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Supporting community-led digital moving image archives: 
‘Between grubby flesh and insubstantial pixel’. 

(Higgins, 2015: para 13) 

Abstract 

 
This thesis explores the day-to-day realities, needs and operational experiences of 

volunteer and community-led archive groups working with digitised moving image 

material in the United Kingdom. It identifies challenges to sustainably managing 

digital moving image material, offers explanations as to why these challenges arise, 

and tests and reports on methods of addressing these difficulties. 

 

The structures, sites and experiences of individuals involved in community-led 

archive work are centred in this study through qualitative research underpinned by 

a relativist ontological position and a constructionist epistemology, seeking thick 

description through ethnographic research methods bounded by a case-study 

framework. Interviews, observations, analysis of documents, and the undertaking of 

archival tasks and activities utilising Action Research methods build a comprehensive 

picture of the many aspects of community-led moving image archival practices.  

 

The principal study site is the Shetland Film Archive, based in Shetland, Scotland. The 

Assynt Digital Archive (Assynt, North-West Scotland) and Faodail/FOUND Archive 

Project (North Uist, Outer Hebrides, Scotland) are valuable comparison sites. Given 

the importance of context and environment for community-led projects, additional 

interviews with third sector and arts and heritage organisations in the principal study 

site’s locality bring further perspectives on community-led practices.    

 

This research argues that more attention should be paid to the social and socio-

behavioural aspects of managing community-led moving image archives. It is also 

necessary for digital technologies to be considered in relation to the people using 

them, and that the continued maintenance of systems is anticipated. Greater 

visibility of archives generally, as well as of “hidden” archival tasks would raise 

awareness of the work in the community, and support sustainability.  
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The ability of established institutional Western archiving practices to address the 

working needs as well as the heritage needs of community-led groups is questioned 

by these findings. Disparities between temporalities of working pace and capacity of 

community-led archives to undertake activities, digital change and grant-giving 

agency funding periods proved to be underlying factors in the challenges 

experienced by the groups in this study. It is suggested that we need to be open to 

different approaches and accept some elements of loss in order to support 

community-led groups to archive in ways that suit their – rather than the established 

professions - needs and ambitions.    
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A note on the use of Gaelic in this Thesis 
 

Historical and contemporary heritage activities and community groups in the Outer 

Hebrides are discussed in this text. In particular, the historical societies established 

in the late 1970s are important to the ideas and arguments explored here. Gaelic 

language names are used in this work where these are used by the groups 

themselves, authors and informants.  

 

Spelling reforms of the 1980s have changed the spelling of some words, although 

these have not been adopted by all. Thus, to provide clarity, this thesis will use the 

spellings below for all instances of reference to historical societies, while recognising 

that there are multiple spellings of these words in the Gaelic language.  

 

Singular: Comunn Eachdraidh 

Plural: Comuinn Eachdraidh 
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Chapter One 

Introduction 
 

 

Galleries, libraries, archives and museums of all sizes and operational structures 

operate as ‘repositories of art, information [and] history’, aim to ‘preserve and 

promote…heritage’ and provide ‘access to resources for education, research…artistic 

creation,’ leisure and enjoyment (Tessler, Gambarin & Lukins, 2019:3). People use 

the objects, artefacts and documents collected by these organisations to explore and 

understand subjects, alongside their own experiences, and provide new insights into 

our world. However, we increasingly recognise the subjectivity of collecting and 

collections. All collections necessarily exclude something or someone. We generally 

seek to acknowledge this in how we approach working with these materials, and in 

the collecting policies of the present. As part of this process it is necessary to consider 

how the people, structures, and sites surrounding collected artefacts are organised.    

 

This study explores the people, structures, and sites that make up a very particular 

set of archives; those created and run by community groups, usually in their spare 

and leisure time, and on a voluntary basis. There is a specific focus in this work on 

digitised moving image material managed by community-led archive groups in the 

United Kingdom. My interest in this subject arose from my background as a maker of 

films, and my dissatisfaction with what was offered to me as a passive viewer of 

archival moving image, as well as other archival material and museum displays. I did 

not want to be passive viewer, and I found the stories and contextual information 

surrounding artefacts did not answer the questions I had about them. Having trained 

in film preservation and archiving, I was also very aware of the time, decisions and 

processes involved in preservation work that were not visible to those outside the 

archive. Combined, these interests led me to independent archive groups collecting, 

looking after, and sharing archival moving images ‘on their own terms,’ and to 

wonder about the motivations and choices of these groups; in short how and why 

they work, or not (Flinn, Stevens & Shepherd, 2009:73).  
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Archives are generally understood as secure places for storage and retrieval of 

important information. Traditionally, archives have been associated with records of 

state and business activities. Since the 1960s a growing interest in ‘new social 

histories’ (Flinn, 2011:3), alongside the community development movement, and a 

changing social and political landscape has led to increased visibility, and number, of 

non-institutional community-led voluntary groups collecting and recording 

information and ‘stories of those traditionally ignored or cast to the periphery of 

most mainstream histories’ for, amongst other things, reasons of gender, race, 

sexuality, origin and language (Flinn, 2011:3). Today, there are a number of networks 

and outreach from institutional archives supporting community-led archives (for 

example, Community Archives and Heritage Group, 2011; Digital Preservation 

Coalition, nd; Norfolk Record Office, 2021; The National Archives, nd; Gillies et al., 

2018).    

 

This research argues, however, that despite these networks, there remain many 

challenges to sustaining community-led moving image archiving projects. In support 

and guidance offered, it is here suggested that more attention should be paid to the 

social and socio-behavioural aspects of managing community-led moving image 

archives. In addition to volunteer motivations and commitment, power hierarchies 

and the methods of managing both volunteers and a group run by volunteers create 

challenges to community-led archival projects. Equally however, social aspects of 

groups can also support volunteer motivation and commitment through enjoyment 

and shared experiences and learning, if their importance in sustaining community-

led archives is emphasised. 

 

Technology of course, impacts how archives work. Moving images are bound up in 

communications technologies (Houston, 1994), requiring ‘intermediary viewing 

device[s]’ - machines, software and hardware, often in combination – to view as 

intended (Malssen, 2011:72). The transition to digital (Fossati, 2009), in moving 

images, but also across many different fields, working practices and media, offers 

new environments and possibilities for preservation and presentation of material.        
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It is suggested by this research - and the sub-title of this thesis - that technology 

should be considered in relation to the people using it. Attitudes, and skills around 

both analogue and digital technologies proved important to decision-making, but 

crucially it was found that generally, individuals and community-led groups were 

interested in the outcomes of systems, not the process. This has implications for the 

ongoing maintenance of digital systems. An iterative and “good enough” approach 

to managing technology was found to be a solution to address some technology 

challenges.    

 

Disparities between temporalities of digital change, grant-giving agency funding 

periods and reporting requirements and the capacity of community-led archives to 

undertake activities proved to be an underlying factor in the challenges experienced 

by the groups in this study. To address this factor requires a systematic, multi-agency 

response, but this research argues that highlighting this in community-led archiving 

practices, through attention to maintenance of systems, ongoing preservation 

strategies for artefacts and an acceptance of loss and change within collections and 

operating structures, will support the sustainability of community-led archives 

practically and help them advocate for appropriate changes.    

  

1.1 Importance of the Research 

 

This is timely and necessary research. There is a renewed interest in increasing access 

to, and use of, archive materials in archives of all kinds, particularly in the context of 

digital and internet technologies (Frick, 2011; Becker, 2007; Prelinger, 2007, 2009; 

Stevens, Flinn & Shepherd, 2010; Hager, 2015; Punzalan, 2014; Gilliland, 2014). Just 

as importantly, awareness of subjectivity in archives and absences of records of 

particular groups of people, especially women, people of colour and indigenous 

groups, and LGBT+ visibility in institutional organisations has never been greater 

(Christen, 2015; Caswell et al., 2016, 2017; Drake, 2019; Flinn & Stevens, 2009; Hall 

1999; Fredheim, 2020a; Sexton, 2020; Igwe, 2021a). Participation and co-curation 

with underrepresented groups has been one way these lacunas have been addressed 

(Rolan, 2017; Cook, 2013; Causer & Wallace, 2012; Ridge, 2013). Community-led 
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archives have also received attention for their role in collecting histories of 

underrepresented groups (Flinn, 2007; Stevens, Flinn & Shepherd, 2010; Caswell et 

al., 2016, 2017; Waterton & Smith, 2010; Gillies et al., 2018). There has been 

considerable study of community-led archives for their role in memory and identity 

construction (Ketelaar, 2005; Flinn & Stevens, 2009; Flinn, Stevens & Shepherd, 2009; 

Caswell et al., 2016, 2017), but this important work on memory and identity has 

sometimes meant that practical aspects of running community-led archives have 

been neglected (Paschild, 2012). 

   

Practical aspects of running institutional archives have, however, been explored 

though a number of ethnographic studies (Gracy, 2004; Trace, 2002; Zeitlyn, 2002), 

and this research builds on these, addressing the gap in community-led archive 

operation by exploring the day-to-day realities, needs and challenges of community-

led archive groups as experienced by individuals involved in this work. It proposes 

possible solutions to these challenges through listening and responding to these 

individuals. The aim is to generate insights and recommendations that will support 

community-led archives in their work, and advance the development of the 

community-led archiving field. More broadly, this work is intended to feed into 

debates about the structure and construction of archives, discussed particularly in 

relation to non-Western and decolonised archiving practices (Christen, 2015; Drake, 

2019; Flinn, 2011), in order to explore practices that allow diverse communities to 

record and make visible their stories in ways that work for them.    

 

1.2 Research Questions and Thesis Structure 

 

To achieve these aims and contribute useful insights to the field, the research 

questions of this study asked:  

 

- What are the challenges to sustainably managing community-led archives of 

digital moving images? 

- What are the relationships between these challenges? 

- Why do these challenges arise? 
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- Are there models, methods or approaches that would allow community-led 

archives to overcome these challenges? Can these be adopted or adapted 

successfully long-term to support the sustainability of the archive project? 

 

This thesis answers these questions over the course of ten chapters, followed by 

appendices containing documents and data from my research. 

 

Chapter Two follows this introduction, providing definitions of community, archives 

and community-led archiving. An exploration of existing studies around the 

development of archiving practices, including the presence and role of individual and 

personal archiving work and challenges to dominant models of archiving follows. Key 

archiving paradigms, memory and identity are discussed in relation to community-

led archives. The history of moving image archiving is outlined, and points applicable 

to the operation of community-led moving image archiving projects are highlighted. 

The impact of digital technologies on archiving practice is given significant 

consideration, particularly digital preservation and access issues and the costs of 

digital infrastructure. Copyright implications are also discussed. This chapter provides 

context for my study and highlights the gap in research that my work addresses.  

 

In Chapter Three the theoretical unpinning of my research design is discussed and 

aligned to answering my research questions. This research adopts a relativist 

ontological position that posits beliefs about reality are constructed by individuals 

and groups through their social and cultural situations, and a constructionist 

epistemology that considers there is no objective truth, rather ‘meaning comes into 

existence in and out of our engagement with the realities of the world’ (Crotty, 

1998:8-9). Qualitative study, employing ethnographic methods bounded by a case 

study framework are employed to understand this meaning through thick description 

from the perspective of those involved in community-led archival activity. 

 

Chapter Four documents the specific research methods adopted for the study, 

including site selection, methods of data collection, data analysis and interpretation, 

the timeframe of study, management of problems and ethical considerations. The 

role and status of the researcher is considered in relation to power hierarchies and 
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relationships of reciprocity (Mertens, 2009; Rapley, 2007). The principal case study 

site is the community-led Shetland Film Archive, and data collection methods include 

semi-structured interviews, observation, examination of documents, facilitation of 

meetings, undertaking archive tasks, and action research in the form of presentation 

events of archival material. The Assynt Digital Archive and Faodail/FOUND Archive 

Project in the Outer Hebrides provided comparison sites (see Figure 1.1). This is 

further supported with semi-structured interviews with other community and 

voluntary heritage groups in Shetland. The data are analysed through thematic 

coding and results are presented in Chapters Five, Six, Seven and Eight. 

 

Results Chapters Five, Six and Seven are structured around significant themes 

emerging from data analysis – social factors, relationships with technology and 

economic sustainability. These results centre on the reported experiences of those 

involved in community-led archive and heritage work. Chapter Eight analyses the 

interventions I instigated presenting material from the Shetland Film Archive 

collections in collaboration with other groups and organisations. These were 

undertaken as a way to test solutions to the challenges identified in existing literature 

and Chapters Five, Six and Seven. 

 

Chapter Nine expands on the findings discussed in the previous chapters, considering 

the wider implications of my findings. In particular ideas of “professional” practice 

and the influence of formalised discourses on community-led archiving are explored, 

leading to discussion of concepts of time, loss and change within heritage practices, 

both community-led and institutional.  

 

The final chapter, Chapter Ten, summarises this work, answers the research 

questions, considers the limitations of the study and makes recommendations on 

directions for future research.   
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Figure 1.1. Location of case study and comparison sites. (Image: Eric Gaba, 
NordNordWest, CC BY-SA 3.0 via Wikimedia Commons. MDH: Site additions).  
 

1.3 Scope of Study 

 

As indicated from the above map (Figure 1.1) this study focusses on groups located 

in a specific geographical area, the Highlands and Islands of Scotland in the United 

Kingdom. These areas are often characterised as rural and remote (Roberts & 

Townsend, 2016; Sindico & Crook, 2019), yet even the few groups contributing to 

this research indicate the diversity of activity and engagement with a variety of 

heritage practices and networks. The main groups in this research self-identity as 

archives, although similarities and crossovers with community heritage groups and 
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community museums are noted. The experiences of these groups are valuable to this 

work and it is recognised the boundaries here are often blurred, but this work centres 

the idea of the archive, however this is imagined by different individuals and groups. 

Site selection is discussed in detail in Chapter Four.   

 

Towards the end of the research period, the Covid-19 pandemic resulted in personal 

and professional turmoil on a worldwide scale. Accepted norms around working 

practices, social and leisure activities, civic responsibilities, community needs and 

caring roles had to be reorganised, with many individuals and organisations turning 

to digital, mobile, and internet technologies in order to continue their lives and work. 

This included the individuals and groups featuring in this study.  

 

In the postscript to this thesis, I highlight some of the changes observed in the 

working practices of community-led archives, particularly around the provision of 

resources and support for these groups. The rapid adoption of digital technologies 

for meeting and exhibition purposes during the Covid-19 pandemic is notable in 

relation to discussions in Chapter Six on the use of digital technology in the context 

of community-led archives. However, I made a decision not to incorporate 

consideration of changes to practices made as a result of the pandemic into the main 

body of this work.  

 

We are still experiencing the effects of the pandemic. Many individuals and 

organisations have not yet been able to begin processing and reflecting on these 

effects and changing working practices, concerned as they have been with day-to-

day matters. It remains unclear at this point and time which changes in attitudes and 

approaches to heritage and digital technologies will be adopted longer-term by the 

field, and which will be abandoned as society adjusts and shapes itself to the future 

with this virus. It thus feels premature to analyse and include Covid-19 related 

activity in this text. There will be a benefit to exploring how the pandemic restrictions 

affected community-led archives and their working practices, but this is beyond the 

scope of this research. As well as being an original and useful piece of work in its own 

right, it is hoped that this thesis can act as a comparison study for that future work.    
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Chapter Two 

Contextualising the Research 
 

 

Individuals and groups have always collected items that have value or are useful to 

them. How these items have been organised in modern society over the last one 

hundred years, and the reasons for this, is important in understanding the landscape 

of archives, and particularly community-led archives today. This chapter provides an 

overview of the archives sector, key theories and important shifts in thinking and 

approach. Perhaps the most notable development is the recognition of the 

subjectivity of archives and collecting practices and the changing role and agency of 

the archivist from passive and detached keeper to an active influence on archives’ 

creation and engager with contemporary society. It was the absences created 

through subjective collecting practices the led to the formation of many community-

led archives, and while many studies have explored motivations of identity and 

memory in community-led archives, there remains gaps in the study of the 

operational day-to-day realities of managing community-led archives that this 

research aims to address. 

 

To begin this study, concepts of community and archives are noted, and a definition 

of community-led archives is provided. The evolution of modern community-led 

archives is examined, particularly in terms of the alternative provision they provided 

for excluded and underrepresented groups to tell their own stories and assert their 

identities. Practical organisation of community-led archives are highlighted, in 

relation to the development of institutional Western archive practice and standards, 

as the dominant landscape in which community-led archives operate. The 

emergence of state and regional moving image archives is highlighted, not only 

because the media they manage aligns to this study, but also to demonstrate the 

evolution of groups from grassroots to institutional mainstream. The impact of digital 

technologies on archives generally is discussed, including preservation of digital 

artefacts, costs and funding of digitisation and digital maintenance, and implications 

for access and copyright.     
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2.1 Defining community-led archiving 

 

Many studies have acknowledged the difficulty in providing a definition of 

community archives – for example a 2009 report for the now defunct Museums, 

Libraries and Archives Council (MLA) noted ‘a definition of community archives 

would not necessarily be inclusive and may not capture the diverse and wide ranging 

character and extent of community archive projects’ (MLA, 2009:1). There are a 

number of reasons for this, including the fact that both community and archives are 

used, appropriated and understood in multiple ways. It is thus necessary to explore 

the terms archive and community before presenting a description of community-led 

archives as used in this study.  

 

2.1.1 Community 

 

Archivist and anthropologist Jarrett Drake argues the terms ‘local and community-

based…offer diminishing analytic (and consequently, actionable) value because they 

constitute the most common of empirical fictions’ (Drake, 2019:28). They can be 

used to cover a broad range of ideas and concepts by a broad range of individuals, 

businesses, state and institutional organisations. As both Drake and anthropologist 

James Ferguson point out, such terms are not necessarily emancipating, and often 

perpetuate existing vertical power and value structures – with ‘the local…on the 

ground’ and the state ‘up there’ above everything else (Ferguson 1998:48). This 

applies equally to the use of the word community in political and social discourse as 

well as in the heritage and archival fields. Emma Waterton and Laurajane Smith 

concur with Drake and Ferguson, suggesting that the term community can 

‘operate…as a questionable means of maintaining the status quo, and in its use we 

fail to acknowledge it’s obvious links to many social relations of power’ (Waterton & 

Smith, 2010:5). Community, they note, ‘has all too easily become an explanation or 

solution’ for phenomena, rather than something to be investigated in itself 

(Waterton & Smith, 2010:5). Community has been used by politicians – from New 

Labour’s ‘communitarian-inspired speeches’ to Cameron’s “big society” – and 

prefixed ‘initiatives aimed at alleviating social inclusion or addressing public 
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accountability’ and as a ‘cure for all manner of social problems’ (Waterton & Smith, 

2010:4-6; see also Robert Hewieson, 2014, on arts and culture in New Labour’s policy 

agenda).  

The is also a danger that, rather than signifying attempts to diversify a field, the term 

community, intentionally or not, can act to divide ‘society into seemingly 

homogenous collectives defined by ethnicity, class, education or religion and so 

forth’ (Waterton & Smith, 2010:5). It has been noted that such collectives are 

thought of as ‘a single, fixed set of understandings and affiliations,’ rather than fluid 

and changing sets of multiple relationships (Flinn, Stevens & Shepherd, 2009:76). The 

idea that an individual might belong to multiple communities can complicate 

relationships and plans of organisations, especially when aiming to target particular 

groups of individuals. Often, notes Alda Terracciano, ‘community…[is a] euphemism 

for Black and ethnic minorities’ (2006:24). Within heritage, this might, for example, 

exacerbate differences between the professional and everyone else, or between (in 

the UK) ‘white middle classes’ and others (Waterton & Smith, 2010:5). Benedict 

Anderson has noted that all communities are ‘limited’ and must therefore exclude 

someone or something, there must be an “other” to demarcate a community 

(1983/2016:7). Communities are socially constructed, rather than naturally 

occurring, and are reaffirmed through the sharing of symbols, language and (print) 

media (Anderson, 1983).  

As governmental, lottery and charitable funding in the UK has been reduced (since 

the financial crises of 2008 and austerity imposed by the Conservative-Liberal 

Democrat Coalition Government), and become more targeted to reaching or 

including particular groups as part of political and social agendas (Hewieson, 2014) a 

variety of heritage projects and activities have leveraged the term community in 

order to qualify for financial support. In some cases, believe Waterton and Smith, this 

has led to ‘jointly-run projects [which]…involve things that are done for communities, 

rather than with them’ (Waterton & Smith, 2010:7, emphasis original). They argue 

that the ‘rhetoric’ of community is used by heritage professionals ‘because it seems 

like the right thing to do, especially… in the midst of a political and social context rife 

with exclusion, intolerance and injustice’ (Waterton & Smith, 2010:8).  
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2.1.2 Archives 

 
The word archive, stems from ‘arkhē [archè]…[meaning both] the commencement 

and the commandment’ Jacques Derrida tells us (1995:9, emphasis original), or 

‘power or government’ (Ketelaar, 2002:226). Both terms relate to order, one 

‘according to nature of history…where things commence,’ and the other ‘according 

to law…where order is given’ (Derrida, 1995:9, emphasis original). In Greek, the 

arkheion was ‘initially a house…the residence of the superior magistrates, the 

archons…[who] posses[ed] the right to make or to represent the law’ (Derrida, 

1995:9-10, emphasis original). It was in the arkheion ‘that official documents were 

filed’ (Derrida, 1995:10). These “first” archives, it is worth noting, were placed in a 

‘private house, family house or employee’s house,’ (Derrida 1995:10) and, although 

notions of the private and the public were of course different to ours, the blurring of 

public and private in both physical and conceptual sense, can be seen in community 

archives today (Caswell et al., 2018).    

 
Abstract and non-specific ideas of archives as sites of memory but also security 

(Caswell et al., 2018; Ketelaar, 2002; Derrida, 1995) have led to a general 

understanding of archives as a safe place for storage and retrieval of important 

information. Libraries and museums also, it could be argued, perform similar 

functions to that of an archive. They collect materials, look after them and make 

them available to the people, but do not seem to hold the same kind of resonance 

and meaning as the institution of archives. It has been suggested that the choice by 

communities to self-select the term “archives” ‘conveys a sense of the historical 

significance and treasured nature in which these materials are held by those 

responsible for their collection which perhaps the terms library or even museum 

might not’ (Flinn, Stevens & Shepherd, 2009:74). Another more cynical view, which 

would reflect meanings of power associated with the archive 

 

 ‘suggests that the profession’s interest in promoting the usage of this term 
 reflects an attempt to establish a significant stake and responsibility for this 
 area of activity which would not be so clear if known as “community history” 
 or “community heritage”’ (Flinn, 2011:6). 
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Regardless of the perspective one chooses to take, Andrew Flinn suggests that ‘as a 

minimum…there must…be a collection for it to be considered an archive rather than 

a history project’ (Flinn, 2011:7). This is the stance adopted in this research, while 

acknowledging that a collection can comprise a wide variety of items, including 

intangible assets.  Intangible assets are here understood in relation to Intangible 

Cultural Heritage. The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 

Organisation (UNESCO) defines Intangible Cultural Heritage as 

 

 ‘practices, representations, expressions, knowledge, skills…that 
 communities, groups and, in some cases, individuals recognize [sic] as part of 
 their cultural heritage. This intangible cultural heritage, transmitted from 
 generation to generation, is constantly recreated by communities and groups 
 in response to their environment, their interaction with nature and their 
 history, and provides them with a sense of identity and continuity’ (UNESCO, 
 2020:5). 
 

Intangible Cultural Heritage includes such practices as ‘oral traditions and 

expressions, including language…performing arts, social practices, rituals and festive 

events…and traditional craftmanship’ (UNESCO, 2020:5).  

 

2.1.3 Community Archives 

 

The term “community archive” has different meanings in different countries – the 

Canadian equivalent of local studies collections or city archives, for example are 

referred to as community archives (Flinn, Stevens & Shepherd, 2009). Drake argues 

that ‘prefixing “community”…to archives implies that an archive could indeed exist 

otherwise; that perhaps there are archives independent of communities or not based 

in them,’ (Drake, 2019:28). He points out that a state or nation is a type of 

community, one often defined by geography, race, or region, (some of the identifiers 

referenced by Waterton and Smith, 2010, above), and so an institutional state 

archive such as the UK National Archives, is an archive of the community that is the 

United Kingdom.  

Furthermore, the term is often used interchangeably with ‘local history group, oral 

history project, community history project and community memory project’ suggests 
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Flinn (2007: 152). However, the ‘distinctions between archives, museums…[and] 

’unofficial’ heritage activities…are…not perceived by those undertaking such work as 

being very meaningful’ (Flinn, Stevens & Shepherd, 2009:74).  

The many understandings of the word community, and the proliferation of the term 

without interrogation of its meanings and counter-meanings, makes it an imperfect 

word to use when trying to explain a particular type of group, but one that 

nevertheless has become common when describing particular organisations in the 

field of archiving (Flinn, Stevens & Shepherd, 2009). Generally, Flinn notes that ‘many 

communities…have a local focus, even if they meet virtually’ but often ‘have another 

shared focus…such as sexuality, occupation, ethnicity, faith, or an interest, or a 

combination of one or more of the above’ (Flinn, 2007:153). Flinn, Mary Stevens and 

Elizabeth Shepherd identify the characteristics of such groups, in contrast to 

institution museums and archives, as the ‘active participation of a community in 

documenting and making accessible the history of their particular group and/or 

locality on their own terms’ (Flinn, Stevens & Shepherd, 2009:73, emphasis original). 

Flinn emphasises the need to keep the term as ‘broad, non-prescriptive, and as 

inclusive as possible,’ and based upon self-identification within the community 

creating and running the archive (Flinn, 2011:7).  

In order to make clear what is discussed, Flinn, Stevens and Shepherd’s 

recommended use of the term ‘independent community archives’ has been adapted 

(2009:72). The suffix “-led” is added in this research to indicate the role of the 

community in the archive and its processes, to indicate the locus of power and 

decision making in relation to the archive and to indicate that this is an active 

process, not something done to or for a community. The term ‘community-led 

archive’ is used in this research to speak of a self-organised group who collect 

material on a topic of shared interest ‘on their own terms’ (Flinn, Stevens & 

Shepherd, 2009:73), often a lacuna in existing collections. There is a sense of 

ownership of the project by individuals. Projects are generally, but not exclusively, 

volunteer-run or use volunteer labour.  
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2.2 Community-led archiving 
 
 
It is worth noting at the outset that people (both individually and in groups) have 

always created collections, and many “personal” and private collections (almost 

always from wealthy individuals or business associations) became the forerunners of 

institutional collections, such as the National Library of Scotland (NLS, 2020). The 

study of local history, academic Flinn notes, ‘has…roots in the antiquarianism of the 

17th century [and] the antiquarian societies of the 19th century’ and, post-war, 

within the working classes as part of the ‘Workers’ Educational Association and adult 

education classes’ (Flinn, 2007:155). It is not that community collecting simply 

appeared then, but rather that sociologists, archaeologists and historians became 

interested in these practices.  

 
It is possible to situate the growth in interest, recognition and visibility of community-

led heritage and collecting alongside the community art movement of the 1970s, 

itself a product of ‘artistic, social and political experimentation of the late 1960s’ and 

closely related to community development, explains theatre-maker François 

Matarasso in his summary of community art in Britain (2013:217). The development 

of such movements was heavily impacted by the political environment, firstly by the 

UK post-war welfare state settlement and its aims for citizens from all classes and 

the formation of United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation 

(UNESCO) internationally, and secondly the increasingly ‘harsh economic conditions’ 

of 1970s in the UK and the election to government of Margaret Thatcher’s 

Conservative party in 1979 (Matarasso, 2013:215-16).     

 

Academic thinking and direction was also influenced by the post-war cultural, social 

and political developments, notes Flinn (2011). There was increased visibility and 

study of ‘new social histories’ based on ‘stories of those traditionally ignored or cast 

to the periphery of most mainstream histories’ for, amongst other things, reasons of 

gender, race, sexuality, origin and language (Flinn, 2011:3). The Birmingham School 

of Cultural Studies and its director Stuart Hall, were well known in exploring these 

issues during the 1970s. Hall, who has ‘written extensively on the interplay between 

the individual, the past and the present’ provides a compelling reason why 
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community-led archives begin to become more visible during this time (Flinn, 

2011:4). Hall (1999), according to Flinn, believed that ‘archive[s] and 

heritage…[were] always contested, critical territories which …[had] a significant role 

to play in contributing to transformed histories for multi-ethnic and multi-cultured 

societies like the UK’ (Flinn, 2011:4). 

 

The nature of archives as ‘contested, critical territories’ that support particular power 

structures and groups of people, and the role of the archivist in this, is an argument 

that has been taken up by many writers (Cook, 1997, 2013; Derrida, 1995). In the 

increasingly culturally liberal post-war period, once accepted state-based authority 

was contested in many areas of life and Hall notes there was a concurrent demand 

to re-appropriate control and write ‘one's own story' (Hall, 1999:8). Many individuals 

and sections of society, not recognising their history or experiences in “official” 

records (either through misrepresentation or exclusion), set up their own collections 

to include their presence in the past of their home nations and regions (Cifor, 

Caswell, & Allina, 2018).  

 

Alongside this community-led collecting was a number of voices advocating for 

greater acceptance of broader concepts of archival practice, notably in consideration 

of non-Western and indigenous archives. Caroline Frick discusses attempts to 

demonstrate alternative preservation practice noting the ‘largely European-driven 

success in proselytizing a particular brand of heritage preservation’ to archives and 

heritage organisations rather than working to accept a ‘plurality of preservation 

practices’ as valid (Frick, 2011:153).   

 

At the centre of the different practices are different views on tangible and intangible 

heritage, and ‘the relative value of the artifact – should museums privilege content 

over carrier, or information over its presentational form?’ (Frick, 2011:160). Frick 

notes an ‘oft-cited example focuses [sic] upon…the traditional Aboriginal practice of 

repainting art rock [sic], sanctioned as national heritage sites by the national 

government’ (Frick, 2011:160).  
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Teaching skills and knowledge, using, repairing and re-making artefacts, as well as 

making decisions on presentation and description within a community, not just 

preserving and being able to access an artefact, also sits at the heart of many projects 

in the postcolonial and de-colonialist era. In projects undertaken by Aboriginal 

communities in Australia, certain heritage artefacts and practices are only made 

available to particular audiences following the aboriginal cultural and social 

structures ‘within which information is [originally] embedded’ (Christen, 2009:5; 

Kelty et al., 2015; Rolan, 2017; Johnston, 2018). Where such cultural restrictions 

exist, there are attempts to explain why an artefact or practice in not universally 

accessible. Traditional Knowledge (TK) Labels (Anderson & Christen, 2010) are one 

such attempt. The aim of these labels is to increase ‘Indigenous involvement in data 

governance through the integration of Indigenous values into data systems’ to 

support ‘Indigenous data sovereignty…and political authority’ over Indigenous 

cultural heritage held in ‘non-Indigenous digital…repositories’ (Anderson & Christen, 

2010: para 1 and 2). It is possible to see the cultural restrictions indicated by these 

TK labels (Figure 2.1) as a version of ‘the intellectual property needs of local, 

traditional, and indigenous communities’ (Christen, 2015:1). This provides a model 

of potential strategies to manage the western legal and intellectual property rights 

that have become more prominent within discussions in community-led archives.   

 

 

Figure 2.1. Examples of Traditional Knowledge labels developed as part of the Local 
Contexts project (Anderson & Christen, 2010). (Image: Local Contexts, CC BY-NC-ND 
4.0. Screenshot MDH).  
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As well as the creation of systems that meet their own needs, some community-led 

archives may choose to work with institutional archives. Flinn sees partnership 

working and participatory archiving between community-led archives and 

institutions and professional archivists as one principal way the archival field can 

support each other in developing and sustaining archives and archival material in 

more efficient ways, and to have greater impact on more people (Flinn, 2011).  

 ‘Possible areas of collaboration and sharing might include…expertise and 
 guidance with regard to preservation…storage, cataloguing, sharing space, 
 and skills around exhibitions and public engagement activities and, from the 
 independent archivists, subject-based knowledge, access to new collections 
 and materials for exhibitions, and the possibility of new audiences’ (Flinn,
 2011:15). 

While partnerships such as those suggested by Flinn might indeed support 

community-led archives development they must be ‘equitable, proceed[ing] from a 

position of mutual respect’ and been seen as a two-way process (Flinn, 2011:14). 

Despite the good intensions of such partnerships, the imbalance in resources and 

power can be a danger to a genuine relationship. In particular, the growing financial 

and accountability pressures on institutions since 2000 (Hewieson, 2014), have 

resulted in a focus on outreach, engagement and participation. This pressure could, 

if not careful, tip a partnership with a community-led archive towards an desired 

institutional outcome. To mitigate against this, Flinn once again suggests sustained 

and long-term relationships are crucial, rather than ‘one off exercises’ (2011:15). The 

resulting partnership, Flinn suggests, should ‘allow groups to speak for themselves 

and decide whether they wish to be included rather than have the archive claim the 

authority to speak for them in the name of rebalancing the archival heritage’ (Flinn, 

2011:17). 

On the whole, Flinn, Stevens and Shepherd’s research tends to lean toward ways in 

which community-led archive work can be integrated in the wider archival studies 

field, based on the recognition of gaps in traditional institutional collections in terms 

of diversity and plurality of voice and experience collected. They advocate for 

partnerships between mainstream archival institutions that are ‘more receptive to a 

wider range of custodial models’ for archival collections, and recognise the inherent 

political and power structures at work in mainstream archives (Stevens, Flinn & 
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Shepherd 2010:61). This assumes that all community-led groups want to move 

towards being structured and participate in the archives field as it currently exists. 

Many of the groups that Flinn sees as motivated by an activist aim want to change 

structures, rather than assimilate.  

 

If activism, which requires a certain kind of passion and commitment, creates an 

‘energetic sector of independent archival activity’ that might support success and 

sustainability within community-led archives, then it is worth looking at other 

motivations that lead to the establishment of community-led collections (Flinn, 

2011:8). In the UK and USA, a significant motivation for these community collecting 

initiatives is memory and identity building in relation to the subject group, a way of 

learning and asserting their identity and right to exist.  

 

2.2.1 Memory and Identity  

 

The importance of identity discourse, memory, and recognition of alternative or 

multiple histories is a theme common to archival studies in general and community-

led archival studies in particular. A large number of studies have focussed on how 

recognition through archives (whether community-led or institutional) has helped 

validation, construct and affirm people’s identity through collecting their heritage 

and memories.  

 

In the USA, Michelle Caswell and colleagues have explored identity and 

representation with community-led archives in a number of ways, including through 

the activist role of community archives and their collections (Cifor et al., 2018), the 

impact of community archives in supporting ‘epistemological, ontological, and social 

levels of representational belonging’ for participants (Caswell et al., 2016:56; Caswell 

et al., 2017) and the real and symbolic ‘physical space of community archives’ 

(Caswell et al., 2018:74).  

While Caswell discusses the physical space that an archive inhabits, it is also worth 

noting the importance to identity and memory the places and spaces represented 

and constructed through material collected in an archive. Both, in different ways, can 
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create ‘a shared view of some phenomenon that its adherents can embrace as their 

own’ and support the construction of a community as conceived by Anderson (1983). 

‘These imaginings are naturally historical in part’ notes Terry Cook (2013:98) but also 

possess an ‘emotional legitimacy’ (Anderson, 1983:4) for contemporary 

communities. It is the emotional interplay between past and present through which 

community-led archives as memory-agents (Ketelaar, 2005) emerge. 

Canadian scholar and archivist Cook is also concerned with collective memory and 

community identity in his work. He discusses these concepts within the four ‘archival 

paradigms’ he uses to describe the changes in archival thinking (Cook, 2013:105). 

Cook identifies four ‘archival mindsets, ways of imaging archives and archiving’ 

(2013:97) through which institutional archiving has passed; ‘juridical legacy 

[evidence] to cultural memory [memory] to societal engagement [identity] to 

community archiving [community]’ (2013:95). This, he argues has happened as  

 

 ‘broader intellectual currents have changed from pre-modern to modern to 
 postmodern to contemporary’ and means that ‘the archivist has been 
 transformed, accordingly, from passive curator to active appraiser to societal 
 mediator to community facilitator’ (Cook, 2013:95). 
 

Whether in institutional archives or community-led ones, the roles of memory and 

identity creation are ‘notoriously selective’ notes Cook (2013:101). ‘With memory 

comes forgetting…the inevitable privileging of certain records and records creators’ 

(Cook, 2013:101). Memories are ‘designed to shape identities, form narratives, tell 

stories, to reinforce identity in the present in ways that are essential for living life 

today as for understanding the past’ (Cook, 2013:104).  

In all paradigms, different types of memory play a role. The first archival paradigm is 

concerned with records as evidence, a particular type of official state or governance 

memory. As cultural memory, Cook’s second archival paradigm, ‘archival records 

gradually broadened in coverage as historical research itself changed to focus on 

‘‘history from the bottom up’’’ (Cook, 2013:108). This was still firmly rooted within 

the institutional archive as the professional ‘historian-archivist’ appraised and 

selected material for the archive (Cook, 2013:107).   
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In his third archival paradigm – societal engagement – institutional archivists became 

less ‘historiography’ and retrospectively focussed, reflecting instead on ‘the 

functions and activities of society itself…and ideas of society worth preserving as 

documentary memory’ (Cook, 2013:110). The societal engagement paradigm is also 

closely associated with  ‘justice and human rights’, which sees testimony from truth 

and reconciliation commissions added to the historical record (Cook, 2013:111) In 

this era, as communications technology changed the way records were created, 

archival models ‘now adopt[ed] multiple ways of seeing and viewing archival 

holdings rather than only one ‘‘original order’’’ (Cook, 2013:110-111).  

Cook contends we are currently moving into his fourth paradigm, that of community 

archiving, and of (professional) archivist as community facilitator. With the 

proliferation of technology, each person can be their own creator and archivist, and 

can also share artefacts easily between individuals, groups and institutional 

organisations. ‘Archivists thus have the exciting prospect of being able to document 

human and societal experience with a richness and relevance never before 

attainable’ notes Cook (2013:113). However, that also means ‘there is simply too 

much…to acquire more than a mere fragment of it in our established archives’ (Cook, 

2013:113). Cook implies we need community-led archives, and that this requires us 

to recognise that  

 ‘the records in community archives are not just archival resources, but part 
 of the identity of those communities—there is an ‘‘identity provenance’’ that 
 gives them significant meaning as autonomous archives’ (Cook, 2013:114). 

While noting that ‘strands from all four mindsets are interwoven,’ (2013:117), Cook 

suggests that  

 ‘community-based archiving involves…a shift in core principles, from 
 exclusive custodianship and ownership of archives to shared stewardship and 
 collaboration;  from dominant-culture language, terminology, and definitions 
 to sensitivity to the ‘‘other’’’ (Cook, 2013:115).  

Scholar Eric Ketelaar also considers the role of archives and archivists in shaping 

memories and identities through interaction with individuals and groups. He 

emphasises the networked nature of remembering, using actor-network theory to 

describe ‘memory texts…as agents (actors) which interact with human agents 
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(actors) (Ketelaar, 2005:2). ‘Memory texts’ he points out, ‘do not “speak for 

themselves” but only in communion with other agents’ (Ketelaar, 2005:2). An archive 

cannot contain memories, and cannot be said to protect memories, since these are 

created through the interaction of multiple agents, which include an individual and 

their experiences and knowledge. How people interact and connect to an archive 

therefore is of the upmost importance when considering memory creation. 

Memories of different individuals and groups – ‘the family, the organisation, the 

community, and society function, not in isolation, but in a flow of continuous [and 

constantly changing] interaction’ (Ketelaar, 2005:2). We need other people’s and 

group’s memories and memory texts to support individual memory, and to connect 

individuals ‘with a past he or she has not experienced. This connectivity is the basis 

for any culture’ (Ketelaar, 2005:4). So, the bringing together of groups of people and 

memory texts – whether physically or virtually – is how remembering – both 

individual and social - happens. It doesn’t happen by simply collecting artefacts – it 

is what is done between those artefacts and people, and any resulting activity that 

creates memory. The doing is the crucial part of Ketelaar’s argument. Archives, and 

particularly community archives, can be viewed as a cultural tool in this context – 

and this encompasses not just the artefacts but the processes and peoples that form 

the archive too.  

 

2.2.2 The Practice of Community-led Archiving 

 

We must recognise the important motivating role that a need for visible collective 

memory and identity play in the formation of archives, particularly community-led 

ones. However, an extreme focus on the discourse of memory and identity when 

considering community archives can detract from ‘pragmatic evaluations of 

sustainable practice’ and ‘the more pressing needs and challenges of these 

institutions and projects’ notes archivist and scholar Paschild (2012:125).  

A focus of community memory and identity might hinder ‘broader discussion of 

community archives in archival professional literature’ and their wider relevance 

because of the lack of attention paid to the practical aspects of running such 



 37 

organisations - an ‘inability to describe, address, and engage effectively with the 

realities and needs of the actual organizations themselves’ argues Christine N. 

Paschild (2012:127). This might, for example, manifest itself in overly vague policies 

for acquisitions and collections development, with the well-meaning intention to be 

as inclusive and holistic in collection building as possible, but without the supporting 

structures to manage this. An organisation built on the centrality of community 

identity also needs to be aware that that identity is different for every person and 

will change over time – and so their needs, wants and interests will also change. If 

not careful, this can lead community-orientated organisations into a situation where 

they become trapped between two extremes.  

 ‘In critical engagement with community archives, the concept of identity 
 seems  unable to provide a workable middle ground for analysis, tipping 
 between facilitating flattened and exoticized misconceptions of authenticity 
 and a subjectivity so diffuse no purchase for action can be found’ (Paschild, 
 2012:134). 

Paschild notes that some of the challenges arising from identification with a 

particular community come from trying to do too much and respond to every 

community members’ needs, without clear core aims and activities. This can lead to 

‘reactive planning’, whereby the organisation redefines itself as ‘a strategy to 

fit…[requirements] to qualify’ for particular funds (Paschild, 2012:139; Dinnie & 

Holstead, 2018; Creamer, 2015; Taylor Aiken, 2014). As well as distracting ‘from long-

term strategic action’, such actions can confuse both the general public as well as the 

participant communities by not delivering ‘a consistent and cohesive [organisational] 

mission’ (Paschild, 2012:139). This is not to say the community archives should not 

change – they absolutely should, as should all archives when faced with changing 

dynamics in the world – but to frame these changes solely around identity discourse 

might well prevent these organisations from exploring practices ‘from a broader 

range of comparable institutions’ (Paschild, 2012:140), and projects that offer 

different approaches to similar challenges, such as concepts of volunteering, 

capacity-building and sustainable practices from development studies and climate 

change initiatives (Brikké & Bredero, 2003; Creamer, 2015; Dinnie & Holstead, 2018). 

Community-led collecting and archiving have always existed but became more 

visible, through both community efforts and through recognition from academics in 
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the second half of the twentieth century, as a result of post-war liberalisation of state 

and society and activism from different groups demanding equal rights and 

representation. New social histories, written by new voices from the perspective of 

different races, religions, gender and class also generated activity in collecting the 

artefacts with which to tell these stories, and emerging theories that challenged the 

idea of the neutral archive. In particular the power structures associated with the 

state, and state records were challenged by community-led collections, which often 

had an activist aim. Running through all these activities is the underlying importance 

of shared memory and identity-building for many of the groups and individuals 

involved and how this is enacted not by the artefacts alone, but by interactions 

between people and artefacts.  

