmed support for the principle - and potential benefits of -

partnership and cooperation.  I‟ve categorised these in a rough-and-ready way below 

– sorry for omissions or overlaps! 

Audience focus 

It is essential that initiatives focus on audiences, not least to draw 

management support. 

We are small fish in big ponds: libraries and archives are not of themselves 

our institutions‟ priorities so partnership proposals must address corporate 

goals. 

Funding, resources and sustainability 

Resource (including funding, staffing and time) shortages restrict ability to 

cooperate.  However, we risk being caught in a vicious circle if we don‟t work 

together - collaboration has the potential to achieve the resources and 

efficiencies we seek and, ultimately, sustain our collections and services. 

Smaller projects can be both efficacious and are easier to initiate and sustain. 

We mustn‟t oversell benefits of partnership – our libraries and archives have 

varying target audiences.  Partnership cannot necessarily deliver a “one size 

fits all” service package as we have varying public offers. 

When funds stop, collaborations can become unsustainable. 

Networking/getting to know you/communicating/relationships 

Competitive attitudes and fear of giving up control can discourage 

cooperation. 

One of our best potential collaborations is as a mutual support network – 

accessible lists of contacts, people to ask, “forum for sharing expertise”. 

Talk to each other about what we‟d like to do and see who else is interested.  

(MLAG as an enabling community through which partnerships of self-selecting 

member institutions can form?)  

Our own commitment and capability 

A barrier to cooperation is our own lethargy and failure to give partnership 

working higher priority. 

Good leadership skills are required to initiate and run inter-institutional 

partnerships, especially where cultures and priorities vary. 

Would we ever be in a position to buy in skills, paying for them collectively? 
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What to cooperate on? 

Responses were numerous. 

Digital projects seem to lead the way.  There was interest in: 

 Digitisation projects with commercial partners, 

 Big international projects, 

 Joint funding bids, 

 Themed digitisation – a thematic link could be the best way for getting 

digital cooperations started (cf Biodiversity Heritage Project) – a pre-

step could be comparing collections, identifying gaps and opportunities 

– this could lead to stronger funding bids, 

 Federated searching, 

 A shared digital repository. 

Collections development - there was interest in cooperation over mutual 

access facilities and agreements, document delivery, more e-books, joint 

procurement beyond the present arrangement.   But first, it was suggested, 

we need to inform each other better as to what we‟ve got in our collections – 

to aid public access and, through mapping duplication, make efficiency gains.  

(see Collective data etc below). 

Collaborative storage – there was interest in cooperation over offsite and 

digital storage (digital repository also mentioned above) , over managing 

manage collections to avoid duplication (also mentioned above) and over 

“space busting” - collaborative acquisition and replacing hardcopy with digital.  

Staff and volunteer rotation – there was interest in finding ways to enable 

both staff and volunteers to exchange with other MLAG institutions, thus not 

only encouraging sharing of ideas and developing people‟s capabilities, but 

also creating the links and understanding to underpin long term cooperation 

and partnership between institutions. 

Collective data, benchmarking, publicity 

As a building block for cooperation, we need to tell each other more about 

what we do and what we‟ve got.  This will also provide us with information to 

a) support advocacy on behalf of our sector and b) help our audiences to find 

what they want. 

There was interest in publicising MLAG benefits to its members and to our 

users. 

There was interest in an online guide to MLAG members and their various 

resources and services. 
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There was interest in benchmarking –Libqual could be a useful resource to 

achieve this:  http://www.libqual.org/home  

There was interest in an across-our-sector survey to compile data about our 

libraries and archives collectively that might have more impact on decision 

makers and opinion formers than fragmented data from individual institutions. 

6th August 2010 

http://www.libqual.org/home
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Appendix: notes of the three breakout groups 

Notes from Group Session 1 

1. Eleanor Gawne, acting as group facilitator, began the session by mentioning 
the 1915 Crew Lists digitization project that is currently in progress.  This is a 
collaborative venture between NMM and TNA. 
 

The question of whether digitization projects might be an area for 

collaborative work was then put to the group. 

A representative from NHM mentioned that her institution was involved in a 

number of collaborative projects aiming to deliver web content.  The project 

discussed in the most detail was an international collaborative venture 

(Biodiversity Heritage Project) and a number of points and benefits were 

noted: 

i.  The work is a standalone project with its own website aiming to 

digitize natural history related content from institutions around the 

world. 

ii.  In a sense, the project is a merging of catalogues and thought is 

given to avoiding duplication.  The benefit to the NHM is that they can 

acquire digital copies of more of their collection – if for example a 

duplicate copy of something is held in America and that institution has 

the resources, the US institution can produce the digitized copy.  This 

allows the NHM to „acquire‟ plenty of copies and also suggests what 

material they might focus on for their own digitization work. 

iii.  The NHM project was given as an example of an institution 

achieving more through collaborative working than they would have 

been able to achieve alone. 

