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Please find below answers to some common questions from applicants to the Esmée Fairbairn Collections Fund. These are intended as advice in making a good application, but please also see the Application Guidance document for the round of the fund to which you are applying for the criteria, terms and conditions you must follow. If you have any further questions, please get in touch with the Museums Association.

What do you mean by ‘collections’?
The fund concentrates on object collections in Accredited museums. The selection committee is interested in projects that are based on a collection that merits investment in the long-term, and in the ways that an organisation will share the collection. Archives and other object collections are not excluded, but it will help to think about the project in ‘museum’ terms – especially for public access and engagement. 
We use Accreditation (a scheme run by Arts Council England/CyMAL/Museums Galleries Scotland/Northern Ireland Museums Council) as assurance that the collection is central to the purpose of the organisation, that the organisation invests in its long-term care and that basic standards for care and public access are in place. If an applicant is not Accredited (or formally registered as working towards the Accreditation standard) it should demonstrate equivalency, e.g. by enclosing extracts from business plans or governing documents.
How does the application process work? How competitive is the fund?

The Collections Fund has two application rounds per year in spring and autumn, and exact dates for the forthcoming round are on the MA website. Each round is a two-stage process where applicants make a brief initial application, then a shortlist of projects is invited to make full applications and awards are made by a selection committee.

Typically around 75 applications are received in each round, of which c.15 are shortlisted and c.6-10 of these are awarded grants. As the fund is so competitive, the initial stage application form is brief: 1000 words split across two questions addressing the purpose and activities of the project. This should mean that applicants do not spend disproportionate amounts of time working on an application before they have a good chance of receiving funding. However, we also find that the need for brevity is a challenge to applicants to be clear in their descriptions, and to capture the imagination of the reader within relatively few words.
Decision-making on the fund is quite swift: typically the deadline for initial applications is in early April/September, invitations to make a full application go out within two to three weeks, and applicants have around six weeks to prepare a full application for the end of May/October. Grants are normally awarded within a month of the full application deadline.
What activity will the grant pay for?

A whole range of activity is eligible within the fund from conservation to travel to digitisation, however, we find that the majority of expenditure goes on people – for example a project officer or specialist consultancy support. The terms of the fund exclude expenditure on capital and equipment costs, so requests to purchase computer equipment and off-the-shelf software is one of the most common problems we see. We also only support projects that are beyond the core resources of a museum, so wherever possible we prefer to pay for new staff time rather than contributing to existing salary costs. For example, you might recruit support staff to enable a permanent member of staff to participate in a project (i.e. backfill).
Exact costs only need to be calculated at the full application stage, so it is at this point you should put together a workable budget. While we are happy to support the full cost of a project, take care to explain budget lines that may appear vague or risk sounding like core costs. Commonly this includes overheads and costs such as marketing or production of print materials: these costs can be included, but make the case for them in the context of the specific project.
What do you need to know about partners?

It is helpful for applicants to list partners and to indicate the nature of the relationship (e.g. whether contact has yet been made, whether you have worked together before). However, we appreciate concise applications so a brief summary is all that is required. Applicants do not need to supply letters of support from project partners, even at the full application stage.
What about match funding for a bigger project?
Applicants sometimes come to the Collections Fund when they are preparing for a larger project, perhaps a major capital redevelopment. In these cases, applicants should take care to frame the application in terms of the criteria specific to the Collections Fund to ensure the project is a good fit. One way of doing this is to describe the benefits of the project as a standalone piece of work, as well as how it can fit into wider plans. 

Since the Collections Fund is intended to support work at an early stage of development, we often find that work we support can later lever in additional funds. While this is a great outcome, we understand that this cannot usually be guaranteed and are happy to fund work that may be more risky, but has the potential to become a foundation for significant changes at the museum.
Can I apply to the Collections Fund and the Esmée Fairbairn Foundation’s Main Fund?

Yes. The Esmée Fairbairn Collections Fund and Main Fund have different criteria, so you can have active grants with both funds at the same time for different projects. You can also apply to the MA’s smaller trusts. You will usually only receive funding as the lead partner on one project at a time within each fund.

How much should I apply for? Can I apply for follow on funding?

We are keen to support ambitious projects that are developmental for the people and organisations involved, and we are willing to award grants across the £20,000-£100,000 range offered. Given the level of competition for funds, it is important to be interesting as well as good value in order to stand out – modest applications risk being lost in the crowd. 

The level of competition also means that projects are not usually awarded follow-on funding. We prefer for applicants to put together feasible budgets for the whole of their projects when they apply for a grant. If you do come back to the fund for support to continue a project, it should be for new work rather than work not completed within the scope of the first application.
What other tips are there for making an application stand out?

Don’t forget to spell out the strengths of the collection as the starting point for the project, even just with a sentence or two. It is often the strength of the collection (even a single object in some cases) and its appeal to audiences that makes an application stand out.

We receive lots of applications for some form of documentation or digitisation. To make an application stand out, try to describe what the digitisation will allow the museum to do, what is special about the material to be documented, and who the audience is for any resources that the museum will produce.

Lastly, try the following sense test…
The MA publishes a list of the grants that have been awarded with one or two sentences to describe each project. How does an equivalent summary of your proposed project compare?