However important memory and identity is, it would be wise not to focus on this to 

the detriment of a community-led archives’ other key aims and their ability to evolve 

with changing needs and environments. This thesis specifically explores the area of 

day-to-day community-led archive operation, and the practical realities and 

challenges experienced by these groups, in order to understand how these affect 

community-led archives ability to undertake their work.   

To understand why community-led archive initiatives emerged, why these 

challenged mainstream archive repositories, and why identity, memory and 

representation have become often defining aspects to these collections, an 

examination of the recent history of institutional archive practices is advantageous.  

 

2.3 Institutional Archives 
 
 
Much of the work of community-led archives and subsequent study of them 

challenged the model of archives developed by Sir Hilary Jenkinson. This argued for 

the value of records as evidence, archives as neutral, unbiased spaces, and archivists 

as ‘passive guardians’ in which the records of business and state governance were 

kept for legal and state history purposes (Stevens, Flinn & Shepherd, 2010:60). 

Jenkinson based much of his work on the Dutch Manual of 1898 written by Samuel 

Muller, Johan A. Feith, and Robert Fruin. Influenced by the development of ‘modem 
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archival principles…articulated in detail in nineteenth-century France and Germany’, 

the Dutch Manual had a major and lasting influence of archival theory (Cook, 

1997:20). It focusses on 

  

 ‘government, public, or corporate records and their orderly transfer to 
 archival repositories to preserve their original order and classification…Most 
 important, the Manual is based on experience the authors 
 had…with...records found in well-organized departmental registries within 
 stable administrations’ (Cook, 1997:20-21). 
 

The author’s experience within well-organised state departments, led them to the 

assumption that the archive as presented in the ‘creating institution’ would 

correspond with the wider structure of the creating organisation itself (Cook, 

1997:21-22). Developing this, Jenkinson’s belief in the evidential value of archives, 

led him to suggest that any ‘post-creation interference’ would undermine that 

original record (Cook, 1997:23). This reduced the archivist’s role to one of ‘keeper’ 

not selector of archives (Cook, 1997:23). This neutrality stems all the way from ‘the 

Enlightenment ideal of dispassionate universal knowledge’ that failed to recognise 

the social experiences and situations that shaped and created multiple knowledges 

(Hall, 1999:7). 

The Jenkinsonian and Dutch Manual models of archiving also proved to be unsuitable 

‘for modern records or for modem society's expectations of what archives should 

do’, in particular in relation to the changing management and organisation structures 

of groups, businesses and institutions (Cook, 1997:25). Theodore R. Schellenberg 

argued that, given the ever-expanding volume of records produced in modern 

institutions and the impossibility of keeping all these records, it was necessary for 

archivists to appraise and select particular documents for retention (Schellenberg, 

1956). While appraisal standards can and should be developed, Schellenberg 

highlights how these can never be ‘absolute or final’, and places responsibility for 

appropriate application of standards, balancing of organisational requirements and 

wider contextual importance of documents firmly with the archivist (Schellenberg, 

1956: Conclusion). 
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These formulations of archives and record-keeping are impacted by changing 

technologies. In a digital world, in which artefacts and documents are copied and 

migrated many times, archivist Hugh Taylor suggests ‘we need a new form of "social 

historiography" to make clear how and why records were created; this should be the 

archival task’ (Taylor, 1987:24). Such an approach emphasises that electronic 

information systems are ‘still a world of information relationships, of 

interconnections, of context, of evidence, of provenance’ (Cook, 1997:41). What is 

important in Cook and Taylor’s concept of archives is that meaning lies ‘not in the 

records themselves, but [in] the transactions and customs to which they bore witness 

as 'evidences' (Cook:1997:34). These comments align to Ketelaar’s (2005), in relation 

to memory and meaning created through interactions with people and society. Cook 

notes this extends to records in the digital age, pointing out that when ‘all the high-

technology rhetoric is put aside, [it is] still a world of information relationships, of 

interconnections, of context, of evidence, of provenance’ (Cook, 1997:41). Such 

points are worth highlighting in relation to community-led archives, as these 

relationships can be underrated or forgotten in comparison to the technical aspects 

of managing archival collections.  

 

While many of these theories, strategies and processes from institutional archival 

theory and practice can be applied to personal and community artefacts, the fact 

remains that these procedures and standards were developed with records of 

business and governance in mind, and archives using such structures will continue to 

‘privilege the powerful, relatively stable’ creators and organisations capable and 

confident of being able to supply storage and management of artefacts for a 

considerable amount of time (Cook, 1997:43). Practices were also orientated toward 

the written word and associated print (and later digital) documents, leaving other 

media – images, sounds - somewhat orphaned.  

 

For moving images and sound recordings (rather than transcribed speeches), there 

was some uncertainty as to if and where they should be deposited. Their relative 

new-ness in relation to the written word, and debates around their position as 

records, meant that individuals and non-institutional groups played a significant role 

in audiovisual archiving, both legally and illegally. It is worth exploring the varied and 
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changing relationships between these individual and independent activities and 

moving image archive institutions to demonstrate how non-institutional practices 

are crucial to the development of moving image archiving.  

 

2.4 Moving Image Archives 

 

In the history of filmmaking and the saving of film for later study or exhibition, the 

national and state-organised (and state funded) film archive was a rather late 

development. ‘National action is nearly always tardy’ notes the first curator of the 

(British) National Film Library, Ernest Lindgren in The Importance of Film Archives 

(1948/2014:529).  

 

Instead it was individuals and commercial business who quickly saw interest and 

value in moving image material. Significantly much of the material was not feature 

films. For example, Polish cinematographer Bolesław Matuszewski suggested moving 

image recordings of real-life activities and events could be regarded as another 

source of historical record in 1898 (only a few years after the invention of cinema 

itself). Matuszewski was the first to articulate a reason why film should be kept for 

the future. 

 

In her history of film archiving, focussed mainly on state-organised archiving and in 

particular the British Film Institute, Penelope Houston notes the “manifesto” of 

Matuszewski, and also acknowledges that the first collections were created by 

passionate individuals. As a verifiable example Houston highlights a ‘Jesuit 

priest…Abbé Joye, who by 1910 had…assemble[d]…2,000 films’ (Houston, 1994:17).  

 

The ‘introduction of 16mm safety (cellulose acetate) film…in 1923’, which was 

cheaper and used smaller equipment than 35mm film (a feature film/industry 

standard by this point), ‘offered…a more manageable format for film rental and 

projection,’ care and storage, notably for non- or semi-professionals, and 

enthusiastic amateurs, notes archivist and scholar Karen Gracy (2013:376) (Figure 

2.2). This fueled the growth of film libraries and non-commercial institutional 
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collections. This demand required further duplication of moving image material – 

onto 16mm film as well as the standard 35mm – increasing the amount of moving 

image material in circulation.  

 

 

Figure 2.2. Examples of common sizes of film stock. The number denotes width in 
millimetres. 35mm is a theatrical projection “standard”, with the others “small” or 
“sub-standard” gauges. (Image: Ryan Edge, via PSAP/University of Illinois at Urbana-
Champaign, CC BY-SA 4.0).   
 

 

Increased numbers of prints meant the possibility of more people seeing material 

but also of one of the prints surviving. Small gauge stock prints (anything smaller than 

the standard 35mm) ‘have traditionally [been] considered…as objects of little or no 

archival significance,’ notes archivist and scholar Paolo Cherchi Usai (2000:49). 

Cherchi Usai argues however that we should ‘never underestimate the potential 

value of a 16mm print’ in his explanation of the importance of print generation in 
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preservation and restoration of (commercial, feature) films (Cherchi Usai, 2000:49). 

A print on a “substandard” gauge, but made from an early generation (closer to the 

original camera negatives) might well be of a higher quality, then ‘a battered, 

incomplete 35mm duplicate print from a very remote generation’ (Cherchi Usai, 

2000:47-49).  

 

This example demonstrates the complexity of the relationships and flow of moving 

image material and information between individuals, community societies and 

groups, commercial companies, educational institutions and state archives. In many 

cases an individual collector or film society was the reason a print survived at all; 

‘many studios and distributors deliberately recalled and destroyed extant prints, in 

order to prevent unauthorized exploitation in overseas territories’ (Enticknap, 

2007:12).  

 

Cherchi Usai advises that, even today, industry and archives should take care not to 

be ‘perceived as the enemies of non-profit film culture’ – it is ‘much better to get 

their help’ in researching and contributing to film history instead (Cherchi Usai, 

2000:50). Lindgren, the methodical first curator of the BFI’s National Film Library 

‘acknowledged the important cultural role of private collectors’ claims Frick 

(2011:92). ‘Rather than dismissing film collectors as mere fans, or even worse, illicit, 

copyright-violating thieves, Lindgren posed that film collectors were untrained and 

simply did not possess the technical information and skills for storing and preserving 

films’ (Frick, 2011:92). However, this did not appear to extend to Lindgren’s 

suggesting or encouraging individual or community archival collections of films to be 

kept, or training offered to these film collectors. 

 

Lack of support and encouragement from the “official” state archive and its staff did 

not prevent individuals and groups from collecting, however. Filmmaker and writer 

Duncan Reekie points out that ‘many amateur cinema enthusiasts were also 

collectors’, highlighting that the popular magazine  

 

‘Amateur Cine World frequently ran articles on classic cinema and from the 
middle to the late 1950s the then teenage filmmaker and historian Kevin 
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Brownlow published a series of articles on collecting 9.5mm prints of rare, 
international and experimental silent films’ (Reekie, 2007:105).      

 

From this, one might suggest that it was the audiences, publics and enthusiastic and 

passionate “amateurs” who really first saw value and interest in collecting and 

watching moving images that has long passed their release date. Notably, they 

seemed keen to communicate and share information and the moving image with 

each other (as demonstrated by the Amateur Cine World articles noted above), 

something with which official national archives have historically struggled (Cherchi 

Usai, 2000). 

 

The other aspect of film societies and amateur cine culture that is worth noting in 

relation to community archiving is that the ease of use of 16mm equipment also 

opened up the possibility of more portable, independent, and personal filmmaking, 

albeit affordable only to the wealthy in the 1920s, expanding to the middle-classes 

in the 1930s. Cine clubs ‘made equipment and resources available to members who 

would otherwise be unable to afford them’ explains Reekie, and in addition ‘offered 

advice and support to beginners, held screenings and gave lone workers the 

opportunity to work collaboratively’ (Reekie, 2007:104). Crucially, these clubs 

promoted ‘film as a participant technology’ rather than ‘as theatrical spectacle’ 

(Reekie, 2007:104-106). They supported the creation of amateur and home movies 

– giving the general public the chance to shape and tell their own stories and record 

life events  in moving image form for the first time – but they also developed 

communities of people which saw film as an activity of participation, rather than 

passive consumption. The attitude of participation and collaboration nurtured by 

ciné-clubs and film societies spilled over into the Film Co-Op movement of the 1960s, 

and the Community Video movement of the 1980s, and is one that remains relevant 

for community-led archives and moving image projects today.    

 

2.4.1 Institutional and State Moving Image Archives 

 

Just like identifying the inventor of cinema, it can be difficult to pinpoint when 

“official” moving image archives came to be established. The 1930s are cited as the 
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decade in which national state archives began to be established, although it should 

be noted that institutional audiovisual archival collections existed prior to this (The 

Vienna Phonogrammarchiv, 1899, and The Imperial War Museum, UK, 1917, for 

example). The state archives of the 1930s, however, made film archiving a more 

visible activity and gave it an ‘identity by setting up international professional 

associations to represent the respective media,’  notes archivist and scholar Ray 

Edmondson (2016:31). The main professional association is the International 

Federation of Film Archives (FIAF - Fédération Internationale des Archives du Film), 

founded by the ‘Reichsfilmarchiv (Berlin, 1935) [1934 according to FIAF website], the 

Museum of Modern Art Film Library (New York, 1935), the National Film Library 

(London, 1935) and the Cinémathèque Française (Paris, 1936)’ (Houston, 1994:18). 

 

Despite the shared professional association, Houston contends that these “Big Four” 

 

 ‘reflect not so much the unity of the archive movement…as its startling 
 diversity…They took their character from national attitudes to cinema, 
 methods of funding, views about public service; even more, they reflected 
 the tastes and passions and working methods of the people who created 
 them’ (Houston, 1994:18). 
 

Much of the description here could apply to community-led archives today, 

particularly that archives reflect the ideas and interests of the people who create and 

work in them. For community-led archives today, striving to do their work ‘correctly’, 

the diversity of the Big Four should be held up as an example and an encouragement 

of the multiple options available to them.  

 

The early beginnings, mistakes, revisions and different approaches to moving image 

archiving have been somewhat subsumed by the professional association FIAF, which 

presents itself as an authority on moving image archiving. FIAF has essentially 

‘institute[d] guidelines and policies for the [whole moving image archival] field 

throughout the twentieth century’ (Frick, 2011:88). FIAF regulations could be seen to 

limit contributions from organisations or groups who had to use commercial or other 

means to sustain themselves, or who were unable, unsuccessful or reluctant to 

accept grants from government or charitable funds, as well as non-Western archives 

who may struggle to meet certain standards in collection care. For a long time, FIAF 
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had a one archive/one country policy, which arguably created a hierarchy of archives 

and collecting groups, particularly within large countries such as the United States 

(Frick, 2011). Thus, structures and decisions made have been affected by the relative 

situations of the organisation’s making them, and this may further entrench a 

particular model of operation for archives. 

 

Within FIAF itself, there had notably been a struggle for supremacy between two 

models of operation espoused by Lindgren, one of the founders of the British Film 

Library (now the British Film Institute [BFI] comprising British Film and Television 

Archives), and Langlois, one of the founders of the Cinémathèque Française 

(Houston, 1994; Enticknap, 2007; Frick, 2011). Langlois’ ‘informal, cinémathèque-

oriented model’ prioritising ‘motion-picture access’ lost out to ‘those interested in 

creating strict, scientific-based standards for archival practice’ (Lindgren’s model) 

suggests Frick (2011:107-108). This arguably defined the development of FIAF and 

the theory and practice of film archiving as an emerging profession (Frick, 2011).  

   

While the Cinémathèque Française has subsequently adopted the ‘strict, scientific-

based standards’ of Lindgren’s model, it does retain a commitment to showing films 

from its collections as part of its core motivations. It is worth noting too, the early 

value placed on exhibition of material at the Cinémathèque Française  – important in 

particular in the development of the work of the filmmakers and writers of the 

Cahiers du Cinéma group (Truffaut, Rivette, Godard) (Houston, 1994). The 

contribution of archival film material to the development of the styles of this group 

serves as a good example of the use value of material like this and provides a clear 

rationale to keep, preserve and show it. 

 

A move away from access moved conversations into the hands of specialists, and it 

seemed that Lindgren’s strict preservation first model had the effect of creating a 

perceived ‘fortress archive’, as Houston termed Lindgen’s archival approach 

(Houston, 1994:37). By 1994, Housten claimed this had changed, with access being 

‘the watchword…for the modern film archives’ and that ‘the Lindgrenian archive, 

with the drawbridge drawn up against the outside world and the users of services 

tolerated rather than encouraged, would stand little chance now of survival’ 



 47 

(1994:95). To reach this point a number of social, cultural and technological changes 

would take place, which would, among other things, bring new (and old) groups and 

organisations into the moving image archiving field. In the UK in particular, the 

emergence of a new layer of regional film archives, “below” the BFI, focussing on 

moving image material filmed in particular areas of the UK, and run with the 

involvement of local residents, as well as film enthusiasts, helped precipitate new 

moves toward access and openness. 

 

2.4.2 Regional Archives in the UK 

 

In the United Kingdom, a significant development for film archives in relation to who 

was involved and how they were involved came in the 1970s, with the establishment 

of regional film archives (Houston 1994; Frick 2011). Many of these regional archives 

evolved from the film clubs and societies, discussed above, set up in the 1920s and 

1930s (Reekie, 2007), as an extension of film councils/loan offices - such as the 

Scottish Film Council in 1934 (Frick, 2011), and as a result of the expansion of 

television broadcasting in the 1960s. Factors that contributed to this might include 

increased amounts of moving image material being produced (more than the BFI to 

manage on its own), and the lack of collection policies for particular types of moving 

image material (notably amateur film and ‘home movies’) from the BFI archives.  

 

The first such archive, the East Anglian Film Archive (EAFA) was founded in 1976, 

collecting material from or about Bedfordshire, Cambridgeshire, Essex, 

Hertfordshire, Norfolk and Suffolk. This archive came about through the passions of 

one individual. By 1979 David Cleveland had negotiated, with ‘none-too generous 

acceptance…office space and maintenance costs [for the archive, with]…the 

University of East Anglia’ (Houston, 1994:109). The EAFA additionally operated with 

an annual grant from Eastern Arts (Houston, 1994). EAFA’s own website does not 

mention these early, messy days, simply stating ‘Since 1984 the Archive has been 

owned and operated by the University of East Anglia…The Archive is funded by the 

University of East Anglia (EAFA, 2019). 
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These statements about EAFA provide a good example of different positions 

generating different perspectives and messages on archive formation and 

management. This is not dissimilar to the early days of state or national archives and 

the establishment of FIAF, as discussed above and by Houston and Frick, and with 

the perspective of several decades, a smooth cohesive narrative of development can 

just as easily be created. While understandable for promotional and reputational 

purposes, for community archives just starting out, this can lead to the impression 

that these institutional organisations encountered no challenges, problems or 

divisions in the future direction of the organisation. If or (more likely) when 

community archives find their work hindered by various issues, it would be 

reassuring to know that even large ‘official’ institutions have faced similar challenges 

in their development.  

 

Another regional archive (which is also technically a national archive) is the Scottish 

Film Archive (later, Scottish Screen, now the Moving Image Archive at the National 

Library of Scotland) (MIA@NLS). Like EAFA it was established in 1976, but its 

foundations lay in the ‘quasi-national…Scottish Film Council (SFC) of the British Film 

Institute’, created in 1934 (Frick, 2011:122-123). In the 1950s the Scottish Film 

Council looked to set up a film library and it is from here that the archive later 

developed (Frick,2011). Interestingly, the formal establishment of the MIA@NLS in 

1976 was made possible ‘with initial financial support from the U.K. Job Creation 

Scheme’ [Manpower Services Comission] (Frick, 2011:126). A number of community 

archive projects across the UK and Ireland have also used these government schemes 

to support their aspirations (Hunter, 1991; Sitzia, 2010; Johnston, 2018). It is 

particularly important to note that MIA@NLS – which has never been a community 

archive – was supported in this way. It does raise questions about the realities of 

financial sustainability (not the only measure of sustainability of course) in the 

archive sector more generally that government subsidised employment has been 

used to run these organisations at some point in their lives.   

 

Both MIA@NLS and EAFA had long-serving leaders from their inception and this 

seems to be a common trait, with three other regional archives identified as having 

long term input from one individual (Media Archive for Central England, North West 
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Film Archive and Screen Archive South East). As Frick points out, the development of 

these regional archives were ‘largely the result of individual human agency’ and in a 

sense ‘mirrored earlier collecting efforts undertaken by film enthusiasts like Henri 

Langlois’ (Frick, 2011:132). These same traits can be found in the work of community 

archives of moving images too, and this seems to suggest that this is a characteristic 

of a particular stage of development in an organisation (Sundblom et al., 2016).  

 

In 1987 a number of regional archives in the UK created the Film Archive Forum (now 

Film Archives UK – FAUK), it’s intention ‘to facilitate information exchange between 

the country’s nonprofit moving image archives’ (Frick, 2011:130). This included 

recognition for collections held in non-film specialist institutions, such as local record 

officers and councils. FAUK’s ‘agenda advocated a more systematic national network, 

from the BFI to the regional film archives…to local urban and rural councils’ claims 

Frick, although today it should be noted that of thirteen full members, only three are 

institutions with a remit for more than just moving image (and moving image related) 

material (Frick, 2011:131). 

 

Some regional archives in the UK now have full FIAF status (alongside the attendant 

rules and statutes this brings), which can mean re-orientation towards, and re-

priority of, national and international relationships. This is in contrast to the local 

ones previously cultivated, particularly in being able to respond to, and connect with 

audiences “on the ground”, which Houston viewed as advantageous. ‘It is refreshing 

to visit the kind of small establishment where access really is a way of life – by 

necessity certainly, but also perhaps by choice’ Houston writes (1994:108). EAFA, she 

suggests, ‘runs off the kind of twenty-four hours a day energy that in larger concerns 

inevitably finds itself muffled by bureaucracy and bigness’ (Houston, 1994:109).     

 

 ‘The archive supports more than 200 shows a year, mostly presented by 
 amateur enthusiasts for local history who select their programmes from its 
 stock and stage them in clubs, schools and the like, incidentally recruiting 
 more supporters for the cause’ (Houston, 1994:109). 
 

Another unusual feature of EAFA at the time was that the archive volunteers went 

out and filmed material themselves ‘to add to the historical record’ (Houston, 
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1994:109). These kind of activities, notes Houston require a ‘network of contacts: 

knowing the collectors, the people with the interest to arrange programmes, the 

local firms which might be persuaded to chip in with a little sponsorship, the amateur 

filmmakers who have recorded the history of a family or town’ (Houston 1994:109).  

 

 ‘It’s a paradox that only a small organization with a healthy concern for its 
 own survival could cover so much ground. A major archive would think twice, 
 for instance, before adding to the screen record’ (Houston, 1994:110). 
 

Houston suggests that it is the mixture of these activities that makes the small archive 

work. There is involvement from a wider cross-section of the community and thus a 

wider pool of resources on which to draw. This approach also embeds the archive 

more in the local community, so that they feel they have a stake in it and can 

contribute to the archive in some way, should they so wish.  

 

As models for community-led archives, it is possible to see many of the early activities 

of both national state institutions and regional archive, as well as film societies, as 

useful examples for sustainable working practices within smaller-scale groups, as 

well as reassurance that all archives have challenges, regardless of scale and prestige, 

and that these can be managed and overcome. This study aims to examine these 

challenges, rather than providing idealised and abstract advice, believing that 

understanding real-life situations and problems illuminates a subject and provides 

useful information for the development of the community-led archives field.  

 

2.5 Impact of digital media and digitisation 

 

Moving image archives have had to manage constantly changing technology since 

their inception, but the transition to digital has impacted not just preservation but 

administrative and access practices for archives. Digital technologies have also 

become ubiquitous in our everyday lives. Digital technologies offer new ways to 

communicate, share and undertake work, but are not without their own challenges. 

It is necessary to consider the preservation needs of digital media, the costs and 

workload of ongoing maintenance of digital items and the copyright implications of 
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making material available in these environments. Finally, it is important to remember 

that ‘technology won’t solve all the problems. Indeed, bad application could make 

them worse’ (Frick, 2011:173). 

 

2.5.1 Preservation of digital material 

 

Digital media (whether digitised or “born-digital”) are not immune to the need for 

conservation and preservation. There are no ‘digital utopias…of everlasting 

permanence’ and we should be wary of anyone making such claims, cautions Frick 

(2011:173). While much analogue material (text documents, paintings, still 

photographs and even celluloid film) is “human-readable” and ‘can be viewed with 

the naked eye’ with no need for an ‘intermediary viewing device…digital 

files…require combinations of software and hardware to be stored, retrieved, and 

rendered’ (Malssen, 2011:76) (Figure 2.3). This means that software and hardware 

have to be maintained, in addition to the digital files, in order for us to be able to 

access digital media. This creates a number of challenges when preserving digital 

media, that apply to both institutional and community-led archives, although the 

severity of the challenges will vary.  

 

The speed with which contemporary digital media, hardware and software obsolesce 

means that ‘no single storage medium or file format will remain perpetually 

accessible and reliable’ (Redwine, 2015:11; Rothenberg, 1999). For example, digital 

archival storage requires systems and software that ‘manage…storage, periodically 

check…files for errors, maintain…backups, [and] facilitate…repair of corrupted files’ 

as well as other administrative and cataloguing tasks (Malssen, 2011:84). 

Furthermore, an important aspect of long-term preservation planning is preparing 

and executing format migration. As formats ‘lose software support, a repository 

might decide…to migrate or transcode files in their collection to a new format’ 

(Malssen, 2011:92). This will ensure they can still be read and accessed by evolving 

technology. Even professional digital storage and archiving systems require 

migration, albeit less often (LTO Ultrium, 2019). Digital media can be damaged or 

corrupted. Failure can occur when the ‘digital bits and bytes, 0s and 1s’ of which the 

media is composed ‘flip from 1 to 0 or vice versa,’ (Malssen, 2011:78). Commonly 
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known as “bit rot”, this can make storage media and hardware unusable, unreadable, 

or unrecoverable.    

 

 

Figure 2.3. Example of the “human-readable” nature of celluloid film, and the 
information you can obtain through visual inspection, compared to the hardware and 
software dependant DVD media carrier. (Images: MDH).  
 

 

To address and mitigate some of the risks to digital media, it is recommended that 

‘data…[are] backed up on multiple (ideally different) storage media, geographically 

distributed’ (Malssen, 2011:76; Frick, 2011). This can act as a safeguard against ‘bit-

rot (corruption), disasters…or viruses’ should one copy be damaged (Malssen, 

2011:76). However, ‘one of the most insidious and pervasive threats to personal 

digital files is benign neglect at the hands of an individual,’ and multiple copies can 

only help mitigate against this if managed (unlikely if the problem is benign neglect) 

(Redwine, 2015:12).  

 

Cloud storage is often seen as a way to address storage needs, and one reason why 

storage needs of digital items are sometimes neglected. Cloud storage is the storage 

of ‘electronic data on remote infrastructure, rather than local storage which is 

attached to a computer or electronic device’ (Quick, Martini & Choo, 2014:1). Cloud 

storage can enable greater volume of storage than could be managed locally, and 
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can contribute to the geographical separation and multiple copies recommended by 

Frick (2011) and Kara Van Malssen (2011), but is as susceptible to failure as any 

computer. This is because ultimately, all data are stored on computer servers, 

somewhere. In addition, there are security risks to consider when storing data in “the 

cloud”, and costs associated with this storage solution.     

 

Storage media and hardware failure provide a good example of the challenges of 

digital media longevity that has led Cherchi Usai, along with other scholars and 

computer scientists such as Rick West, who manages data at Google, to describe 

these early decades of the 21st century as the ‘digital dark age’ (Cherchi Usai, 

2001:Introduction). Such failures mean ‘we may [one day] know less about the early 

21st century than we do about the early 20th century’ according to West (Wernick, 

2018:para 3).   

 

The danger then, with digital, is that is gives us the impression of stability, of infinite 

storage accessible at the click of a mouse, when actually, as archivist Rick Prelinger 

notes – ‘digitality is fragile. It requires a compliant social order, the accommodation 

of governments, and the steady availability of energy’ (Prelinger, 2019:24). It is 

important to recognise that archival digital media require ongoing funding, and have 

both financial and environmental costs.  

 

2.5.2 Digital Costs and Funding 

 

In this time of climate emergency and breakdown, archivists and archives should be 

aware of their impact on the environment, and work to minimise this. Within the 

fields of technology and computing, studies have explored the energy consumption 

and emissions of data centres and cloud storage, and a number of lay articles and 

websites addressing this issue have also appeared (Moss, 2019; Climate Care, 2019). 

In an article for Ubiquity, a peer-reviewed industry magazine produced by the 

Association for Computing Machinery, Erol Gelenbe and Yves Caseau note that ‘data 

centres consumed approximately 1.5 percent of the total electricity produced in 

2012’ (Gelenbe and Caseau, 2015:4). This is equal to or greater than that of the 

aviation industry (Garg & Buyya, 2012; Harris, 2018). While it is unlikely that 
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community-led archives will have huge amounts of data to store compared to other 

organisations, it is worth considering these potential emissions as a field and to 

consider climate impact when deciding on storage processes for digital media.  

 

The costs of managing servers and digital infrastructure might be modest for the 

institution or community-led archive (though this is dependant on financial 

resources), but they are nevertheless ongoing costs, as is the maintenance and 

migration of files. In the past these long-term needs have not been factored into 

project and institution funding. Elizabeth Tait and colleagues note that while funding 

is plentiful for digitisation projects, this does not often cover ‘sustaining these 

resources in the longer term’ (Tait et al., 2013:3). This has resulted in ‘heaps of digital 

information that is no longer accessible, because the ongoing digital preservation 

activities were not supported’ (Malssen, 2011:76-77). 

 

Such short-term funding does not apply to digitisation projects exclusively, and time-

limited or project-based funding can impact sustainability within an archive more 

generally. Being able to plan ‘for the medium- and the long-term’ is made more 

difficult for archives by ‘individual and short-term [usually public] project funding 

(with its product- driven focus and resource intensive evaluation processes),’ points 

out Flinn (2011:14). If some funds were available to ‘focus on sustainability and 

organizational issues’ then groups might be better placed to address ‘the life-cycle 

transitions’ experienced by ‘independent community archives’ such as ‘moving from 

project-based funding to something more long-term and sustainable, or seeking to 

hand on from the foundational generation to the next generation of activists’ (Flinn, 

2011:13-14). 

 

Despite the challenges, digital formats are how most new materials are produced 

and consumed. There are many benefits to digital technologies. Digital and 

communication technologies have enabled individuals to access huge amounts of 

information (not just written information) very easily and quickly, as well as 

facilitating ‘content production’ (Bruns, 2006:1). For archives, digitisation has 

increased opportunities for use and access of collections – and for linking data 

between archives, other institutions and cross-disciplinary connections. There is also 



 55 

potential for different types of engagement with individuals – no longer audiences, 

visitors or consumers – but participants, co-curators, interpreters…and a myriad of 

other words describing apparently greater involvement in heritage processes.  

 2.5.3 Access 

 

Moving image archives have a complex relationship with access. For Langlois 

(founder of the Cinémathèque Française) ‘it was essential for an archive to maintain 

a high profile, to be known and seen and to pursue as many public activities as 

possible’ (Houston, 1994:51). Langlois’ opposite at the British Film Institute, Lindgren 

was more contradictory in his statements on access to moving image material. In his 

1948 article The Importance of Film Archives, Lindgren laments that the word ‘archive 

rings with a deathly sound in the world of the cinema, which is so young, vital and 

dynamic’, and goes on to state ‘there is no reason why a film archive should be a 

mausoleum’ (Lindgren, 1948/2014:529). Nevertheless, in imagining his ‘Utopian 

National Film Library’ he sees control and restriction of access to those with ‘suitable 

credentials’ and ‘members of a recognised educational group of society’ as 

acceptable terms of operation (Lindgren, 1948/2014:530-531).  

Lindgren originally called his organisation a national film library, as opposed to an 

archive. This brings very different connotations, notes Frick, for ‘unlike archives and 

museums, libraries primarily focus upon the access of their collections to users and 

patrons’ (Frick, 2011:172). Moving image collections began to alter their language, 

moving ‘from “library” to “archive,” and placing more discursive emphasis upon 

guarding their sacred “treasures”’ as access to films from the past became possible 

through television after the Second World War (Frick, 2011:108). Television 

challenged the exclusivity of the film archive as the ‘gatekeeper to film’s past’, and 

also the power structures and location of the audience, who could watch material 

from their homes and could simply switch off material they lost interest in (Frick, 

2011:108). 

Digital, digitisation and web-based communication technologies have vastly 

increased the possibilities of accessing archival collections of audio-visual material. 

Whether this is achieved depends not just on technologies, however, but on whether 
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moving image archives and archivists use the transition to digital as an opportunity 

to question and reconsider preservation practices (Frick, 2011). Frick notes that  

 ‘In the first decades of the so-called digital age, museologists…have been 
 forced to review traditional tenets and practices and have looked increasingly 
 to developing nations for alternative perspectives. Media preservation 
 practitioners, however, appear more interested in assisting those interested 
 in audiovisual archiving around the world as the field exists now, rather than 
 viewing unconventional approaches as an opportunity for deep-rooted 
 change’ (Frick, 2011:23). 
 

Enforcing existing practices rather than embracing new ones means that the 

archiving field risks speaking ‘increasingly primarily among its own participants, 

reifying a somewhat insular perspective and struggling with how to incorporate new 

and/or alternative voices’ believes Frick (2011:169). Some archivists, like ‘Nicola 

Mazzanti, the Head of Collections and Digitization at the Royal Film Archive of 

Belgium’ advocated for ‘“parallel” strategies toward access and preservation’, which 

try to embrace possibilities offered to both access and preservation, by digital and 

communication technologies (Frick, 2011: 157). More recently, a number of 

academics and archivists have moved from ‘parallel’ strategies for access and 

preservation, towards considering whether ‘widespread, bountiful access is, itself, 

preservation’ particularly for “amateur” and non-commercial moving image 

collections (Frick, 2011:153). 

 

2.5.4 Access as Preservation Practice 

 

Non-commercial and “amateur” moving image material present different 

preservation challenges because of their social and cultural context, and their 

relationship to the people who make and consume these materials, especially in the 

digital age, argue archivists Snowden Becker (2007) Howard Besser (Owens, 2014; 

Besser & Prelinger, 2015) and Prelinger (2007, 2009; Lison et al., 2019). They also 

believe digital technologies present opportunities to enhance preservation and 

access of moving image material and develop new, more inclusive archival practices.  

 

Becker suggests that the ‘access-in-order-to preserve concept’, is one that better 

suits non-commercial and “amateur” moving images (Becker, 2007:21). Becker is a 
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founder of Home Movie Day (HMD) (Center for Home Movies, HMD, 2019), set up to 

provide a locus for free public events to which anyone could bring moving images to 

be assessed and projected. The HMD concept attempts to addresses some of the 

challenges arising from the preservation of small gauge “amateur” material, 

principally ‘lack of familiarity with the films themselves’ by the individuals, families 

and organisations looking after it, due to lack of presentation equipment and 

unfamiliarity in using it (Becker, 2007:22) (Figure 2.4). In the context of families and 

individual keepers of material ‘traditional “preserve first, access later” archival 

strategies are impracticable, suggests Becker (2007:21). Instead the HMD team 

proposed that preservation would be better achieved by ‘people…[seeing] their 

home movies and talking about film preservation as a family—not just archival or 

institutional— undertaking’ (Becker, 2007:22).  

 

 ‘The HMD founders saw barriers to access as being the primary barriers to 
 preservation: If people didn’t know what their films looked like, they would 
 have no sense of the cultural heritage that would be lost if those films 
 deteriorated beyond salvation. Visibility becomes value; value becomes care; 
 and care over time equals security, we reasoned’ (Becker, 2007:22).   
 
 

Established originally in 1983 (Internet Archives, 2019a), since the end of 2000 

moving image material in the Prelinger Archives has been available online via the 

‘not-for-profit Internet Archive library’ (Internet Archive, 2019b). Prelinger is a fierce 

proponent of open access, arguing that unless archives embrace ‘dynamic 

perspectives’ on use and distribution (Prelinger, 2009:171) they ‘risk irrelevancy and 

increased marginalization’ as potential users look elsewhere for content (Prelinger, 

2007:118). His experience working on the Prelinger Archive with the Internet 

Archives has, he says, cemented his belief in the absolute need of ‘pushing archival 

materials out into the world regardless of whether there an expressed interest or 

sustained need…an archives highest calling is to be consumed by its users’ (Prelinger, 

2019:18).  
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Figure 2.4. Photos of previous Home Movie Day, highlighting equipment and staff 
available to help individuals view their movies (left), and social, discussion aspects 
of the events (right). (Images: Left – PhillyCAM, "Cutting 8mm film for home movie 
day", CC BY 2.0. Right – Huis van Alijn, “HOME MOVIE DAY 2016”, CC BY-NC-SA 2.0).  
 
 

Prelinger is critical of traditional archives which continue to use what he terms 

‘legacy models of access’ (2009:164). These models are characterised by Prelinger as 

controlling and precautionary – with ‘loaded phrases such as “copyright 

infringement” and “losing control of collections”, perpetuating feelings of anxiety 

and caution’ (Prelinger, 2007:115). In a legacy model access is often mediated 

through selection and curation of particular material for exhibition and screening or 

in the granting of access to ‘accredited scholars’ – meaning an institution retains 

control of its collections (Prelinger, 2007:115). Often cited as a reason for such 

controls are the copyrights residing in material within the archive. Although an 

important issue to address, Prelinger (and others such as Lawrence Lessig, 2004) 

believe that many of the restrictions placed on archival moving image material in the 

name of intellectual property rights go ‘above and beyond those dictated by law’ and, 

once applied, become hard to remove (Prelinger, 2009:170). The result is less access, 

or more complex processes of access.  

  

Regardless of the position of archives to access – whether open or restricted – if 

systems of access ‘no longer address the needs of current and future moving image 

users’ (Prelinger, 2009:164) then users will, and indeed do, ‘resort to… “unofficial” 

sources”’ if they cannot obtain ‘moving images directly from us [archives]’ (Prelinger, 

2009:166). Through these “unofficial” sources, and between individuals, ‘millions of 
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archival access events occur daily, quite outside the realm [and control] of archives’ 

(Prelinger, 2007:115). ‘Privately owned and commercially driven’ (Becker, 2007:27) 

online platforms such as YouTube, Vimeo and Facebook, although ‘unconcerned by 

questions of persistence, ownership, standards, sustainability, or accountability’ 

(Prelinger, 2007:115), make material accessible to a huge number of ‘produsers’ 

(producer-users) (Bruns, 2006:2).  

 

Many of these sites also offer the possibilities of personalised tagging, sharing and 

remixing, and the building of types of pluralistic individual and group “cabinets of 

curiosity”, which, argue Frick, offer ‘a more realistic or organic experience with 

history on a day-to-day level rather than for a particular moment of visiting an archive 

or museum’ (2011:174). The problem with these sites, from an archival perspective, 

is that the majority ‘have no public accountability and make no commitment to 

maintain (free) access to the materials they host’ (Becker, 2007:27). Nor do they 

guarantee to “preserve” the materials they host. The sites themselves, and the 

companies that own them, cannot ‘be regarded as permanent, and quite often no 

one takes responsibility for maintaining corporate assets when ownership changes 

or companies disappear’ (Prelinger, 2007:116). 

 

It isn’t only consumers and users who benefit from increased access to material. For 

archives and institutions it can offer an opportunity to develop knowledge about 

their collections. Both in person at events and online, the public ‘can also help 

identify locations, individuals, and events in…“mystery reels” from [institutional] 

archive collections’ (Becker, 2007:24). Prelinger, notes that ‘access adds context and 

value. We learn more about our holdings by witnessing how others use them’ 

(Prelinger, 2009:170).  

  

In Prelinger’s imagined model, archives are ‘permeable wetlands capable of 

assimilating ebbs and flows’ (Prelinger, 2019:4) or cities which balance multiple 

‘trajectories, flows, inputs, outputs, and power relations’ within them, changing all 

the time (Prelinger, 2019:8). These models, Prelinger notes, should accept that 

access is more than simply ‘exposing collections to potential users’ but also ‘a set of 

social relations between holdings, custodians, and users’ (Prelinger, 2009:173). 
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These relations ‘construct people’s perceptions of archives and what they do’, and 

perception often informs behaviour (Prelinger, 2009:173). These relations must be 

reciprocal - ‘addressing…users (and listening to them) opens the door to ideas and 

practices of which we might previously have been unaware’ while also understanding 

why certain perceptions exist and how we can overcome them (Prelinger, 2009:172). 

Kristin R. Eschenfelder and colleagues study on sustainability in Library and 

Information Science (LIS) literature also notes that ‘user engagement [with digital 

archives] increased sustainability’ (Eschenfelder et al., 2016:3). They cite Dominic 

Oldman and colleagues (2014) who discovered less successful ‘cultural 

data…projects…failed to address these foundational elements’ of engagement 

(Eschenfelder et al., 2016:3). 

 

Issues of access are a concern for the individuals, associates and communities who 

made material now residing in archives. Ketelaar uses Jeannette Bastian’s (2003) 

example of archives from the Virgin Islands being removed to Denmark and the US 

to argue that ‘loss of custody of records is…equivalent to loss of the records. Virgin 

Islanders have to travel abroad to find their own history, and that means loss of 

access to the primary sources of their history (Ketelaar, 2005:5).  

 

This raises questions of ownership, and of who and what archives are for. It also 

highlights the legacy of colonialist approaches to heritage, and more broadly 

societies and their perceived ability to look after, share and develop their own 

histories. Janet C. Hunter’s study of the Comuinn Eachdraidh (local history societies) 

movement in the Western Isles (Outer Herbrides) of Scotland, also touches on similar 

themes – noting that Comuinn Eachdraidh fell within a general movement to re-

assert and reclaim decision-making in the Outer Hebrides (see A note of the use of 

Gaelic in this Thesis, page 13, for language conventions). The establishment of the 

first Comunn Eachdraidh coincided with the founding of the ‘Comhairle nan Eilean 

(the Western Islands Island Council) in 1975’ meaning that ‘for the first time the 

centre of local government was within the islands.  (Hunter, 1991:2). 

 

The Comuinn Eachdraidh were situated originally with the community development 

movement, rather than a specific heritage one, but the transfer of governance to the 
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Outer Hebrides seemed to prompt a renewed focus on what the community had 

done, and can do, by taking control and creating their own histories that could be 

easily accessed by local residents at Comuinn Eachdraidh across the islands. David 

Beel and colleagues, who worked with Hebridean Connections (involving some 

Comuinn Eachdraidh) on the CURIOS digital linked data heritage project, noted that  

 

 ‘the production of archives has also driven the development of human, 
 cultural and social capital in… [their] locations by creating spaces for the 
 community that move beyond just the process of archiving. These spaces 
 ultimately aim to develop a sense of community being active in different 
 places’ (Beel et al., 2015: 206-207). 
 

Like Hunter (1991), Beel et al. (2015) suggest that access to archives, particularly 

community-led ones or ones in which people can contribute and participate, rather 

than simply consume material, can play much wider role in their communities (be 

these on- or offline).  

 

2.5.5 Copyright 

 

The application of copyright and other intellectual property rights may impact how 

archive material and archives play a role in their communities, but can also seem 

complex and frightening to manage. There is no easy checklist available for archives, 

community-led or otherwise, to follow when it comes to copyright. This uncertainty 

has in the past, contributed to a risk-averse atmosphere within moving image 

archives, who felt that ‘the safest policy [in regards to copyright] was to keep quiet 

and attract no unwelcome attention’ (Houston, 1994:3).  

 

Copyright is separate from ownership, and is  

 

‘the exclusive legal right by the copyright holder to control the copying of 
certain kinds of work for a set period of time. The right arises automatically 
in the UK and is granted to the original creator of a literary, dramatic, musical 
or artistic work, enabling them to control the way in which their works are 
used or reproduced’ (Bishop, 2016:6). 
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For copyright to subsist in a work, that work ‘must be recorded in a material form’ 

(Padfield, 2015:18). It is important too, to establish ‘the identity of the 

author…regardless of any assignment of ownership, since the term of copyright 

normally depends on the length of his or her life’ (Padfield, 2015:26). There are a 

number of further caveats that apply to moving images. Copyright in moving images 

does indeed follow that 70-year rule, but this can be based on  

 

‘the end of the year in which the last of the following people died: the 
principal director; the author of the screenplay; the author of the dialogue or 
the composer of music specially create for and used in the film’ (Cornish, 
1999:112). 