2. A representative from the BM discussed a collaborative project with the 
National Federation of Children‟s Book Groups.  This involved plenty of 
discussion and the development of themed story groups that would be run by 
the BM. 
 

The point was made that this is a small and simple project but no less 

effective than some of the larger initiatives we heard about.  A project on this 

scale doesn‟t rely on securing a large amount of funding but it does involve a 

lot of „low level‟ work from individuals. 

3. A representative from the BM discussed a partnership with JSTOR.  JSTOR 
were allowed to digitize BM material and in return gave the BM a discounted 
subscription rate. 
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The idea that digitisation projects can also raise user numbers was also 

discussed.  This was seen as a positive for the archive or library. 

4. The point was made that MLAG members work within a larger institution and 
a „sexy‟ project may sometimes be taken over by the larger museum – and 
will not therefore be driven by librarians or archivists.  Furthermore, there is 
often the need to fit projects to the parent institution‟s wider goals. 

 

5. The NHM representative talked about thematic approaches to working, 
highlighting projects focusing on Darwin.  In the planning stages of a project 
this allows institutions to see where their collections might align and perhaps 
also gives a steer to any funding bids by highlighting where opportunities 
might be. 

 

6. A number of problems with trying to set up collaborative projects were 
mentioned, notably the issue of sustainability – for example what happens 
when funding dries up; who maintains web-based resources – and also the 
difficulty in identifying the exciting project that will attract funding opportunities 
– the old problem of „who wants to fund the conversion of a card catalogue‟ 
was mentioned. 

 

7. Collaborative storage was mentioned and the question was asked whether 
collaborative access was a necessary part of this.  One might connect 
collaborative collection development to this point – „we have a copy of that so 
you don‟t need one‟ etc. 

 

8. One member of the group said “often the best collaborative work is just the 
support network” and this was something of a theme in the group‟s 
discussion. 
 

The benefits of having a network of contacts to call upon, for example having 

somebody to ask about a particular piece of software. 

It was felt that some work might be done to publicise the benefits of being an 

MLAG member as well as the resources available to library and archive users. 

A member of the group asked where people might go to find out what each 

(MLAG) institution has in its collections.  The point was made that MLAG 

members vary in the user group they aim to serve and who they will „allow in‟.  

It was felt that it was important to manage user expectations and to be clear 

about what can be done by the archive or library for different user groups. 
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With regard to managing expectations, some discussion took place about how 

MLAG members might better assist their users.  It was felt that it was 

important to allow users to make the most of their visit and that they should be 

well informed.  Whilst welcoming users into an archive or library, and MLAG 

perhaps has a responsibility to advertise available resources, we might also 

make clear such things as the terms and conditions of use. 

One member of the group felt that it would be beneficial to have a resource 

(online guide to MLAG members) that the archivist or librarian could direct 

users to. 

It was felt that by raising awareness of collections that MLAG members hold, 

collaborative projects will emerge.  It is important that we know about the 

collections of MLAG members in order to identify potential projects where 

collaboration might take place. 

9. EG asked the question „what needs to be done to achieve a successful 
collaborative project?‟ 

 

The discussion very quickly focussed on the need for good communication.  It 

was noted that those involved with a project should work hard to see each 

other as well as make good use of meetings.  The discussions echoed many 

of the key points raised in the earlier presentations. 

10. When reporting back to the wider group EG selected two priorities: 
 

i. To do more to publicise the benefits of being a member of MLAG and, 
more generally, the benefits of museum archives and libraries. 

ii. To share good practice and advice. 
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Notes from Breakout Group Session 2 

Facilitator: Jane Winters (JW) 

The following were specifically identified by group members as priorities for 

collaboration/co-operation/partnership working: 

o Off-site storage (EH, HP, AY) 
o Document/Journal delivery (CH, HP) 
o Procurement (beyond databases) (RW) 
o Digitisation: 

- in connection with funding bids (RW) 
- around particular themes (RF) 

o Security (in terms of sharing expertise) (HP) 
o Library/Archive Visitor surveys (evidence of usage increasingly being asked 

for and current visitor surveys geared towards museum/gallery visitors) (RF) 
o Marketing (AY) 
o Affiliation of small libraries to larger academic institutions (AY) 
o Staff “swaps” (AY) 

 

Issues discussed in greater depth: 

1. Collaborative Storage & Collaborative Collection Development 

 The UK Research Reserve was mentioned as an academic model (though 
acknowledged to be a closed shop and pricey). 

 Noted that the Science Museum has storage at Wroughton which is available on 
a commercial basis.  NHM currently investigating this option. 

 Suggested that other space busting measure might be: 
- to reduce collection size by means of collaborative acquisition, 
- to get rid of hard copy materials which are available in electronic formats.  

