


CO-DESIGN WORKSHOP SUMMARY

Museums

A co-design workshop on welcoming refugee, asylum-seeker and
underserved communities into London's museums.

About the Abundance Project

The Abundance Project is a community-led research project working with five community
hubs across Southwest London. Together with our partners, we're exploring how cultural,
green and creative spaces such as museums, parks, libraries and community groups can be
made more visible, welcoming and useful for Black, minority ethnic and refugee
communities, and how doing so can support mental health and wellbeing. The project runs
from February 2024 to January 2027, funded by UKRI-AHRC through the National Centre for
Creative Health.

Our current co-design phase is structured around six workshop streams: social prescribing,
museums, large parks and green spaces, young people, libraries, and connecting to
hyper-local activities. This document captures the findings from one of those streams,
bringing community members and the people who work alongside them together to imagine
what a better system could look like.
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About this workshop

London's museums are extraordinary, and many are free. But for many people in refugee,
asylum-seeker and other underserved communities, museums can feel like spaces that aren't
for them, too unfamiliar, too far away, too intimidating to enter alone.

We came together across two workshops to ask: what would it take for museums to feel like
welcoming, navigable, joyful places for everyone, and how do we make that real, not just
aspirational?

Conversations moved between the very practical (prayer spaces, halal food, travel costs) and
the deeply human (belonging, dignity, the experience of being seen). What emerged was a
shared vision for a more coordinated, community-led approach to museum access.

Who was in the room

ORGANISATION SECTOR / ROLE

Refugee Action Kingston Community partner (host hub)
Connect: North Korea Community partner
Kingston Voluntary Action Community partner

Voices of Hope Community organisation
Historic Royal Palaces Cultural partner

Victoria & Albert Museum Cultural partner

Science Museum Cultural partner

Natural History Museum Cultural partner

Tate Cultural partner

London Museum Cultural partner
Counterpoints Arts Cultural partner (refugee arts)
Royal Borough of Kingston upon Thames Local authority

University of the Arts London Research host

Kingston University Research partner
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What we explored together

A summary of the threads that came up across both workshops.

Q. "Is this space for me?"

Many people don't know museums exist, don't
know they're free, or don't feel they belong in
them. Addressing this isn't about better
marketing, it's about visible welcome and showing
up in communities, not just waiting for them to
arrive.

2 Group access works better

Many migrant and refugee communities are
deeply collectivist: people move, decide and visit
places together. We mapped what a group-first
model could look like, with community-led visits
and trained guides from within the community.

< From visitor to leader

Several existing schemes show that community
members don't have to stay as visitors. They can
become guides, connectors, volunteers, even
governance representatives. Building these
pathways turns one-off visits into lasting
relationships.

CO Tools matter, but relationships
carry them
Frameworks, directories and digital tools all have

a role in joining museums and communities up.
The consistent message was that they only land
when there are trusted people around them.
Future tools should support those relationships,
not replace them.
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— The "wobbly bridge"

Museums want to reach underserved communities
but often don't know how, and communities don't
know what museums offer. Both sides need
support to cross the bridge. Neither should be
expected to do it alone.

(@ The full journey matters

A museum visit doesn't start at the front door. It
starts at home, with the worry, the unfamiliar
journey, the question of whether you're welcome.
We mapped support across before, during, and
after the visit.

(O Access without stigma

Whether it was a "Londoner Card" giving access
to all residents (rather than singling out refugees),
or how travel bursaries are administered,
participants returned to the same principle:
support must feel like belonging, not charity.
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Challenges and ideas

What we heard from the room, paired with the ideas the group surfaced in response.

WHAT WE HEARD

Many people don't know museums exist or
that they're free

Architecture and atmosphere can feel
intimidating

Travel, food and exhibition costs add up

Lack of prayer spaces, halal food or quiet
rooms

Existing access schemes are inconsistent and
patchy

Museum staff don't always reflect visitor
diversity

Social prescribers can't easily compare or
trust museum schemes

One-off visits don't build lasting engagement
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WHAT WE IMAGINED

Visible, multilingual welcome: signage, social
content, community-led storytelling

A welcoming presence outside as well as
inside; signage that signals "this is for you"

Travel and food bursaries delivered with
dignity; pre-visit visual stories of the journey

Practical, culturally appropriate facilities built
into the visitor offer

A shared framework or "Universal Community
Access Scheme" any museum can adopt

Community leaders trained as guides, with
progression into volunteer and governance
roles

A central directory of access schemes: what's
offered, who to contact, how to refer

Group-based, regular visits with familiar
guides; ways to stay connected after a visit

Challenges and ideas



What's next

We're now developing a Community Access Scheme Framework drawn directly from
these workshops, prototyping a diagnostic self-assessment tool, and validating both
with partners and participants. Alongside this, we're scoping the shape of a pilot
scheme that feels manageable across all or most of the museums involved.

We'll share more as plans take shape. Until then, our thanks to everyone who brought
their honesty, their expertise and their imagination into the room. The shape of what
comes next will depend on the relationships we built together, and we want those to
keep growing.
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Thank you

for sharing your time, your stories and your ideas.
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