 

Getting copyrights and permissions processes right as early as possible could be 

important to future sustainability of the archive. If, at the time of deposit or 

donation, archivists ‘obtain permission to make the material publicly accessible and 

communicate the material to the public online’, the material can be “put to work” 

immediately (Padfield, 2015:211). Longer term, this means that material is more 

likely to remain accessible, even if the original rights holder is untraceable or 

uncontactable.  

 

‘Existing copyright law applies in the same way in the electronic environment as it 

does to traditional formats’ (Padfield, 2015:183). In the same vein, archive 

exceptions to copyright also generally apply, therefore ‘where preservation copying 

is carried out…copies may be made in any format and in such numbers as are 

required for the preservation purpose’ (Padfield, 2015:196). This is particularly 

important when managing archives in an electronic environment, as it will be 

necessary to migrate items to new formats or carriers as technology develops, in 

order to ensure they remain readable. The speed and scale of technological 

development means that new copyright issues will arise in the electronic 

environment constantly. It will be difficult to keep abreast of every new challenge. 

Understanding the basic principles of copyright as used in “non-electronic” systems, 

however, will place most archivists and users in a good position to make judgements 

based on the fact that essentially the same rules apply to both arenas.  
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Despite writing on archives operating under Canadian law, Andrea Kampen (2016) 

highlights universal concerns related to copyright use and infringement. It is not 

always the copyright laws themselves that are restrictive, she argues, but the 

implementation of them by institutions and commercial companies. Where there is 

uncertainty around copyright holders and permissions, Kampen suggests that 

takedown policies are one way archives can balance access with their responsibilities 

to copyright holders. ‘Takedown policies allow archives to provide creators with an 

opportunity to reclaim copyrighted property, but also allows archives to display its 

content’ (Kampen, 2016:10). This approach can reduce the ‘inordinate amount of 

time’ archives can spend ‘attempting to clear copyright on less valuable material if 

its obscure creators cannot easily be found’ (Kampen, 2016:10). 

 

Creative Commons (CC) licensing is a relatively recent initiative that ‘aims to provide 

a simple, standardised way for a copyright owner to license their work on their own 

terms within an internationally recognised legal framework’ (Bishop, 2016:41). For 

museums, galleries and archives, Creative Commons can be a method of 

‘democratising access and encouraging engagement with artistic works and artists 

held in collections, as well as simplifying the licensing process for both licensors and 

licensees’ (Bishop, 2016:41). In a global, connected and digital world, where 

individuals can share their own work easily via the Web, CC provides a method for 

individuals and groups to manage their copyright choices simply. CC may be a useful 

option to some community-led groups if it allows them to control the sharing of 

material while enabling access.  

 

Information gained through research, access and ‘sharing is what gives content its 

value’ – preventing access when you could be benefitting from it doesn’t make sense 

(Kampen, 2016:7). Offering opportunities to request restriction of material means 

archivists and archives can maintain ‘a positive relationship with the records creator’ 

[donor or depositor] while making their collections accessible as possible (Kampen, 

2016:10). It is this relationship that ‘allows archives to continue to receive records’ 

(Kampen, 2016:10). This is a particularly important point for community-led archive 

projects, which potentially have multiple close, personal relationships with records 

creators and their families. Legal frameworks should be a safety net to fall back on - 
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good relationships, communication and verbal agreements and understanding with 

all those involved in the archive should be the aim. 

 

Archives have much more to gain by being open and accessible than they should fear 

from copyright reprisals, Kampen’s overall conclusion seems to be. Prelinger suggests 

there is a ‘precautionary mindset’ within the field of archiving and preservation 

(Prelinger, 2009:168). ‘We are excessively deferential to unmade claims from 

unidentified rights holders who may not even exist’ Prelinger argues (2009:168), and 

this had resulted in ‘mass enclosure’ of collections (2009:166). Archives must re-

orientate their activities and mindset to make ‘accessibility…the default condition’ 

(Prelinger, 2009:170). This is especially important for archives whose main focus is 

on the historical, cultural and social relevance of the moving images in their 

collections, rather than financial value. The ‘cultural capital’ that such archives rely 

on, Prelinger believes, ‘founds itself not on scarcity but on abundance’ (Prelinger, 

2009:171).  

 

2.6 Impact of community-led archiving on professional archive 

activities. 

 

The act of opening up archives to multiple histories and allowing for the creation of 

a variety of identities, can challenge the identity of archivists themselves and the 

purpose of the archiving field as it is currently constructed. Cook argues that 

‘archivists need to be more self-conscious about the distinction, in our field, and in 

our work, between our many processes of archiving and our end product, the 

archive’ (2013:97). As part of ‘such processes’ he suggests that archivists 

‘embed…[their] own identity and…own collective memory and mythologies’ (Cook, 

2013:97).  

Embedded memory and mythology contribute a foundation for the 

professionalisation of the archiving field, and professionalisation ‘works further to 

validate its members publicly as “experts,” to be consulted for public policy 

decisions,’ which can enhance opportunities for receiving charitable funding, claims 
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Frick (2011:169). For many people and institutional organisations, the ‘concept of 

professionalism functions ideologically to connote fields working toward the 

betterment of society,’ notes Frick, but it can have an alienating effect on those 

outside of, and even some within, the “profession” in question (Frick, 2011:169).  

 

An interrogation of archival identity also includes recognising the ‘administrative 

codes and professional practices’ acting to shape the field (Waterton & Smith, 

2010:11). These institutional codes can constrain ‘equitable participation’ suggest 

Waterton and Smith, by producing ‘inclusion policies’ within UK heritage institutions 

that in effect ‘police heritage’ by aiming to assimilate ‘excluded communities into an 

understanding of traditional definitions of heritage rather than broadening 

definitions to serve a diversity of cultural and historical experiences’ (Waterton & 

Smith, 2010:11). In such circumstances, Waterton and Smith, and heritage scholar 

Keith Emerick, all wonder about the capacity for genuine change within a system 

‘constructed, maintained and executed by professionals exercising their idea of 

value’ (Emerick, 2009:46; Waterton & Smith, 2010).  

 

In relation to archival moving image material, a number of non-Western members of 

FIAF have expressed frustration with the imposition of such institution codes and 

rules without solutions. For example, the projection of analogue film material before 

it has been ‘properly preserved on celluloid’ is not allowed, but without projecting 

the films, organisations can struggle to raise ‘awareness for the collection itself’ 

(Frick, 2011:167). Raising awareness can be vital to raising money for an organisation, 

especially if they operate in areas with little state support for heritage and 

preservation activities. Essentially, many current western archiving and preservation 

practices rely to a certain extent on stable government and civil structures, and 

particular social behaviours of populations, that recognise the importance of, and 

invest in, heritage and archival activity. 

Many “professional” archivists also work outside of institutional archives, and many 

use their skills within community-led archives (see Caswell et al., 2017) that hold 

personal, as well as professional interest to them. Individual relationships such as this 

can be useful in breaking down barriers between institutional and community-led 
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archives, especially when past exclusions of particular experiences from institutional 

archives means trust needs to be built between communities and institutions (Flinn, 

Stevens & Shepherd, 2009). They can result in the genuine, long-term engagement 

that Flinn argues is needed for sustainable partnerships between community-led and 

institutional archives to be successful and generate value for both groups of people 

(Flinn, 2011).  

As a result of increased plurality in theory, activity and voices within archives and 

history, both Cook (2013) and Flinn (2011) see a need for archivists to move away 

from a professional identity as ‘elite experts behind institutional walls’ (Cook, 

2013:114) who focus on an ‘custodial and institutional approach’ to archiving (Flinn, 

2011:15). They advocate for professional archivists to see themselves as ‘mentors, 

facilitators, coaches, who work in the community to encourage archiving as a 

participatory process shared with many in society’ (Cook, 2013:114). Such a role 

requires institutional archives and professional archivists to accept the validity of 

‘different methods of custody and management, and different views of archival 

practice, and of collection and value’ (Flinn, 2011:15). It means changing thinking 

about community-led archives ‘as something local, amateur, and of limited value to 

the broader society and to start…drawing on rich traditions [of community-led 

archives] to broaden…concepts of evidence and memory’ (Cook, 2013:115-116).  

The sign of a mature profession is the ability for it to evolve (as Cook as demonstrated 

through his different paradigms). The move towards plurality in practice and in 

viewpoint should be seen as the next step in the evolution of archiving. ‘A community 

of archivists’ believes Cook, ‘should be one capable of embracing differences rather 

than founded on either a single animating mythology or the exclusion of those 

different and ‘‘other’’’ (2013:117). It is possible for institutional archives and archive 

professionals to ‘retain and enhance their status as trusted sites of information and 

memory, … [and to] justify their existence’ argues Flinn, ‘by…offering their 

expertise...to [help] sustain different archival initiatives in the home or in 

communities,’ (Flinn, 2011:15). In this way, professional archivists and institutional 

archives may continue to demonstrate their relevance and ability to contribute to 

contemporary society (Jimerson, 2010).   
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2.7 Conclusion 

 

The literature and project discussed in this chapter demonstrate the development of 

archiving and record keeping practices, those specific to moving images and 

community-led archiving, and the challenges to established standards and structures 

that emerged over the years. The plurality of meanings of both community and 

archives are noted, and a definition of the term community-led archives as used in 

this research is provided, and distinguished from institutional archives, which are still 

about a community.  

 

Community-led archiving in the United Kingdom, grew and gained visibility in the 

second half of the twentieth century. An interest in “history from below”, and the 

campaigning of underrepresented groups for their rights and history fuelled the 

development of projects that provided alternatives to the histories told by the state 

and institutions. While memory and identity has been shown to be hugely important 

to the work of community-led archive groups, it has led to a lack of attention being 

paid to the practical day-to-day realities of operating these groups, leaving some 

needs unmet and some challenges unsolved. It is within this area that this thesis 

seeks to contribute knowledge.  

 

Institutional archives and the development of standards for Western archival 

practice are important in understanding the reasons for community-led archives 

emerging. Archive structures were established with state and business records in 

mind, and their use was considered to be for evidential purposes. Over time, 

different paradigms (Cook, 2013) for the archive and its purpose emerged, and this 

required consideration of the role of the archivist. From passive and unbiased 

“keeper”, the archivist has been recognised as a subjective appraiser, and 

increasingly involved in engaging with society as community facilitator. Alongside 

this, we see a shift towards collaborative practice, and a questioning of ideas of 

stewardship and the role of different people in activating and interpreting 

collections.  
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Moving image archives involved individual and independent collectors from their 

very start. Filmmaking and film watching promoted through cine clubs, provided a 

model whereby individuals were creators as well as consumers, and the 

reproducibility of moving images also contributed to this. Regional film archives 

developed in the UK, often collecting and preserving these “amateur” films, and non-

commercial moving image material. Moving image archives have had to manage 

constantly changing technology since their inception, but the transition to digital has 

impacted not just preservation but administrative and access practices for archives. 

Digital technologies can enable increased access to archival collections, and offer 

opportunities to explore different preservation practices. A number of archivists and 

academics advocate access as a preservation strategy, and, alongside this, a 

reconsideration of copyrights. This approach can provide benefits in increasing 

engagement and participation in archival practice, and show how archives may play 

a wider role in contemporary society, but requires archive organisations to relinquish 

some control over the collections in their care.  

 

This chapter has provided a summary of the fields of interest in which this research 

sits and indicates the gaps in knowledge which it attempts to address. It supplies the 

foundational knowledge which situates the reader in the subject and on which this 

research builds. The following two chapters outline the theoretical framework and 

research methods used to explore and obtain data on the structure and day-to-day 

operational practices of community-led moving image archives. In particular, this 

research aims to examine the impact of socio-environmental factors on the 

motivations and choices made by community-led archives.     
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Chapter Three 

Theoretical Framework 
 

 

Chapters Three and Four will explain the development of my research design and 

choice of methods, and justify their suitability to study the phenomena of interest. I 

will also discuss recruitment of participants, data collection strategies, approach to 

analysis of data and of the validity of the research approach. This will include 

acknowledgement of issues such as the status of the researcher in the work, the 

dimension of time and its impact on the research, and ethical considerations, 

including practicing in an ethically responsible and equitable way.    

 

To answer my research questions (Chapter 1.2), I adopted a qualitative blended 

research design (Fusch et al., 2017), involving a case study utilising ethnographic and 

action research approaches to data collection. This design was underpinned by a 

constructionist conceptual framework and a criticalist research paradigm that is 

concerned with the underlying power structures within social systems and our ability 

to expose and change these. I believe this approach allowed me to seek answers to 

how, what or why research questions taking into account, and collecting data, on the 

cultural, emotional and social aspects of these questions.  

 

3.1 First-Person 

 

My choice to use the first-person in discussion of research design, theoretical 

perspective and research methods ‘reflects standard ethnographic practice whereby 

the discussion of methodology used in a study is self-reflexive’ (Gracy, 2004:339, 

footnote). For ethnographic researchers, this form of presentation enables them ‘to 

depict the varied qualities of their participation and their awareness of both the 

advantages and constraints of their roles in a specific setting’ (Emerson, Fretz & 

Shaw, 1995:203).  
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By using the first-person I want to demonstrate responsibility for the choices I made 

and convey my experiences of the research process. I hope this will contribute to the 

authenticity of the narrative and support transparency in the interpretation, validity 

and reliability of the data collected and conclusions drawn. I also aim through this to 

highlight the presence of the researcher as an active, living, human person, who will 

– whether intentionally or not – have an effect on the subject of their research. It is 

important to recognise that personality plays a part in how research is undertaken, 

and that this same research undertaken by someone else could have an entirely 

different outcome. This does not undermine a research approach, but rather, 

strengthens the need to acknowledge at the outset the situation of the researcher 

and consider the power structures and biases present in research. It also 

demonstrates the need to use methods such as triangulation (Denzin, 1970) and 

member-checking (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) in order to validate qualitative research 

(Chapter 3.5).  

 

3.2 Conceptual Framework 

 

3.2.1 Ontology and Epistemology  

 

This research begins from a relativist ontological position which sees reality as 

consisting of ‘representations that are the creation of the human mind. Social reality 

is made up of shared interpretations that social actors produce and reproduce as 

they go about their everyday lives’ (Blaikie, 2009:93). This work adopts the concept 

that ‘constructions of reality are regarded as different (multiple) perspectives on an 

external world’ (Blaikie, 2009:93-94). This position aligns closely to a constructionist 

epistemological perspective, which Michael Crotty describes as one that rejects the 

idea that there is an ‘objective truth waiting for us to discover it.’ (Crotty, 1998:8). 

Human beings cannot ‘observe an external world unencumbered by concepts, 

theories, background knowledge and past experiences’ Norman Blaikie claims, and 

so  
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 ‘it is impossible to make true discoveries about the world; all social enquiry 
 reflects the standpoint of the researcher…Hence, there are no permanent, 
 unvarying criteria for establishing whether knowledge can be regarded as 
 true’ (Blaikie, 2009:95).    
  

Instead, a constructionist epistemology espouses that ‘truth, or meaning, comes into 

existence in and out of our engagement with the realities of the world’ (Crotty, 

1998:8-9). This is not to suggest the world and objects in it do not exist externally of 

human consciousness. Rather, such a world is ‘not a world of meaning. It becomes a 

world of meaning only when meaning-making beings make sense of it’ (Crotty, 

1998:10).  

 

This conceptual framework differs from the positivist approach common to the 

natural sciences, which is based on the belief that there is an objective reality 

‘separate from our description of it’ (Robson, 2011:23). While positivists don’t 

believe the researcher has an effect on the research, and that ‘every scientist looking 

at the same bit of reality sees the same thing’, post-positivists acknowledge the 

experiences, background and values of a researcher can influence how they observe 

phenomena (Robson, 2011). Post-positivists believe in an external reality ‘but 

consider that it can only be known imperfectly and probabilistically in part because 

of the researcher’s limitations’ (Robson, 2011:22). These conceptual frameworks are 

associated most often with quantitative research approaches, and many aspects of 

research validation stemming from these frameworks, such as randomised trials in 

data collection, reliability and replicability, are problematic for research that explores 

participants’ ideas, opinions and beliefs in their own context. 

 

In a constructionist epistemology, ‘everyday knowledge is the outcome of people 

having to make sense of their encounters with the physical world and other people’ 

suggests Blaikie (2009:95). ‘Social scientific knowledge,’ of the type this research is 

part of ‘is the outcome of social scientists interpreting this everyday language into 

technical language’ (Blaikie, 2009:95).    
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‘It is possible to make sense of the same reality in quite different ways,’ points out 

Crotty, perhaps most obviously as a result of different cultural or religious 

upbringings (Crotty, 1998:47). The constructionist worldview asserts that there is ‘no 

true or valid interpretation’ (Crotty, 1998:47). This does not mean all interpretations 

are equal – a criticism that is often levelled at the constructionist approach, who 

detractors argue makes it a ‘vacuous’ and ‘nihilistic’ discipline (summarised by 

Jonathan D. Raskin, 2001:286). Rather, constructionists recognise that ‘there are 

useful interpretations…[that] stand over…interpretations that appear to service no 

useful purpose’ (Crotty, 1998:47). Equally, ‘there are liberating forms of 

interpretation…[that] contrast sharply with interpretations that prove oppressive’ 

and ‘interpretations that may be judged fulfilling and rewarding…[as well as] 

interpretations that impoverish human existence and stunt human growth’ (Crotty, 

1998:47-48). 

 

This stance is appropriate for the research questions I explored, as well as my own 

position and beliefs. I believe that different interpretations, informed by the different 

socio-cultural life experiences of the individuals involved, might explain how 

different community-led archives choose to operate and how they relate to other 

groups, institutions and heritage artefacts themselves. This can be seen in Aboriginal 

and First Nations approach to recording and collecting their heritage and history, in 

contrast to a “western” approach (for example, Christen, 2015). Additionally, it is 

likely multiple perspectives exist within one group, and the differences in these 

perspectives is important when trying to account for any challenges experienced by 

groups. To ignore this in research and discussion would be to provide an unrealistic 

account of data. Any potential solutions proposed would also be unlikely to work 

unless they took into account the diversity in engagement and learning that comes 

from this.   

 

As my research design developed I recognised it was taking on some elements of a 

transformative epistemology. This epistemology ‘holds that research inquiry needs 

to be intertwined with politics and a political change agenda to confront social 

oppression at whatever level it occurs’ (Cresswell & Cresswell, 2018:9). Research 

aims to contain ‘an action agenda for reform that may change the lives of the 
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participants, the institutions in which individuals work or live, and the researcher’s 

life’ (Cresswell & Cresswell, 2018:9). The action agenda, and indeed whole research 

design, is ‘developed and implemented with appropriate cultural sensitivity and 

awareness’ notes Donna Mertens, which should involve an ‘interactive and 

empowering…collaboration with the…community’ participating in the work 

(Mertens, 2009:56). 

   

A transformative epistemology is often adopted by ‘researchers that are critical 

theorists; participatory action researchers; Marxists; feminists; racial and ethnic 

minorities; and members of the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transsexual and queer 

communities’ (Cresswell & Cresswell, 2018:9). The reciprocity and trust building vital 

to transformative research epistemologies was hugely important to my research in 

relation to ethical research practices and is discussed below (Chapter 3.4.1). 

Recognition of wider factors that impact research participants and the field more 

generally – such as political and economic situation, class structures and 

discrimination based on race, gender, sexuality etc. are also important to my 

research and are part of a transformative epistemology. In particular, the emergence 

of archives as activist activity, and the challenging of Western and colonial 

representation in archives (Wakimoto et al., 2013; Johnston, 2001; Christen, 2015) 

mean much work undertaken within community-led archives already seeks to 

address many issues that are raised in transformative research approaches. A 

number of community-led archive group explicitly position themselves as activist 

(see Flinn & Stevens, 2009; Flinn, 2011; Caswell et al., 2017, 2018; Gilliland, 2014), 

while, for those who don’t see themselves as activist, the presence of a community-

led archive suggests a subverting or challenging to mainstream, institutional archives 

(Flinn & Stevens, 2009). More specifically, the geographical area in which most of my 

research has been conducted – the Highlands and Islands of Scotland – has its own 

history of struggle and suppression of culture, language and way of life (Hunter, 

2018; Devine, 1994), which remains important and must be taken into consideration.  

 

 

 



 74 

3.2.2 Research Paradigm 

 

My work draws on three research paradigms from within a relativist transformative 

framework, which in themselves are interlinked. Critical Theory arose as a challenge 

to “uncritical” aspects of the Interpretivist paradigm, and Action Research 

approaches claim to go further than Critical Theory in placing action central in the 

research process itself. All three paradigms contain approaches that are relevant to 

my research, and their interrelationships are documented here.  

 

The interpretivist research paradigm adopts the position that ‘social reality is…the 

product of its inhabitants’ and is ‘interpreted by the meanings participants produce 

and reproduce as…part of their everyday lives together’ (Blaikie, 2009:99). It 

therefore ‘looks for culturally derived and historically situated interpretations of the 

social world’ (Crotty, 1998:67). Generally, interpretivists look to understand rather 

than explain phenomena (Crotty, 2009).  

  

Interpretivist positions tend to focus on the consciously chosen social actions of the 

social actors under study in their work. Sociologist Anthony Giddens believed it was 

necessary to recognise that actors’ ‘actions occur within a framework of 

unacknowledged conditions and unintended consequences’ (Blaikie, 2009:102). 

Giddens developed Structuration Theory to create a bridge between ‘social theory 

concerned with the experiences of social actors (agency), and traditions concerned 

with existence of forms of social totalities (structure)’ (Blaikie, 2009:102). What 

Structuration Theory aims to explore is the relationship between ‘concepts of agency 

[and] meaning…[and] notions of structure and constraint’ (Giddens, 1984:2). 

Structuration Theory, like interpretivism, recognises that people’s actions and the 

meanings they ascribe to such actions, create societies, but unlike interpretivism, 

suggests taking into account that the societies themselves can also constrain 

people’s actions. Giddens considers that the unacknowledged conditions and 

unintended consequences of actions do have impact, as well as consciously make 

choices (Giddens, 1984).  
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Within my research, the area of structuration theory that is most relevant and 

interesting is its exploration of the ‘significance of connecting unintended 

consequences of action with institutionalized [sic] practices, those deeply embedded 

in time and space’ (Giddens, 1984:13). Given the focus on community-led activity, 

often of a voluntary nature, in my research, seeking to understand ‘why individuals 

are motivated to engage in regularized [sic] social practices…and what consequences 

ensue’ is important in unpicking issues of sustainability, and the challenges to this, 

within these social groups (Giddens, 1984:14). What is important to me, and my 

research, is that Structuration Theory recognises that ‘social totalities’ can affect 

social actors – that there are structures within society that can limit individual agency 

and action can have unintended consequences. Once such structures are recognised, 

Critical Theory moves beyond Structuration Theory in advocating that in situations 

of oppression, research should involve action that seeks to address these 

inequalities.   

 

Critical Theory research aims to ‘bring about change’ (Crotty, 1998:113) through the 

‘exposure of…taken-for-granted assumptions about organizations and information 

systems,’ not only the actions of individuals (Orlikowski & Baroudi, 1991:5-6). Critical 

theory subscribes to the view that research (and researcher) are never neutral, and 

therefore that seemingly obvious assumptions and ‘solutions need to be seen in 

terms of what has brought them into existence, especially in terms of relationships 

of power’ (McNiff & Whitehead, 2011:47). 

 

Although ‘…social critics emerge from a multitude of background orientations,’ 

critical theory has been closely associated with Karl Marx, Marxism and, ‘in social 

science literature…the neo-Marxist…Frankfurt School’ (Crotty, 1998:114-115). 

Philosopher, economist and sociologist Marx ‘was a person of action’ claims Crotty, 

‘and his thought was focused [sic] on real-life women and men, society as it is 

experienced, and not on mere abstractions’ (Crotty, 1998:115). Although more 

associated with an Interpretivist research paradigm, sociologist ‘Max Weber…was 

deeply influenced by Marx’s thought,’ and also came to influence the Frankfurt 

School’s general character (Crotty, 1998:123). 
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Emerging from the Institute for Social Research, The Frankfurt School is generally 

accepted as having a ‘broadly Marxist character , while recognising that the Marxism 

in question is no purist form but a neo-Marxism or post-Marxism containing a strong 

admixture of elements drawn from other sources’ (Crotty, 1998:125-126).  

 

Critical research inquiry differs from Interpretivist positions in that ‘in accounts of 

experience’ from research participants, critical theorists ‘hear…the voice of an 

inherited tradition and a prevailing culture’ (Crotty, 1998:159). This tradition and 

culture, and accounts arising from within it, they believe, must be explored and 

critiqued. There is also a strong concern within Critical Theory, particularly in Paulo 

Freire’s work, that participants have agency and share ownership in research 

processes alongside researchers, and feel they have power to change their situation 

(Freire, 1972). One of the aims of critical inquiry is that all those involved become 

more conscious of societal structures that shape the experiences and feel able to 

challenge these (Crotty, 1998). At its heart Critical Theory is concerned with the 

potential role of research as a tool for emancipatory action for people looking to 

transform their societies. It therefore demands a research approach that sees critical 

reflection and action as combined process that work to transform the world (Freire, 

1972).   

 

My research adopts elements of Critical Theory in that it seeks to challenge the status 

quo and bring about change for those I am working with. I recognise that many tacit 

assumptions about organisations, behaviours and social systems play a part in 

maintenance of power (and therefore such things as sustainability) and must be 

examined if marginalised groups are to address and transform their situations, 

without emulating their former oppressors (or oppressive mechanisms) themselves 

(Freire, 1972). The transformative element – the improvement of a situation – 

present in critical theory has led me to draw on action research theories to seek 

practical approaches in undertaking research that includes reflection and action.    

 

Action research is an egalitarian research practice that enables individuals to reflect 

on and try to improve their work, and create new understanding and knowledge 

through doing so, which can then be shared with others. ‘Action research developed 
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out of critical theory, and went beyond it’ claim Action Researchers Jean McNiff and 

Jack Whitehead (2011:47). They suggest that Critical Theory does not aim for action, 

only understanding, whereas for Action Research, action (and reflection) are critical. 

However Action Research does share a framework with Critical Theory in its 

participatory approach aiming to address ‘relations of power’ (McNiff & Whitehead, 

2011:47).  

 

Action research challenges “relations of power” by questioning the separation of 

theory and practice in research, and the status and privileging of theory over practice, 

particularly in academia. McNiff & Whitehead point out that ‘some people are 

positioned, and frequently position themselves, as actors and agents (doers), while 

others see themselves are directors and producers (thinkers)’ within research 

contexts (McNiff & Whitehead, 2011:11). Action research challenges this by arguing 

that anyone can conduct research into their own work practices and lives, and create 

new knowledge that is useful to the improvement of society through this.   

 

Action research had been associated with areas such as education and nursing as a 

way for practitioners to evaluate and improve work in their field. It has been seen as 

an approach that generates ‘practical knowledge’ rather than the ‘”pure” conceptual 

theory’ often seen (unfairly) as “real research” (McNiff & Whitehead, 2011:19). While 

such distinctions are less common today, action research does appear to be seen as 

a “lesser” research approach, perhaps because ‘a watered-down version of …[Action 

Research]’ has been adopted ‘as a training tool’ within educational institutions as a 

form of performance assessment in relation to professional development (Pearson, 

2017:6).  

 

To counter such arguments, action research continues to assert the importance of 

the ‘balance between taking action and doing research’ and creating knowledge that 

can be shared (McNiff & Whitehead, 2011:10-11). Action research can address some 

of the issues relating to the imbalance of power found in other types of research, 

that critical theory also tries to address. In particular action research ‘has implications 

for the politics of knowledge’ by exploring potential oppression within knowledge 

and practitioner systems by asking  
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 ‘whose interests are served by perpetuating the mythology that 
 practitioners cannot do research or think for themselves, or that those 
 currently positioned as knowledgeworkers should not see themselves also 
 as practitioners?’ (McNiff & Whitehead, 2011:18). 
  

Within my field of research, such questions are particularly interesting in relation to 

authorised heritage discourse and authorising institutions of heritage, as explored by 

Laurajane Smith in Uses of Heritage (2006). The community-led archives which are 

my concern can be viewed as a response to this discourse – to mainstream, 

institutional collecting practices – and the challenges associated with negotiating this 

position have been explored by Flinn & Stevens (2009) and Caswell et al. (2016; 

2018).  

 

It is also worth noting that within moving image archiving and preservation there is 

a significant history of practitioners as knowledge creators in a vein similar to the 

nursing and teaching practices noted above. Important academic and theoretical 

(not to mention practical) texts, such as the United Nations Education, Scientific and 

Cultural Organisation’s Audiovisual Archiving, Philosophy and Principles (Edmondson, 

2016), and Restoration of Motion Picture Film by Paul Read and Mark-Paul Meyer 

(2000) were written by moving image archiving and preservation practitioners. An 

approach encouraging practitioners to be developers of new knowledge, therefore, 

is not a novel proposition within the audiovisual archiving field.  

 

Action research appeals to my position on research practice, and also suits the aims 

of this particular piece of work. Action research is a means to “practice what I 

preach”. To try to understand the challenges associated with managing community-

led moving image archives, I should experience some of the processes myself. This is 

particularly important for the community-led groups I have worked with in this 

research, whose members are often volunteers. Research asks informants and 

participants to undertake unpaid labour, alongside existing commitments to their 

own archive and heritage projects. This has the potential to become exploitative. 

Action research offers a way to address this by undertaking some actions, activities 

and work myself. 
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McNiff and Whitehead state that ‘action research is done by practitioners who regard 

themselves as agents’ (McNiff & Whitehead, 2011:34). As a researcher entering into 

a situation, I see myself as an agent and as having an impact on a situation (Chapter 

3.4). As such I take responsibility for the actions I take and the influence these actions 

have on others (McNiff & Whitehead, 2011). Action research presents to me the 

possibility of experimenting with various actions in order to collect data to answer 

my research questions and advance knowledge, without coercing research 

participants into undertaking activities suggested by an outsider (myself).  

 

3.3 Types of Research 

 

3.3.1 Qualitative Research 

 

Qualitative study is ‘an approach for exploring and understanding the meaning 

individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human problem’ (Cresswell & Cresswell, 

2018:4). Qualitative research often ‘involves emerging questions and procedures, 

[with] data typically collected in the participant’s setting’ (Cresswell & Cresswell, 

2018:4). Research focusses on multiple individual perspectives and meanings ‘and 

the importance of reporting the complexity of a situation’ (Cresswell & Cresswell, 

2018:4). 

 

Other key characteristics of qualitative research include a commitment to recognise 

and reflect on the role of the researcher in the study, particularly how their past 

experiences and background might shape their interpretation of phenomena, 

influence participants or impact on the study (Cresswell & Cresswell, 2018). 

Qualitative researchers generally collect data from multiple sources, ‘such as 

interviews, observations, documents, and audiovisual information rather than rely 

on a single data source,’ such as a questionnaire or a repetitive lab experiment 

(Cresswell & Cresswell, 2018:181). Importantly, qualitative researchers aim to collect 

‘open-ended forms of data in which the participants share their ideas freely, not 

constrained by predetermined scales or instruments’ (Cresswell & Cresswell, 
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2018:181). When analysing data, ‘qualitative researchers typically work inductively, 

building patterns, categories and themes from the bottom up by organizing [sic] the 

data into increasingly more abstract units of information’ (Cresswell & Cresswell, 

2018:181). 

 

By seeking information as described or explained by participants, qualitative research 

aligns itself with relativist ontological positions that posit ‘social reality is made up of 

shared interpretations that social actors produce and reproduce as they go about 

their everyday lives’ (Blaikie, 2009:93). It also provides a means to explore issues 

within a constructionist epistemology that believes meaning is constructed between 

people and their social and physical worlds, and that knowledge and meaning might 

be different and multiple depending on experiences, background and culture of 

participants (and researcher). The transformative epistemology, which extends the 

arguments of constructionist theory to include issues of power, is also conducive to 

qualitative research approaches which listen to and value the perspectives of 

participants, and recognise that power imbalances and oppression certain research 

approaches can perpetuate.  

 

Qualitative research methods represent the best choice for my research as I seek to 

understand the real challenges experienced within community-led moving image 

archives from the perspectives of those involved in managing them “on the ground” 

on a day-to-day basis. As I seek sustainable solutions to these challenges it is 

necessary to understand the motivations, interests, skills and knowledge of 

participants, and their environments, in order to devise appropriate and realistic 

suggestions that have value for participants and groups, as well as wider academic, 

theoretical and practical application. To do this, I have adopted a blended research 

strategy involving a case study design, within which I utilise approaches from 

ethnography. There is some precedent for this strategy in research relating to 

archives and archiving practices. In addition, I have made use of research methods 

from Action Research, as well as engaging with the conceptual underpinning of that 

paradigm.     
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3.3.2 Blended Research Strategy 

 

The term blended research design (or strategy) is used by Patricia I. Fusch, Gene E. 

Fusch and Lawrence R. Ness (2017) to describe an approach that uses ‘the best of 

…[several] design[s] that can mitigate the limitations of each as well’ (Fusch, Fusch & 

Ness, 2017:926). Blended strategies can take elements from multiple qualitative 

strategies. This stands in contrast to a mixed methods approach which specifically 

uses both qualitative and quantitative methods in a sequential process (though in 

either order). By adopting a case study design and utilising ethnographic methods 

within this blended research strategy, it is possible to ‘explore causality links, which 

is not typical for ethnographies’ notes (Fusch, Fusch & Ness, 2017:926). Finally, a 

blended research strategy can take into account and address the reality of the limited 

time available to undertake the project, while ensuring it maintains its validity. 

Ethnographic approaches to research and the case study design are described below, 

while the specific methods employed in data collection are detailed in Methods of 

Data Collection (Chapter 4.3).      

 

3.3.3 Ethnography and Archives  

 

Originating in the fields of anthropology and sociology, ethnography is a form of 

qualitative research design ‘in which the researcher studies the shared patterns of 

behaviors, language, and actions of…[a] cultural group in a natural setting over a 

prolonged period of time,’ principally to learn about particular sociocultural 

phenomena (Cresswell & Cresswell, 2018:13). The aim of ethnographic studies is to 

produce descriptive data ‘which allows others to understand the culture from the 

inside in the terms that the participants themselves use to describe what is going on’ 

(Robson, 2011:143). ‘Full-scale ethnography’ Colin Robson notes, traditionally 

‘involves getting out into “the field” and staying…there for a long period,’ (2011:143-

144). However, ethnographic techniques can and have been used effectively in 

research involving shorter periods of engagement or involvement with a group, as 

long as the ‘researcher is fully immersed in the day-to-day lives of the people being 

studied’ (Robson, 2011:144). 

 



 82 

A number of archival researchers have adopted ethnographic methods in recent 

years, because these approaches allow them to ‘expand the scope of archival 

investigation to include the sociocultural realm of record creation and management’ 

(Gracy, 2004:335). In her book Film Preservation (2007a), Gracy used ethnographic 

approaches to explore competing concepts of value, use and practice within 

institutional and professional film preservation environments. As part of the Arts and 

Humanities Research Council (AHRC) funded project Community Archives and 

Identities: documenting and sustaining community heritage (2008-2010), Flinn, 

Stevens and Shepherd also adopted ethnographic methods to explore community 

engagement and community-led archives (Flinn, 2007, 2011; Flinn & Stevens, 2009; 

Flinn, Stevens & Shepherd, 2009; Stevens, Flinn & Shepherd, 2010). In New 

frameworks for community engagement in the archive sector (2010), they note 

 

 ‘the value of ethnography is that it enables the collection of data about a
 approaches and norms that may well remain invisible to researchers using 
 other less immersive research methods, especially in an area where many 
 professionals are liable to emphasise what they consider to be examples of 
 good practice, rather than the reality of day-to-day contact’ (Stevens, Flinn 
 & Shepherd, 2010:62-63).  
 

Gracy also argues that ethnographic methods enabled her to ‘look at institutional 

norms and practices rather than industry-wide statistics and overall trends’ 

(2004:339). This allowed her to uncover ‘systematic patterns and themes within 

institutions that practice film preservation,’ and begin to understand ‘how the world 

of film preservation functions’ (Gracy, 2004:339). While Gracy conducted her work 

with established institutional moving image archives and laboratories, she was 

seeking, like myself, to study ‘structures, processes, and interactions among 

members of a defined community,’ and believes ethnographic methods can help 

‘uncover…and collect…data on tacit knowledge, that is, unstated practices and norms 

shared among community members’ (Gracy, 2004:336).  

 

Archival ethnography allows the archival record to be considered ‘in direct 

relationship to the communities of individuals who generate, accumulate, and 
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preserve documentary evidence’ notes Gracy, and thus situates the study of ‘archival 

processes and practices…within communities of practices – rather than as idealized 

conceptions of archival theory’ (Gracy, 2004:335-336). Scholar Ciaran B. Trace 

likewise argues that ‘records are more than purely technical facts’ and should be 

understood ‘as social entities, where records are produced, maintained, and used in 

socially organized ways’ (Trace, 2002:152). Although not explicitly using 

ethnographic methods in her research, archivist and scholar Caroline Frick also 

proposes ‘that [moving image] preservation be viewed as discourse or as socially 

structured practice, instead of as the natural, logical way of incorporating historical 

moving images into contemporary life’ (Frick, 2011:6). 

 

If, as argued previously, academic and archival fields have come to recognise the 

inherent subjectivity in the archive (Cook, 1997, 2013; Ketelaar, 2002, 2005), then 

exploring the power and social structures of archival practice, and the role of 

archivists, is an important part of understanding the previous, and guiding the 

potential future, development of record-keeping practices. Anthropologist David 

Zeitlyn notes that researchers in all fields make use of the contents – materials - of 

archives in their work, without acknowledging or considering the positionality or bias 

within the carriers or structures of the material - the archives themselves. Improving 

understanding and making visible such positionality and bias will strengthen research 

(Zietlyn, 2002). To that end, Zietlyn suggests that if we take the role of archivist as a 

form of mediator between records, their creators and their users, and other 

artefacts, then ‘we must consider archives as complex social organizations, studying 

them anthropologically to produce ethnographies of archives’ (Zeitlyn, 2002:466-

467).   

 
Somewhat ironically, Gracy found through her research that much of the work of 

‘film preservation is not [itself] recorded’ and that ‘very few archives have extensive 

manuals of local practice and policy’ (Gracy, 2004:338-339). Therefore, to 

understand what was going on it was necessary to “enter the field” and employ 

ethnographic methods to collect data. Likewise, a lack of record-keeping of day-to-

day archival practices within community-led moving image archives also led me to 
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adopt ethnographic methods in order to understand the situation and conduct my 

research. 

Criticism of ethnographic methods stems from a concern about participation, with 

‘researchers getting over-involved with the people being studied, perhaps disturbing 

and changing the natural setting and hence compromising the quality of the 

research’ (Robson, 2011:143). The argument that those employing these methods 

make is that ‘in order to truly grasp the lived experience of people from their point 

of view, one has to enter into relationships with them, and hence disturb the natural 

setting’ (Davidson & Layder, 1994:165, emphasis original). Thus, ‘there is no point in 

trying to control what is an unavoidable consequence of becoming involved in 

people’s lives in this way’ (Davidson & Layder, 1994:165). Instead we must ‘try to 

assess the effects of one’s presence’ (Robson, 2011:143). Researchers do this 

through reflexivity, which Creswell and Creswell describe as ‘a commitment to 

recognise and reflect on the role of the researcher in the study’ and how this might 

influence the study (Cresswell & Cresswell, 2018:182).  

 

In this study, I consider my role as a researcher and its possible impact through a 

reflective journal, in which I note down thoughts, feelings, frustrations and questions 

any time they arose during the research period, but particularly after contact with 

participants. Reflective journals are written ‘away from the research site’, giving time 

and space to unpick and react to what has been observed or has happened, and in 

this way differ from field notes where are made ‘to capture what one observes and 

hear’ in the field (Fusch, Fusch & Ness 2017:929). Reflective journaling has been 

recognised and accepted as an important part of qualitative research involving 

interaction with participants (Richardson & St. Pierre, 2008).  

 

Gracy (2007a) conducted her ethnographic research into the culture of institutional 

moving image archive organisations. The institutional structures of organisations 

which have set hours of work and tasks, which people are paid to undertake, in a 

building dedicated to the organisation’s purpose, makes it, in some ways, easier to 
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establish the research site and your time “in the field”. In contrast, the nature of the 

community-led groups I was researching made setting such boundaries difficult. 

There were no set hours of work, no permanent building which groups worked from, 

and generally the participants were not paid for the work they undertook in these 

community-led projects. Therefore, it is difficult to accurately quantify time spent 

actually in the presence of participants. Certainly in my research, there were no 

periods of contact and observation that lasted beyond two to three hours at a time 

once a week, due to paid work or family commitments of participants. That is not to 

say other contact and discussion was not happening, but that traditional, regular 

observation and “embeddedness” was not realistic, given the subject of study.  

 

In research undertaken by Flinn and colleagues into community heritage and archives 

(Flinn, 2007, 2011; Flinn & Stevens, 2009; Flinn, Stevens & Shepherd, 2009; Stevens, 

Flinn & Shepherd, 2010), ethnographic methods were employed. This research used 

ethnographic methods mainly to explore motivations and meaning for community-

led archive members, such as activism and identity and memory construction. 

Sustainability of community-led archive is also a topic that is discussed, in relation to 

potential partnerships with institutions and the challenges of custody and control of 

community-led archives (Flinn, 2011; Flinn, Stevens & Shepherd, 2009). My research 

builds on some of this work, to look more intensely at the structural organisation of 

community-led archives, and if management systems currently adopted help or 

hinder the groups. This will obviously be impacted by meanings held by participants. 

I chose to use ethnographic methods, although not full-scale ethnography, in my 

research, because I wanted to learn about ‘the feelings, beliefs and meanings of 

relationship between people’ within the culture of community-led archive projects 

(Fusch, Fusch & Ness, 2017:925). The case study design bounded the ‘research in 

time and space’, allowing the use of ethnographic methods in the timescale available 

to me (Fusch, Fusch & Ness, 2017:926). 
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3.3.4 Case Study 

 

Although it shares many similarities with ethnography, research utilising a case 

design usually aims to explore different questions. Commonly these are ‘how, what 

or why questions’ (Fusch, Fusch & Ness, 2017:926), aimed at identifying ‘operational 

links between events over time’ (Fusch, Fusch and Ness, 2017:923; see also Stake, 

1995; Yin, 2014).  

 

The case study has been used extensively in ‘psychology, sociology…social 

work…business…and community planning’ research, notes scholar (and case study 

“specialist”) Robert Yin (2014:4). It allows for the study of ‘complex social 

phenomena,’ within their real-life context (Yin, 2014:4), and often ‘relies on [the 

collection of] multiple sources of evidence (Yin, 2014:17). Case studies do not require 

control over behavioral events (as in experiments) and are particularly useful 

research focussing on contemporary, rather than historical, events (Yin, 2014).   