 Agreed that this could be a viable model provided the cost of subscriptions to 
electronic resources was less than the cost of storage. 

 Noted that there was an issue of who should retain the single “archive” hard 
copy, and where.  

 Agreed that there was little information about the overlap between collections. 

 Agreed that communication about our respective collections needs to be more 
formalised. 

 Agreed that a way forward could be to map the overlap/duplication – learn from 
the UKRR – perhaps start with journals/auction catalogues that many of us hold 
in common – 

 Thought that developing federated searching online would be helpful. 

 Thought that document delivery could piggyback onto the development of 
distributed collections. 

 Agreed that we could achieve economies of scale by collectively buying space 
and collectively managing material. 

 Would require a de-duplication exercise and the resolution of retrieval issues. 

 The primary barrier to success was identified as the requirement for a dedicated 
project manager and the associated salary costs - could be mitigated by all 
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partners contributing funds to employ someone over a period of time.  Agreed 
preference was for this to person to be someone who knows the sector, not a 
consultant.  

 

2. Forum for Sharing Expertise & Visitor Surveys 

 

 The commonality of questions being asked in order to establish relevant usage 
information was noted. 

 The need for thorough and detailed benchmarking tools relevant to service issues 
was noted. 

 LIBQUAL was mentioned as a tool used in the academic community.  It is not 
cheap to register, but might be possible/affordable on a consortial basis. 

 Quality Assurance Association (?) was mentioned, but again noted that the cost 
of subscribing was prohibitive 

 Suggested that MLAG might develop its own user questionnaire which could then 
be used across all museums. 

 Suggested that this project might be something that the Policy Group could take 
forward. 

 Noted that the information gathered from any survey would have greater impact if 
carried out across the sector rather than on an individual institutional basis. 

 

When reporting back to the wider group JW identified three priorities: 

i) Collective storage & collaborative collection policies 
ii) Federated searching across our library and archive collections 
iii) User surveys to place museum libraries & archives within the broader 

museum context 
 

She also identified the main barrier to success as that of resources – we need 

people with the right skills and the (dedicated) time to take collaborative initiatives 

forward. 
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 Notes from breakout session 3 

 facilitated by Ben Taplin 

1)What might be useful projects for MLAG to pursue? 

 Collection development 
Certain libraries collect similar subject areas. Where Museums or galleries start 

widening their collecting areas to include areas that other institutions traditionally 

hold (e.g. Tate and V&A- photography), should the libraries and archives follow 

suit? Or work collaboratively with the other institution‟s library and archive on 

access and borrowing for staff. 

Users- could access and registration be the same for both institutions? 

Document delivery agreement? 

Perhaps we could speak to NYArc to see how they did this. 

Could we create a union catalogue? 

e-books. Could we widen access to these? Would be tricky licensing issues, 

however 

 Volunteers 
Programme with MLAG where volunteers moved around between Museums? 

 New media and digitisation projects 
Many opportunities here 

Share what we‟d like to do and then others could see what people are interested 

in contributing to.  Work together to raise profile of projects and piggyback on 

each other‟s progress. 

Work towards creating a shared digital repository. 

Problems- sustainability 

Online catalogues – smaller institutions who don‟t have one – could they use 

other institutions?  

 Access 
 

Work towards having similar access agreements to make things easier for users, 

similar to the academic sector‟s M25 consortium. 

Could create joint publicity material, showing the strength of each collection 
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 Expanding JISC collections 
 

Expand to museums and galleries around the country. However, as expands it 

might be more difficult to achieve agreements in licensing agreements 

Be careful not to replicate what has already been done 

 Collaborative storage – off site and digital 
Could we work together to share storage facilities? 

Or just manage collections so as not to replicate each other‟s - like the academic 

libraries-( e.g. Imperial). Make sure that one library has a complete set of 

journals, for example, and then the rest of the institutions don‟t duplicate to save 

on storage space. 

2) What are the barriers to pursuing these priorities and how can we overcome 

those barriers? 

 Institutional lethargy  
Institutional priorities are often in other areas and libraries and archives are low 

down on the list 

 Control 
Can be difficult for people to give up control to other institutions when working 

collaboratively. May feel like they are in competition with each other. 

 Funding 
It can be easier to get funding if you have partners so reduced funding is a driving 

factor for collaborative working.  

 Time and staffing – difficult to find the time to dedicate to a collaborative project, 
even though you know there will be benefits and might help with these resource 
issues in the long run. Different museums have different needs and might not see 
the project as a priority for them 

 

 Need good leadership  to keep momentum going and keep pushing things 
forward. There are different approaches to project management and there may 
be clashes. 

 

 Audience – is the project useful to your key audience groups? Can you get 
management support? 

 

 Sustainability- who‟s going to maintain project after it‟s completed? Where will 
the money come from? 

 

 