 

The defining characteristics of case study research relate to ‘concentration on a 

particular case (or small number of cases) studied in its own right’ (Robson, 

2011:136), which are ‘investigated in considerable depth…in [their] naturally 

occurring settings’ (Blaikie, 2009:189, after Martyn Hammersley, 1992:185). These 

characteristics mean that case studies are useful in situations where the ‘boundaries 

between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident’ (Yin, 2014:16). In order 

to avoid excluding, or ignoring data or making quick judgements when the 

relationship between phenomena and context is unclear, the case study aims ‘to 

keep together, as a unit, those characteristics which are relevant to the scientific 

problem being investigated’ (Goode and Hatt, 1952:333).   

 

Case studies have been divided into a number of different types by different 

researchers (Yin, 2014; Stake, 2005), based on how studies are used or what 

phenomena are being explored. This includes theory generation and testing (Yin’s 

“critical” cases, 2003; Robert Stake’s “instrumental” and “collective” cases, 2005), 

and cases studied to better understand ‘a particular case…not because it represents 

other cases or illustrates some problem, but because of its particular interest’ 
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(Blaikie, 2009:191). Stake terms these “intrinsic” cases (2005), Yin as “extreme” 

(2003). Yin also suggests a revelatory case type, which ‘occurs in a situation where 

some phenomena have not been studied before; where an opportunity arises to 

research something that has previously been inaccessible’ (Blaikie, 2009:190). 

 

Max Gluckman’s (1961) classifications are ‘based mainly on differing degrees of 

complexity’ and his extended case study, which ‘follows the same social actors as 

they move through a series of linked situation and events’ is appropriate for 

answering my research questions (Blaikie, 2009:190). The extended case study allows 

researchers ‘to identify structural features, for example kinship, by describing social 

processes over time’ (Blaikie, 2009:190). This approach suits my research, which 

focusses primarily on one group and how this operates. To understand this properly 

it is necessary to engage over an extended period. Gluckman (1961) considers a 

snapshot will not capture the ongoing structural features and social processes that 

affect day-to-day activity.   

 

A lack of rigour has been a criticism of case study research, alongside the issues of 

generalisation and comparability (Yin, 2014). Like any other research method, case 

study can be rigourous or not, depending on whether the researcher is following a 

systematic process. Yin suggests this issue of arises simply because there are a limited 

number of texts that deal with case study processes in-depth compared to numerous 

‘texts providing researchers with specific procedures to be followed’ using other 

methods (Yin, 2014:20).  

 

Case study research certainly cannot be said to produce the same knowledge as, for 

example, ‘randomized [sic] control trials (RCTs),’ and therefore cannot easily be used 

to compare or generalise the effects of a range of different interventions (Yin, 

2014:21). However, to criticise a method because it cannot do something another 

method can does not seem just. Blaike, suggests that we must understand 

generalisability differently, using ‘judgement rather than probability sampling 

techniques’ (Blaikie, 2009:192-193). Thick description, he notes, facilitates 

‘“transferability” or “relatability”’, and this is something the case studies can do well. 

(Blaikie, 2009:192-193). For instance, RCTs can compare effects but ‘are limited in 
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their ability to explain “how” or “why”…[an] intervention necessarily worked (or 

not),’ something case studies are able to do (Yin, 2014:21). Case study research 

delves deeper, trying to work out the reasons behind a success or failure. So, 

although it may not be possible to compare data collected using the case study 

method, the knowledge produced may provide insights that would allow a 

researcher to judge whether the intervention would be successful, or even apply the 

intervention, based on the “how” and “why” explored in the case study research 

method, and comparing this to a new situation (Bassey, 1981; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  

 

My research takes a principal site and works closely with it over a long time, to 

understand how they manage their organisations, how this impacts what they do and 

why they do this. I recognise and respect the ‘complexity of social phenomena’ and 

the ‘interdependent and reciprocal…relationships between contexts and cases’ 

(Mabry, 2008:217). The in-depth qualitative understanding that case study research 

seeks takes account of such complexity and is particularly appropriate for studying 

the community-led organisations involved in my research. At these sites, where 

money does not generally play a large motivating role, it is especially necessary to 

understand the social and personal aspects of a phenomena that may impact any 

activity in order to make valid interpretations as to whether a strategy is “relatable”, 

and has relevance beyond the individual research site or not.  

 

3.4 Role and Status of Researcher 

 

It is common in academia to discuss a researcher adopting either an ‘emic’ – insider 

– or ‘etic’ – outsider - position in relation to the phenomenon being investigated, 

terms originating in linguistics and anthropology (Fielding & Fielding, 2008:563). 

Much criticism has highlighted the potential pitfalls to the validity of the research of 

becoming too involved, too embedded, too much of an “insider” to the phenomenon 

(Robson, 2011). 

 

Within qualitative research that involves close and involved study of and with 

participants in the field, such as ethnographic, participant observation and case 
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study methods, where a researcher wishes to collect information on the meanings 

and knowledge particular individuals and groups create to explain their lived 

experiences, there are also challenges to remaining completely “outside” the 

phenomenon of study. It is difficult to obtain these participant perspectives while 

remaining completely separate from the phenomena. In any case the 

constructionist and criticalist framework this research adopts argues this is 

impossible. Often researchers have had prior contact or relationships with sites of 

study, through previous research projects or professional or personal activity 

(Gracy, 2004; Caswell et al., 2017). These previous relationships can bring benefits 

in terms of easing processes of access and helping to build trust (Gracy, 2004). 

 

Mertens (2009) emphasises that a researcher practising ethically will (or should) be 

cognisant of their status and make a particular effort to distinguish and reflect on 

their role as a researcher. If they do this well they can never truly be an “insider”, 

Mertens (2009) argues, even if they are from the community they are researching. 

Similarly, the frameworks adopted in my research all subscribe, in varying degrees, 

to the idea that a researcher herself has impact in the research and research site 

through power-based relationships. Research is ‘authored by a raced, gendered, 

classed, and politically orientated individual’ and such characteristics inform 

understanding of experience (Rossman and Rallis, 2012:91). I believe it is important 

to acknowledge how my ‘own background…shape(s)…[my] interpretation’ of the 

research inquiry and participants, and I position myself  ‘in the research to 

acknowledge how…[my] interpretation flows from…personal, cultural and historical 

experiences (Cresswell & Cresswell, 2018:8). 

 

I identify as a white, heterosexual, cisgender, able-bodied, middle class woman who 

grew up in a feminist and left-wing household in which all family members had 

completed some form of tertiary education. I have a practical work and educational 

background in music, fine art and filmmaking, as well the preservation and archiving 

of moving images. I am sceptical about the ability of governments and institutions to 

work in the best interests of “the publics”, and am concerned by the encroachment 

of market-driven values, attitudes and language into government, education, 
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voluntary and charitable work, visual arts and services such as health and 

communications (particularly internet), often termed neoliberalism.  

 

This position potentially impacted on the study. As Caswell and colleagues note in 

their interpretivist-orientated research on community archives (2016, 2017, 2018, 

also Cifor et al., 2018; Zavala, J. et al., 2017), the ‘data [collected] were shaped by 

and interpreted from our own individual and collective lenses’ (Caswell et al., 

2018:79). They point out that such positionality can be interesting and augment a 

study, particularly when conducted as a team, allowing them to compare and discuss 

differences and similarities and truly reflect on the multiplicity their theoretical 

positioning advocates (Caswell, et al., 2018).  In another paper, the research team 

consider that personal positioning can benefit the research and also potentially result 

in positive bias (Caswell et al., 2017). One researcher notes that she   

 

 ‘believes her experience as the co-founder of a well-known community 
 archives…positively impacted the depth of the data she collected, as 
 interview subjects could relate to her as a community archives insider 
 despite her outsider status in terms of other identity markers’ (Caswell et 
 al., 2017:12).   
 

By being aware of, and stating, my own positionality and considering potential bias 

here, and alongside my findings, I aim to strike a balance between the wholly “inside” 

or “outside” perspective. It is necessary to be able to stand back and critically 

evaluate both yourself and processes of the group. Researchers are told to be aware 

of their status as researcher, simultaneously keeping a certain separation between 

this task and the phenomenon under study, while cultivating the genuine (and, I 

hope, honest and open) relationships that lead to trust developing between 

researcher and participants, in order to collect their data in an ethically responsible 

way. It is, if you care about the phenomenon under study, a difficult balance to 

maintain. In particular, I had to frequently remind myself that the success or failure 

of individual or group participants’ activities were not my successes or failures, just 

as my research, although closely linked to them, did not define their work.  

 

In order to undertake qualitative research and ‘understand…the meaning individuals 

or groups ascribe to a social or human problem,’ it is typical to collect data in the 
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participant’s setting or site, and seek information about their lived social experience 

as context (Cresswell & Cresswell, 2018:4). This includes the areas of society in which 

the participant and site are active or have an interest. I therefore sought to 

understand these contexts – the ‘clusters, and circuits or networks of individuals and 

firms’ (Munro, 2016:Section 4, para 1). As Ealasaid Munro has pointed out in her 

research on processes of knowledge exchange within the creative industries, ‘the line 

between work and play is blurred’ in this sector, and ‘to attend a cultural 

event…would likely bring me into contact with…stakeholders in the research’ 

(Munro, 2016:Section 4, para 3). Munro talks of the balancing act required in these 

situations; to be friendly and generous with time and information, while also being 

discreet about sensitivities in research (Munro, 2016). Such situations and 

interactions require ‘considerable emotional labour,’ as do many forms of 

ethnography (Munro, 2016:Section 4, para 5; Munro, 2014). It is important to 

acknowledge that emotional labour and personal connections do play a role in 

research, and a researcher’s ability to cultivate and/or devote time to such matters 

inevitably impacts data collection and findings. This is where the boundaries of 

researcher as an insider or outsider become complex and blurry. With a need to 

‘move around the sector with ease (and also…back-and-forth between the spheres 

of academia, and the creative sector)’ in order to do their work, researchers must 

carefully juggle insider and outsider perspectives and behaviours concurrently and 

constantly (Munro, 2016:Section 4, para 3).   

 

However, there are also a number of other roles that I found myself trying to balance 

as a researcher. This involved my position within different groups and institutions, 

my ability to move between them, and how I am viewed by members of the different 

groups. Essentially, I worked between academia and a community, between what 

would be termed “professional” and “amateur” settings. I was aware of altering my 

behaviour in these situations, and having to navigate different positions in these two 

communities. This is arguably something every individual does in their day-to-day 

life, but I use it as an example of the complexity of meaning around the term 

“researcher” - the role of researcher does not remain the same across all situations. 

Awareness and reflection on behavioural and positional differences might be useful 
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for research purposes but also highlights the multiplicity and complexity of social and 

cultural influences on researchers, rather than only the insider/outsider dichotomy.    

 

In addition to balancing and reflecting on their behaviour and positionality, a 

researcher, like any other individual, must constantly negotiate the power dynamics 

among the people the engage with. This too, plays a part in the research process. 

 

3.4.1 Power Structures 

 

Most qualitative research requires the developing of some form of relationship 

between researcher and participants. This might simply last from initial approach to 

end of interview, or, as with forms of ethnography, might last weeks, months or years 

(and will change over that time). When discussing the transformative research 

paradigm, scholar Donna Mertens argues that ‘honest and respectful relationships 

among human beings involved in any inquiry are essential to achieve the goals 

of…[said] research’ (Mertens, 2009:71). I consider this argument applies to all 

qualitative research, especially long-term engagement with individuals. 

‘Understanding culture and building trust are deemed paramount’ to developing the 

necessary respectful relationships to conduct research which involves collaboration 

between researcher and participants (Mertens, 2009:56-57). However, Mertens 

notes that building such relationships ‘is fraught with challenges’ (Mertens, 2009:71). 

This includes: 

 
 ‘securing the time needed to develop a relationship, dealing with variations 
 in levels and types of power, addressing mismatched or conflicting 
 priorities, and accommodating difference on key characteristics between 
 researchers…and participants’ (Mertens, 2009:71). 
 

Relationships contain power dynamics which impact on what is said and done, and 

how it is said and done. Considering power dynamics is therefore important in 

relation to the ethics of research, but also the potential impact this has on data that 

are collected, and the site and individuals involved.    
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I have found that achieving power dynamics that are acceptable to those involved 

has been particularly difficult for me. I am aware that I have received financial 

support during my period of research, whereas the participants involved were largely 

volunteers, and the sites volunteer-run. On top of this volunteer activity, participants 

generously agreed to donate their time for free, often during lunch breaks from their 

“paid jobs” or in their evenings and weekends, to participate in interviews with me. 

This struck me as a negative dynamic of power and privilege. I considered it ethically, 

as well as practically, necessary to find ways to mitigate this, to conduct research in 

a way that was not exploitative and extractive, but collaborative and respectful.      

 

In their research - conducted in the USA - Caswell et al. state that they compensate 

participants in the community-led archives research by providing the sites (archives 

involved) with a stipend and individuals with a gift card (Caswell et al., 2018:78). Such 

compensation is less common in the United Kingdom in social sciences research, and 

is largely minor and/or tokenistic (such as entrance into a prize draw for completing 

a survey). This is generally to avoid accusations of coercion and ensure 

‘participants…give their consent freely’ (UHI, 2020:6). Direct financial recognition 

then, was not deemed realistic for this study. Instead I sought other models through 

which I could address paid and unpaid labour imbalances between myself and 

participants.    

 

In discussions of power dynamics, reciprocity is deemed important for equal, trusting 

and respectful relationships (Broom & Klein, 1999; Rapley, 2007). Mertens notes that 

‘people need to feel that they are receiving as much valuable energy as they are 

giving…[and] usually respond positively if they feel’ this is so (Mertens, 2009:74). She 

suggests that ‘if a researcher takes participants’ ideas and time, he or she is expected 

to give back in the way of resources, skills, employment, or training’ (Mertens, 

2009:75).  

 

Following Mertens, I sought to “give back” to the participants and sites involved in 

the research. I used my skills, knowledge and resources to support participant sites, 

including by undertaking repetitive technical tasks (burning DVDs for example), 

helping to draft documents (such as acquisition agreements and letters to donors of 
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material), sharing documents and information from conferences and workshops I 

attended, and assessing and cataloguing analogue and digital moving image material 

in the participants’ collections. I regularly offered to share my skills and knowledge, 

or work on tasks with participants, in ways and at times suitable to them, as a way to 

share and address some of the sustainability issues raised in this research. 

 

While I believe the reciprocal measures I employed went some way to addressing 

inequal power balances in the research, I certainly would not claim these entirely 

mitigated the issue and remain concerned about power imbalances generally 

between participants and researchers. Nevertheless, I hope participants recognised 

what I was trying to do, and felt they, and their “sites” got something tangible out of 

involvement in the research.  

 

3.5 Validity and the challenges of “generalisation” 

 

Validity refers to the ‘accuracy of data and the reasonableness and warrantedness of 

data-based interpretations’ (Mabry, 2008:221). Within a constructionist and 

interpretivist conceptual framework establishing validity is complicated by the 

recognition that participants, researchers and readers will perceive and interpret 

phenomena differently, which means that the concept of replicability common to 

studies and experiments in the natural sciences is problematic to apply (Mabry, 

2008). Despite the uniqueness of understanding, it is possible to demonstrate validity 

of research, with Linda Mabry noting that ‘substantial intersubjective agreement is 

desirable and expected – working agreement rather than absolute consensus on 

every point’ (Mabry, 2008:221). While we all understand the world differently, there 

is considerable overlap in these understandings, which is necessary to communicate 

and form societies. The measures used to demonstrate the validity of my research 

strategy, methods, data and interpretation take this diversity in understanding and 

working agreement into account.  

 

I used multiple sources of evidence, seeking ‘convergent lines of inquiry’ to 

corroborate data and interpretations (Yin, 2014:47). This is known as triangulation. 
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It is important to point out, however, that this does not require the use of exactly 

three sources of data  (Mabry, 2008) – a criticism of triangulation that led Laurel 

Richardson and Elizabeth Adams St. Pierre (2005) to develop the concept of 

crystallization with its multiple facets and perspectives for social science research. 

This research subscribes to the belief that interpretations of data are ‘likely to be 

more convincing and accurate if…based on several different sources of information 

following a similar convergence’ (Yin, 2014:120). 

 

Mabry (2008) talks of different types of triangulation. In my research, I 

predominantly employed ‘triangulation by data source’ as well and ‘methodological 

triangulation’ (Mabry, 2008:222). When triangulating by data source, data are 

collected from ‘different persons and entities’ (Mabry, 2008:222).  

 

 ‘Checking the degree to which each source confirms…[or] disconfirms 
 information from other sources honors case complexity and the 
 perspectives among participants and helps ascertain the accuracy of each 
 datum’ (Mabry, 2008:222). 
    

When using methodological triangulation ‘data collected via one method…[are 

checked] with data collected using another, for example, checking whether direct 

observation can confirm interview testimony’ (Mabry, 2008:222).  

 

I also used the process of member checking as a way to assess the validity of my 

research. Member checking involves determining ‘the accuracy of the qualitative 

findings by taking [transcripts and sections of analysis and discussion]...back to 

participants and determining whether these participants feel that they are accurate’ 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018:200-201). Transcripts of interviews were returned to 

participants to confirm their accuracy in relation to the interview itself, and if 

necessary, make amendments to details such as names (of individuals or 

organisations) and dates. Later, analysis and discussion sections of this thesis were 

offered to participants to assess accuracy in context.  

 

Record keeping is important in enabling assessment of validity. Case study specialist 

Robert K. Yin proposes the development and use ‘of a case study database’ (Yin, 
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2014:49) and the maintenance of a chain of evidence, in order to ensure data are 

retrievable and can be followed ‘from initial research questions to ultimate case 

study conclusions’ (Yin, 2014:127). Essentially, this involves the creation of an orderly 

assemblage of all data collected and used in the research and an information 

management structure that allows this to be accessed and specific items found. As 

well as documents and transcripts of interviews, my records included notes of 

meetings and events (dates and with whom, see Appendix 04 and 14), and my 

research journal, in which I recorded thoughts, comments, ideas, responds that 

occurred to me as I went through the process of my research.  

 

I believe the measures detailed above ensured that my research findings – data 

collection and interpretation – are valid, reliable, reasonable and warranted. Beyond 

the issues concerning internal validity, it is also necessary to address ‘whether a 

study’s findings are generalizable [sic] beyond the immediate study’ (Yin, 2014:48). 

There is considerable debate within qualitative research in an interpretivist 

framework as to the possibility of a case ‘to be informative about a general 

phenomenon, to be broadly applicable beyond the specific site, population, time, 

and circumstances studied’ (Mabry, 2008:222). At one end of the scale (although 

later to moderate their position), Egon G. Guba and Yvonna S. Lincoln claimed that, 

since  

 

 ‘it is virtually impossible to imagine any human behavior that is not heavily 
 mediated by the context in which it occurs. One can easily conclude that 
 generalizations that are intended to be context free will have little that is 
 useful to say about human behavior’ (Guba and Lincoln, 1981:62). 
 

The emphasis on context is important, and while some do not take such an extreme 

position, the idea of context plays a role in arguments that ‘generalizations 

are…made in…different ways’ (Gobo, 2008:196). While the statistical generalisation 

common to quantitative research ‘involves estimating the distribution of particular 

features within a finite population’, within qualitative research it is more common to 

employ forms of generalisation based on ‘identifying causal or essential relations 

among particular categories, whose character is defined by those relations’ (Gobo, 

2008:195). This type of generalisation focusses on occurrences of these categories 
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beyond the case studied, theoretically inferring that these categories will also be 

associated with the identified relations. I therefore subscribe to the description of 

generalisation formulated by Anselm Strauss and Juliet Corbin, where they argue that 

they ‘are not attempting to generalize as such but to specify…the condition under 

which our phenomenon exist, the action/interaction that pertains to them, and the 

associated outcomes or consequences’ (Strauss & Corbin, 1990:191). The aim, then 

is to ‘develop theoretical ideas that…have general validity’, rather than to apply 

findings to ‘some finite population’ (Gobo, 2008:198).       

 

Not everything interpreted from the data collected will be relatable or transferable 

more widely directly to other situations, due to specific local contexts. The goal in 

this research is not to predict or ‘extrapolate probabilities’ through findings, analysis 

and interpretation, but to develop a working hypothesis’ (Yin, 2014:21). I believe the 

research questions and approach of this research mean that interpretations can be 

hypothesised beyond the specific site of study. I drew on Stake’s (1978) Naturalistic 

Generalization, whereby relevance is decided through recognition of ‘similarities of 

objects and issues in and out of context and by sensing the natural covariations of 

happenings,’ arrived at ‘as a product of [personal] experience’ (Stake, 1978:6). 

Stake’s approach is ‘both intuitive and empirical’, utilising our natural tendency to 

generalise in everyday life. As well as a scientific activity, generalisation is an 

everyday activity ‘deeply rooted in thought, language, and practice’ (Gobo, 

2008:198). Given this “experience” of generalisation we all have, Roger Gomm, 

Martyn Hammersley and Peter Foster argue that ‘there is no reason in principle why 

case study research should not provide the basis for empirical generalization [sic]’ 

(2000;101).   

 

The methods for ensuring validity, discussed above, are vital to this process, as is 

“thick description” of the case under study. As well as supporting the practice of 

naturalistic generalisation, this can enable “transferability” of the research. Coined 

by Guba and Lincoln (1982), transferability is ‘a choice made by the reader, who on 

the basis of argumentative logic and thick description (of the case study)…may 

decide…to transfer this knowledge to other situations that she/he deems similar’ 

(Gobo, 2008:197). This is important for the wider usefulness of the research but I do 



 98 

not think it should be relied upon exclusively to demonstrate relevance – the author 

has a responsibility to show how they work to achieve this. In seeking to consider the 

relevance of the research beyond the case under study, I work from the position that 

I am seeking to specify conditions and relations associated with the phenomena, and 

then use my experience to naturally generalise the resulting hypotheses to similar 

situations or issues.  

 

3.6 Conclusion 

 

This chapter has covered the relativist and constructionist conceptual framework and 

criticalist positioning of this research, outlined the blended research strategy 

employed, drawing on case study design, ethnographic and action research 

approaches, and why these are appropriate for both the framework and phenomena 

under study. Given that the conceptual framework I subscribe to recognises the 

influence of the researcher and her past experiences on the research, I have also 

discussed how I negotiated the role of the researcher and associated power dynamics 

with the communities I worked within. Finally, I have outlined the measures I 

adopted in order to validate my research approach and how I interpreted the 

generalisation of information within my conceptual framework and research 

strategy. In the next chapter I will detail the specific methods used in my research 

and note some of the challenges that had to be addressed during the study.  
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Chapter Four 

Research Methods 
 

 

Building on the theoretical framework outlined in Chapter Three, this chapter defines 

the specific research methods used to collect data, and highlights some of the issues 

that a researcher must be aware of when undertaking qualitative research with 

community-led groups. Research sites were found through purposive and snowball 

sampling and were selected based on a set of defined criteria. A number of methods 

were used to collect data from these sites, within a case study framework. 

Interviews, observations and analysis of documents were augmented with action 

research approaches where I undertook archival tasks and activities. It was noted 

that the specific timeframe of data collection informed the data collected and fixed 

ever changing phenomena at a specific point in time. Data were analysed using 

thematic coding. Naturally, there were a number of ethical considerations, and 

problems arising through this research, which involved managing varying 

involvement of individuals in study sites, and the need to protect participants while 

ensuring integrity of data.     

  

4.1 Recruiting Participants 

 

In recruiting participants, a number of factors were considered. Firstly, as Gracy 

points out in Making the Case for Archival Ethnography (2004), the moving image 

archiving and preservation field is relatively small (even in a large and wealthy 

country like the United States of America, where Gracy’s research was focussed). In 

the UK, the same is true, and thus the number of potential sites of research – 

specifically ones with a community-led orientation – was limited. Likewise, the ability 

to select a site ‘that would be “typical” or “representative” of film archives across the 

country,’ was, as Gracy found, impossible (Gracy, 2004:341-342). Research on 

community heritage in Scotland has also noted the challenges of defining and 

typifying community heritage groups (Patel, 2018; Gillies et al., 2018, Brown & Gillies, 

2019). 



 100 

 

Due to these complexities, and the impossibility of finding groups that were working 

on identical projects (even if we ignore the issues of context that mean no group is 

identical), my participant selection was focussed on those whose work and projects 

featured overlapping elements/areas of interest. Areas of interest were identified by 

my research questions and first exploratory phase of research, and consisted of the 

following;  

 

• community involvement,  

• extensive use of digital technology,  

• association with moving image material,  

• association with heritage material (tangible or intangible),  

• self-defines as an “archive”/involved in activities associated with archival 

material, 

• sustainable practices and support. 

 

Not all areas of interest could be applied to all groups and individuals, but all groups 

and individuals could be assigned to at least one area (Figure 4.1; Appendix 14). This 

allowed for a focussed sample that also acknowledges difference, divergence and 

accounted for potential bias.  

 

It has been pointed out that ‘the sampling unit’ – in this case an archive project group 

– often differs from ‘the observational unit’ – usually an individual interviewee 

(Gobo, 2008:203). This assumes that the underlying structures and preoccupations 

of a group are mirrored in the individual (Galtung, 1967). I therefore was conscious 

to conduct a mix of group and individual interviews, alongside participant 

observation, in order to seek the multiple perspectives and the behaviours and 

relationship between units that this research aims to explore (Gobo, 2008).  
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Figure 4.1. Groups involved in this research and their assigned areas of interest. 
Colour denotes geographical location, and large-sized titles are the primary research 
case studies. (Image: MDH, data, MDH).   
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Furthermore, we must recognise that there are peculiarities specific to the 

participants recruited and the data set collected. The sample was focussed on 

Scotland, particularly the islands of Scotland and areas beyond the urban centre 

stretching from Glasgow to Edinburgh. As such, the history of the region looms large 

in discussions (and potentially decision-making) related to community-led collecting 

in these areas. This, in brief, comprises the suppression of Gaelic language and 

culture by “lowlanders” (those residing in the south of Scotland) and the English and 

mass evictions of highland residents from their land, known as the Highland 

Clearances (1700s – mid 1800s). Although now being addressed, these events have 

impacted on political and cultural life in the highland and islands areas – with for 

example, the Outer Hebrides only gaining their own local government council in 1975 

(Hunter, 1991), and valuable and important artefacts, such as the St. Ninian’s Isle 

Pictish treasure - discovered in Shetland in 1958 – removed to, and remaining in, the 

National Museum of Scotland in Edinburgh, rather than staying in Shetland (National 

Museums Scotland, 2019). Such experiences can make people who live in this region, 

or their descendants, particularly protective of their culture, cultural artefacts and 

desire to control decision-making processes.  

 
 
Another peculiarity with the sample set involved in this research is the difference in 

the ethnic and cultural diversity of the Highlands and Islands of Scotland compared 

to national trends. According to the Inhabited Islands Report based on the Scotland 

2011 Census, for example, ‘the proportion of island residents in a minority ethnic 

group…was less than 1 per cent in most island groups’ compared to a national figure 

of 4 per cent (National Records of Scotland, 2015:16). ‘Countries of birth other than 

Scotland or England accounted for 5 per cent of the population on inhabited islands, 

compared with 8 per cent for Scotland as a whole’ (National Records of Scotland, 

2015:16). While not suggesting this is either a positive or negative peculiarity, I 

merely wish to highlight that the noticeable differences in diversity, culture and 

history in the Highlands and Islands mean some aspects of research will be specific 

due these factors.     

 
The data collected in this research came from multiple sources and activities. These 

were not discrete events however. Some participants took part in more than one 
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event. Some events led on to others. Some events required me to relinquish control 

of selection of participants. Indeed, the structure of this research was emergent – 

starting with an exploratory period of information gathering which informed the 

development of approach for the main period of data collection. Again, this reflects 

the interest in exploring interactions between participants in my research, and the 

relevance of what Giampietro Gobo terms ‘dynamic units’ – such as ‘beliefs, 

attitudes…emotions and motivations, interactions…networks…rules and social 

conventions’ (Gobo, 2008:203). Likewise, in Symbolic Interactionism and 

Ethnomethodology, Norman Denzin calls for ‘a…sampling model that recognizes [sic] 

interaction…[and] interactive units (such as social relationships, encounters, 

organizations [sic])’ (Denzin, 1971:269).    

 
 
On those occasions when I relinquished control of an element of participant 

selection, I did so only because I deemed this acceptable within the context of the 

research and research approach. In collaborating with another organisation on an 

event involving the use of material from the Shetland Film Archive I aimed to address 

research questions regarding how visibility and access support sustainability in 

community-led archives. But collaboration requires the relinquishing of some control 

and passing some decisions-making over to others. In this situation, it was the 

partner organisation which made contact, engaged and ultimately decided on the 

groups that would be part of this intervention. I subsequently interviewed members 

of these groups as part of my research, which is why it is important to state how 

these groups came to participate in the intervention. Despite the apparent 

drawbacks to this situation, I believe a pragmatic approach, such as the one 

described above, is necessary in real world research, with contemporary active sites, 

and involving people. I also see this as a way of recognising the agency of participants 

in my research, and addressing some of the imbalances in power commonly 

associated with research practices (Chapter 3.4).   

 

Having highlighted the complexities of recruiting participants for qualitative 

research, some of potential weaknesses and ways I have gone about mitigating 

these, I outline in more detail below the methods used to recruit participants, and 

justify the selection made for my research.   
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4.1.1 Principal Site/Case Study: Shetland Film Archive 

 

Shetland Film Archive (SFA) was already determined as a principal site, prior to my 

involvement in the research; they had been involved in a proposal that I was 

subsequently invited to develop into my research. Within academia this is not 

unusual – Ealasaid Munro has noted that research assistants are unlikely to be 

involved in the writing of project proposals and funding applications, but, as ‘the 

most visible and embedded members of research teams,’ often have to manage 

relationships and exchange of information with participants on a day-to-day basis 

(Munro, 2016:Section 1, para 5). Such arrangements do, however, have implications 

for research and different ideas about the starting and end point of research can lead 

to tension between researchers and participants.   

 

Involvement by the principal site in the project proposal suggested the site had a 

commitment and investment in the idea of research, at least on a theoretical level. 

However, as John Williamson and colleagues (2011) point out, what is understood as 

research, and what the outcomes of research should be, can vary markedly between 

an academic and an individual or organisation involved in their specific field (culture 

or heritage, for example). Organisations have an interest in ‘applied knowledge’, 

which helps the organisation “get ahead” (Munro, 2016:Section 5, para 1). 

Williamson et al. characterise this as ‘market research…[for] market advantage’ and 

‘knowledge that can be used as “evidence” in the context of…policy making…[and] 

lobbying’ (Williamson et al., 2011:461). This understanding of research is ‘normally 

informed by experience of consultancy’ (Munro, 2016:Section 5, para 1). 

 

Consultants, notes Munro, ‘are usually hired in order to help management tackle a 

specific issue, or to make recommendations as regards future strategy’ (Munro, 

2016: Section 5, para 2). Often their job is to solve problems by providing ‘clients with 

clear, actionable recommendations and “hard stats”’ (Munro, 2016: Section 5, 

para2). Usually, academic research does not provide such clear outcomes as this. In 

contrast ‘academic researchers are expected…to gather and assess evidence on its 

own terms, its value is related to an ideal of methodological rigor,’ rather than by 
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‘potential effects’ (Williamson et al., 2011:461). The two approaches are concerned 

with different ways knowledge is made and deemed useful.   

 

Organisations with experience of consultants and consultant-led research have 

particular expectations of how research is conducted and presented (Munro, 2016; 

Williamson et al., 2011). Findings are reported ‘succinctly, as bullet points or 

PowerPoint slides’ (Williamson et al., 2011:462), and with actionable suggestions 

alongside observations (Munro, 2016). This, Williamson et al. have noted, ‘goes 

against the academic grain….[where] findings…[can be] nuanced or…contradictory’ 

(2011:462). Research in the academic sense, particularly qualitative research using 

ethnographic methods and iterative forms, is often messy, unclear at the early stages 

and seemingly goes off at ‘tangents’ (Munro, 2016: Section 5, para 2). Another 

difference in expectations concerns timescales in relation to outcomes. As Munro 

has noted, academic researchers often spend more time “in the field” than 

consultants, yet it can seem to participants that researchers disappear ‘without 

producing anything of import’; ‘the tangible “effects” of…research...not…made 

immediately visible’ (Munro, 2016: Section 5, para 5). Finally, it should be pointed 

out that it is possible knowledge ‘might be rejected, contested, or taken up in 

unexpected ways by partners’ (Munro, 2016: Section 1, para 4). This can create 

further tensions between researchers and participants.   

 

The research discussed above might help explain some of the challenges I faced in 

establishing and building my own relationships with participants at the Shetland Film 

Archive site, and navigating expectations and preconceptions we all held about the 

project. It still took time to become embedded in the field, and to gain a level of 

“insider” status that would allow me to collect data. It could be argued that the pre-

exciting connection, and associated expectations, the group had with the research 

project and with the university, “muddied the waters” and made it more challenging 

to establish a relationship than with participants I recruited myself from the start.    

 

I feel this discussion is important in the context of knowledge exchange (KE) and the 

research excellence framework within UK academia currently. My research certainly 

fits within the definition of knowledge exchange activity, and contributes new 
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knowledge in this area by exploring the dissonances in expectations of research 

between academia and their communities, and bringing attention to what 

communities (in the case of this research - charities, arts and heritage organisations) 

say they want from academia when participating in knowledge exchange activities.  

 

It is important to note that expressing a commitment to a research proposal doesn’t 

constitute a contract. Members of the SFA could freely consent and choose how and 

when to participate and individuals had differing levels of involvement in research. I 

remain profoundly grateful for the generosity of participants. 

 

4.1.2 Purposive and Snowball sampling 

 

While the Shetland Film Archive was my principal site, I did seek other participants 

and sites in order to provide points of reference and comparison in my research, 

particularly to understand if there were areas of resonance within the work that had 

meaning beyond the principal case study site.   

 

I used snowball sampling as a method to find potential sites and participants of 

interest – as a “search” technique. Snowball sampling, according to Blaikie, is a ‘non-

probability method’ of sampling – meaning judgment, rather than probability is used 

to select participants - and is also known as ‘network, chain referral or reputational 

sampling’ (Blaikie, 2009:179). It can be used when it is ‘difficult to identify [a] 

population…it may be possible to contact one of two [individuals]…who can then be 

asked for names and addresses of other[s], and so on’ (Blaikie, 2009:179). I utilised 

the snowball sampling technique in two ways in my research. I asked existing 

participants for recommendations on who to talk to or investigate further. I also 

followed up on any names of individuals or organisations mentioned during 

interviews – sometimes just for context but, if relevant, as potential participants. 

 

As well as snowball sampling from interviews and observation, I sought additional 

participants for research through publicly available information on the website of the 

Community Archives and Heritage Group (CAHG), a special interest group of the 

Archives and Records Association of UK and Ireland (ARA). Additionally, social media, 
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particularly Facebook groups devoted to the history of Shetland, although used only 

once in a direct approach to a community-led archive project, proved useful in 

situating my research site within a field of community-led heritage activity. All 

contacts sought online were approached via email with information on the project, 

and an invitation to take part. In the case of social media, after first contact via 

Facebook Messenger, email contact followed.    

 

This snowball search technique provided me with a number of possible participants. 

However, it is important to note that not all those contacted became research 

participants. The method used for selecting participant sites from the possibilities 

was purposive sampling. This method of sampling employs a judgmental approach, 

whereby sites are selected based on the likelihood of their ‘informativeness’ (Mabry, 

2008:223), or ‘appropriateness’ (Blaikie, 2009:178), in relation to my research 

questions. Such selection could be based on ‘exemplary cases, contrasting cases…or 

a range of cases illustrating different aspects’ of a phenomenon (Mabry, 2008:223). 

Specific demographics, or geographical locations may also be the basis for selection 

(Mabry, 2008).  

 

The aim with purposeful selection was to choose sites that allow for comparison and 

contrast between data collected. Sites shared one or more criteria with the primary 

research site, but may operate in different ways or have different aims (Figure 4.1; 

Appendix 03 and 14). Observation of their operating process, or their answers to 

interview questions can serve as important markers in corroborating or contradicting 

emerging patterns or meanings in the research. This can indicate whether my 

research is ‘capable of contributing’ to ‘generalisable theory’ and has resonance 

beyond my immediate site and circumstances (Mabry, 2008:223). 

 

Inevitably there is some bias in purposive sampling. Among potential sites 

approached, there is always an element of “self-selection” – those who say yes to 

participating. Sites agreeing to participate will have their own agenda, and reasons 

for doing so, and this might include self-promotion or grievances to air as well as 

more altruistic reasons. Practically, ease of access to a site is also a factor of bias in 

purposive sampling. When access to a site is relatively easy, more data can be 
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collected. Where access requires concerted negotiation, is time-consuming in itself, 

or is restricted, data collection may be more challenging, and may result in fewer 

data being collected. Such issues must be acknowledged and accounted for when 

making interpretations of data collected from different sites.  

 

4.2 Data Collection 

 

Data were collected in the field between October 2017 and January 2020. As is 

common in qualitative research, multiple sources and approaches to data collection 

were employed (although all were qualitative) (Yin, 2014). Data were collected in two 

phases.  

 

The first phase was conducted between October 2017 and September 2018. This was 

an exploratory research phase, during which I developed relationships with 

participants at my primary research site, tried to learn about the current situation at 

the site, and explored participants expectations and ideas about the research. In 

addition, I also spent time recruiting other participants to the research, and learning 

about and building connections with wider networks in relation to community-led 

heritage and archive projects in Shetland, Scotland and the UK.    

 

Data collection in this first phase of research came from desk-based research, open-

access data from social media and websites, field notes and observations, one semi-

structured group interview, informal individual interviews, personal communications 

and document analysis. I kept a reflective journal throughout this process. These data 

collection methods are discussed below (Chapter 4.3).  

 

Based on interpretation of data from this first phase, my second period of data 

collection ran from November 2018 to January 2020. The area of focus, and methods 

proposed, were informed by the first period of data collection and were agreed with 

the principal research site (Shetland Film Archive). They involved action research 

“interventions” – activities and events – involving Shetland Film Archive with partner 

organisations and groups. Data were collected during and after the interventions. 
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During the second period of data collection, interviews were also conducted with 

organisations involved in community-led and/or voluntary heritage or archiving 

projects in Shetland, Scotland and the UK. Some of these were conducted in person 

and some via video conferencing facilities (such as Skype), as time and distance 

allowed. 

 

4.3 Methods of data collection 

 

I used multiple data collection methods in order to answer or seek information about 

my research questions. I also sought participants from a variety of situations in order 

to address different needs in relation to my research questions.  

 

In line with case study research approaches, I undertook an in-depth study of the 

Shetland Film Archive over time, in order to answer ‘how, what or why questions’ 

(Fusch, Fusch & Ness, 2017:926). I anticipated that the voluntary nature of the 

Shetland Film Archive as an organisation would make it difficult to distinguish 

between archive activities and personal and community contexts and thus a case 

study was a good way to unpick this aspect of the group (Yin, 2014). An in-depth 

study, involving the collection of different types of data, allowed me to explore how 

the organisational structures of Shetland Film Archive impact on their activities and 

approaches to the archiving of moving images; what sustainability looks like in the 

context of Shetland Film Archive; what strategies might support sustainability in 

Shetland Film Archive and what is it the Shetland Film Archive is trying to preserve 

and why?  

 

 

4.3.1 Interviews  

 

In order to collect data on these questions, I undertook one semi-structured group 

interview with members of Shetland Film Archive in Phase One on my research 

(October 2017 and September 2018). I undertook seven semi-structured interviews 
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with individual members and ex-members of Shetland Film Archive which were 

conducted across both phases of my research (October 2017 and January 2020).   

 

Interviews are a common way to obtain information, and occur in non-academic 

contexts just as much as academic ones. We find interviews familiar, but it is worth 

exploring some of the underlying structures of interviews in order to understand how 

interviews and the knowledge created in them is constructed between interviewer 

and interviewee(s) (Gubrium & Holstein, 2001). Following a constructionist tradition, 

we are reminded by sociologist Tim Rapley that interviews are collaborative, 

‘interactional events’ and should not be seen as simply ‘reflecting the interviewees’ 

reality outside the interview’ (Rapley, 2007:16). Instead, Rapley suggests we consider 

‘how…interaction produced that trajectory of talk, how specific versions of reality are 

co-constructed, how specific identities, discourses and narratives are produced’ 

(Rapley, 2007:16).  

 

It is important to remember that both the interviewer and interviewee are human 

beings, not subjects or objects. Interviewees thus speak as human beings, which can 

involve a complex and messy mix of personal, individual experiences, feelings and 

perspectives, as well ‘as representatives of institutions or organizations or 

professions, as members of specific (sub)cultural groups, as members of specific 

gendered, racialized, sexualized categories’ (Rapley, 2007:29). 

 

There are also power dynamics between interviewer and interviewee, and both may 

have differing agendas. It is important to consider that ‘an interview may be as much 

about the person producing themselves as an “adequate interviewee”, as a “specific 

type of person in relation to this specific topic”’ (Rapley, 2007:16). An interview is also 

‘just one possible version [of data], a version that is contingent on the specific local 

interactional context’ (Rapley, 2007:28-29). To account for this in my research, I 

consider the interview as a whole situation, and use observation in other situations 

as a comparison tool to information produced during interviews (Chapter 4.3.2) 

(Dingwall, 1997).  
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The first semi-formal interview I conducted with participants from Shetland Film 

Archive was a group interview, undertaken during the first “exploratory” phase of 

research. Group interviews and focus groups differ from interviews with individuals, 

in that they allow explorations of ‘shared and tacit beliefs, and the way these beliefs 

emerge in interaction with others in a local setting’ (Macnaghten & Myers, 2007:65). 

In group interview situations, individuals can ‘provide prompts to talk, correcting or 

responding to others’ and can therefore ‘reveal complex contradictory and shifting 

definitions, and different senses of agency’ that might not become apparent in an 

individual interview (Macnaghten & Myers, 2007:65).  

 

I used this group interview with participants from Shetland Film Archive in a 

‘exploratory way’, trying to find out ‘what categories, links and perspectives…[were] 

relevant’ to the group and individuals (Macnaghten & Myers, 2007:65). I hoped a 

group interview would also put members at their ease, and introduce the questions 

I was researching in a less pressurised situation than a one-to-one interview. 

Interpretation of this interview data helped in the development of my second “main” 

phase of data collection.    

 

In the second phase of data collection, I undertook individual interviews with 

members and former members of Shetland Film Archive. Individual interviews took 

place between 14 months and 18 months after the group interview. Not all 

individuals participating in individual interviews attended the group interview. In this 

context individual interviews allowed for ‘extended narratives’ to be explored, and 

‘for more open talk’ (Macnaghten & Myers, 2007:65). While group interviews mean 

participants can discuss and provide prompts for one another, there is also the 

danger that people feel uncomfortable stating their opinion, particularly if they 

disagree with a majority of participants in the group (Smithson, 2008). Conducting a 

mix of group and individual interviews allows me to account for the differences in 

behaviour and pressures associated with each interview technique, and provides an 

interesting point of comparison between information created in individual interviews 

and information created in group interviews.  
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I also recognise that the time elapsed between group and individual interviews will 

have an effect on the data collected. Perspectives and personal circumstances may 

have altered in the interim. The changes in relationships between myself, as 

researcher, and participants would effect interviews; we knew each other better and 

I had conducted a number of different research activities over the year. This would 

influence interviews and are accounted for in data analysis. 

 

4.3.2 Participant and Field Observations  

 

In addition to conducting interviews, I also attended eight meetings of the Shetland 

Film Archive between October 2017 and January 2020. Two of these were Annual 

General Meetings (AGMs), one was an Extraordinary General Meeting (EGM), and 

five were archive committee meetings. Attendance was by invitation of the Shetland 

Film Archive, or by my asking permission to attend. For a number of these meetings 

I organised room bookings, and/or provided equipment to allow members to join us 

virtually and to watch material from the collections. I reflected on these actions in 

my role as researcher in a research diary, and collected data via participant 

observation, making field notes during, and responding after, the event. I made a 

decision to record observations by note-taking, rather than by using recording 

devices (either audio or video).  

 

The practice of participant observation, ‘carried out by a human observer’, and of 

recording these observations is a type of data collection most commonly associated 

with ethnographic research, although it is used in many qualitative research 

approaches (Robson, 2011:315). Researchers make notes, while in the field or as 

soon as possible after leaving it (Robson, 2011), ‘on the behavior [sic] and activities 

of individuals at the research site’ (Creswell & Creswell, 2018:186). Observations are 

usually ‘open-ended,’ allowing participants to act, talk and respond to researchers as 

freely as possible (Creswell & Creswell, 2018:187). Notes are made in an 

‘unstructured or semi-structured way’ to reflect the open-ended nature of 

observation but researchers – who will almost always have questions they are 

attempting to answer – are likely to be looking for information that is significant to 

their inquiry (Creswell & Creswell, 2018:186).    
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It is worth noting there are a number of different approaches to observation, from 

situations where the researcher conceals their role, to those where a researcher is 

also a participant in an activity, to those where a researcher is a complete observer 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018). In my observations with Shetland Film Archive, I 

positioned myself as ‘observer as participant’ – my role as researcher was known, 

and I also contributed to activity when invited to do so (Creswell & Creswell, 

2018:188).  

 

I chose to use participant observation alongside other data collection methods 

because I believed it would augment my data set and provide another perspective 

on the phenomena I was investigating, supporting research validity through 

triangulation. As Robson had noted, data collected from participant observation 

‘contrasts with, and can often usefully complement, information obtained by other 

technique[s]’ (Robson, 2011:316). In particular, he points out that 

‘interview…responses are notorious for discrepancies between what people say they 

have done, or will do, and what they actually did or will do’ (Robson, 2011:316). Such 

discrepancies can arise from ‘deficiencies in memory…[to] the wish to present 

oneself in a favourable light’ (Robson, 2011:316). While not intending to chastise or 

accuse participants of deception, being able to compare observed activity and 

behaviour against what is “presented” in interview situations provides a more holistic 

viewpoint of the phenomena (Creswell & Creswell, 2018) and can help identify areas 

of divergence or tension.  

 

4.3.3 Facilitated Meetings 

 

As well as meetings within the Shetland Film Archive, I also attended and/or 

facilitated ten meetings between Shetland Film Archive and other organisations; 

another community-focussed moving image archiving project, a Shetland-based 

amateur drama group, the Moving Image Archive at the National Library of Scotland, 

Shetland Arts, and Shetland Amenity Trust. All meetings happening during my second 

phase of data collection (November 2018 – January 2020).  
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A number of these meetings were organised by members of the Shetland Film 

Archive and I was invited to attend these by the archive group. I undertook 

participant observation and made field notes during and after these meetings. I was 

involved in facilitating a number of these meetings – by introducing the two parties 

to each other, and by making arrangements for us all to meet and talk. In these 

situations, I generally took a more active ‘participant as observer’ role, where my 

‘observation role [was] secondary to participant role’ (Creswell & Creswell, 

2018:188). However, I did make some field notes, and reflected on these events, and 

my roles, in my research journal afterwards.  

 

These research activities allowed me to collect data that addressed research 

questions concerning the fields and organisations with which community-led 

archives and heritage groups situate themselves. The activities allowed me to 

observe how groups and organisations present themselves to each other, what 

information they communicate and how they communicate it. The activities also 

presented an opportunity to introduce groups with different organisation structures, 

aims or process to each other, in the hope that this might spark ideas, or offer 

examples and inspiration to members of the different groups.  

 

4.3.4 Archive Tasks 

 

In order to understand how the Shetland Film Archive structures itself, what activities 

it undertakes and what processes it employs to get do these activities, I felt it was 

necessary to participate in tasks archive members needed to do to manage the 

archive. In her ethnographic studies of archives, Gracy (2004) notes that as part of 

her engagement with archive activities, she undertook tasks alongside archivists, 

while observing and conversing with them. Like Gracy (2004), I have some knowledge 

of moving image archiving culture and practices. I have skills in various techniques 

used in preservation and archiving of different material. While not claiming to be as 

expert as preservation specialists, I felt that these skills were something I could offer 

reciprocally to the members of Shetland Film Archive, as an acknowledgement of the 

time and knowledge they offered to my research.  
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Tasks I undertook on this basis included matching analogue material to digital files, 

labelling analogue material appropriately, adding this information to a database, 

undertaking basic cataloging by describing content of material, and assisting with 

identification of donors, and preparing donor agreements. Due to the archive lacking 

a physical space, and the departure of a significant archive member (see Chapter 4.6), 

I ended up doing much of this work alone, and queries and questions were answered 

by archive members through email or the Facebook Messenger communication 

platform. Therefore, the discussion element mentioned by Gracy (2004) did not 

occur, although I only undertook a task after receiving permission to do so from an 

archive member. Instead, I interrogated and reflected on my own actions and choices 

made as I undertook tasks and recorded these thoughts in my research journal. This 

work contributed information that helped me answer questions regarding 

sustainability – what activities are vital to the continuance of the archive, and what 

strategies and approaches inform how these activities are done?  

 

4.3.5 Analysis of Documents 

 

The examination of artefacts and documents (usually, but not always textual) not 

produced directly for or as a result of research is a common, ‘unobtrusive…[and] non-

reactive’ method of data collection, and differs from interviews and observations ‘in 

that the document is not affected by the fact you are using it’ (Robson, 2011:349). 

Content analysis of documents has traditionally been seen as a quantitative form of 

research, that involves ‘measuring the number and type of various features present 

in a text’ (Robson, 2011:350), but crucially also considers the relationship between 

document and context – ‘the purpose of the document as well as institutional, social 

and cultural aspects’ (Robson, 2011:349, original emphasis). Issues of reliability, 

validity, authenticity and ‘intensions of the writer’ are also of concern in document 

analysis (Robson, 2011:349).  

 

The analysis of documents can take a qualitative form, by adopting standard 

qualitative approaches to analysis, such as coding and memo making, to identify 

themes and patterns in the data. As with quantitative document analysis, it is 

necessary to take into account context, and intensions of the writer when looking at 
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this data, and consider the potential impact of bias in the documents. Qualitative 

document analysis is used in narrative and discourse analysis and in biographical 

methods (Robson, 2011; Prior, 2008).      

 

The use of content analysis of documents in my research was as a supplementary 

method to interviews and participant observation. It was used to expand my 

understanding of activities referred to by participants in interviews, and as data for 

triangulation purposes. 

 

Documents were acquired from publicly accessible sources – such as websites and 

social media platform pages – or were obtained in the course of interviews and 

observations. Participants often mentioned or referred to particular operational or 

promotional documents, or other resources, during interviews and observations. 

One participant sent me such documents of their own accord, in other cases, I 

expressed interest in seeing documents and asked if I could be sent or shown copies. 

Sometimes I received documents as a result of these requests, and sometime not. 

However, from March 2019 onwards I had unmediated access to documents and 

artefacts collected and created by the Shetland Film Archive in the course of their 

work.  

 

4.3.6 Action Research “Interventions” 

 

As part of Phase Two of my data collection process, I proposed a number of 

“interventions” with the Shetland Film Archive. These were based on data collected 

in the exploratory first phase of my research. The interventions were informed by 

action research concepts (Chapter 3.2.2) and involved screenings, exhibits and 

performances using moving image material from the Shetland Film Archive 

collection. These interventions consisted of a mix of events featuring material from 

SFA exclusively, SFA material used alongside other moving image material and SFA 

material used (and re-edited) alongside other media and art forms (such as music 

and theatre). I became a catalyst in the interventions, taking action to make things 

happen and collecting data of these activities. I reflected on these interventions in 

my research journal, considering the process and work of creation and my role in 
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them, as is standard in action research. All but one intervention was undertaken in a 

partnership of some kind with another organisation or group, and I especially sought 

data from these partner participants. 

 

Nine interventions/research action events involving the Shetland Film Archive and 

their material were undertaken. Some of these consisted of multiple ‘series’ events. 

Eight of the events were undertaken in partnership with another organisation. After 

these intervention events, six semi-structured interviews were undertaken with 

participants from partner organisations and groups; four of these were interviews 

with individuals, and two were group interviews (Figure 4.2). Interview procedures 

used for interviews with members of Shetland Film Archive and other groups and 

individuals, were also used in interviews related to intervention events. 

 

I also collected data from websites, social media platforms, and marketing materials 

related to interventions or activity initiated by the Shetland Film Archive. This was 

only taken from publicly accessible sites, pages and forums (rather than private or 

invited groups) where people could reasonably expect their comments to be seen by 

the general public, and were processed in accordance with the Data Protection Act 

2018 (Great Britain, 2018) and the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), and 

exemption provisions for ‘scientific or historical research purposes’ (European 

Parliament, 2016:7). Chapter 4.8 details these ethical procedures.    

 

The interventions provided me with the opportunity to collect data useful to 

answering research questions concerned with the fields and organisations among 

which community-led archives situate themselves and the impact this has on their 

activities and approaches to the archiving of moving images. By initiating 

interventions, I could also collect data on visible and accessible strategies and 

approaches to archive activity that might successfully support sustainability for 

community-led archives. 
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Figure 4.2. Diagram indicating action research interventions, the partners for these 
activities, and resulting interviews. Notice some events have more than one partner 
and some organisations partner on more than one event. (Image: MDH, data MDH).  
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Finally, by seeking data from those involved as partners or as audiences – through 

public comments, as well as interviews, the intention was to explore reasons why 

should we preserve this material, from perspectives outside of the Shetland Film 

Archive. I felt it was important to understand what an interested, but more general, 

public, thought about preserving material, and what should be done with it. I wanted 

to see if these thoughts were significantly different to those of individuals within the 

Shetland Film Archive itself. Difference of concept here might provide insights to why 

certain approaches to activity were better received than others.  

 

4.4 Beyond the Principal Site/Case Study 
 

Given that Shetland Film Archive operates in a particular context, one aspect of which 

is its location and focus on Shetland, and another two being the voluntary and 

heritage sectors, it was important to me to gain an understanding of both the 

voluntary sector and heritage sector in Shetland. The rationale of exploring these was 

twofold; firstly, to gain an understanding of the situation within these fields in 

Shetland, thereby being able to identify or account for peculiarities within Shetland 

Film Archive compared to other local groups undertaking similar projects; and 

secondly, to seek inspiration for practices that could be used by Shetland Film 

Archive, and more widely, to address challenges emerging through research. This 

related to research questions considering what sustainability means and looks like 

within community-led groups, and strategies and approaches that might support 

sustainability.  

 

I undertook one semi-structured group interview with members of a community-

focussed heritage project based in Shetland; and two semi-structured interviews 

with individuals - one involved in community-focussed heritage project in Shetland, 

and one from a third sector interface organisation in Shetland. A third sector 

organisation ‘is a term used to describe the range of organisations that are neither 

public sector nor private sector…[such as] voluntary and community 

organisations…social enterprises, mutuals and co-operatives’ (National Audit Office, 

2020: para 1). In Scotland ‘third sector interfaces (TSIs) provide a single point of 

access for support and advice for the third sector within local areas’ (Scottish 
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Government, 2020a: para 1). These interviews were all conducted between 

September 2018 – December 2018; the end of Phase One and beginning of Phase 

Two of my research, and followed the same procedure as those conducted with 

Shetland Film Archive, and groups beyond Shetland. 

 

I also sought data from beyond Shetland, in order to understand the wider resonance 

of my research. Did similar issues arise across other community-led archive groups, 

and, if so, what strategies and approaches had they adopted? Did these differ from 

those explored within the Shetland Film Archive? Such data allowed for the 

emergence of similarities between groups as well as account for peculiarities within 

Shetland Film Archive. This data proved useful for triangulation purposes, and in 

highlighting areas of my research that have meaning beyond the immediate groups 

participating in the study.  

 

I undertook one semi-structured group interview with a member of a community-

focussed moving image archiving project based in the Outer Hebrides; one semi-

structured interview with an individual involved in a community-focussed digital 

heritage and archiving project in the highlands of Scotland and one semi-structured 

interview with an individual who is a donor to, and user of, material linked to an 

institutional moving image archive in England. Two of these interviews were 

undertaken in the second “main” phase of data collection; one took place at the end 

of phase one due to availability of interviewee but after formulation of the “main” 

data collection strategy, so the interview procedure remained the same for all 

interviews.      

 

4.5 Timeframe 

 

I collected data for this research between October 2017 and January 2020. As 

discussed above this strategy emerged and evolved over this time, as it became clear 

different themes were growing in importance, and in relation to responses and 

activity of research participants. It is obvious but also important to stress that this 

project was limited by the very nature of social inquiry (Caswell et al., 2017). If 
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research had been undertaken at a different time – two years earlier or two years 

later, for example – the outcomes, the possible meanings, would have been different. 

As Caswell et al. note, this is because ‘identities and communities are continually 

shifting,’ impacted by social, environmental and political changes (Caswell et al., 

2017:12). We must acknowledge that ‘social science research records and fixes’ 

identities of individuals, groups and organisations ‘in a particular moment in time’ 

(Caswell et al., 2017:12). Likewise a different researcher undertaking the work would 

find different meanings, again an issue recognised by Caswell and colleagues, who 

believed their diverse, multi-person research team strengthened their research by 

allowing them to discuss their different perspectives and the interpretations 

potentially made because of this (Caswell et al., 2018). While this multi-team 

perspective was not possible in my case, the work of Caswell et al. offers a good 

example of how consideration of these issues as part of the research approach can 

strengthen the project. 

 

The “turnover” of members in voluntary community-led organisations, and the level 

of involvement individuals can have as members can impact group dynamics and 

human behaviour, which can affect decision-making and management of groups. 

Additionally, the relatively small numbers of active members in community-led 

archive groups (when compared, say, to an institutional archive or heritage 

organisation), mean that the departure or “stepping back” of one or two individuals 

from the group can have a huge impact on its dynamics and activities. This was in 

evidence during my time working with the principal research site, and did impact on 

the effectiveness of different data collection methods. Thus, during the research I 

ended up using some data collection methods more than had been anticipated, while 

others were found to be less useful than I had foreseen.   

 

Data collection was also affected by individuals from, and activities of, other 

organisations associated, or who were potential associates, with the principal 

research site. The arrival or departure of particular individuals in particular roles 

within institutional organisations, their interests, and workloads, and the agenda of 

their institutions all contributed to their availability and ability to support or partner 

with the principal research site on events, activities and other work. In short, I must 
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acknowledge that my research was impacted by, and crossed over with, other 

opportunities within the Shetland Film Archive’s wider geographical and interest 

communities that were available during my data collection period. I did see these as 

opportunities, rather than a hindrance, both for the Shetland Film Archive and my 

research, and took advantage of them when appropriate. While the exact same 

opportunities might not have been available during a different time period, it is 

conceivable that there would be some other relevant opportunities, and therefore 

exploring how organisations might react to these seemed a legitimate area to explore 

in my research, and a genuine engagement with the “real-life” situation of this 

phenomena. 

 

4.6 Managing Problems  

 

Challenges arise in all research. Social science researchers (themselves human, and 

subject to all that entails) work with other people, who have their own agency and 

power, and complex lives. Many things can happen in people’s lives (including a 

researchers) that impact their participation in the research phenomena. 

Environmental, political and financial circumstances can affect a research project. 

Although a clear and structured research plan is necessary, such a plan needs 

flexibility in order to address any problems that arise during the course of the 

research (Robson, 2011; Elliott et al., 2008). 

 

The small number of members of the case study group, and the voluntary nature of 

their roles, made both the research and the groups work particularly vulnerable to 

changes in circumstance that members experienced. Illness, job commitments - 

including relocation for work - and childcare issues, alongside problems of attrition 

common to longitudinal studies and to long-term voluntary projects, all arose during 

my research timeframe (Elliott et al., 2008). The most significant challenge I faced 

was the departure of a key participant from the Shetland Film Archive. This 

participant was the principal “gatekeeper”, the longest standing member of the 

archive and had facilitated my access to the group and its work. Despite their 
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departure from the group, this ex-member has been incredibly generous in granting 

interviews and allowing me to contact them when various questions or issues arise.   

 

This departure had a huge impact of the remaining members of the Shetland Film 

Archive, however, leaving them questioning whether the archive could continue. The 

departure meant one active member, one semi-active member, and one non-active 

member remained within the group. An emergency meeting was called to discuss 

how to move forward in the circumstances. I attended primarily to reassure them 

that I would be around to support them in whatever decision they made. Having 

decided they would continue, the new situation raised questions about my proposed 

research strategy of working with Shetland Film Archive on “interventions” to 

explore and address challenges identified in my first phase of data collection. Given 

that there were now few members of the archive group, and limited capacity among 

them, their ability to participate and potentially move towards leading, adapting or 

adopting the interventions I had proposed was severely compromised. I felt asking 

the group to continue with the proposal as originally planned was insensitive and not 

in their best interests at this time. Whether the interventions as originally planned 

would have yielded worthwhile data under the circumstances was also a concern for 

me.  

 

I therefore reviewed my planned data collection approach, refocussing my role in the 

interventions. This involved taking a more active stance in relation to the 

interventions and data I hoped to collect through these. Instead of only observing 

and reporting on the phenomena and the participants, I facilitated activities, 

alongside other partners and with permission from Shetland Film Archive. I then 

observed and reflected on these events, my role in them, how/if events might be 

facilitated without my presence, and interviewed and collected data from those 

involved in the events. I gave myself a role (in my head only) of “engagement officer” 

to avoid been seen as in any way taking over or trying to fill the gap left by the 

departing member. This was not a role already existing in the archive, and proved a 

useful way for me to separate my research role with the archive, from actually 

managing the archive.  

 



 124 

Such an approach is not without precedent. An awareness of “the self” of the 

researcher among anthropologists and sociologists has led to the emergence of a 

“critical ethnography”, concerned with relationships between researcher, the 

“researched”, issues of authority, ‘writing practices…[and] research sites’ 

(Armstrong, 2008:59). George Marcus (1998:108) discussed ideas of “complicity” of 

the research fieldworker ‘regarding his or her relation with the events or people 

being studied’ (Armstrong, 2008:59). This implies researcher involvement in the 

issues being studied, and, Karen Armstrong claims, the aim was ‘to take a political, 

often a moral, position in order to describe what these times are like’ (Armstrong, 

2008:59-60). This has resulted in practices exploring dialogue and collaboration in 

the writing process, multi-faceted and multi-sited phenomena, with an emphasis on 

‘concepts of “power”, “hybridity”, and “race”’ (also, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, 

disability etc., see Mertens, 2009) (Armstrong, 2008:60).  

 

The evolution of my research approach also further addressed concerns about 

collecting a good amount of data in the timescale I had available. Opportunities for 

observation of activities of a community-led archive are limited to the times the 

group meets and undertakes work, which can vary month to month, depending on 

the other commitments of members. Collecting data and researching with a 

voluntary group can therefore take much longer than with organisations and 

institutions with regularised work patterns and reward (such as salary) structures.  

Given the limited timescale I had available to collect data, I felt it was necessary to 

seek out further participants, and look at ways I could facilitate situations that would 

allow data collection with individuals and groups using moving image archival 

material from the Shetland Film Archive.   

 

Finally, there were a number of personality clashes amongst current and/or former 

members that became apparent as I undertook research with the Shetland Film 

Archive group. The small number of members, and the voluntary nature of the group 

perhaps exacerbated these tensions. One ex-member declined an interview request 

from me and, while not explicitly stating this was because of experiences while part 

of the group, this was inferred both through their response, and the comments of 

other current and ex-members in relation to that particular situation. Such tensions 
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related to behaviour and personalities are not uncommon in groups (as 

demonstrated by academic studies, for example, Peter Tsasis, 2009, and also 

practical guidance from organisations such as the Chartered Institute of Personnel 

and Development, 2020, and the National Council for Voluntary Organisations, 

2020). It is important to consider the impact of personality and behaviour derived 

tensions on both research practice and management of a community-led archive. I 

therefore tried to see the difficulties related to this as an aspect of the research.  

 

4.7 Data Analysis and Interpretation 

 

Data do not speak for themselves. It is necessary to examine and explore data, to 

undertake a process of analysis and interpretation, in order to present the evidence 

the leads to your conclusions (McNiff & Whitehead, 2011). When measures of 

validity are employed, analysis and interpretation transform data into useful 

information which can illuminate phenomena, and help establish the legitimacy of 

proposed hypotheses. I used thematic coding to undertake analysis of my data.    

 

Thematic coding is, as described by Graham R. Gibbs,  

 

 ‘how you define what the data you are analyzing are about. It involves 
 identifying and recoding one or more passages of text or other data 
 items…that…exemplify the same theoretical or descriptive idea. Usually, 
 several passages are identified and they are then linked with a name for 
 that idea – the code’ (Gibbs, 2007:38). 
 

The initial codes were then grouped into themes. Robson notes that the ‘term 

“theme” is not tightly defined. It captures something of interest or importance in 

relation to your research question(s)’ (Robson, 2011:474). He also reminds us that 

the process is ongoing and fluid; ‘as the data collection proceeds, you move back and 

forward between the data itself, the extracts from the data which you have coded as 

possible themes and the analysis you are producing’ (Robson, 2011:475). 

 

During the exploratory phase of research, I regularly assessed data ‘for issues of 

interest…including possible patterns or themes’ (Robson, 2011:475). These data, and 
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the ideas emerging from it, informed how I proceeded with the research during the 

main phase of fieldwork. Codes and, later on, themes, were arrived at inductively, 

although my research questions, and familiarisation with the data meant I did have 

preconceived ideas about what those codes and themes might be. There is a danger 

this bias might have led to my ‘ignoring other potentially importantly themes’, 

however research questions and engagement with existing literature already define 

my particular area of interest, and this focus can ‘enhance…analysis by 

sensitizing…[me] to features of the data that might otherwise be missed’ (Robson, 

2011:475-476). 

 

The codes generated in the exploratory phase of research supported development 

of the interview protocol and questions asked during the main phase of data 

collection. Data collected as observation and reflection in my research journal on the 

behaviours and actions of participants in exploratory research, in particular, helped 

guide my decisions on the processes for data collection in the main fieldwork. 

However, it is important to emphasise that codes and themes were open to change 

and revision as more data became available for analysis. Codes established in 

exploratory research were not fixed – ‘there is much movement to and fro, where 

the results of a later phase prompt you to return and rethink what…[what was done] 

at an earlier stage’ (Robson, 2011:476). The same techniques were used at all levels 

of the analysis including seeking patterns, noting repetition, grouping similar 

processes together, making contrasts between data and identifying variables and 

looking for relations between these.  

 

Working closely with data, codes, and themes is vital in trying to understand 

meanings in the data, but it is also important to step back and take a broader view. 

This allowed me to look for “plausibility” in the work I was doing, by employing 

validity measures, positing alternative explanations and interpretations for 

phenomena, and considering potential factors beyond those studied that might have 

influenced data. This interrogation of my working process and the findings was an 

important part of my analysis, and encouraged me, at all stages of the process, to be 

open to revisions and to recognise and acknowledge potentially contradictory 

evidence. In this way, I hoped to address criticism (mentioned above) of missing 
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important themes through focus on particular preconceived ideas, and provide a 

robust and honest interpretation of data collected.     

 

4.8 Ethical Considerations 

 

4.8.1 Ethical Approval 
 

Before undertaking research in the field (beyond desk-based research), I submitted 

an application to the University of the Highlands and Islands (UHI) Research Ethics 

Committee for approval, detailing access and informed consent procedures, data 

collection, storage and confidentiality arrangements for the project. The UHI works 

in accordance with its Research Ethics Framework (UHI, 2020), which is ‘intended to 

ensure adherence to the Nolan Principles, and the Ethical Standards in Public Life etc. 

(Scotland) Act 2000 and should be read in the context of UHI’s Data Protection Policy 

and Freedom of Information Policy’ (UHI, 2020:5). This application was approved in 

April 2018 (OL-ETH-AHB-913), and subsequently updated and approved in February 

2019 (OL-ETH-AHB-479). Sample information and consent forms can be found in 

Appendix 01 and 02. 

 

It is important to note however, that ethical considerations extend beyond university 

ethical approval, hence that account and consideration of my role as researcher and 

the power dynamics involved in social situations in the previous chapter. These 

considerations played a significant role in the shaping of my research and reflected 

its ethical approach of reciprocity and participation with all those involved in the 

work. One way in which I tried to practise my ethical stance was through inviting 

participants to choose if their intellectual contribution to the research was credited 

or anonymised. 

 

4.8.2 Anonymisation 

 

All participants involved in interviews were given the option for their comments to 

be anonymised (Appendix 02). Giving intellectual credit is one way of valuing the role 
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participants play in research and addressing some of the power dynamics that have 

been discussed previously (Chapter 3.4). No one chose to completely anonymise 

their account – indeed most people were positive about being named. However, in a 

number of instances, participants requested that certain parts of the interview 

should be anonymised. In addition, participants often referred to individuals by name 

in their accounts - many of whom were not participating in the research. Ensuring 

these individuals’ privacy was a vital concern.  

 

As Martin Tolich has noted, there is a distinction between external and internal 

confidentiality in research, and the usefulness of pseudonyms to support 

confidentiality in each context (2004). In particular, those familiar with the research 

site and context could easily ‘recognise themselves [or other participants] in the talk 

of others’ even when pseudonyms are employed (Saunders et al., 2015: Research 

context and method, para 3; see also Van den Hoonaard, 2003; Nespor, 2000). 

‘Nuances of meaning’, ‘verbal mannerism[s]’ and the ability of individuals to identify 

themselves and extrapolate from this point are all ways insiders identify each other 

(Tolich, 2004:105). Data can be anonymised – meaning steps have been made to de-

identify it – but this does not mean it cannot be associated back to an individual or 

group. It is thus important to ensure participants understand ‘absolute guarantees 

to confidentiality’ are beyond the ability of the researcher to control (Tolich, 

2004:105). Obtaining consent from participants to be named in research is a 

pragmatic solution to the complexities of the situation.  

 

The ability of participants to identify themselves and others is especially pronounced 

in small, specific groups and communities - the very groups and environments that 

make popular studies in sociology and anthropology research (Tolich, 2004; Bickford 

& Nisker, 2015). These studies, however, rely on generating adequate ‘thick 

description of a given phenomenon’ which can present tensions - what is lost from 

an account when descriptions of individuals and sometime places are anonymised? 

(Allen & Wiles, 2016:151). Thus researchers must carefully negotiate the tension 

present in undertaking studies of this kind.  
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Despite my belief in recognising the autonomy of participants and their contribution 

to the research, I found myself conflicted on assigning comments to their names in 

the analysis of data collected. Participants made comments and criticisms that could 

be interpreted as aimed at individuals, while there were conflicting opinions between 

individuals and members of the same group. My concern was that the immediacy of 

laying critical and conflicting accounts alongside each other on the page, and noting 

the true name of the contributor, had to potential to cause unnecessary hurt, offence 

or upset to participants that could be taken very personally.  

 

The American Anthropological Association’s Principles of Professional Responsibility 

exhort anthropologists to ‘do no harm’ and this was a guiding principle in my decision 

to assign pseudonyms to participants (American Anthropological Association, 2012; 

the American Sociological Association’s code of ethics also talks of avoiding harm, 

social responsibility and respect for human rights, 2018). While pseudonyms could 

not guarantee confidentiality of participants, as has been noted above, I suggest they 

provide a measure of distance between accounts and individuals that would lessen 

the potential for accounts to be interpreted as personal attacks or blame.  

 

Referring to some participants (and some sections of their accounts) by name, and 

anonymising other individuals and comments is confusing and inconsistent, and can 

still risk identification (Damianakis & Woodford, 2012). Assigning pseudonyms to all 

named individuals participating or appearing in accounts addressed confusion and 

inconsistency, and ensure a scientific and analytic approach to the treatment of all 

data. Geographical locations, place and organisational names were retained. 

 

I chose to designate a first name pseudonym to each participant, as opposed to a 

surname and honorific or an alphanumeric code. An alphanumeric code (P1 for 

participant 1, for example), seemed clinical and cold, treating participants as 

numbers and data rather than people, and did not reflect the personalities of 

participants nor my experiences and relationships with them (Allen & Wiles, 2016). 

It seemed to me a code of this kind would diminish participants. Likewise the choice 

to use a first name above a surname and honorific reflected my experiences and 

engagement with participants. While the research relationship with participants was 
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on one level, of course, a formal one, language used was informal. We referred to 

each other, and others, on a first name basis. An additional factor in my decision to 

use first names was based of my observation of the practice in Shetland in using first 

names and locations/place of work when referring to individuals. It was common for 

participants and acquaintances to suggest that, for example, I “speak to [John] at the 

[Council]”.  

 

The process of selecting pseudonyms for participants was intended to reflect some 

aspects of the characteristics of individual participants. A particular letter of a 

participant’s surname was used as the first letter of their pseudonym. This letter was 

entered into the American website Baby Name Voyager (2020), which provides 

information on popularity of names from 1880 to the present. The gender of the 

participant remained the same, and a name starting with the particular letter and 

popular in the decade of the participant’s birth was selected as their pseudonym. 

Cultural and racial background of participants was considered, and names selected 

that reflected this, as well as age demographic and gender. In this way I attempted 

to retain an idea of the person behind each account.      

 

4.9 Conclusion 

 

This chapter detailed the methods employed to collect data for this research, and 

justified their suitability for the phenomena under study. The study was conducted 

in two phases, with findings from Phase One informing the methods and process of 

Phase Two. In particular, methods were selected because they enabled 

acknowledgment of the fact research takes place in the real world, with real people, 

including the researcher, and the external circumstances of all parties have the 

potential to impact on data collected. Multiple methods of data collection were 

employed in order to provide corroboration or validity to emerging data, as well as 

to investigate different aspects of the phenomena in order to answer the research 

questions. Shetland Film Archive was the principal case study site, with two other 

comparison sites situated in the highlands of Scotland (Assynt Digital Archive) and 

the Outer Hebrides (Faodail/FOUND Archive Film Project). Additional interviews 
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were undertaken with individuals involved in various community-led arts, heritage 

and archive projects in Shetland. Alongside interviews, observation and examination 

of documents, action research approaches were utilised as a way of experiencing and 

evaluating work in the field for myself. Thematic coding was employed to interpret 

data across methods and at all levels.  

 

The next chapters of this thesis detail the findings that emerged from the data 

collection sites and methods discussed above. These findings are arranged into three 

thematic chapters consisting social factors, relationships with technology and 

economic sustainability. Chapter Eight documents the action agenda developed to 

test solutions to challenges emerging through this research.   
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Chapter Five 

The Social Factor 
 

 

This chapter is the first of four analysing and exploring the results of data collected 

from fieldwork. These chapters are structured by the themes which emerged through 

thematic coding analysis, crosscutting data subjects and sites. This chapter considers 

the impact of social and relational issues in the development and organisation of 

community-led archive groups. This includes personal individual motivations and 

interests, internal group behaviours, management and decision making and external 

relations between community-led archive groups and their local and subject-specific 

networks.  

 

While the archiving of moving images is the prime focus of the groups in this 

research, and the principal professed reason for the establishment of these 

community-led and voluntary groups, it very quickly became apparent that social and 

relational issues played a pivotal role in the organisation and development of the 

groups. However, the degree to which these aspects were consciously maintained 

and developed by the membership varied, and were generally not prioritised by 

community-led archive and heritage groups. Without (permanent) salaried 

employees, the groups were reliant on the motivation, passion and interest of 

individuals and their commitment to working together, and with other organisations, 

to achieve their goals.     

 

It is important to recognise that the majority of the groups in this research operated 

with voluntary committees and thus did not have a paid coordinator to manage 

volunteer activity. The groups and individuals essentially have to coordinate 

themselves. What emerges from accounts is a separation of the social aspects and 

volunteer management of groups, and the purpose of groups in the minds of 

informants, when perhaps seeing these as one and the same might help address 

some of the challenges, and capitalise on the successes, experienced by community-

led archive and heritage groups. Full descriptions of groups participating in this 

research can be found in Appendix 03. 
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5.1 Volunteers and Management 

 

The voluntary nature of work in the Shetland Film Archive, as well as other archive 

and community-led heritage activities, was a significant aspect in the organisation of 

groups. Comparisons were made between paid and voluntary work, and the power 

dynamics and hierarchies at play between individuals when considering 

management and motivation for volunteers.   

 

Carol is a volunteer member of Shetland Film Archive (Appendix 03), as well as a 

member of a number of other heritage groups, and has a paid role as a community 

development officer with the local council. She noted the differences between 

working with volunteers in volunteer-led, committee run groups, and paid staff: 

 
 Carol: And it’s the nature of committees as well because if you’re the boss 
 and you own your organisation…you can tell people what to do. But it’s not 
 easy for a chairman to order a bunch of volunteers around.…you don’t have 
 the same control. 

Interview with Carol, 10/09/2019 
 

The fact that individuals volunteered to take part in a group means that individuals 

feel they cannot tell people what to do, in the way one might when working with 

paid staff. Without the financial incentive, there is a loss of control over individuals 

to do certain things. There is also a suggestion that a less clear-cut hierarchy here 

makes group management difficult – there is no boss, as such, to give orders.  

 

As well as not being able to manage volunteers in the same way paid staff are 

managed, there are challenges with not being able to turn down offers from 

individuals to volunteer. Donna, a paid staff member who worked on a project 

engaging volunteers to catalogue finds from the Old Scatness archaeological site in 

South Mainland Shetland (Old Scatness Broch Project, 2020; Shetland Amenity, 2020; 

Shetland Heritage 2020), highlighted the time managing volunteers took up in her 

role:    
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 Donna: …It was tricky to find the balance – sometimes I might spend all my 
 time ‘managing volunteers’ rather than doing the other things I need 
 doing…There’s a limit to the number of volunteers you can manage really, 
 but also it’s hard to say no, or control what or how they do things too much 
 because they are volunteers. 

Interview with Holly and Donna, 10/10/2018 
   

These statements indicate that managing volunteers is different to managing 

individuals who are financially remunerated for their work, and that this can present 

challenges in some aspects of project delivery and progress. It has been suggested 

that a model of volunteering that mirrors the structures of paid staff does not always 

meet the needs and motivations of volunteers or their groups (Holmes, 2003, 

Fredheim, 2018; Rosol, 2012). Carol offers her own personal account of the 

differences between voluntary and paid work, and what this can mean for project 

delivery and progress. She presents volunteer work as a form of self-management 

accompanied by a soft form of peer pressure.   

 

 Carol: …another thing that volunteers do and I’m completely guilty of this 
 myself  is…we’re sitting in a group of folk and… they’re doing all this stuff 
 and I better say I’m going to do this and then…I don’t have time, or life gets 
 in my way…But then you’ve got to come back to this committee and you’re 
 sitting reading through the minutes and there is ‘Action: Carol said she 
 would do such and such’…you’ve not done it and then you feel really 
 awful…then …either five minutes before the meeting you phone 
 everybody…and then you can come and say ‘yes, I’ve done this, I’ve spoken 
 with so and so’ or you do it the next time.  

Interview with Carol, 10/09/2019 
 

Elements of obligation and guilt arise in this account, firstly in feeling that one should 

do something because others are doing things – an element of peer pressure and a 

feeling of duty that one needs to contribute as much as other individuals in a group. 

If one fails to complete the agreed tasks, there is an emotional response – here Carol 

describes feeling really awful. This feeling isn’t generated by a reprimand from the 

rest of the group, it is a response to being confronted by a shared list of things an 

individual volunteered to undertake. There’s an intensely personal level of 

obligation, expectation and judgement happening here as a result of engaging and 

committing to work within a social group. The emotions expressed by Carol highlight 

that, while we might consider volunteering as an uncoerced personal choice of an 
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individual, in particular circumstances there are social, cultural or economic factors 

that pressure individuals into undertaking volunteer work (Stebbins, 2009).     

 

The experiences of Thomas, a former member of the Shetland Film Archive, and a 

professional video cinematographer, editor and teacher, demonstrate further the 

challenges of volunteer management as perceived by a volunteer managed by a 

volunteer committee:   

 

 Thomas: It seemed like their plan was to get a bunch of people who will all 
 be very keen, who will be very diligent and all do the really, really boring 
 work for them, so they didn’t have to, and all as volunteers and all with the 
 accuracy and precision needed for the job without any kind of training or 
 understanding of the importance of it. 

Interview with Thomas, 28/11/2018 
 

Thomas’s comments suggest a division between volunteers based on their level of 

involvement and role in the group. He considers the work he was asked to do to be 

the least interesting of that done by the archive. Importantly, he highlights a lack of 

the training offered by the Archive to undertake the work adequately. Volunteer 

workers may need support and time to learn how to do particular tasks, and 

understand why the work is important or necessary to individuals being able to carry 

it out to a good standard, Thomas implies.  

 

Participants and volunteers understanding the work and its relevance has been found 

to be important to citizen science and crowdsourcing initiatives. Those that prioritise 

meaningful activity (Ridge, 2013), and participatory projects that ensure individuals 

can see a ‘connection between participation and outcomes’ tend to retain volunteers 

(Pateman, 2012:12). In relation to the nature of the work Thomas describes, it has 

been found that very simple ‘microtasks’ can engage people early on and increase 

their level of participatory activity (Ridge, 2013:439) but that there was also a need 

to create environments in which volunteers could ‘progress to more demanding tasks 

and responsibilities’ (Nov, Arazy & Anderson, 2011:72). This aligns closely to 

Thomas’s comments, in which he feels volunteers are expected to continue working 

on specific tasks with no opportunities to develop, or take on tasks that are not suited 

their interests (Interview with Thomas, 28/11/2018).    
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The potential gap in knowledge and understanding that volunteers might have was 

noted by Julie, from her perspective as a long-serving committee member of the 

Shetland Film Archive, when discussing what would make a difference to the group: 

 

 Julie: More like-minded volunteers, reinforce the committee…Bigger 
 structural governance…There was no time, no capacity. People might 
 express interest, have lots of ideas, but they don’t understand the 
 constraints…  

Shetland Film Archive Meeting, 08/052018 
 

The need for more volunteers and volunteer committee members was recognised 

but their lack of understanding of the operations of the group was seen as a problem. 

Julie suggests the archive needs more volunteers who are like-minded – her 

preference then, is for volunteers whose opinions, ideas and attitudes match those 

already in the group and who already have an understanding of the issues involved 

in trying to run a community-led moving image archive project. While it is likely 

individuals might share some similar interests if they join a group with a specific 

focus, a desire for new volunteers who essentially mirror the existing demographic 

of the group may be detrimental to the develop of the archive and its work.  

 

 Carol: I think that when you have a group of people and you’re there too 
 long, in a certain position or whatever, you can become impotent in a 
 way…So, I feel that you need new blood…and as difficult as it is sometimes 
 to let things go…not only for your own good, but for the good of the group, 
 yeah. 

Interview with Carol, 10/09/2019 
 

 Mathew: In terms of a core committee, I think that we just need a broader 
 perspective and just more people that are able just to contribute ideas…It’s 
 really, really difficult with a small committee, it’s difficult just like in terms of 
 manpower…but also because like it gets to the point where if one person 
 has strong opinions about something and if you challenge it, it’s almost as if 
 you’re challenging that person individually, as opposed to…the idea. 

Interview with Mathew, 02/072019 
 

These two Shetland Film Archive volunteer members recognise the importance of 

bringing in new people with new ideas and opinions into the group – both to support 

existing work but also to provide new perspectives on how things are done. Mathew 
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points out that in small groups, disagreement on ideas or approaches to activities 

can sometimes take on a personal dimension, as disagreement on an idea can be 

conflated with an attack on the individual who posed it. In addition, Carol notes that 

there is a danger groups can become ineffectual when members occupy positions for 

a long period of time, and that new members could help reinvigorate momentum for 

the project.  

 

5.2 Volunteers and Paid Staff 

 

In addition to voluntary members of the Shetland Film Archive, the group has 

employed a paid staff member at two periods over the course of existence. It 

remained led by a volunteer committee and volunteers worked alongside the paid 

staff members. Discussing the operation of the organisation during a period when a 

paid staff member was employed, two long-term members commented that the 

relationships were equitable:     

 

 Julie: We had a far bigger committee then.  
 Carol: We met regularly, every 6 weeks at least.  
 Julie: Carol line-managed Sarah [when she was in post]. 
 …. 
 Carol: It always felt as though we were a team though… All learning 
 together as well, I think that is good for teamwork. 

Shetland Film Archive Meeting 08/05/2018 
 

The distinction between volunteers and paid staff didn’t stop the group feeling like a 

team to Carol, and she feels a contributing factor for this was that paid staff and 

volunteers alike were all learning things together as they worked on the archive 

project. These comments came from a group interview with long-term members of 

the group or those heavily involved due to a paid role. In contrast, a volunteer who 

joined about five years after the group was established had a different experience in 

terms of relationships and hierarchies within the group: 

 

 Thomas: meanwhile, the sort of, core cabal were off …going to [the] Scottish 
 Film Archive [Moving Image Archive at the National Library of Scotland] and 
 saying ‘oh yes, we know all about this, that and the other’ and as much as I 
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 could get information out of them…it was all very vague and there was a lot 
 of ‘we know, but we’ll now protect the knowledge’…their knowledge gave 
 them power…their knowledge was limited and mine was broader – not 
 specific about archives but was enough to know when they were beyond 
 their…knowledge area and so they were probably threatened by me. 

Interview with Thomas, 28/11/2018 
  

Describing a ‘core cabal’ of individuals denotes a divide within the group, a small 

group within the wider project, who, Thomas feels, had access to information and 

knowledge that was not shared with other members. By protecting the knowledge, 

some members of the group had more power than others, creating a hierarchical 

structure in the wider archive.  

 

The strikingly different experiences recounted by members – those who saw the 

group working as a team, and those who felt knowledge and power were controlled 

by specific members for particular reasons – suggest that some issues of inclusion 

and power dynamics, and an individual’s position within these, may have affected 

participation of some individuals within this group.  

 

The issues of inclusion and power dynamics extend to the paid staff members the 

Shetland Film Archive has employed during its existence. Neither employee of the 

archive ultimately chose to participate in this research, although I have been able to 

meet and have conversations with both. While volunteer members give praise for 

the work employees conducted and their commitment to the project (Chapter 5.4), 

there also appear to be some challenges surrounding this arrangement. Carol 

wonders about her ability to meet the needs of the employee: 

 

 Carol: I mean, it was difficult enough to employ Sarah. Sarah was a top 
 worker, absolutely did not do things that were going to cause you, as an 
 employer, any problems and that sort of thing, and still, we maybe didn’t 
 get to her need[s] immediately. 

Interview with Carol, 10/09/2019 
 

Carol is keen to stress elsewhere that the group cared about their employee’s welfare 

and tried to look out for them, but her comments above recognise that this is perhaps 

slightly more difficult when volunteers must oversee a paid worker in their spare 

time, for both volunteer and employee. Despite this, members of the Shetland Film 
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Archive interviewed all agreed that having an employee had enabled work to 

progress and the time when the first employee was in post (2012-2014) was 

referenced as a very positive period of time for the Shetland Film Archive (Interview 

with Mathew, 02/07/2019; Interview with Julie, 05/09/2019; Interview with Carol, 

10/09/2019). Carol suggests that employing a worker was useful due to the particular 

volunteer group demographics:  

 

 Carol: one of my reasons why I think a development worker was so good for 
 this particular organisation and role in it is because a lot of the people who 
 were involved in the committee at that time were young and professional, 
 so their time was very much taken up but they did understand about 
 employing somebody.  

Interview with Carol, 10/09/2019 
 

With less time available from younger members, due to work commitments mainly, 

a dedicated development worker seems to Carol to be a useful asset for the group. 

Other members comment on the need for more people and more time to develop 

the Shetland Film Archive and its activities (Shetland Film Archive Meeting, 

08/05/2018).  

 

The accounts above highlight the challenges of managing work and activities in a 

volunteer environment, particularly in community-led groups where all members, 

including committee members, are also acting in a voluntary capacity. These relate 

to both managing others, and being managed, as a volunteer. This was accompanied 

by uncertainties around training for volunteers to undertake tasks, and well as lack 

of meaning and context about the tasks they were given to do. Comments made by 

interviewees reveal that hierarchies and asymmetric power relations are present in 

voluntary work groups, and that it can be difficult for core members to relinquish 

control over archive activities. Recruitment of new volunteers thus became difficult.  

 

5.3 Motivations and Interests 

 

Motivations and interests were not confirmed simply to individuals attesting to their 

own reasons for involvement as a volunteer in archive activities. Individuals also 
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discussed how to motivate others to join their groups, and the challenges in keeping 

people interested and involved once they were part of the group. Motivations were 

layered and multifaceted, expressing both altruistic and personal reasons for 

participation in activities.     

 

As might be expected, explanations as to individuals’ interest in archival moving 

images relate to the personal, emotional and often familial, effect of archive material 

on them at some point in their lives. Julie, co-founder of the Shetland Film Archive 

and long-serving and active member, talks of her family members’ interest in 

filmmaking and seeing family in films that generated her interest in film.   

 

 Julie: my grandad used to take a lot of cine-film, as did mam. And then…dad 
 told us  about a film he was involved in…that was a Margaret Tait film called 
 Drift Back [The Drift Back, 1956], and it has my Granny and Grandad and my 
 Dad and my Aunt in it…and that was really lovely, it just kind of hit home 
 and really emphasised how important old film is and how much, even if you 
 think you know things…the multiple layers of information that you can…and 
 the experience and emotional impact of those films.  

Interview with Julie, 05/09/2019 
 

Interest in archival moving images here relate to family memories, both of making 

films and seeing family represented on film – notably a film by an important and well-

known filmmaker. Julie’s comments indicate film has emotive effects, closely linked 

to concepts of identity and memory (Zimmermann, 2008). In a similar vein Carol 

recalls an affecting childhood experience, one that didn’t involve watching a film.  

 

 Carol: Actually, something that made a big impression on me early on in my 
 life to do with film, was that fact that Marjory Sinclair was my teacher at 
 Bigton School. She was friends with Jenny Gilbertson, and I remember the 
 school receiving postcards and letters from them when they were in 
 Canada. So, I guess joining the archive committee inflamed this passion for 
 film! 

Shetland Film Archive Meeting 08/05/2018 
 

Carol’s interest and passion for film was piqued not by watching a film, but from 

hearing first-hand accounts from a locally (and now nationally) known filmmaker, 

whilst she travelling and making films abroad. Both Carol and Julie’s interest in 

archive film is associated with a personal connection to people making or being 
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featured in films, and hearing people recount their experiences – whether as a 

spoken recording or a written letter. This points to the value of the films for these 

individuals being within the social realm; the relationships to people involved in the 

films, and in elements of interaction with them (as recounted by Richard Fung, 2008).    

 

These personal and local connections to film and filmmakers seem to be an 

important factor in the establishing of the Shetland Film Archive. Explaining the 

decision to start the archive, co-founder Julie says: 

 

 Julie: And a good friend of mine, [Emma] and I,…one day we were talking 
 about old film…I’d been telling her about some of the old films my Shetland 
 grandad had made and the film featuring my Orkney grandparents and she 
 was saying how she’d love to see it, and I said ‘yes, it’s a shame there’s not a 
 film archive in Shetland’! 

 Interview with Julie, 05/09/2019 
 

Julie feels it would be easier for people to see archival films, like the ones made by, 

and featuring, her family members, if there was a film archive in Shetland. In another 

(group) interview, her interest in an archive specific to Shetland is articulated further:  

 

 Julie: It is important to have a moving image archive here in Shetland 
 because we know people have lots of film stored away, or know of films 
 being put in skips. We think it’s important to save this because it’s part of 
 our history. 

Shetland Film Archive Meeting, 08/05/2018 
 

There is an emphasis on a shared history of Shetland in Julie’s account, and a 

suggestion that there is archival film that is part of this history that needs “saving”. 

This statement is common to discourses on identity and memory and endangerment 

narratives in heritage (Fredheim, 2018; Holtoft, 2015). There is a feeling that history, 

identity and memory associated with particular artefacts are threatened and tied to 

the fate of the objects.   

 

Carol’s interests in archival film are also closely aligned to her interest in history, 

which she explored further through university study: 
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 Carol: …it was the first year actually, of the cultural studies course, and I 
 loved it. I loved every minute of that course, reading all these old history 
 books and being able to actually think about the Shetland dialect and 
 various different things, and that really got me, that’s when I decided I 
 would got and set up the history group and all this sort of stuff.  

Interview with Carol, 10/09/2019 
 

Carol’s motivation to start a historical society was built on her interest in history, but 

it was her academic study of subjects such as Shetland history and dialect that 

ultimately made her decide to do this. The academic validation of Shetland dialect, 

for example, as being a legitimate area of study motivated Carol to expand her 

personal interest in a subject into a social group. There is a process from taking an 

individual personal interest to making it a public group interest that somewhat 

follows stages of social movement change proposed by Herbert Blumer (1951) and 

Hanspeter Kriesi (1996). One has to believe other individuals will be interested 

enough in the subject to be motivated to join a group, and that a group sharing the 

same interest will achieve something more than one could pursuing the interest as 

an individual.  

 

Despite Carol’s interests, it was her job as a community development officer that led 

in the first instance to her involvement in Shetland Film Archive. 

 

 Carol: …I think they were needing somebody who could come in and help 
 them…at that time…setting up all the governance documents…What is what 
 I do [in my job]…I went to a presentation that they were doing because of 
 course I’m interested in all this, anything to do with history and that sort of 
 thing…it was after that that I got a phone call saying, ‘Carol will you please 
 come on our committee because we’re needing to do X’, so I said yeah, I 
 would come on, and I only ever meant to be on maximum two, three years. 

Interview with Carol 10/09/2019 
 

Carol’s knowledge and experience, through her paid employment, in supporting 

community groups with governance structures was principally the reason Carol was 

asked to become part of the Shetland Film Archive committee. Motivation for the 

Shetland Film Archive, from Carol’s perspective, came from a recognition of need for 

certain skills to help the archive. Carol herself seemed happy to use her skills, 

alongside her interest in history and film, and became a volunteer member of the 

committee.    
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Carol and Julie were both motivated to participate in the Shetland Film Archive group 

by an interest in Shetland histories, and the recording of these through audiovisual 

material. For them, value is placed on their experiences of archival audiovisual 

material and the meaning it has for them personally. For other members, interests 

and motivation for becoming involved came from different areas. Both Mathew and 

Thomas cite their backgrounds as filmmakers as a reason for their interest when 

commenting on their involvement and first contact with the Shetland Film Archive.  

 

 Thomas: [The] first contact I had with them was when I saw an advert saying 
 that their AGM [Annual General Meeting] was happening….and interested 
 people were welcome…I thought maybe the skills I had would be of use and 
 it would be something I could help in a constructive way…I had a fairly good 
 knowledge of….tape formats…production, post-production… Editing and all 
 the kind of stuff and from that a modern digital codecs, digitising old beta 
 tapes and stuff like that and I figured there might be something I can do or 
 help them or advise them in some way. 

Interview with Thomas, 28/11/2018 
 

Thomas notes his experience in technical aspects of filmmaking. He is clear in the 

areas in which he could help the Archive. This specific focus on particular aspects of 

the operation of an archival organisation is different from the more general 

motivations expressed by Carol and Julie above. This shows that there are a variety 

of reasons people choose to volunteer with the archive. Mathew’s motivations are 

more general the Thomas’s, though different to those previously expressed by 

others.  

 

 Mathew: And as a filmmaker myself, I’d always been interested in archive 
 material and especially, creative uses of archive material so I was quite 
 interested in being part of the group, especially when I learned more about 
 the kind of material that the archive was collecting and thought it would be 
 really interesting to help make that publicly available. 

Interview with Mathew, 02/07/2019 
 

Mathew’s interest is in the use of archival film for creative purposes, and his 

motivation for joining the archive group was to help make the archival material 

available outside of the group. In Mathew’s comments, intrinsic motivations to being 

involved are acknowledged (Gidron, 1978), alongside altruistic intensions. These 
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altruistic motivations are linked closely to the personal aspects of volunteering, in 

the subject matter, existing skills or knowledge of the individual and opportunities to 

learn (Stebbins, 2009). This highlights that personal and selfless motivations are 

intertwined and both need consideration to understand why individuals start, and 

continue, to volunteer. 

 

In the accounts above we see the personal motivations and interests given for 

establishing and joining the Shetland Film Archive. But accounts also point to the 

challenges around maintaining those motivations and interests among existing 

volunteers and findings way to motivate and encourage others to join. Carol 

highlights a difference between the expectations and the reality of activities 

undertaken when people join a group as a challenge to sustaining interest: 

 

 Carol: Well, take the film archive as an example of it. They think they’re 
 coming in to work with old films or whatever, and then suddenly, it’s not 
 really as simple as that. There’s things you have to do with this old film, you 
 have to make sure it’s safe, you have to keep it safe, you have to have sign 
 up, for people to agree to use the film, and all the rest of it. And I don’t 
 think…  
 MDH: That’s what people expect?  
 Carol: No. 

Interview with Carol, 10/09/2019 
   

Carol suggests here that there is a difference between what people, from a position 

outside of the archive, understand or imagine the work of the group to be, and the 

reality of the work that has to be done. This difference, Carol implies, means that the 

interests that motivate someone to join the archive group might not be met by the 

activities on offer within the group. This closely relates to research undertaken by 

Peter M. Blau (1964), Edward E. Lawler (1973) and Richard H. Hall (1975), on 

exchange and expectancy theories, which Benjamin Gidron (1978) applies to 

volunteers, to explain why a worker might leave or fail to do their work. It is necessary 

to address ‘discrepancy between expectations for rewards and between the actual 

rewards that a worker receives’ Gidron claims, ‘in order to keep workers…the level 

and nature of rewards must fit their expectations (or vice-versa)’ (Gidron, 1978:19).  
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Carol presents the operations of the archive group as more complicated than people 

outside of the group expect. She lists things that have to happen - things that are part 

of the complicated behind the scenes work – that people external to the archive 

group are not aware of. It is these hidden things that explain the mismatch in 

expectations and reality for individuals.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.1. Film clip from the Shetland Film Archive collection posted to the Archive’s 
Facebook page, 9 April 2019. Note “shares” and emoticon reactions.  
(Image: Screenshot MDH, Shetland Film Archive) 
 

 

The gap between what the archive group does and what people externally think it 

does points to challenges in communicating work of this kind to those interested in 

getting involved but also to the wider public. When recruiting volunteer members, 

or garnering interest from those who may wish to access the archive, Mathew 

recognises that it is not enough to rely on people to just discover the archive group.  
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 Mathew: I do think when we have a substantial collection online that 
 people can see, people start seeing the benefits of having the material 
 quickly available, they’ll be much more willing to get involved. So it’s almost 
 like if we can just cross that milestone it’ll start feeding back into itself and 
 build up momentum just by the fact that people stumble across the archive 
 and think ‘oh that is really great’ or we have material we can license for 
 broadcasting or license for public screenings.  

Interview with Mathew, 02/07/2019 
 

Mathew sees visibility of the archive collections as an important tool in motivating 

people to get involved in the group and its work. His account also suggests he sees a 

cyclical aspect to motivating individuals and garnering interest, which could generate 

its own momentum if successful. This is demonstrated through Mathew and Carol’s 

comments on responses to posting film clips from the archive collection and an 

advert to recruit new volunteer members to the Shetland Film Archive on their 

Facebook page (Figures 5.1 and 5.2). 

 

 Carol: ‘This is exciting!’ 
 Mathew: ‘Yes we've had a great response! I think sharing the videos on 
 Facebook has helped get people excited about the archive again’.  

Messages to private SFA Facebook Messenger group chat, 10/04/2019  
 

Not only has making material from the archive available to view generated 

excitement from those outside the archive, it has also caused similar emotions for 

those within the group, as evidenced by Carol’s comment here.  

 

Equally, the same cyclical process can also act to magnify issues of demotivation 

within a group. Two long-term volunteer members of the Shetland Film Archive 

brought up the shift in energy and motivation within group upon the departure of a 

paid part-time employee at the end of her fixed term eighteen-month contract in 

2013/2014:  

 

 Julie: But when Sarah’s post came to an end there was a drop in 
 energy…Administration tasks became hard. It was a low point, [we] didn’t 
 necessarily expect it, as things has gone so well before. 

Shetland Film Archive Meeting, 08/05/2018 
 
 Carol: The organisation was new as well and it had a specific focus. At that 
 time it  was focussed on everything around that particular project, if you see 
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 what I mean. So, it kept it really focussed, and then, when Sarah went, it just 
 dipped, it totally dipped, there was no question, it kind of fell apart…And we 
 could just not get us motivated. 

Interview with Carol, 10/09/201 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 5.2. Recruitment poster featuring stills from the Shetland Film Archive 
collection posted to the Archive’s Facebook page, 9 April 2019.   
(Image: Screenshot MDH, Shetland Film Archive) 
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The loss of the only paid member of the group had an effect on all members of the 

group. The energy and motivation of volunteers and committee members dropped 

as the result of the departure of the paid staff member. Carol suggests a lack of a 

focus “project” for the archive contributed to the de-motivation of individuals.  

 

Henry, a filmmaker who has been involved as a volunteer and user of a regional UK 

film archive for 30 years, also highlights challenges in retaining volunteers to archive 

organisations when a focus or activity is lacking. At the archive in question, 

volunteers prepared and presented film screenings across the region, in village and 

community halls, and to clubs and societies. These shows were paused when the 

archive moved premises, and subsequently began digitising its collections.   

 

 Henry: Well, I think it is worth noting that when the archive became more 
 formally organised…perhaps after the move – well, the film shows stopped. 
 So that was put on pause, so all the volunteers kind of drifted away I think, 
 so all that support dissipated.  

Interview with Henry, 01/09/2018  

Henry’s experience testifies how a period of upheaval and change within an 

organisation – particularly when that results in a reduction in some activities - can 

cause volunteers to drift away. If volunteers are not given tasks to do and their skills 

and interests are not utilised, then volunteers may eventually stop being involved 

with the organisation (Starnes & Wymer, 2000). Henry’s comments point to the fact 

that volunteers cannot be picked up and put down as and when required by an 

organisation or group; working with, and sustaining the support and motivation of, 

volunteers requires constant and active work and engagement – a time-consuming 

task in itself.  

The accounts above explore what can motivate or demotivate volunteers in heritage 

work. However, Mathew points out issues of motivation and interest are not simply 

confirmed to motivating people. Sometimes the most desired characteristics of 

motivated volunteers can present challenges: 

 

 Mathew: I suppose that you want people on a committee, on a group like 
 this that are really, really passionate and really want to take ownership of 
 the work and that’s how you get volunteers who will spend so much time 
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 trying to make it work. But then the flipside is that you do, you can, end up 
 with a bit of possessiveness and being a bit too close almost. 

Interview with Mathew, 02/07/2019 
 

The passion that Mathew believes is needed for individuals to give up their time 

voluntarily to try and make a project work, might also cause a possessiveness relating 

to the archive and activities. Mathew sees this as potentially problematic, presenting 

it as a flipside to the passion and sense of ownership that is necessary to get 

volunteers to contribute. His account suggests a need for balance and measures to 

manage positive traits to prevent these becoming challenges. At what point does a 

possessiveness arising from passion and ownership become detrimental to 

progressing the archive and its work? 

 

A final point regarding motivations and interests for those involved with archival 

moving image activities as a volunteer relates to those motivations that remain 

unspoken. Some of these underlying desires can be inferred from comments made 

by individuals or in written documents, but others remain interpreted from 

observations of behaviours and decision-making. When discussing interactions and 

relationships between the Shetland Film Archive and other local and national 

institutions, Julie felt the archive and individuals representing the archive group were 

not always taken seriously: 

 

 Julie: I know [Head of]…the Shetland Amenity Trust was really supportive of 
 what we were doing but at times it felt like he was looking at us like a bunch 
 of flipping girlies…And certainly [the chief executive] at Shetland Arts 
 would never respond to emails or answer anything. 

Interview with Julie, 05/09/2019 
 
Women co-founded the Shetland Film Archive, and women have been the majority 

of volunteers over its existence. While not explored in this research, there is an 

acknowledgment to be made here that gender may impact how groups are perceived 

by others. There is also within this an expectation that the Shetland Film Archive, and 

individuals representing it, should be recognised by other institutions, indicating a 

desire for social or professional recognition, status or praise, categories of reward for 

volunteers identified by Gidron (1978). Similarly, comments on the relationship the 

Shetland Film Archive should have with the Moving Image Archive at the National 
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Library of Scotland, the national moving image archive for Scotland, can appear 

resentful that efforts are unacknowledged in ways some group members would wish 

for:   

 

 Mathew: there has been times where I feel like we almost have to be quite 
 grateful for the support we do have…sometimes there’s been a bit of a drive 
 as in like ‘well NLS [Moving Image Archive at the National Library of 
 Scotland] should be paying for an employee because we’re saving them all 
 this work’. 

Interview with Mathew, 02/07/2019 
 

The expectation that the work of the Shetland Film Archive and its members is 

rewarded in particular ways is presented here as the perspective of another archive 

member, rather than the informant themselves. Gidron suggests that a ‘social 

desirability bias’ prevents individuals from articulating motivations around praise, 

status, and social standing and capital overtly, and this might explain the secondhand 

reporting of these feelings within the Shetland Film Archive group (Gidron, 1978:21). 

However, these are natural human needs that need not be seen as shameful, and 

should be accounted for, especially for volunteers who do not receive financial 

renumeration (reward) for their work. Ensuring these needs are met can support 

retention and motivation of volunteers (Causer & Wallace, 2012; Ridge, 2013).   

 

5.4 Praise and impact for individuals. 

 

Informants were generous in their praise for their fellow volunteers’ work and skills 

within projects in interviews with the author. The impact on individuals participating 

in heritage groups as volunteers is also notable, most obviously in supporting 

individuals in future work or educational aspirations, but also nonmaterial impacts 

such as personal development and learning, and meeting people.   

 

5.4.1 Praise 

 

As well as discussing challenges and frustrations with aspects of volunteering and 

management of community-led archives, members of the Shetland Film Archive also 
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expressed praise and support for fellow members of the group, both paid and 

voluntary. No specific questions about group members were asked (Appendix 01), 

and comments praising individuals or demonstrating support were noted in the 

responses to different questions.    

 

In individual interviews Carol and Mathew’s praise focussed on the skills of fellow 

members to build connections and trust among people. 

 

 Carol: Sarah was completely and utterly committed to the job that she was 
 doing…She was absolutely brilliant and I’m absolutely sure she did hours 
 and hours of work that she never got paid for as folk tend to do if they’re 
 passionate about things. And not only that, she knew the right people, she 
 was good at, I mean her and Julie were doing all the stuff, speaking to the 
 archive people down in Scotland and all that sort of stuff.  

Interview with Carol, 10/09/2019 
 

Discussing the member of staff the archive employed between 2012-2014, Carol 

highlights not only Sarah’s commitment and passion for her work, but the fact she 

had connections with different people which were of benefit to progressing the aims 

of the archive. While it is unclear if Sarah’s connections were pre-existing, or were 

developed during her employment with the archive, the praise of Sarah’s ability to 

manage the social aspects of running an archive, suggests this was recognised as an 

important part of delivering the archives aims. Social connections and skills were also 

mentioned by Mathew.     

 

 Mathew: Especially if you’re dealing with older people that perhaps have 
 these film collections as well and it just kind of, you have to build a lot of 
 trust and I think our group has been excellent, Sarah was particularly 
 excellent at doing that, building trust, and getting material, with her 
 connections in communities, and Carol and Julie as well, that becomes really 
 useful.  

Interview with Mathew 02/07/2019 
 

As well as acknowledging the skills of individuals, these comments reveal attributes 

that volunteer members possess that are useful to progressing the work of the 

Shetland Film Archive. These relate to engagement, and connecting with people in 

the associated communities, rather than particular technical or archival knowledge. 

I do wonder if the praise of the individuals shared with myself, was ever shared 
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between the group? Praise and recognition of work and skills are considered 

important for volunteer needs, motivation and satisfaction in their voluntary work 

(Causer & Wallace, 2012; Ridge, 2013; Pell, 1972), so comments noted above would 

benefit the archive as much as the individuals to which they refer. 

 

5.4.2 Impact on Individuals 

 

A number of interviewees commented on the impact being involved with their 

heritage group as a volunteer had had on them, or others, personally, in terms of 

their careers or education.   

 

 Carol: My granddaughter volunteered [with the Shetland Film Archive] as a 
 teenager, and is now in Glasgow studying film so it’s had a big impact on 
 people personally too… 

Shetland Film Archive Meeting, 08/05/2018 
 

Carol credits her granddaughter’s involvement in the Shetland Film Archive group for 

contributing to her decision to study film at university. For another archive group 

member, his work as a volunteer for the Shetland Film Archive led to paid 

employment in the archive sector and he credits his experience with the Shetland 

Film Archive as a contributing factor in getting this job (Mathew, 2020, Pers. Comm.).  

 

Similar comments are found in interviews with others in heritage groups and 

voluntary roles. Discussing those who participated in an institutionally-led volunteer 

cataloguing project, Holly noted that:  

 

 Holly: We had a varied group of volunteers too. Some young – someone 
 who had studied music but went on to work cataloguing music using the 
 skills learnt on this project. Someone who is studying geology now. 

Interview with Holly and Donna, 10/10/2018 
 

Combining skills gained through the voluntary work with existing interests 

contributed to one volunteer gaining employment in a specific area. For another, the 

volunteering opportunity allowed them to develop or deepen an interest and pursue 

studies in that field. Such impacts are most often accounted for when volunteering 
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is viewed within an economic model, which views volunteering as unpaid labour, as 

opposed to a leisure model, which proposes volunteering can be a leisure experience 

(Holmes, 2003; Stebbins, 2009). While Gidron (1978) suggests that those consciously 

undertaking volunteering to gain skills and contacts for future employment are 

predominantly younger individuals, Kirsten Holmes (2003) points to studies that 

found overall the proportion of individuals volunteering as a step towards paid work 

in the field is small. Impact for individuals does not only relate to potential to move 

into paid work or future study. In his voluntary role as a presenter-projectionist with 

a regional moving image archive, Henry reflects on the activities he undertook:   

 

 Henry: Most of the shows were fairly loose, they were just general so you 
 did tend to use local material…Other things...the requests were for, ‘well, 
 have you got anything of sailing, that’d be good… So, that was interesting 
 and intellectually fun because you got to choose the prints and you know…if 
 there were special requests, you got to go perhaps deeper into the archives. 

Interview with Henry, 01/09/2018  
 

For Henry, the impact of his involvement in archival moving image activities on a 

voluntary basis related to the intellectual enjoyment he gained from participating in 

the work. Enjoyment and personal satisfaction are noted as important motivators for 

volunteers (Nov, Arazy & Anderson, 2011; Ridge, 2013). Henry links his intellectual 

enjoyment to the freedom and choice he was given in his volunteer role – to choose 

the material he would screen and to go into the archive and seek out material for 

particular events. The creativity and independence within this role appealed to, and 

satisfied Henry, and seemed to keep him engaged as a volunteer.  

 

The mention of intellectual enjoyment and fun mentioned by Henry highlighted to 

me the paucity of such comments from other interviews. While individuals spoke of 

the passion of other members of their group, there were few statements about their 

own enjoyment. Carol’s expression of enjoyment relates to specific activity that the 

Shetland Film Archive undertook:  

 

 Carol: …if they could find folk who could actually go and do little workshops 
 with bairns at the school or, because we’ve done that in the past, it’s really 
 enjoyable. 

Interview with Carol, 10/09/2019 
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The activity that Carol found so enjoyable, no longer happens because, Carol implies, 

there is a lack of individuals to take on the work. Another volunteer discusses a 

different ongoing task the Shetland Film Archive wants to do – creating shot-lists for 

all the moving image material in the collections. Thomas raises questions about the 

nature of the work, and its appeal to volunteers: 

 

 Thomas: I don’t think you can do most of what they were trying to do 
 through volunteers because I think there’s too much…work that is so slow 
 and methodical and repetitive and time-consuming that it’s not going to 
 appeal to somebody as a gesture of kindness.  

Interview with Thomas, 28/11/2018   
 

The clearly defined nature of the shot-listing tasks described by Thomas is the 

antithesis of the work of curating film shows described by Henry, suggesting that for 

some volunteers, there is a need for creative autonomy in the volunteer work they 

do. That is not to say, of course, that this work might not be of interest to some 

volunteers. What this comment, and those previous, indicate however, is that, even 

within an organisation with specific aims, volunteers have different interests and 

want to do different things – and if you want to retain volunteers, if is necessary to 

consider these different needs when planning work (Fisher & Cole, 1993; Ridge, 

2013).  

 

The relative absence of comments on enjoyment and fun in interviews does not 

necessarily mean these things were not felt by individuals when participating in the 

groups. There may be a lack of explicitly verbal statements, but my own notes, in 

response to a group interview with long standing members of the Shetland Film 

Archive on 8 May 2018, recorded in my research journal, comment that:  

 

 ‘There is a definite energy in the conversation, this seems to grow as each 
 other speak and they build on what each other are saying…the energy and 
 positivity of the group, when talking together in this way, seems at odds 
 with individual conversations and emails exchanged between me and group 
 members – which particularly focus on things they are not able to do’ (Darrell 
 Hewins, 2020). 
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The animated nature of this conversation and participants’ evident pleasure in being 

together and talking, suggests they find enjoyment in being part of the group. Indeed 

“doing something enjoyable” is noted by many volunteers as a primary reason for 

doing voluntary work (Holmes, 2003:345; also Nov, Arazy & Anderson, 2011; 

Brabham, 2008). This contrasts with those who manage volunteers, who believe 

interest in the subject in question is the prime motivation for those who volunteer 

(Holmes, 2003). This suggests a disconnect between what people actually want, and 

what people think others want out of these experiences.   

 

The energy I noted in my observation of the group interview with members of the 

Shetland Film Archive seems to stem from the social act of meeting together. The 

importance of social aspects of volunteering to those who volunteer, such as meeting 

people, making friends, and establishing “community”, has been noted across 

volunteer situations, including online, although these often focus on those who 

volunteer for an organisation run by paid staff (Holmes, 2003; Nov, Arazy & 

Anderson, 2011; Ridge, 2013). A further observation from this meeting was that:  

 

 ‘Being together in person as a group seemed to motivate them…The act of 
 having a meeting - bringing people together – generated appetite for 
 another meeting. This suggests that regular meetings are important…to 
 maintain energy and interest among members. It seems that social aspects 
 of the group meeting are significant to sustainability’ (Darrell Hewins, 2020). 

 
 
These observations impressed upon me the importance of the social aspect of being 

involved in a group - even if individuals were not consciously articulating this - being 

a motivating factor for volunteers. The behaviour experienced in this meeting 

suggests to me that socialising and the community aspects of being part of a group 

also have an impact on individuals, even if perceived as secondary or a side effect to 

the main aims of the group (Nov, Arazy & Anderson, 2011).     
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5.5 External networks and social connections 

 

A great number of networks and social connections in which community-led archive 

groups participated were identified in interviews and through observations with 

group members. These networks are grouped here into personal and social 

connections, subject specific networks relating to film archiving and community 

heritage and archives on a national level, local networks, and service specific 

networks. In reality, of course, these networks and connections are interrelated in 

complex ways, based on the multiple communities to which individuals belong 

(Pyburn, 2011), and the accompanying social, economic and cultural ‘exclusions and 

contradictions’ of different groups and situations (Neal & Walters, 2008:280). I 

believe it is this complexity that provides both the potential and the challenges for 

community-led moving image archive projects.  

 

5.5.1 Personal networks and social connections 

 

Many of the connections and networks used by organisations – including profit-

making businesses and community and voluntary groups - are made, or enhanced, 

through personal and professional relationships and social networks of members and 

employees (Passy, 2003; Snow, Zurcher & Ekland-Olson, 1980; Macaulay, 1963). This 

is exemplified at the Shetland Film Archive by Carol: 

 

 Carol: My job is, it’s got a fancy….community involvement and development 
 officer, but really I’m a community worker is what I consider myself to be. 
 And I chair the Shetland Heritage Association, the Cunningsburgh History 
 Group and I am secretary for the Shetland Film…I’m kinda involved in the 
 Lerwick History Group as well, which is quite interesting too.  

Interview with Carol, 10/09/2019 
 

As is apparent from this list, Carol occupies a number of different roles in the area of 

community heritage in Shetland. This includes a paid role, which is her main 

employment. She sits on a number of committee positions with both individual 

groups and with the umbrella association that ‘gives a voice to the voluntary sector 

in the islands’ (Shetland Heritage Association, 2020). Carol, with her skills, knowledge 
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and excellent connections, can help establish dialogue between groups and open 

ways into networks, operating in a mediatory role which provides opportunities for 

action and interaction. Such behaviours fall into Florence Passy’s ‘structural-

connection function’ of social networks (Passy, 2003:7).  

 

Hanna, who works at Voluntary Action Shetland – a third sector interface that 

‘provides a single point of access for support and advice for the third sector’ (Scottish 

Government, 2020a) highlights some challenges with sustainability, management 

and governance of voluntary groups which in particular relate to the activities of 

individuals like Carol: 

 

 Hanna: Often there are a number of enthusiastic, super motivated people 
 and they are trying to run a number of different projects/groups. How much 
 can one person reasonably do?   

Interview with Hanna, 10/12/2018 
 

As Hanna articulates, these motivated, energetic individuals, such as Carol, are 

involved in many groups and projects, in many different capacities. There is a limit to 

what they can do, and for how long. Not only is there a danger of overwork for these 

individuals, there is also a danger for groups, if or when these individuals step back 

from activities, as Carol recognises. 

 

 Carol: Organisations also need leadership - it can be just one core individual 
 that can motivate people to do things. If you lose that core person, who 
 drives things, then it will flounder again.  

Interview with Carol, 10/09/2019 
 
Carol suggests these energetic individuals are hugely valuable in progressing 

activities and motivating others to participate. According to Expectation States 

Theory (Berger, Cohen & Zelditch, 1972) individuals like this, who are seen as having 

most to contribute towards a group’s goal ‘will attain greater status in the group’ and 

thus more power (Benard & Mize, 2016:296). Their enthusiasm, and the associated 

status and power, means these individuals take, or are pushed, into leadership roles, 

through the belief that they can best help the group succeed. Subsequently, a 

departure of one of these individuals, for whatever reason, can leave a group unsure 

how to move forward, as Carol’s example shows. These enthusiastic and motivated 
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individuals are, according to Hanna and demonstrated by Carol’s own experience, 

often involved in multiple groups, and bring a number of networks and connections 

to the group which are seen as valuable social capital (based on the definition by 

Vincent Chua and Bonnie H. Erickson, 2016), thus giving these individuals more status 

(Burt, 1992). Whether the networks and connections can then be sustained beyond 

the departure of the particular individual who established them also seems to be a 

key challenge for the Shetland Film Archive. 

 

When an individual founds an organisation or group, it can be difficult to 

conceptualise that organisation existing beyond their involvement, or indeed, the 

idea that they might exit the organisation. Such feelings and experiences tend to 

emerge at later periods in an individual’s involvement in a group, alongside fatigue 

and burnout (Haski-Leventhal & Bargal, 2008; Starnes & Wymer Jr. 2000). At earlier 

stages of an individual’s commitment to a project, ‘volunteering starts to merge with 

one’s personal life’, thus making it difficult to separate knowledge that is only in 

someone’s head and knowledge recorded in ways that are accessible to others in the 

organisation (Haski-Leventhal & Bargal, 2008:85). Holly, a paid freelance professional 

contracted to work on a volunteer cataloguing project for an established museum, 

pointed out this particular challenge when staff or volunteers have been involved in 

an activity for a long time:  

 

 Holly: Staff have a lot of knowledge in their heads – it’s not always written 
 down. That’s an issue, with people retiring etc, and some of the older staff 
 not being great with IT. 

Interview with Holly and Donna, 10/10/2018 
 

As Holly’s account makes clear, there is a danger information can be lost to an 

organisation as a result of individual’s knowledge and skills not being collected in a 

timely manner. This process, as Holly suggests, isn’t always straightforward – 

technical skills may hinder this – or it may never simply occur to individuals that the 

information they know is not known to others.  

 

It is clear that consideration needs to be made of how individual connections and 

networks are widened to include groups and organisations in a more collective sense, 



 159 

so that groups such as the Shetland Film Archive can maintain connections and 

networks without relying completely on specific personal relations to maintain their 

networks. This also reduces pressure on said individuals to be available and other 

group members to have to ask favours of these individuals.  

 

5.5.2 Networks within the field  

 

Subject specific connections were important to the Shetland Film Archive group. In 

particular the relationship with the Moving Image Archive at the National Library of 

Scotland (MIA@NLS) (formally known as Scottish Screen) was seen as important by 

members of the archive group. Various members of the Shetland Film Archive have 

visited the MIA@NLS (based at Kelvin Hall, Glasgow) a number of times, including as 

part of the feasibility study conducted prior to the establishment of the archive (Julie 

& Emma, 2009) and by Mathew to discuss donor acquisition agreements and storage 

of digital files (Mathew, 2019a).  

 

 Julie: There was never any suggestion you were stepping on their toes…it 
 actually fitted in with what Frances [from MIA] recognised…that the islands 
 have potential to be forgotten in its [MIA] activities.   

Shetland Film Archive Meeting, 08/05/2018 
 

Julie sees the work the Shetland Film Archive does as augmenting that of the Moving 

Image Archive at the National Library of Scotland (MIA@NLS). She suggests that the 

Shetland Film Archive is addressing a lacuna in the work of the MIA@NLS, an oft-

cited reason for the establishment of community-led archives and one more 

generally associated with political or activist archival activity (Flinn, Stevens & 

Shepherd, 2009; Caswell et al., 2016, 2017). However, unlike many community-led 

archives set up to address such absences in historical records, the Shetland Film 

Archive does not, by Julie’s account, position itself in opposition to the MIA@NLS; 

rather it aligns itself with them. Shetland Film Archive operates then according to 

some of the founder choice characteristics that, according to David H. Smith, are 

found in grassroot, and all-volunteer associations, in having ‘conventional (not 

unconventional, [or] deviant) goals’ and using ‘conventional means to achieve them’ 

(Smith, 2000:89). This description also fits somewhat to a distinction Flinn makes 
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between community-led groups as those ‘characterized as largely inspired by 

interest, or leisure…and those which are driven more by a political agenda’ (Flinn, 

2011:8; also Flinn, 2010).  

 

Shetland Film Archive members certainly felt they had dialogue with the MIA@NLS, 

with one volunteer-member articulating the ways in which he feels the MIA@NLS 

has supported the work of the Shetland group:   

 

 Mathew: We have been so beneficial to have a good relationship with 
 National Library of Scotland…and the fact that they are storing our film cans 
 in the right conditions, and also storing our high resolution video files, I 
 mean, that was a major problem when we didn’t have anywhere to store 
 those so that was a really, really big problem we had to solve and they came 
 with a solution for that…and if we were paying for that it would cost an 
 absolute fortune. 

Interview with Mathew, 02/07/2019 
 

Mathew frames the relationship between Shetland Film Archive and MIA@NLS as 

one of support, noting that the MIA@NLS had provided solutions to challenges that 

have arisen for the Shetland Film Archive. The in-kind support provided by MIA@NLS 

saves the Shetland Film Archive having to find and pay for storage elsewhere, and 

helps support digital preservation principles of multiple copies and geographical 

separation (Malssen, 2011). This support, it is interesting to note, is around a less 

visible area of archival work – storage of analogue material and digital media files – 

but one that can be time-consuming and costly to maintain long term (Malssen, 

2011; Redwine, 2015; Digital Preservation Coalition, 2020e).  

 

When discussing the Shetland Film Archive informants primarily mentioned the MIA 

as an organisation in their field of work, with passing references to the Yorkshire Film 

Archive (Interview with Julie, 05/09/2019), and STV Archive (Interview with Mathew, 

02/07/2019). In the Outer Hebrides, the FAODAIL/ FOUND (Appendix 03) archive film 

project also focussed on relationships with the MIA@NLS (Interview with Mike, 

06/02/2019). Their focus for both groups seems to be on the moving image aspect 

of the organisation. Neither seems to engage with the community-led archives side 

to their organisations. However, some of these networks were used by Lawrence of 

the Assynt Digital Archive (Appendix 03), who attended a workshop run by the 
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Scottish Council on Archives on Caring for Community Archives on 22 March 2019 

(Vasten, 2019). The Assynt Digital Archive also has a presence on the Community 

Archives and Heritage Group (CAHG) website (Community Archives and Heritage 

Group, 2020). CAHG is a special interest section of the Archives and Records 

Association, UK and Ireland (ARA) (Archives and Records Association, 2020), an even 

wider network of archives. A possible reason for engagement with different services 

relates to the conceptual underpinnings of the Assynt Digital Archive, which was to 

create a system which local groups could be trained or supported to use. These 

groups would then store their own digital records on this system. In this sense, the 

Assynt Digital Archive does not have a specific media interest in the way the 

FOUND/FAODAIL and Shetland Film Archive do, although they do only collect digital 

or digitised material. 

 

These examples illustrate the different networks even within the archival field, and 

how the identification of different aspects of an archive might result in access to 

these networks – in particular, a consideration of the community aspect of the 

Shetland and FOUND/FAODAIL film archives may open up other network 

possibilities. As noted by Karen Brown and Catherine Gillies (2019), and supported 

by my experiences and informants, the community, and community development 

side of community-led archive and heritage organisations appears to be a less 

explored area when considering networks and resources, with groups likely to look 

towards heritage and archival focussed support. However, many of the challenges 

experienced by the groups, and explored here, are common to all type of voluntary 

groups and associations. Potential solutions and alternative models for community-

led groups may well be found by looking beyond subject specific support.     

 

5.6 Local networks  

 

Networks and relationships with groups and organisations geographically local to the 

community-led archives were noted by all informants from the Shetland Film 

Archive, FOUND/FAODAIL Archive and the Assynt Digital Archive. These were 



 162 

broader than the media specific networks noted above, but still within the field of 

heritage and arts.  

 

5.6.1 Shetland Networks 

 

Shetland is an archipelago of over 100 islands (16 inhabited) situated at 60 degrees 

north, 170km to the north of Scotland, and 300km east of Norway. The Shetland 

Islands are a single constituency within the Scottish Parliament, and a single local 

authority – the Shetland Islands Council (SIC) – replaced the Lerwick Town Council 

and Zetland County Council in 1975. The Shetland population has fluctuated at 

various times over the centuries but over the last few years has stayed around 22,500 

– 23,000 (National Records of Scotland, 2019)  

 

Oil and gas were discovered in the North Sea off Shetland in the early 1970s, and 

made a significant impact on the Islands. The Zetland County Council Act 1974 (Great 

Britain, 1974) gave Zetland County Council extensive powers over development of 

the energy industry in the seas around Shetland. Essentially, the Act ‘gave the 

Shetlands Islands Council full control over oil related developments’ (Scottish 

Community Alliance, 2011: para 7), and they negotiated deals which enabled income 

to be accrued from the energy industry for the benefit of Shetland and its people.  

 

The Shetland Islands Council Charitable Trust (now the Shetland Charitable Trust) 

was established in 1976 ‘to receive and disburse money paid by the oil industry to 

the local community as compensation for the new terminal [Sullom Voe] operating 

in Shetland’ (Shetland Charitable Trust, 2021a: para 2). The Trust mainly manages 

investment and distributes money – over £320 million in its lifetime thus far 

(Shetland Charitable Trust, 2021b) - to other charities, organisations and individuals 

to undertake activities to improve life in Shetland for the people who live there. 

However, it also runs a number of grant schemes, and a bridging loan scheme, 

directly (Shetland Charitable trust, 2021d). 

 

The Charitable Trust provide funds to a number of organisations relevant to this 

study. They support Voluntary Action Shetland, an interface organisation for the 
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third sector, and the Royal Voluntary Service for older people (Shetland Charitable 

Trust, 2021c). They also support the Shetland Amenity Trust and Shetland Arts 

Development Trust (Shetland Charitable Trust, 2021c), although neither of these 

organisations are supported exclusively through the Shetland Charitable Trust.    

 

The Shetland Amenity Trust has a remit to ‘safeguard Shetland’s [cultural and 

natural] heritage and to ensure it is accessible and that people can engage with it’ 

(Shetland Amenity Trust, 2021a: para 2). The Shetland Amenity Trust manages a 

number of sites across Shetland, the principal one being the Museum and Archive, 

based in Lerwick. The artefacts and collections in the Museum and Archives 

 

 ‘remain under ownership of Shetland Islands Council which operates a 
 Service Level Agreement with Shetland Amenity Trust whereby the Trust 
 operates the Museum and Archives service on behalf of the local authority’ 
 (Shetland Museum and Archives, 2020b). 
 

Similarly, the Shetland Amenity Trust provides the ‘county archaeology service on 

behalf of Shetland Islands Council’ (Shetland Amenity Trust, 2021b: para 2). The 

Shetland Amenity Trust also have formal and informal links to community- and 

volunteer-led heritage groups across Shetland, for example, through funding 

renovation works to the historic Quendale Water Mill – a site managed by the 

volunteer South Mainland Community History group (Quendale Mill, 2021). The 

Shetland Museum and Archives highlights and links to the Shetland Heritage 

Association – formed in 2000 to ‘give a voice to the voluntary heritage sector in the 

islands’ (Shetland Museum and Archives, 2021b: para 3).  

 

The Shetland Museum and Archive were involved in securing funding for a feasibility 

study conducted 2006-2008 by two individuals who would become the Shetland Film 

Archives’ co-founders (Julie & Emma, 2009). Collaborative working between the 

Shetland Museum and Archives and the Shetland Film Archive seems to have been 

limited to this original feasibility study, and although the Shetland Film Archive has 

indicated that an improved working relationship would be desired by them, Archive 

members recognise the Amenity Trust has had its own challenges and is not currently 
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in a position to “take on” the Archive  (Interview with Mathew, 02/07/2019; 

Interview with Julie, 05/09/2019).  

 

The ‘Shetland Arts Development Agency [SADA] was founded in 2006. It brought 

together the work of two organisations (Shetland Arts Trust and the Islesburgh 

Trust)’ who had been developing and delivering arts in Shetland for over 20 years 

(Shetland Arts, 2020a). ‘The purpose of SADA is to place the Arts at the heart of 

Shetland, to educate, promote, support and develop the practice and enjoyment of 

the Arts by all’ and it is a registered charity receiving core funding from the Shetland 

Charitable Trust and Creative Scotland (Shetland Arts, 2020a).  

   

The Shetland Arts Development Agency’s (also known as Shetland Arts) flagship 

building, Mareel, opened in 2012 and hosted the first employee of the Shetland Film 

Archive on a rented, hotdesk basis in 2013 and 2014. So, there are financial and work 

associations and relationships between the Shetland Arts and Shetland Film Archive, 

which have changed over the years. Archive volunteer members Julie highlights the 

opportunities arising from serendipitous interactions that occurred when the 

Shetland Film Archive staff member was based at Mareel:  

 

 Julie: Knowing when Sarah hot-desked [at Mareel], it was invaluable. For 
 some of the stuff she was working on, and just, things would be happening 
 in Shetland Arts and she go ‘oh actually, we’ve been looking at that’ ‘oh 
 yeah?’, you know and it would lead to things, and it was a real…catalyst for 
 unexpected developments. And that’s, you have to be open to those kinds of 
 creative opportunities. 

Interview with Julie, 05/09/2019 
 
 

This account suggests that the unplanned interactions that occur in an environment 

shared with other organisations, with overlapping interests, generated positive 

collaborative activity for the group, although exactly what these developments 

entailed is not elaborated upon (Interview with Julie, 05/09/2019). Making this 

arrangement in the first place, however proved difficult: 
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 Julie: We spent months, trying to find somewhere this prospective 
 employee was going to work from…Then we bumped into Paul and he said 
 “oh right, why not ask at Mareel?” and it was like ‘Well I’ve emailed [the 
 chief executive of Shetland Arts] half a dozen times and phoned him four 
 times and left messages and mentioned to him in person twice and I’ve got 
 nowhere” “oh, I”ll speak to him”. Boom, sorted. 

Interview with Julie, 05/09/2019  
 

Julie’s account demonstrates how personal social contacts and chance in-person 

encounters were useful in enabling access to an organisation that the Shetland Film 

Archive had struggled to access through more formal channels (contacting the 

director to explain what the group wanted). In relation to making contacts with larger 

organisations, such as Shetland Arts and Shetland Museum and Archive, Julie notes  

 

 Julie: Another challenge is, you’re not taken seriously as a partner 
 organisation by some other organisations if you don’t have suited and 
 booted employee, or official  desk, official address. 

Interview with Julie, 05/09/2019  
 

Julie’s experience in trying to secure desk facilities for the employee of Shetland Film 

Archive perhaps feed into her feelings of the Shetland Film Archive, and its members, 

of not being taken seriously as a partner or legitimate group. This reflects some 

aspects of interplay of power and dependence, as articulated in Richard M. 

Emerson’s theory (1962), in particular the ‘availability of alternative means’ that the 

archive has in reaching its goal, and the ‘motivational investment’ it has in achieving 

that goal compared to the organisations it seeks to partner with (Benard & Mize, 

2016:299). In the case here, the Shetland Film Archive has fewer alternative means 

and more motivation than groups such as Shetland Arts and the Shetland Museum 

and Archive, leaving it with less power, and therefore more dependence on those 

partners who might help it achieve its goals. Such perceptions may also indicate why 

certain decisions on the direction and aims of the archive were taken, as they tried 

to demonstrate their legitimacy as a group and affirm their right to be taken 

seriously, in order to create a better balance of power.  
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5.6.2 Assynt and Outer Hebrides 

 

In the Outer Hebrides, the FAODAIL/Found Archive project, aiming to ‘bring together 

all available archive film made in or about the Outer Hebrides’ explicitly references 

Comuinn Eachdraidh (Historical Societies) in the islands as both an inspiration and a 

local network of support and partnership (Taigh Chearsabhagh 2020a:para 2; Taigh 

Chearsabhagh 2020b). This network of historical societies developed across the 

Outer Hebrides, starting from a single historical project - Comunn Eachdraidh Nis 

(Ness Historical Society) - established in 1977 (Hunter, 1991). What is important to 

highlight here is that Comunn Eachdraidh Nis arose from a wider project ‘Pròiseact 

Muinntir nan Eilean, the Community Education Project set up in the Western Isles in 

1976’ (Hunter, 1991:1-2). This wider project was focussed on community 

development and education projects of a broad (and often practical) nature (Hunter, 

1991). Thus, this first historical society grew out of a community development and 

education orientated environment – with these ideas embedded in the historical 

society project.  

 

 ‘The aspirations of Pròiseact Muinntir nan Eilean to enhance individual and 
 communal confidence through cultural awareness seem to be features 
 which are allied to a sense of purpose and a clear idea of why the work [of 
 the Comuinn Eachdraidh] is important…Where a Comunn Eachdraidh is 
 clearly seen to be having a beneficial effect on the community as a whole, 
 and not simply on a few individuals, it becomes much more than a club for 
 enthusiasts or a conservation society’ (Hunter, 1991:130). 
 

This philosophy of the Comuinn Eachdraidh movement is important to note, not just 

for FAODAIL/Found and how it chooses to operate, but as another perspective in 

reasons why  heritage-orientated projects are set up in the first place, and their aims 

and purposes, and as an element in potential success or failure.   

 

FAODAIL/Found also operated as part of production house Uist Film, itself a project 

of Taigh Chearsabhagh Museum and Arts Centre (Taigh Chearsabhagh 2020c; 

Interview with Mike, 06/02/2019). While the project benefits from the contacts and 

moving image expertise that comes from associations with these organisations, the 

paid employee had to manage responsibilities and commitments for these other 
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organisations, often above the non-income generating FAODAIL/Found project. 

Having been established in 2018/2019, FAODAIL/Found is still in its early stages of 

development, but Mike makes clear the project needs to be able to ‘pay its way’ – 

whether through crowdfunding or a specific funding award – and this would be 

necessary to properly focus on this project (Interview with Mike, 06/02/2019).  

 

These comments highlight that being part of a wider organisation – a desire 

expressed by some members of the Shetland Film Archive, for example – does not 

necessarily solve challenges of time and capacity, or address financial issues. Even 

when an organisation is committed to a project, as Uist Film and Taigh Chearsabhagh 

appear to be for FAODAIL/Found, costs, time, approaches and aims, will all continue 

to be sources of challenges and debate.  

 

In contrast to the Shetland Film Archive, which was imagined by the founders who 

then sought out local partners and support, the Assynt Digital Archive (Appendix 03) 

came into being as the result of a more general project:  

 

 [The Assynt Digital Archive] emerged out of a wider project …Village SOS 
 which awarded 1 million…to community for improvements to area. 
 Community articulated things they wanted: Mission building to be under 
 community ownership [with] café, bunkhouse, some kind of tourist feature, 
 local heritage space (museum/archive) A lot of things to fit into quite a small 
 building – particularly museum, which might keep ‘growing’. Lawrence (or 
 someone) suggested a digital archive, which would take up less physical 
 space, and would be able to accept more items, without so many 
 constraints on space. 

Summary of Interview with Lawrence, 15/08/2019 
 

From its inception, the Assynt Digital Archive was part of a wider group brought 

together through receipt of a financial grant to improve a building in the local area, 

and provide a number of facilities from within this building. Lawrence implies that it 

was a challenge that required negotiation within this wider group to ensure all the 

facilities suggested by the community were able to be provided in the space 

available.  
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Lawrence also notes that these networks shift over time, in particular with 

movement of individuals in and out of different roles 

 

 Lawrence: Over the years, as there has been a ‘change of guard’ at the 
 community association, eyes have been cast on the ‘archive room’ at the 
 Mission… [I] Have to re-articulate what the archive was and why it was 
 important, and needed the space with every new committee. 

Summary of Interview with Lawrence, 15/08/2019 
 

Lawrence’s experiences in establishing and sustaining the Assynt Digital Archive 

highlight that being part of a wider umbrella organisation with some financial 

resources (if small), and having space within a building does not guarantee stability, 

nor erase the need to negotiate with other groups, and develop networks of support. 

The change of personnel within voluntary or public organisations means that change 

is a constant, and regular re-articulation of what an archive is, why it is important 

and what it needs, to a wider group of people within a community must be 

considered part of the regular management of a community-led archive group.  

 

As can be seen in the discussion above, groups worked with other local organisations 

and across local networks in different ways to support the activities of their own 

archive project. It is important not to simply conflate community with a geographic 

locale, but to recognise the multiple, complex and dynamic meanings and behaviours 

within a local area that create different groups and identities (Neal & Walters, 2008). 

While there may be similarities across the groups and the networks within their own 

geographical locales, they are not the same, by dint of different environments and 

individuals. One idea or approach to community-led archiving activity may not be 

able to be transplanted wholesale to another group. There is a need to consider any 

organisation or group in its wider context, which will include the everyday, ‘routine 

[social] practices’ (Neal and Walters, 2008:282), and ‘forgotten infrastructure of 

mundane activities’ that create the environments in which people and groups 

operate (Thrift, 2005:136).     
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5.7 Conclusion 

 

In discussing how voluntary and community-led archival and heritage activities were 

organised and run, and the challenges and successes of the groups, it became 

apparent that social factors were a key element in this. These factors included 

personal motivations and anticipated rewards for being involved in these groups, 

organising work in voluntary groups and personal, as well as group, networks and 

interactions in relation to the groups aims of subject interest. While many of the 

challenges to running community-led heritage groups mentioned by informants were 

associated with social and socio-organisational structures, it was also clear that it was 

from social activities and interactions with others – either members of the group or 

the wider public – that individuals gained energy, enjoyment and recognition of the 

value of what they were doing.    

 

It was recognised that organisation of volunteers is different to organisation of paid 

staff and that control mechanisms were much more centred within the individual 

members themselves – self-control and self-motivation – both in positive and 

negative forms. It was readily agreed that managing workload and tasks in volunteer 

settings was a time-consuming aspect of running these organisations, and one that 

was not always anticipated when individuals decided to get involved. The fact groups 

did not have the structure of paid roles did not mean that hierarchies and asymmetric 

power relations were not present – these were apparent from interviews and 

observations, with some individuals interviewed feeling part of these voluntary 

groups, while other members felt pushed to the margins. 

 

Maintaining the social aspects of community-led voluntary groups is necessary for 

the motivation and enthusiasm of existing members but also in the recruitment of 

new members, who can help address capacity issues, and overwork in the groups. 

Such an approach does challenge assumptions around the organisational structure 

of community-led and voluntary groups, by bringing the focus back onto the people 

involved, what they enjoy, are interested in, and want to do. These findings also 

highlight that socio-organisational aspects of community-led groups do not just 

happen and are not without tensions. The findings suggest a need to devote 
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attention, time, effort and care to the social conditions of community-led archive 

groups, but also the fact that the limited time and capacity of members of the groups, 

operating on the whole as volunteers, make balancing these needs alongside the 

subject interest aims of community-led archive groups extraordinarily difficult.    

 

In the next chapter, the theme of technology and its use by community-led archives 

is explored. It links to the social themes discussed here in that examination of 

technology is explicitly considered in the context of the social, lived experiences of 

the individuals and groups situations, rather than as an abstract and separate entity. 

An understanding of how digital technologies work in reality for these community-

led groups is sought and documented in Chapter Six.     
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Chapter Six 

Relationships with Technology 
 

‘Analogue media, to be preserved, must not be played: each replay is a partial  
erasure and a new recording – an overlay. Digital preservation relies instead on the 

frequent rereading, erasure and rewriting of the content’.  
Paul DeMarinis, Erased Dots and Rotten Dashes, or  

How to Wire Your Head for a Preservation (2011:223). 
 

This chapter’s theme is technology in relation to individuals and groups. With 

reference to the social theme discussed in the previous chapter, technology - both 

analogue and digital - is examined in the context of specific situations of community-

led archives. The volunteer nature of involvement, the varied skills, knowledge and 

attitude towards technology by participants, perceptions and pressures of different 

technologies and confidence around access and rights issues within the online 

environment all feed into the technical decisions made by community-led groups.    

 

The history of moving image production, exhibition and preservation has been 

characterised by constant technological and social change (Fossati, 2009; Reekie, 

2007; Parikka, 2012). The digital transition experienced in the field of moving images 

however, is one that is also being experienced across all subjects, workplaces, 

educational institutions and in individual homes. It is both intensely personal (in what 

we share with whom, and how we behave in relation to digital technology) and 

incomprehensibly vast (in terms of, for example, global reach, infrastructure, legal 

and environmental implications, and labour). Technology mediated interactions 

abound, including in community-led archive groups. Rather than discussing the 

advantages, disadvantages and implementation of digital technology as if separate 

from the social then, it is necessary to consider how individuals and groups 

conceptualise, understand and use digital technology, as well as web and internet 

technologies, in order to explore their presence in community-led archives. Without 

situating digital technology in ‘the social dynamics of interaction in technological 

culture’, it is not possible to gain an understanding of how digital technologies work 

for individuals and groups in day to day reality (Parikka, 2012:122).  
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Digital technology has been generally sold as a solution to most problems in archives 

and heritage, but the accounts I collected and documents I examined suggest a more 

complex picture, comprising imperfect conditions and multiple contradictions. 

Individuals’ prior skills, knowledge and experience with digital technology, and web 

and internet technologies, play a significant role in attitude and approach to selecting 

and using particular systems of software for use in the archive, especially when 

making choices about open-source or proprietary systems. A divide between 

infrastructure and content of digital archive environments is also made apparent, 

and managed in different ways by different groups. Finally, behind all positive and 

negative aspects of using digital technology, are issues of time – whether that is time 

to explore, research and learn, or temporal mismatch between the pace of work in 

community-led archives and pace of technological development and implementation 

elsewhere.    

 

6.1 Technology and Tangibility 

 

The use of digital technology was seen as necessary to achieving the aims of the 

Shetland Film Archive, in a way that was achievable and acceptable to their 

communities. Julie, co-founder of the Shetland Film Archive says:  

 

 Julie: We knew we had to be digital – that a physical archive building wasn’t 
 sustainable – so we had to find an approach that would meet approval of 
 the community and potential donors, and that was also ‘do-able’. 

Shetland Film Archive Meeting, 08/05/2018 
 

Julie conceptualises the creation of a digital archive as the opposite of a physical 

building housing an archive, and sees a digital archive being more sustainable than 

its physical counterpart. As part of this decision, it was recognised that particular 

stakeholders would need to approve the project approach and that the project would 

need to be achievable for the group. Julie’s comments show an awareness of the 

archive as a community endeavour, which encompasses more than simply the 

community who make up the group who volunteer and run the project.  
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The aim of the Shetland Film Archive to be a digital archive, without a physical 

building, was complicated by the fact that they were collecting physical items as part 

of their activities. Recognising this in a later interview, Julie clarifies the notion of the 

digital archive not requiring some physical presence. 

 

 Julie: I think going entirely digital and reducing your physical building 
 footprint is the right way to go. I don’t think you can get away from the 
 need to have…I mean…we’re handling films and paperwork and…it has to go 
 somewhere. 

Interview with Julie, 05/09/2019 
 

The acknowledgement of the necessity for physical space is here linked to a need for 

somewhere to store or handle paperwork and analogue moving image material. 

Other comments further illustrate associations between digital archives and ideas of 

intangibility – a lack of physical substance - and the difficulties this poses to a 

volunteer-led organisation.  

   

 Mathew: Being a kind of nomad organisation, just makes it really difficult to 
 get a handle on things and it makes it much more challenging to build trust 
 in the archive, so that people think they can trust us with their material. If 
 you have an office on commercial street for example, people are going to 
 trust you more than if you’re turning up and…just take the film cans and put 
 them in the boot of your car. It just seems more stable. 

Interview with Mathew, 02/07/2019 
 

Mathew suggests that the idea of the archive is difficult to understand or 

communicate to those outside the group without a fixed or physical premises. In 

particular he relates this to being seen as a trustworthy and legitimate organisation 

by those who might wish to donate moving image material to the group. The fixed or 

physical presence gives a perception of stability - it seems more stable, Mathew says 

– suggesting he recognises a fixed or physical presence doesn’t automatically make 

an organisation stable.  

 

Another challenge to the aim to be an entirely digital archive, of course, is that any 

activity – whether digital or otherwise, is undertaken by decidedly physical people.  
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 Julie: you still have to have somewhere that old Jeanie…can come in with 
 her bag of old cinefilm and walk physically up to a counter or into an office 
 or whatever…and hand something over… or having a part-time employee, 
 so if Jeanie…phones up and says “I want to give you my films”, the 
 employee can go and meet them…And actually, maybe it is more about 
 having a person.   

Interview with Julie, 05/09/2019 
 

This account recognises the need for a physical presence (whether a person or 

building) is a practical one, in order for the archive group to collect material from 

donors (Figure 6.1). Julie believes that an employed individual might be a more 

effective way of soliciting and managing potential donations than having an office or 

physical space. The social interaction between individuals is seen as a key factor in 

progressing the collection of material to the archive.  

 

 

Figure 6.1. Without a permanent space, the physical material of the Shetland Film 
Archive is stored in various member’s homes in portable boxes and bags. (Image: 
MDH, May 2019) 
 
 
The Shetland Film Archive has employed various approaches to address this need for 

physical presence over the course of its existence. In relation to a postal address, and 

as a space for the group to meet, Julie explains:  
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 Julie: For a while, Mareel almost used to act as our postbox, and a lot of 
 stuff would come in here and [Shetland Arts/Mareel employee]…would just 
 message me saying ‘oh you’ve got post’. The museum [Shetland Museum 
 and Archives] still gets letters for us, so they get in touch as well. And we 
 use Mareel basically as a meeting space, office. Which is really useful. 

Interview with Julie, 05/09/2019 
 

These arrangements appear to be informal, using the personal social networks of 

those involved (Chapter 5.5.1). It is worth noting however, that both organisations 

cited by Julie – Shetland Arts and the Shetland Museum and Archives – overlap in 

terms of the fields of interest in which the Shetland Film Archive operates; moving 

image and heritage respectively. There are also previous financial and work 

associations and relationships between the organisations and Shetland Film Archive, 

remnants of which persist even if these arrangements have formally ceased.  

   

Julie suggests that being a voluntary group and without a workplace means there is 

no core, consistent point from which to anchor the group and its activities. This 

relates to Mathew’s comments above about the difficulty in getting ‘a handle on 

things’ for both the archive and those outside of the archive group (Interview with 

Mathew, 02/07/2019).  

 

 Julie: I think being a voluntary organisation without any premises, so there’s 
 nothing that’s kind of pinned down and consistent, there’s nothing to give it 
 continuity is a real challenge. I’m sure other people in groups make it 
 work…You need a core point from which, because you know, your 
 volunteers are floating around and coming and going.  

Interview with Julie, 05/09/2019 
 

The lack of an anchoring place or person around which to congregate is presented 

here as a challenge for members of the Shetland Film Archive, as much as those 

outside it. Julie feels that the nature of volunteering means there was little 

consistency for the archive without this core point. Her account raises questions 

about how an idea or project might be held together when so many aspects of it are 

flexible or intangible, both in the sense of lacking a physical substance, and in relation 

to concepts of Intangible Cultural Heritage (see Chapter 2.1.2; UNESCO, 2020). 
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6.2 Storage 

 

Premises, or lack of premises, have practical, as well as conceptual implications for 

the Shetland Film Archive, in the form of storage for physical artefacts and items 

required by the group to run their activities. This is a particular challenge because, in 

addition to digitising analogue material, the Shetland Film Archive have chosen to 

retain the original media carrier. This raises questions around ideas of collecting, or 

bringing together of items, and the necessity of this to create an archive or collection.  

 

Locally in Shetland, Carol explains how the Cunningsburgh History Group (2020) 

approached similar issues in their work:   

 

 Carol: We went to speak to [staff from the Shetland Museum and  Archives] 
 I think, as well as other folk. And they said ‘don’t gather… if you’re having an 
 exhibition, get people to loan the stuff to you and then give it back to them’ 
 and that’s how we’ve worked. 

Interview with Carol, 10/09/2019 
 

While Carol admits that this tenet has not been rigidly adhered to (Interview with 

Carol, 10/09/2019), this approach does mean the History Group do not have the 

responsibility for long-term preservation and care of artefacts, leaving them able to 

develop other areas of their work. The idea of dispersed material, brought together 

to create meaning or provide access to particular groups and communities that 

Carol’s account implies, has parallels in the virtual reunification (Punzalan, 2014), or 

digital repatriation (Bell, Christen, & Turin, 2013; Christen, 2015; Gilliland, 2014) 

approaches now often adopted for the management of archives and collections of 

indigenous artefacts. The approaches, enabled by digital technology, have facilitated 

access and management of collections by communities, without accumulating 

preservation and management requirements. 

 

In the Outer Hebrides, workers from the Comuinn Eachdraidh movement learned 

darkroom processing and printing skills in order to create copies of photographs, the 

originals of which could then be returned to their owners – an analogue version of 

repatriation, whilst still building collections (Hunter, 1991). The Texas Moving Image 



 177 

Archive (TAMI) also pursue a different approach to collecting, by digitising and then 

returning original material to their owners, with information on how to care for items 

(Frick, 2011). The digital files become TAMI’s master copies of the material. TAMI 

therefore offers a digital archive model, while at the same time facilitating access, 

and exploring access-as-preservation and familial and community preservation 

practices and support (Frick, 2011; Becker, 2007). Such partnerships engage with 

issues of control, and separation of physical custody and intellectual ownership of 

resources (Flinn, 2011). In this way, I think they try to unravel the aspects of these 

resources most valued by different groups and individuals.  

 

When asked whether an approach similar to TAMI’s could be considered for the 

Shetland Film Archive, Julie was unsure, commenting that:  

 

 Julie: An awful lot of people were giving us things because they want rid of 
 them. Some of the associated stuff that goes along with it as well that I think 
 maybe should  be kept, could be kept, the ephemera…that’s another 
 discussion, there’s lots of stuff that we’ve been offered…you know, what do 
 you do with that? 

Interview with Julie, 05/09/2019 
 

Although donors don’t necessarily want to keep their analogue material, the fact 

they donate them to Shetland Film Archive, rather than disposing of them, indicates 

they recognise a value, or potential value, in the content. It is also a way of getting 

rid of material without fully parting with it. The Shetland Film Archive aims to digitise 

material, and donors receive a copy of their material, at no financial cost to 

themselves (Shetland Moving Image Archive, 2014c). This might also be considered 

a motivation to donate material, enabling access to content on a familial and 

personal level, as well as a wider community level. Julie’s comments also point out 

that moving image material, whether analogue or digital, does not exist in a vacuum. 

The ‘associated stuff’ often provides context, but takes up space. 

 

Despite the Shetland Film Archive group’s aim to be digital and recognition that, 

while a physical archive building was not sustainable, there are physical, non-digital 

needs to be met, their structural development has followed a similar path to that of 

a regional moving image archive in the UK (see Chapter 2.4.2). In particular, the 
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collection and retention of physical media carriers, and the group’s belief in the need 

for physical presence in order to gain trust and understanding from the community 

challenge the idea that a digital archive is a clear-cut binary opposite to a physical 

archive (in a) building.  

 

6.3 Attitude, knowledge, skills, and approaches to technology 

 

Attitude and approaches to technology emerged as important in the decision-making 

process for community-led archives. These attitudes and approaches were 

influenced by personal experiences, knowledge and skills, but also reflect ideas of 

purpose and aims, and the areas of interest to volunteer members. 

 

Lawrence, who has a background in corporate IT, and is a founder of the Assynt 

Digital Archive, articulates some of the attitudes and approaches he has experienced 

in the use of technology in archival contexts. 

 

 When making decisions on structure and software, Lawrence says he tried 
 to imagine system needs in 15/25 years and work back from there. So, the 
 aim is that the structures would last this long (with maintenance). Lawrence 
 described this as ‘pure techy stuff’. 

Summary of Interview with Lawrence, 15/08/2019 
 

Lawrence begins his approach to the challenge of creating a community digital 

archive from a systems perspective. His aim was to create a structure that could 

persist for a respectable length of time and this informed his choices in software and 

design. Perhaps because of his IT background, Lawrence recognises that 

maintenance of the system will be a necessary aspect to achieving this. Lawrence 

believes however that this approach to the work might not be universally of interest, 

suggesting that it requires an engagement with the technology, as much as with the 

content, of a digital archive. A focus on system falls into the area of bitstream 

preservation – ‘how information is stored on a computer’ (Digital Preservation 

Coalition, 2020a:2).  
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An awareness and attention to the system structure and management at an early 

stage of development suggests Lawrence has an understanding of the criticality of 

this aspect of the archival work (Sheffield, 2018). Imagining potential futures when 

planning systems is incredibly difficult – generally people (including heritage 

professionals) ‘perceive the future as a continuum of the present without any 

fundamental changes’ (Högberg et al., 2017:643). Assuming the same resources – 

such as software or hardware – will be available in the future risks archive material 

becoming inaccessible. Equally, however, an overt focus on preservation for future 

generations, can inhibit both decisions being made, and use of artefacts, in the 

present. Tensions are revealed between different value systems at play with heritage 

resources (Darvill, 1995) and in the contradictions I have seen in community-led 

archives between their articulated missions and aims and the practical reality of their 

work (Darrell Hewins, 2020).   

 

As Lawrence has noted, a focus on the technical structural and system aspects of 

archive development is not always appealing to those without a specific interest in 

this area.   

 

 Lawrence has been invited by other communities to talk about the project. 
 Lawrence has found that in these discussions, the groups are often not 
 interested in decision-making when it comes to structural and software 
 aspects of archives. They just want it to work. Mainly interest is on the 
 material. But, Lawrence says, people who built the infrastructure of these 
 archives should have equal place in considerations of the project. 

Summary of Interview with Lawrence, 15/08/2019 
 

Lawrence points out that for individuals or groups interested in creating an archive, 

attention is mainly on the content – the material - that will be placed in an archive. 

Sometimes these individuals and groups, in Lawrence’s view, don’t see the systems 

and technical infrastructure as intrinsic parts of the creation and continued existence 

of an archive. Technical structure and systems are not given the same attention as 

content in the development of archival projects.  

 

A number of interviewees (Interview with Mathew, 31/07/2018; Interview with 

Thomas, 28/11/2018; Interview with Julie, 05/09/2019) commented on the 



 180 

knowledge and skills available within the group, noting the specialist nature of the 

work and the more general nature of their abilities:  

 

 Julie: I mean none of us had IT skills, Mathew has probably more than some, 
 I’m good on databases and spreadsheets, everybody had little bits of 
 understanding…And even trying to speak to people, like ‘let’s find an IT 
 graduate from the college and pick their brains’…and speaking to people at 
 the council’s ICT section. People weren’t interested and didn’t know about 
 this specialist area. 

Interview with Julie, 05/09/2019 
 

Julie recognised the variation in IT skills amongst the group, and also says the 

Shetland Film Archive attempted to engage with others to address or fill these gaps 

in knowledge. This was not successful, Julie claims because the individuals 

approached were not interested in exploring the data storage and archiving 

challenge, or didn’t understand digital archiving. As mentioned elsewhere, there is 

an element of connecting with the right people at the right time (Chapter 5.5.1), in 

terms of the success of informal approaches such as those noted by Julie. Quite how 

the task or challenge is presented may also be important – whether the job is broken 

down into constituent elements, or communicated as one all-encompassing project, 

seems significant in the responses given to the Shetland Film Archive about the 

project.  

 

A former volunteer with the Shetland Film Archive, who had worked in video 

production and post-production, with experience of managing digital video files, 

recalled his experience of being consulted on website and content management 

system by other members of the group:  

 

 Thomas: They’d occasionally come and say ‘well, what do you reckon?’…and 
 then they’d listen and go ‘oh yeah, yeah’ and then still ignore me, so…it was 
 kind of…some vague website thing was being developed that I could never 
 quite find out what it was…or who was setting the criteria for what it would 
 do…It gradually kind of became clearer and clearer that it was not fit for 
 purpose…So, I don’t think my advice was what…they wanted to hear. I never 
 turned around and said ‘bin it’ because I never learnt enough to fully reckon 
 that that was the situation. 

Interview with Thomas, 28/11/2018 
 



 181 

Thomas suggests there was a failure from the core archive group to consider advice 

if it does not provide an easy solution or fit with pre-established ideas. From his 

position as a volunteer, but outside the core committee of the group, Thomas states 

he had little knowledge of how the group planned to use the web systems, and who 

was responsible for deciding what functions were to be developed. These issues were 

also recognised to some extent by other core committee members of the group 

(Interview with Mathew, 02/07/2019; Interview with Julie, 05/09/2019). That 

Thomas’s advice was sought out from others in the group, rather than speculatively 

volunteered, demonstrates that the group recognised and wanted to find solutions 

to the challenges encountered with the development of the website and content 

management system, That they didn’t act on the advice given, Thomas reasons, is 

because he could not provide a “quick fix” to the issues. 

 

Given the perceived challenges in knowledge and skill set, and the time available to 

members, the choice of commissioning a bespoke system over an existing archive or 

museum specific software is surprising. As Thomas notes:  

 

 Thomas: You’re not inventing the concept of archiving, digital databases, 
 those things already exist, so you go and find out who’s done it before and… 
 who’s got systems already in place. 

Interview with Thomas, 28/11/2018 
 
Members of the Shetland Film Archive have offered reasons why existing software 

was not chosen for the archive collections. Julie suggested that nothing existing could 

perform all functions required by the Shetland Film Archive (Interview with Julie, 

05/09/2019), while Mathew was concerned about members having to learn new 

systems (Interview with Mathew, 02/07/2019). This is explored further in Chapter 

6.4, but worth mentioning here because I also think it represents perceptions about 

technology. Open source software is perceived to have poor usability experiences, 

especially for less technical users (Nichols & Twidale, 2002). Assumptions that open-

source software requires specific technical knowledge (and interests) may be a 

reason for selecting proprietary systems. Selection of a system might depend on how 

costs and benefits are calculated, and for how long into the future systems are 

planned to be used (Zhu & Zhou, 2012; Bluh, 2009). Proprietary system solutions 

often enable ‘swift implementation to allow for a focus on repository population and 
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promotion’ against the set-up on open source systems (Corbett et al. 2016:5). These 

understandings and perceptions of technology play a part in decision-making. 

 

Lawrence used an open-source package for the Assynt Digital Archive. He notes both 

positive and negative features about this package:  

 

 As mentioned in his blog, Lawrence…originally… chose D-space as software. 
 This was good from a robustness point of view. It was also good, Lawrence 
 says for training archivists, as the input process (for records) was linear – 
 you had to completely fill in one section before it would allow you to move 
 on to the next. However, D-space is a fairly complex system, perhaps too 
 complex for the particular situation here. 

Summary of Interview with Lawrence, 15/08/2019 
 

Lawrence’s background in IT consultancy may explain both his knowledge and - 

crucially - confidence, in choosing particular software. He assesses software from the 

point of view of users, particularly new users – noting that the step-by-step 

progression input structure was helpful for training individuals to archive material. 

Lawrence considered and selected archive software by considering firstly the needs 

of those who might be involved in the archiving processes. Lawrence later explains 

in a blog post his decision to migrate the archive to new software (Omeka – see 

Corporation for Digital Scholarship, 2020) after monitoring both this software’s 

development, and the changing needs of the Assynt Digital Archive over the years 

(Vasten, 2016). Confidence in one’s skills and knowledge is necessary to execute such 

a move. Without this knowledge within a community-led group, or ability to 

communicate with those do, implementation of systems and changing of systems 

may feel overwhelming and unappealing to groups.  

  

6.4 Choices and decision-making 
 

As has been suggested above, attitude, knowledge, skills, and approaches to 

technology are central to decision-making within community-led archives. There are 

additional factors, such as capacity and communication, that emerge as being highly 

relevant to decision-making relating to digitisation and online access for the Shetland 

Film Archive.    
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6.4.1 Digitisation 
 

A considerable decision the Shetland Film Archive had to make was how to digitise 

material they had collected. The research and discussions about digitisation 

approaches began whilst their first employee was in post between 2012-2014, 

according to Mathew: 

 

 Mathew: When Sarah was in post…we were evaluating a lot of different 
 options for the archive, we even priced up how much it would cost to have 
 our own digitisation equipment…We realised that there would be a lot of 
 challenges in that approach, not just with the cost of equipment, which was 
 not insubstantial, but also the fact we didn’t have premises…Film labs have 
 the ideal conditions to store material, or to digitise it, so it reduces the risk. 
 So we came to realise that, in terms of balancing out what we could achieve 
 as a volunteer group and what was best for the material, we thought it was 
 best to get it professionally digitised.  

Interview with Mathew, 02/07/2019 
 

In this account by Mathew, the Shetland Film Archive demonstrates pragmatism in 

exploring different options for their digitisation work. Mathew shows awareness of 

the capacity and abilities in terms of requiring space for digitisation that the Shetland 

Film Archive did not have, as well what would be the best way for a volunteer group 

to achieve their aims. Recognition that this work involves a balance between what 

was best for the material and what a volunteer group with limited resources could 

achieve is an important concept in digital preservation – which encourages thinking 

of ‘good enough’ with available resources, rather than best (Digital Preservation 

Coalition, 2020d).   

 

Once the decision to outsource digitisation had been made, the Shetland Film 

Archive group sent material to a number of different companies to explore the 

process and results: 

 

 Mathew: So 2017 was when we got the earliest stuff back… I think we also 
 tried sending to a couple of different labs as well, so I think there was a bit 
 of research involved in terms of gathering quotes… we used at least two 
 labs, if not three… we had issues with some of the files… And I think we 
 found that Edward just had like the best communication of all the labs…he 
 seemed really enthusiastic…So I think we then took a decision to focus on 
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 Edward because his material came back, it was exactly what we needed, 
 exactly what we wanted.  

Interview with Mathew, 02/07/2019 
 

Mathew claims their choice of digitisation vendor was based on the delivery of 

material as desired and needed. The decision also seems, in part, based on social-

personal factors, such as the good communication and relations built up with 

Edward. This decision was not simply based on technical aspects of job, but on the 

social relationship.  

 

I have been unable to find or view documentation relating to the selection of 

companies, the requirements specified for digital files and evaluation of results made 

by the Shetland Film Archive regarding digitisation. While this is inconvenient for my 

research, in terms of understanding how and why certain decisions are made, it has 

presented problems for the group itself. Mathew, who joined the archive group 

around 2013, explains some of the challenges encountered because of lack of 

recording of decision-making: 

  

 Mathew: There was definitely…some confusion in the early days as well as 
 to what exactly we were asking for…It is very technical and it’s a lot to get 
 your head around and there was a lot of discussion around uncompressed 
 versus compressed but not really an understanding of what that really 
 meant. Or what file types. So, like for example, when those files came back 
 from the lab and they were ProRes, we just kind of accepted that, we didn’t 
 go back to them and say ‘you didn’t do what we asked’ because I wasn’t 
 entirely sure what they had been asked. 

Interview with Mathew, 02/07/2019 
 

Mathew here points out the difficulties in becoming involved in a project halfway 

through, without a record of what had happened prior to his involvement. Mathew 

found he was unable to raise queries about the digitisation work undertaken by the 

companies because he was unclear about what they had been originally requested 

to do. Mathew recognises that part of this confusion around this was due to a lack of 

knowledge around particular technical concepts.   

 

Within preservation practice, metadata relating to artefacts in a collection is vital to 

the continued preservation, understanding and use/access of the artefact (Malssen, 
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2011). Decision-making process, such as those above, are part of this metadata, 

helping those who interact with artefacts in the future understand the lifecycle of 

the artefact – and requirements for artefacts at different stages of this cycle (Gunn, 

2018). Mathew’s experiences, only a few months or years since choices had been 

made, demonstrate the necessity of recording preservation decisions. This does, 

however, entail further work on the part of the Shetland Film Archive volunteers, and 

administration was already an acknowledged challenge for the group (Chapter 5.3).  

 

The scenario outlined by Mathew, above, demonstrates that relying on the verbal 

transmission of knowledge, that individuals would always be available to be 

consulted, in this case hampered the development of archive tasks and access. The 

need for recorded administrative and communication practices, rather than verbal 

agreement, can be associated with development lifecycles of social movements and 

groups (Sundblom et al., 2016), moves toward formalisation and away from informal 

networks to sustain an organisation (Della Porta & Diani, 2006).    

 

Choices related to digitisation processes reveal the complexity of the undertaking, 

and the unanticipated impact this may have on the organisation, in terms of 

additional workloads or need for different administrative and communication 

processes. It also highlights a need to plan for the life and use of the newly digitised 

items, and base digitisation decisions – which are then documented - on these plans.    

  

6.4.2 Website and Online Presence 

 

It is likely that post-digitisation life and use for archival moving image material will 

involve the web. The development of a web and online presence for the Shetland 

Film Archive and their collections was another significant area of decision-making for 

the group.  

 

Julie explains the ambitions for a new website, the planning for which began in 2013. 

Ideas around digital access to collections were being developed before this, through 

the production of a Shetland Moving Image Project feasibility study report in 2009 

(Julie & Emma, 2009).  
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 Julie: You wanted a portal that you could go on, from a user perspective you 
 wanted to be able to search, browse and filter by various different topics 
 and tags, era, you know, whatever, sheep, whatever, and then it would list 
 the films and then you could watch them or it would say ‘here is a 20-
 second clip’. Because if someone’s donor agreement said that they didn’t 
 want their film available on the internet, but if somebody wanted to see it, 
 they could, you know, go to the Sandwick visitor centre it’s on the C-drive of 
 their computer. 

Interview with Julie, 05/09/2019 
 

Julie is aware of the user perspective when considering how the website should 

function. Users, for Julie, are those outside the archive group who want to watch 

films from the collections. She articulates needs that a user may have of the website. 

Additionally, the website acts as a guide indicating where material can be viewed 

offline. It is unclear how access would be managed through these sited access points. 

Issues of maintenance and duplication of resources arise with a non-networked site, 

although, if maintained, access points might help address bitstream preservation 

risks such as media failure, natural or human-made disasters and human error or 

damage through duplication of content, stored at different geographical locations 

(Digital Preservation Coalition, 2020c; Redwine, 2015).  

 

Such access points have been used by other moving image archives, and seem to 

have been a development accompanying digitisation activities and website 

utilisation in the late 1990s and early 2000s, characterised by Web 1.0 thematics – a  

read-only, ‘somewhat mono-directional’ web (Aghaei et al., 2012:2) as opposed to 

the interactivity and communication of Web 2.0 (Fuchs et al., 2010; Theimer, 2010; 

Permatasari et al., 2020) and consumer video streaming platforms (such as YouTube 

– launched in 2005, and Vimeo, 2004). Julie’s overall imagined system, it should be 

noted, does incorporate some elements of the interactivity of Web 2.0. It should also 

be recognised the different “versions” of the web don’t replace each other, and can 

operate simultaneously, because their designation is less about software 

development than about ‘social dynamics and information processes’ (Fuchs et al., 

2010:43).   
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Although access points such as those proposed by Shetland Film Archive were a 

technology ustilised by archives at a certain period in time (British Film Institute, 

2021; Figures 6.2 and 6.3), these have been overtaken by the evolution of the Web 

2.0 and 3.0, characteristics of which were already operating when Shetland Film 

Archive was established (Permatasari et al, 2020). This includes cloud computing, 

which allows for offsite and outsourced, but accessible, storage (Digital Preservation 

Coalition, 2020c). Such storage offers access possibilities that are not confined to a 

particular hard drive and modem at a particular location.  

 

Julie’s account also highlights the challenges in developing projects against a 

backdrop of rapid technological change. There is a danger that the timescales and 

pace of work for community-led volunteer groups is at odds with technological 

improvements, and that this can mean some projects – such as access points – can 

become redundant before they are realised.  

 

 

Figure 6.2. BFI Mediatheque access point at Manchester Central Library (UK). 
(Image: "BFI film viewing pod, Manchester Archives+" by Sunlight Stringer, CC BY-
NC 2.0).  
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Figure 6.3. BFI Mediatheque access point at the Library of Birmingham (UK). (Image: 
"BFI mediatheque" by sarahgb(theoriginal), CC BY-NC-ND 2.0).   
 

 

Julie describes the early steps of development of the desired integrated website and 

content management system, which was intended to provide online, web-based 

access at home as well as access through the access points discussed above.  

 

 Julie: We’d been doing a lot of work on developing a content management 
 system…and that had come out of some conversations with people who 
 worked in ICT and who worked with digital film. It seemed like nobody had a 
 clear idea of what was possible, it was very kind of new and uncertain, and 
 we looked quite a lot at what other archives were doing, like the Yorkshire 
 Film Archive… So, we were learning about RAID, arrays of servers, and 
 backup and suchlike. And cloud-based servers were just starting to be 
 available. We spoke to local providers…and they said they’d be happy…to do 
 a database to record the details of the films and a website, but actually the 
 website and the database couldn’t speak to each other and there was no 
 facility to hold the moving image material. 

Interview with Julie, 05/09/2019 
 

There are a number of different digital services being discussed by Julie here. She 

talks of a content management system, types of data storage and management, and 
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the creation of a database and website. These are conflated in Julie’s explanation, 

reflecting her desire, expressed in the quote above to have a portal or system that 

does everything. The combining, rather than breaking down, of the various digital 

service needs, might explain the responses from the people the group consulted 

about this. General web development principles, as well as digital preservation 

planning advice, advocate identifying users and user cases, aligning projects to 

organisational context, starting small, incremental development and (beta) testing 

of resources (Digital Preservation Coalition, 2020b, 2020d; Theimer, 2010). This 

identification and breakdown of different aspects of a web or digital service may then 

be seen as more manageable, and achievable to different individuals or groups.   

 

If archival access and services are to be developed in the way envisioned by Julie, 

then some uncertainly will always be present. Contemporary conceptualisations of 

digital records as ‘in flux’ (Gunn, 2018:xvi), and archives as ‘in motion’ (Røssaak, 

2010:12) also challenge ideas of fixed endpoints to archival work. The ongoing series 

of managed activities necessary for digital preservation is also antithetical to the idea 

of an artefact having been preserved – it can only ever be in the process of being 

preserved (Edmondson, 2016:V). The Digital Preservation Coalition exhort people to 

consider ‘digital preservation…as an ongoing journey, rather than a destination to be 

reached’ (Digital Preservation Coalition, 2020b:3), which makes it even more 

important to set goals and identify discrete tasks to motivate individuals involved in 

the work. The long-term archival vision can be fatiguing for individuals unless broken 

down into smaller, achievable tasks (Causer & Wallace, 2012; Ridge, 2013). 

 

The website and content management system for the Shetland Film Archive both 

work to some extent, although there are a number of glitches that mean they are not 

entirely satisfactory, as Julie notes:  

 

 Julie: One thing would get fixed and then something else would break down 
 or stop working and then poor Mathew was having to try and deal with, and 
 really struggling to get…he managed to remedy a few things, but it was 
 never 100% satisfactory.  

Interview with Julie, 05/09/2019 
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Julie identifies the loss of a dedicated, paid member of staff - when contract and 

funding came to an end – as a reason for some of the ongoing issues: 

 

 Julie: And then…because somebody wasn’t fully responsible for it [website 
 and CMS development], because we’re volunteers, things were taking quite 
 a while and there were issues that needed rectifying and it would be like 
 ‘right, can somebody contact them [the developers] and speak about this, 
 this and this’, we’d have a committee meeting a month later and it’s like ‘oh 
 sorry, that slipped’. You know, we should have been absolutely on it. And it 
 was just a total failing. 

Interview with Julie, 05/09/2019 
 

Julie suggests difficulties with website and CMS development are related to the 

capacity and operating structure of the Shetland Film Archive as an organisation. She 

also identifies the pace of work of the archive – as a committee-run group relying on 

volunteers – as a reason for problems with website and content management system 

persisting. There appears to be a temporal disparity between technological 

development and societal change, and pace of work within a community-led group 

meeting every few weeks in their spare time, or with one paid member of staff.  

 

 Julie: You don’t get the…intensity of input to some pieces of activity that is 
 needed. So things expire before you can ever actually get something 
 completed, so things drag on and change and develop and change and 
 change and you’re never really actually getting ahead, you’re just updating 
 where you currently are. 

Interview with Julie, 05/09/2019 
 

A number of the website and content management system archive requirements 

articulated by Julie, such as storage have been quickly superseded by growth in 

capacity and ubiquity of consumer orientated solutions, as the need to manage large 

amounts of digital data has become a common concern to businesses and individuals. 

 

Given the challenges faced by the archive group in developing a functioning website 

and content management system as a bespoke project, and their choice not to use 

existing archive and museum tools or programmes (regardless of whether these are 

open-source or otherwise), the archive has made use of other sites, platforms, 

software and hardware to meet its needs while at this impasse. 
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The Shetland Film Archive established a presence on Facebook and Twitter in 2009 

(Shetland Moving Image Project, 2020). Subsequently further accounts were created 

on both platforms, probably by the first employee of the archive in 2013 and 2014 

(Shetland Film Archive, 2020a; Shetland Film Archive, 2020b). All accounts remain 

visible on the platforms with various levels or activity and access from archive 

members over the years. The situation suggests that the ease of setting up social 

media accounts, while not intrinsically a bad thing, may compound communication 

difficulties, when multiple accounts with slightly different names are created and 

members can both post as both individuals and as “the archive”.  

 

Reflecting on the reaction and engagement with film clips through the Shetland Film 

Archive social media accounts, Mathew considers that: 

   

 Mathew: Even if the website, ultimately, I still have a sliver of hope that it 
 will all  turn around in the end, even if the website did just never go 
 anywhere, I still think we could meet our objectives perfectly well with a 
 coordinated Facebook, Twitter, YouTube presence… 

Interview with Mathew, 02/07/2019 
 

This comment by Mathew shows a considered alternative to public access and 

visibility of the archive and collections, using a combination of platforms. This differs 

to the single, all-encompassing portal originally desired by the Shetland Film Archive 

group. For example, YouTube or Vimeo can act as a storage system for low-resolution 

material for public access. Material can be accessed through these platforms, but can 

also be linked or embedded into other websites.  

 

At the time this interview was conducted, the archive’s YouTube channel did not 

feature any archival material from their collections. The YouTube channel was 

revived in the Autumn of 2019, however, with discussions and approval at a 

committee meeting on 20 November 2019. Archival material from the collections 

was added to the channel, and a soft launch of the channel happened on 20 

November 2019. This was followed by a press release created and sent to local media 

on 27 November 2019. The launch and promotion of the channel prompted a good 

response from the public, and from archive members, with Mathew commenting in 

an email to me:  
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 ‘6000 YouTube views and 125 subscribers in 48 hours!’  
 (Mathew, 2019b:pers comm) 
 

The decision to use the social media platforms of Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube, 

have allowed the Shetland Film Archive to make available moving image material 

from their collections to the public, encouraged engagement with the material and 

the archive, and raised the profile of the work they are doing (Figures 6.4 and 6.5). 

This has proved a useful alternative as these functions cannot be fulfilled through the 

website and content management system currently.  

 

These solutions are not without their own risks, however. In relation to the decision 

to pursue a bespoke website and content management system, Julie notes:  

 

 Julie: We considered using YouTube…and all the kind of standard available 
 things that are out there. I think it was NLS advised against using certain 
 ones because…by using them it’s like giving away your copyright, and we felt 
 our only income stream was going to be the clips we could sell.  

Interview with Julie, 05/09/2019 
 

 

 

Figure 6.4. Shetland Film Archive YouTube channel. Note films separated into shorter 
themed clips. (Screenshot MDH, 18/08/21). 
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Figure 6.5. Shetland Film Archive YouTube channel. Film clips arranged in a variety of 
ways including by donor collection and content themed playlists. (Screenshot MDH, 
18/08/21). 
 

 

Concerns around use of commercial platforms for content delivery may indicate an 

increased awareness of privacy and consent issues and potential harvesting and 

misuse of data, particularly high-profile instances of these such as the Cambridge 

Analytica and Facebook scandal highlighted by The Guardian newspaper (2018). The 

introduction of the General Data Protection Regulation in European Union countries 

in 2018 may also have increased awareness about data handling issues in the digital 

environment.  

 

Some of these issues relate to discussions about the health of the internet, which 

does affect community-led archives (Popple et al., 2020). However, the concerns 

presented by Julie relate to control of, and ability to profit from, assets, rather than 

activist or political positions on internet rights. Julie’s concerns have been frequently 

echoed by others (Theimer, 2010). The conclusions most organisations have come to 

in cases of both control and profit is that sharing collections outweighs the risks, and 

the value gained from public visibility is greater than the profit that could be made 

from limited access (Theimer, 2010:15-16). A number of large audio-visual 

preservation and heritage institutes, such as the British Film Institute, UK, and the 

Eye Filmmuseum, Netherlands, have YouTube channels that showcase their work 

and material from their collections. 
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More problematic from an archival point of view would be issues of sustainability if 

using commercial platforms as the sole archive repository, which would make the 

continued function of the archive dependent of the whims and continuity of the 

commercial platform (Sheffield, 2018). It would be an oversimplification to suggest, 

however, that commercial social media platforms should be avoided. As Mathew’s 

account demonstrated, use of these platforms – Facebook, Twitter, YouTube etc. – 

has been beneficial to the Shetland Film Archive, providing ways of sharing material 

with a wide range of people. These platforms are cheap and easy to use, making them 

extremely attractive for groups when time, money and specific skills and knowledge 

are in short supply (Popple et al., 2020).       

 

While the current use of the social media platforms has been due to issues with their 

website and content management system is perhaps seen as temporary, as Mathew 

recognises there is no reason why, given some planning, these could not be used to 

provide access functions for the Shetland Film Archive on a more long-term basis. 

 

6.5 Accessibility  

 

The use of digital technology is often posited as a way to improve accessibility to 

archive and heritage collections – both institutional and community-led (Tait et al., 

2013). Data I collected suggested that this accessibility is not problem free, neither is 

it confirmed to those outside of the archive group interested in accessing material 

from archive collections.   

 

Issues of accessibility do not just apply to those outside the archive, but also for 

members of the group themselves. Shetland Film Archive member Carol comments 

on some of the difficulties she had in relation to the use of technology in the archive:   

 

 Carol: Another thing that…my head got like putty on, was the whole, where 
 they digitised the stuff and kept it in. I’m sitting here and I haven’t got a 
 clue, because I just could never get my head around where that was at, it’s 
 just not me. And I felt really guilty about that as well, so. So, I think it’s   
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 making sure that people take on and they ken [know] what role they’re 
 taking on.        

Interview with Carol, 10/09/2019 
 

There are conceptual challenges in understanding “where” a digital archive resides 

and how this works, in Carol’s mind. It is important to note that Carol doesn’t lack 

standard computer knowledge or skills. This issue isn’t simply about digital literacy, 

but also involves internal communication and clarity about who needs to know what. 

Carol suggests defining volunteer roles, so that individuals know their responsibilities 

and what they should know might help alleviate guilt at not understanding some 

aspects of archive activities. Not all roles would necessarily require knowledge of, or 

access to, all processes undertaken in the archive. Such an approach relates back to 

ideas of breaking down tasks (Ridge, 2013; Causer & Wallace, 2012). 

 

There is some recognition of the challenges of access for members of the group, with 

Mathew commenting when asked about using archive or library specific 

management software:  

 

 Mathew: It took so long to get moving with the archive – digitisation, 
 website – that it seemed easiest to use software we were all familiar with. It 
 would take ages, finding other software, testing it, running it past the 
 committee and getting agreements….Everyone also already knew how to 
 use Google Drive, and could access it. They would need to spend time 
 learning a new system or software. 

Interview with Mathew, 31/07/2018 
 

Mathew is aware of the time constraints of the volunteer run Shetland Film Archive, 

and the impact he believes this might have on the process of implementing new 

software. Since other aspects of archive development had taken – or, in some cases, 

still are taking – so long, Mathew sees implementing a specialist collections 

management software, and requiring individuals to learn to use this, as another 

impediment to progressing archive work. A benefit to using software and 

programmes that individuals were familiar with was that this was easier for the 

archive to manage.  
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It is unclear how many members of the archive group accessed material on the 

content management system – the only way to view material from the Shetland Film 

Archive collections before posts made to Facebook (25 November 2018) and 

YouTube (20 November 2018). Whether access to the content of the archive makes 

a difference to archive members was something discussed with Mathew:  

 

 MDH: I’ve been able to look at all these amazing films, so…I can see what it 
 can be. Whereas actually if you’re working on the paperwork and funding 
 constantly and you never actually see the assets, the beautiful 
 things…maybe that’s a lot harder?  
 … 
 Mathew: That’s true, I probably have a very different point of view because I 
 am mostly involved in the asset workflow, so I am mostly working with the 
 files, viewing the footage and it’s made me very enthusiastic for the 
 potential for the archive because I know that it is a fantastic collection. 

Interview with Mathew, 02/07/2019 
 
Both Mathew and I note the positive affect that being able to view moving image 

material from the Shetland Film Archive collection has had on our outlook for the 

potential of the archive. Mathew points out that particular tasks he undertakes for 

the archive – management of digital files – means he has regular access to the 

material and through this is reminded of the value of the archive collection.  

 

Other issues relating to technology and access were about how much access was 

given to people outside the archive, and under what conditions. In particular these 

debates related to the making of material available on the web via the internet, and 

potential revenue avenues for the Shetland Film Archive.  

 

 Mathew: We had a lot of discussions…where some members felt quite 
 strongly that we shouldn’t have all our material publicly available, that we 
 should have excerpts on the website…so people could see a sample of what 
 we had but then we would hold back some of the material for using 
 commercially, or like, they’d have to contact us to view it… And my issue, as 
 time went on…we were a small volunteer group, and it became more 
 obvious that it was difficult to get things moving without an employee, I 
 really strongly felt that was going to be a very unwieldy system. 

Interview with Mathew, 02/07/2019 
 

In this account, Mathew presents the decision as to whether to put all material 

available to the Shetland Film Archive online, as between different aspects of 
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sustainability. For some members, restricting access in order to create exclusivity 

that could be leveraged for financial gain was seen as being important for the archive. 

One archive member related this to the need to generate income for the (economic) 

sustainability of the archive (Interview with Julie, 05/09/2019). Mathew worried 

about the ability of the volunteer group to manage the various needs of a system 

that required multiple access permissions and increased communications between 

potential users and the archive. His thoughts related to social sustainability issues for 

the archive. This shows that different ideas around sustainability can sometimes 

conflict.  

 

Mathew says the decision to make ‘a watermarked…and compressed version of the 

complete reel as received’ available to view online was based on the capacity of the 

Shetland Film Archive and the group’s ability to respond to requests (Interview with 

Mathew, 31/07/2018). It demonstrates self-awareness of the group’s capacity and 

abilities, at that time, to manage particular tasks (Interview with Mathew, 

31/07/2018). An additional factor in the choice to make complete films available 

online was that:  

 

 Mathew: We…wanted as much material as we have available to view. 
 Creating the archive has been a long process, so we want to show all that 
 we have done – make it visible to people, as a lot of the work has not been 
 visible. 

Interview with Mathew, 31/07/2018 
 

Mathew feels the process of establishing the archive has been a long one, and that 

much of the work involved has not been visible – for those beyond the archive group 

(Enticknap, 2007). For Mathew it is important to be visible, to make the moving 

image material visible, to show that the archive had been doing things. He points out 

that it can difficult to manage donor’s expectations because of this: 

 

 Mathew: But quite rightly, the people that handed [in] the film…and haven’t 
 heard anything for six months or a year, they are quite within their rights to 
 be like ‘well what have you been doing all this time?’…it’s difficult to 
 communicate that. 

Interview with Mathew, 02/07/2019.  
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Mathew’s comments – particularly those made in July 2018 – were extremely 

important for me in the development of my research and suggested to me that a 

focus on a concept of visibility might be useful to, and welcomed by, the archive. This 

seemed to apply to volunteers within the group, as well as those outside the archive 

(Interview with Carol, 10/09/2019; Interview with Thomas, 28/11/2018). 

 

Henry highlights a scenario where access to digital material for a volunteer film 

presenter (a role he undertook for a number of years using celluloid film material) 

can increase visibility of archival material, and increase ease, of the volunteers’ 

archive work:  

 

 Henry: So there’s a different value about those screenings and actually with 
 digital, if you’ve got a hard-drive and you can select your programme from 
 the 400 pieces I’ve got on my hard-drive rather than having to go into the 
 archive, put the prints together, it seems to me it’s the same process. I don’t 
 see why the change in technology should actually remove that exhibition 
 process that went on before.  

Interview with Henry, 01/09/2018  
 

Henry points out that there is a value to programmed screenings, that is different 

from “search or browse” access available on a website. He suggests that the 

volunteer role he previously undertook for the archive in question could continue 

using digital files. As well as providing curated programmes – with a physical 

presenter - to archive audiences, this activity would also have retained a group of 

volunteers for the archive in question.  

 

Mathew too, comments on the possibility of input and direction from Shetland Film 

Archive volunteers when using digital material for exhibition or screening, and the 

value for the archive, as well as audiences, in having an individual present:  

 

 Mathew: When we have our collection online, and then we can just go to a 
 heritage centre and set out chairs and just look at the website and just look 
 at different clips and search for things and then gather information right 
 then and there, so much easier.  

Interview with Mathew, 02/07/2019 
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Mathew, like Henry, sees value in having an individual to “guide” people through 

archival material. He sees this are being of use to the archive, in being able to gather 

information volunteered from audience members in response to seeing moving 

image material screened. There seems to be a recognition that a collective, curated 

experience (screening) is a different kind of access to, and visibility of, the archive 

and moving image material. 

 

In times of reduced income or volunteer participants for a community-led group, 

web-based and online access to moving image collections seems to be a practical and 

cost-effective option to making the collection available to those outside the archive. 

There are, as noted above, a number of processes and tasks that must be undertaken 

for material to be available to view, and reduced resources makes completing these 

more difficult. However, by eliminating or reducing the screenings, exhibitions and 

interactions which people – both inside and outside the archive – comment that they 

value so much, there is a danger that you lose the aspect of the archive project that 

appeals most to individuals. Another challenge to accessibility and visibility of archive 

collections are rights issues pertaining to the moving image content.   

 

6.5.1 Access and Rights Issues 

 

Sometimes access was affected by the interpretation and implementation, or not, of 

rights issues - intellectual property rights, ownership, moral rights and licenses for 

use. These presented themselves in a number of ways.  

 

There were access and rights concerns in relation to donors of material to archives 

and their expectations for their own access and ability to control access for others. 

Material in the Assynt Digital Archive is not made available on the web – a 

workstation connected to the archive is necessary to access the collections. When 

discussing this choice Lawrence notes that:    

 

 Some people can be reluctant to donate material to an archive if they think 
 it will be made public ‘online’. There also remains an issue of sensitive 
 material, which is of historic interest to local people and researchers but 
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 which should not be made generally public via online access due to the 
 potential of its contents to distress or offend (out of context). 

Summary of Interview with Lawrence, 15/08/2019 
 

In order to encourage people to place material in the digital archive, it was necessary 

to reassure them about how material would be accessed, and by whom, Lawrence 

believes. This is an opinion echoed by a member of the Shetland Film Archive, who 

commented that: 

 

 Julie: The outcome of our feasibility study suggested people did not want 
 their films put on the ‘big bad internet’ and also did not want films to go off 
 to the central belt, never to return. 

Shetland Film Archive Meeting, 08/05/2018 
 

Concerns around the internet have been expressed previously in relation to 

particular social media and web platforms, the perceptions around loss of control, 

and the benefits to be gained (Chapter 6.4.2; Theimer, 2010; Sheffield, 2018). In her 

comment, Julie notes that, in addition to worries around the use of the internet to 

exhibit their moving image material, donors equally did not want their celluloid 

analogue films to be deposited or donated to an organisation in the central belt of 

Scotland (the most highly populated area of Scotland, comprising Glasgow and 

Edinburgh), geographically far away from Shetland. There is a historical precedent 

for artefacts being taken from the Highlands and Islands that looms large here (see 

for example, the St. Ninians treasure in Shetland, removed to the National Museum 

of Scotland in Edinburgh - National Museums Scotland, 2019).     

 

Debates surrounding uncontextualised and open access to heritage material are not 

uncommon, and often relate to indigenous artefacts and images (Christen, 2009). 

Approaches have been suggested to address and recognise different belief and 

knowledge systems (Christen, 2015), and these involve collaboration and 

consultation with donors, owners, and their communities. Software (Mukurtu) and 

licenses (Traditional Knowledge – TK) have also been developed with indigenous 

communities with these specific needs in mind (Christen, 2015). While these may not 

be entirely appropriate for the cases discussed here, neither group have chosen to 

use software or licenses like this to address concerns from community and donors 
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around access. The Assynt Digital Archive has made decisions that try to address 

donor concerns through controlling access to material. Individuals who may want to 

look at these collections must travel to a particular physical location to do so.    

 

Despite the statement above, the Shetland Film Archive has ended up putting 

material on ‘the big bad internet’ and intends to send films, and digital master files, 

to the central belt for preservation (to the Moving Image Archive at the National 

Library of Scotland) (Interview with Mathew, 02/07/2019).  Overall, donor objections 

to the Shetland Film Archive making moving image material available on ‘the big bad 

internet’ have not materialised. The majority of donors have agreed to make a 

proportion or all of the material they donated available online through YouTube, and 

social media, without conditions.  

 

There are a number of explanations to this “non-reaction” to activities originally 

proclaimed by the Shetland Film Archive and Julie (above) to be unpalatable to 

donors and the Shetland community. Firstly, in the time elapsed since the feasibility 

study was conducted (2006-2008), interactive use of the internet and web has 

become incredibly familiar to organisations and individuals of all ages. This familiarity 

and better understanding of the web and internet environment, developed over the 

intervening years, may have allayed concerns or led to approval of making material 

available online (Darvill, 1995). Secondly, in light of the outcomes for moving image 

material from the archive, it is possible to interpret Julie’s statement about the 

wishes of donors, as being about access concerns generally, rather than a desire for 

physical analogue carriers to remain in Shetland. Donors wanted continued access to 

their (often home) movies, and also wanted these to be available to people in 

Shetland. Since the digitisation of analogue material and the production of digital 

copies enables this access, it doesn’t actually matter where the original analogue 

carriers are stored.       

 

The Shetland Film Archive has been aware that intellectual property rights, including 

copyrights, can inhibit access to material from early on in their development, with a 

page dedicated to this in their 2009 Report/Feasibility Study (Jamieson & Emslie, 

2009). Donor agreements, consent and permission were raised regularly in informal 
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conversations by members of the Shetland Film Archive with, or witnessed by, 

myself. The lack of any donor acquisition agreements in place for material in the 

Shetland Film Archive as of 2017 was presented as a reason why the group had not 

been able to make publicly available any of this material.     

 

 Mathew: I think we’d…just constantly [hit] stumbling blocks and we’d have 
 to give  people login access for the content management system, we’d have 
 to say ‘don’t share it publicly’ and it makes us look like we’ve not done our 
 work with our donor agreements, so there’s a lot of next stage work, once 
 we reach that baseline level. 

Interview with Mathew, 02/07/2019 
 

Mathew here presents the concerns around permissions and donor agreements as 

about perceptions, as much as the actual procedure, although informal 

conversations with, and among, archive members, evidenced great care for the 

donors and their wishes in relation to material donated. While Mathew says that the 

situation made it appear that the archive has not done its work in getting donor 

agreements signed, the reality was that it actually had not yet completed this work. 

It was not just an appearance but also a truth. As Mathew implies, the lack of 

permission to use or share material in the Shetland Film Archive collections appears 

to have hindered the work of the group. Mathew presents these permissions as 

baseline work, which, once in place, would enable plenty more work to progress. 

 

Despite few mentions of donor agreements in interviews, it was a common issue in 

informal conversations I had with members of the group – for example, when I was 

trying to obtain access, or requesting to use material for programmes and screenings. 

It seemed to me that the donor acquisition agreements had become a huge practical 

and mental impediment to progress for the Shetland Film Archive group. I felt that in 

some ways facing up to what appeared to be such an enormous task was 

overwhelming for the group, and was compounded by the issues the group 

experienced accessing and uploading digital files of the analogue master material to 

their website and content management system.  

 

Finally, there are access issues related to both technology and the continued 

existence of the archive. In relation to the risk organisational failure or financial 
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hardship poses to access of a digital archive, the fact that many digital storage and 

access services have continuous payment structures – meaning a fee is payed each 

month or annually for use – means these resources may disappear if payment is not 

made (Malssen, 2011; Interview with Thomas, 28/11/2018). Non-payment for such 

services may even happen by accident, yet still result in the loss of access to content. 

Commercial social media platforms, and video sharing sites such as Facebook and 

YouTube might mitigate against loss of access to digital content in the case of 

organisational failure, since there are no financial costs to running basic-level 

accounts for individuals and groups. However, these commercial sites and platforms 

have their own control over continuity of access – they can choose what is shown on 

their platforms and can shut them down if they believe they are no longer of benefit 

to the company (Sheffield, 2018). These sites, while useful, should not be relied upon 

to store master material, and additional access copies should also be stored 

elsewhere (following a model such as the 3-2-1 approach – three copies, two 

different media, one offsite copy) (Severson, 2018; Malssen, 2011). Likewise, entire 

access strategies should not depend solely on one specific platform or site.  

 

Organisational failure also raises questions about ownership of digital and physical 

material donated to an archive, and this may have implications for access. The 

Shetland Film Archive Donor Acquisition Agreement (Appendix 08) includes clauses 

that detail processes should the archive cease to operate, or decide to de-accession 

material from the collections. Analogue carriers would be offered back to donors in 

the first instance. Following this, material would be offered to another suitable 

repository, most likely the Moving Image Archive at the National Library of Scotland 

(Interview with Julie, 05/09/2019), and only destroyed as a last resort. These clauses 

have yet to be tested, and, of course, this system relies upon Shetland Film Archive 

group members – or other interested individuals - being willing and able to undertake 

this work should it be necessary.    

 

As an alternative model, the Assynt Digital Archive – which has collections from a 

number of different organisations – has taken an approach of collective ownership 

of material.  
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 Currently, there is some uncertainty about where the archive might reside 
 in the future, but Lawrence wants to note that he had tried to plan for this 
 in the design and build of the structure of the archive. Donor and use 
 agreements made clear that ownership was collective, and that any group 
 using the archive can take physical ownership and management of the 
 archive – ownership does not reside with the Community Council, or with 
 individuals as such.  

Summary of Interview with Lawrence, 15/08/2019 
 

This approach relates to the design of this particular archive with a focus on archive 

as infrastructure, which would then be populated with a variety of records from local 

organisations and groups (Summary of Interview with Lawrence, 15/08/2019). The 

collective ownership principle, as Lawrence imagines it, means that the archive is not 

tied to one location or organisation, reducing the impact that challenges with any 

one organisation may have on the archive. The collective ownership approach 

should, in theory, give some flexibility and agility to the operation of the Assynt 

Digital Archive. As yet, however, it remains Lawrence who has taken primary 

responsibility for the archive, including seeking potential new organisations or 

locations to physically house the archive. Lawrence credits the planning of this 

collective ownership archive model, with its ability to move between stakeholders, 

to his background in consultancy.    

 

 A part of this was always to consider your exit strategy – and make 
 appropriate plans for this. 

Summary of Interview with Lawrence, 15/08/2019 
 

Within consultancy work, Lawrence presents it as normal to consider ends and exits, 

and plan for these. It therefore was natural to him to do similar planning when 

developing the Assynt Digital Archive. In his account Lawrence presents exit 

strategies as a pragmatic part of the planning process. This seems to recognise both 

the reality of ‘progressive technological change’ (Gilliland, 2014:5), and the dynamic 

and interdependent nature of records and records management in society, space and 

time, as articulated through the topological records continuum model (Upward 1996, 

1997; McKemmish, 2001; Rolan, 2017).     

 

Although the Assynt Digital Archive has chosen not to make the collections available 

online (Summary of Interview with Lawrence, 15/08/2019), it should also be noted 
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that one of the founding members, Lawrence, has documented the process of 

establishing and managing this archive on a blog from 2009 to the present day. The 

blog provides both technical information and discussion about some of the ethical 

and practical decision making the group had to make as they developed their project 

(Vasten, 2020). Through this resource, the Assynt Digital Archive provides access of 

a different kind – to the decision-making processes and development challenges 

experienced by the community-led group.         

 

The accounts presented here surrounding access and intellectual property rights 

relate to the interpretation and implementation of these rights, and a balancing of 

the wishes, needs and rights of different groups of people. Many concerns – from 

both donors and archive group members – around access and rights relate to loss of 

control and fears of misuse or uncontextualised use. It transpired, in fact, that many 

of the biggest access and rights challenges related to behavioural, organisational and 

administrative factors. This includes recording donor and content information, 

drawing up acquisition agreements that comply with legislation and planning and 

communicating exit strategies in the event of systematic change or organisational 

failure. Addressing such factors, as both the Shetland Film Archive and Assynt Digital 

Archive have begun to do (to varying degrees), starts to recognise the dynamic nature 

of records and record keeping as a process bound to societal change.   

         

6.6 Conclusion 

 

Just as they have in all areas of our lives, digital, web and internet technologies have 

offered many new possibilities and changes in ways of working to community-led 

archive projects. The possibilities offered by digital technologies for preservation and 

exhibition of archival material – while exciting – do not remove completely the 

physical and tangible aspects of community-led archiving, such as a need for 

individuals to meet. Without a tangible anchor point, maintaining a sense of 

continuity and identity has been difficult for the Shetland Film Archive.    
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The move to digital and internet-based engagement and access reveals a gap 

between many of the tasks that need to be done, and the activities volunteers join 

the group expecting and wanting to do. It is therefore necessary to ask, particularly 

in community-led volunteer archive groups, how to balance, prioritise or integrate 

the potential efficiencies and productivity offered by these technologies against the 

needs and interests or group members. Ease of access to archival material was 

considered to be a clear benefit that digital and web and internet technologies 

brought to community-led archive projects. However, digitisation and 

implementation and use of digital and internet-based systems drew attention to the 

ongoing and active administrative, management and maintenance requirements for 

digital data – an increased workload potentially not anticipated by all members of 

community-led archiving groups. In addition, there also emerges a difference in the 

speed at which community-led archive groups work and decisions are implemented 

and the speed at which technologies develop and change. 

 

This chapter has explored some of the activities and tasks undertaken by community-

led archives involving technology. Approaches to, and selection of, technical systems 

will impact the ongoing costs of running an archive. Considering this, Chapter Seven 

examines how these activities are supported financially, both as individual archive 

groups and the wider funding landscapes within which they operate.   
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Chapter Seven 

Economic Sustainability 
 

‘Everybody wants to build, and nobody wants to do maintenance.’ 
Kurt Vonnegut, Hocus Pocus (1990:225) 

 

Economic sustainability is the theme of this chapter. Activities discussed in previous 

chapters have costs associated with them, and the ongoing financing of community-

led archival groups received considerable attention from informants in this research. 

There were a number of fundraising options used by groups that can be divided into 

private and public funding. The community-led archives in this study experienced 

both advantages and disadvantages to different public and private funding initiatives, 

including risks of mission drift, discrepancies between timescales of grant funding 

and archival activity, perceptions around having to “play the game” and the 

possibility of escaping grant dependency. 

 

Although economic sustainability is but one of the three pillars of sustainability, it 

was common for respondents to equate “sustainability” with “money” in interviews, 

and to discuss their aim to implement social and environmental dimensions of their 

work when financial aspects of the organisation were on a stable footing. This focus 

on financial sustainability is also mirrored in analysis of literature on sustainability in 

digital archival projects with financial topics being the most common themes 

(Eschenfelder & Shankar, 2016). Although studies have shown that the most effective 

solutions ‘engage all three pillars at once’ (Clune & Zehnder, 2020:1002), it seems 

many groups viewed these pillars in a more linear fashion, with some aspects - social 

and environmental - leading on from the other - economic.  

 

7.1 Funding Landscape 

 

The landscape of available finance of community-led archival work can broadly be 

divided into public and private funding. Public funding encompasses grants made 

available by local or national government as part of the wider allocation of money 
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for services raised by taxation and grants and money made available by the European 

Union through country contributions. Independent trusts and foundations – whose 

money is obtained from an individual or families’ wealth, or from profits from a 

company are sources of private funding (MissonBox, 2017). Groups have made use 

of both private and public funding sources for their work. 

 

7.1.1 Public Funding 

 

Groups such as community-led heritage archives can seek grants and funding from a 

number of different sources. The largest – or perhaps most obviously accessible - in 

the UK is public funding. As well as money made available through taxation by local 

or national government, public funds are made available through the UK National 

Lottery, established in November 1994 as a state-franchised lottery, run under 

licence on behalf of the Government (Gambling Commission, 2020). As well as prizes 

for winners, it allocates a percentage of sales to ‘good causes’ – in 2019/20 that was 

23p in every pound (Gambling Commission, 2020: para 4). Money in dormant 

accounts in the UK is also distributed via the same infrastructure set up for the 

National Lottery (UK Government, 2018).  

 

Public funding of the kind described above is managed in a ‘multilevel and multiactor 

system’ (Lepori, 2011:355), with money passed to agencies and local government to 

distribute. For example, money for good causes, generated by players of the National 

Lottery, is managed and allocated by twelve organisations, chosen by Parliament 

(National Lottery, 2020). These include the Arts Councils and sports agencies for the 

devolved nations, a Heritage Fund and Community Fund specifically for allocating 

National Lottery Funds, and the British Film Institute (National Lottery Good Causes, 

2020). 

  

Some of these agencies – such as the Arts Councils - distribute funds allocated 

directly from central Government, as well as funds from the National Lottery. It has 

been noted therefore, that the ‘good causes’ supported are reflective of 

‘government priorities and fiscal responsibilities’, rather than those necessarily 

considered good or valuable by different communities or the general public (Dinnie 
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& Holstead, 2018:26; also Taylor Aiken, 2014). Similar points are made by Smith 

(2006), in defining Authorised Heritage Discourse (AHD), that ‘validates…what is or is 

not heritage and frames and constrains heritage practices’, notably from a Western 

value perspective (Waterton & Smith, 2010:12, also Hall, 1999). Thus it can be argued 

that, although community groups and charitable organisations might be given money 

to enact activities and services through funding agencies, power and selection of 

those activities remains tipped in favour of the state institutions, their idea of what 

heritage is and is for, and generally a maintenance of existing systems and practices 

(Elliott et al., 2019; Emerick, 2009; Waterton & Smith, 2010).      

 

The National Lottery Fund programmes are of particular interest because these have 

been used to access funding by the groups in this study a number of times. The 

programmes offer funding at all different levels, ranging from Awards for All, offering 

funding of between £300 - £10,000 (National Lottery Community Fund, 2020), to The 

National Lottery Heritage Fund programmes, which can distribute grants up to 

£100,000 (Caerphilly County Borough Council, 2014), as well as one-off projects such 

as Village SOS, discussed below (Chapter 7.2). All public funding programmes have 

certain conditions which must be met for application to be considered, and these 

vary by programme (see, for example, various programme available through National 

Lottery Heritage Fund, 2020d). Applications for programmes that distribute larger 

awards seem to be longer and more complex, with some having a two-stage 

application process. For example, the Shetland Charitable Trust’s Main Grant Scheme 

asked for Expressions of Interest, and invites some applications from this pool to 

complete a full application for funding (Shetland Charitable Trust, 2020). Descriptions 

of each funding programme accessed by groups in this study can be found in 

Appendix 05, and the table below (Figure 7.1) indicates how the value of all funding 

received (regardless of source) will be described in this text. 

 

Another source of public funding that has been extremely important to the Shetland 

Film Archive was that of LEADER funding from the European Union. LEADER (an 

acronym of Liaisons Entre Actions de Développement de l’Économie Rurale) was a 

programme for rural communities funded by the European Union, which aimed ‘to 

support local rural communities and business networks to build knowledge and skills, 
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and encourage innovation and cooperation in order to tackle local development 

objectives’ (Scottish Government, 2018:3). In this case, priorities and funding were 

aligned to local conditions decided by Location Action Groups. While this has the 

effect of tailoring projects to address local needs (which of course may vary across 

the country), and thus may take into account the particular context, capacity and 

resources of the specific community (Middlemiss & Parrish, 2010), it also may leave 

the agencies open to accusations of unfairness – with the same project potentially 

receiving funding in one area but not in another. LEADER has a two-stage application 

process and generally only provides match funding for project – so other sources of 

funding beyond LEADER must be sought (Perth and Kinross LEADER, 2020). Funding 

opportunities from European Union LEADER programmes ceased to be available to 

groups when the United Kingdom left the European Union at the start of 2021.    

 

Description in text Bottom £ Top £ 

Very Small 0.00 1,000 

Small 1,001 5,000 

Medium 5,001 10,000 

Large 10,001 25,000 

Very Large 25,001 50,000 

 
Figure 7.1. Cost bands and the respective text description used to indicate the value 
of funding received from different sources (Image: MDH). 
 
 

7.1.2 Shetland Film Archive – public funding 

 

The Shetland Film Archive received funds from National Lottery programmes at 

different points in their existence. The first medium grant – made by Shetland 

Amenity Trust - was made in order to undertake research and production of the 

feasibility study into the potential for a film archive in Shetland in 2008 (Awards for 

All Application Form, 2008; Shetland Moving Image Archive, 2017). Julie and Emma 

– who proposed the project and founded the Archive – were contracted as 

freelance/temporary workers to undertake the project, with advice and support 

from Shetland Amenity Trust (Awards for All Application Form, 2008; Shetland 

Moving Image Archive, 2017).  
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Having subsequently been inaugurated as a group separate from the Shetland 

Amenity Trust (Shetland Moving Image Archive Group, 2010), the Archive applied for 

and were successful in receiving a very large grant from a National Lottery 

programme in 2011/2012 (Heritage Lottery Fund n.d:1). The Shetland Film Archive 

also obtained a LEADER grant matching their Lottery programme funding. These two 

funding grants formed what the archive called ‘Phase One’ of their development 

approach (Shetland Moving Image Archive, 2017). The majority of the work in this 

“phase” was undertaken between August 2013 and December 2014. This was a time 

of considerable activity for the Shetland Film Archive, according to those involved 

(Shetland Film Archive Meeting, 08/05/2018; Interview with Carol, 10/09/2019). The 

archive employed a Project Development Manager to progress the archive’s work 

(Shetland Moving Image Archive, 2017). At the same time, a filmmaking project for 

the cultural programme accompanying the XX Commonwealth Games, was delivered 

by the Shetland Film Archive and Shetland Arts. This very large funding grant was 

from a separate agency – Creative Scotland, and had different aims to that of “Phase 

One” (Creative Scotland, 2014; see Chapter 7.2 for more). 

 

In addition to these large awards, the archive group obtained very small and small 

amounts in 2014 from the Shetland Amenity Trust and Shetland Charitable Trust 

respectively that enabled two members - the SFA employee and volunteer Julie - to 

undertake archive and film handling training at Huntley Film Archive (Shetland 

Moving Image Archive, 2017; Shetland Moving Image Archive, 2015). This public 

funding is interesting because it was used for training and professional development 

and, as far as I can ascertain, there were no requirements – aside from undertaking 

the approved training - connected to these grants.   

 

The Shetland Film Archive made use of both the National Lottery programmes and 

LEADER again, for a ‘digitisation pilot phase’, planned to run for six months in 2016, 

but in practice running from Oct 2016-Oct 2017 (Shetland Moving Image Archive, 

2017:3; Heritage Lottery Fund, 2014). Shetland Film Archive received a medium grant 

with LEADER providing a match grant just under the amount received from the 

National Lottery Heritage Fund (see Figure 7.1). The Shetland Film Archive had a 

small amount raised through donations and fundraising (Chapter 7.1.3) to contribute 



 212 

towards this project, and received a small grant from Shetland Amenity Trust in July 

2016 for film digitisation (Shetland Amenity Trust, 2016). Despite the challenges 

members of the Shetland Film Archive relate about their experiences of obtaining 

funding (discussed below, Chapter 7.3), the fact the group reapplied to two grant 

giving organisations suggests that either the benefits of the funding outweighed the 

negatives described by the group members, or that they felt these funding agencies, 

despite the problems, offered the best opportunities for the Archive group to gain 

financial resources.   

 

While the dates of many of these grants overlapped, it is interesting that the 

evidence of public screening and presentation events does not entirely coincide with 

times when the Archive was in receipt of this funding. As Figure 7.2 indicates, a large 

number of screening events happened during 2011, a time when the Shetland Film 

Archive did not have grant funding. This suggests there are factors beyond financial 

support that influence the number or frequency of activities such as screenings and 

public events, likely relating back to motivations, enthusiasm and time, discussed in 

Chapter 5.     

 

Towards the end of the ‘Phase One’ funded period (2013-2014), the group began to 

look at developing an ‘effective content management system with a front end 

website that has effective functionality/search/browse/blog/merchant services’ for 

the material they had collected (Shetland Moving Image Archive, 2017:2). The group 

sought additional funding for the costs of development and build of the content 

management system and website through both public and private funding. The 

public funding received was an Economic Development grant, available to businesses 

from the Economic Development Service at Shetland Islands Council. While it is 

unclear exactly which scheme was applied for, a grant can typically only cover a 

certain percentage of project costs. The Economic Development Grant Scheme, for 

example, is ‘limited to 30% of eligible project costs, up to a maximum of £25,000,’ 

with the minimum threshold award £1000 (Shetland Islands Council, 2020). The 

archive received a small amount from the Economic Development Service towards 

the development of their website and content management system (Shetland 

Moving Image Archive, 2017; Shetland Moving Image, 2015).  
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7.1.3 Private Funding 

 

Another source of funding for community-led projects is private funding. This 

includes trusts and foundations established from family wealth and business profits. 

Unlike public funding, such foundations ‘decide independently – and not necessarily 

influenced by political priorities or other trends’ what their aims are and how they 

might distribute funds to achieve these (MissionBox, 2017:para 5). For example, the 

Foyle Foundation specifically only accepts applications from registered charities 

(Foyle Foundation, 2020a: para 12). Those who wish to apply to this foundation thus 

have to choose to abide by the systems of organisation necessary to be recognised 

officially as a charity. The Shetland Film Archive applied to The Foyle Foundation and 

received a small grant specifically to support costs associated with developing a 

website and online content management system for the Shetland Film Archive (Foyle 

Foundation, 2014). Notably there seemed to be few – if any - reporting requirements 

attached to this grant, beyond providing evidence the grant had been spent on the 

activities outlined in the application, that Shetland Film Archive members can recall, 

or that I can ascertain. This stands in contrast to much public funding, as discussed 

below by Archive members (Chapter 7.3.1). However, grants from private trusts are 

– as they themselves warn – very competitive and difficult to obtain (Foyle 

Foundation, 2020b). Fundraising and crowdfunding – whereby a ‘large number of 

people [contribute] a small amount of money’ also fall into the category of private 

funding (UK Crowdfunding, 2017:para 1).   

 

7.1.4 Shetland Film Archive and FOUND/Faodail Archive Film Project – private 

funding 

 

Money was also obtained for the Shetland Film Archive through fundraising and 

income-generation activities by the group itself. This included donations from 

audience members at film screenings organised by the Archive, licensing of material 

from the Archive collections to be screened by other organisations, donations from 

bag packing at local supermarkets and online easy fundraising (where a percentage 

of money is donated to a designated charity when registered people shop through 

various websites) and well as personal donations from Archive members and donors 
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of material to the Archive (Shetland Moving Image Archive, 2015). Between March 

2013 and January 2015, the group raised a small amount through these activities, 

and a very small amount between January and December 2019 (Shetland Moving 

Image Archive, 2015).  

 

The Faodail/FOUND Archive Film Project in North Uist utilised private fundraising, in 

the form of online crowdfunding, to generate money for its activities. In December 

2018, Faodail/FOUND ran an online campaign to raise money to digitise a small 

collection of film material (Faodail/FOUND Outer Hebrides Film Archive, 2018). This 

was successful in reaching its target in three days, even when the average 

contribution was in the tens, rather than hundreds, of pounds (Faodail/FOUND Outer 

Hebrides Film Archive, 2018).    

 

However, success is not a given in these revenue-raising endeavours. It is notable 

that the Faodail/FOUND project used many of the approaches recommended for 

successful crowdsourcing and citizen science projects (Figure 7.3). For example, the 

Faodail/FOUND crowdfunding campaign was for a specific, single, tangible and 

contained goal (Faodail/FOUND Outer Hebrides Film Archive, 2018)  – equivalent to 

the small manageable tasks and achievable outcomes of effective citizen science 

(Causer & Wallace, 2012; Nov, Arazy, & Anderson, 2011; Ridge, 2013). Likewise, 

those who donated were provided with information about the project, became 

involved in a community effort, and were rewarded (collectively and individually) for 

their contributions - all things identified as important elements to successful citizen 

science projects.   

 

Crowdfunding activities like those undertaken by Faodail/FOUND can be seen as a 

modern iteration of the annual ‘sales of work’ that Hunter reports being undertaken 

to support Comuinn Eachdraidh in the past (1991:73). It is doubtful whether 

crowdfunding is a model that could indefinitely support an archive group, just as 

Hunter feels the sales of work did not provide a secure financial footing for Comuinn 

Eachdraidh (1991). However, Hunter suggests there are other benefits to such 

private fundraising activities, even if these generate limited funds, in that they 

involve people and give ‘them a stake in the movement’ (Hunter, 1991:155-156). This 
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is echoed in the approach taken by Faodail/FOUND Archive Film Project 

crowdfunding campaign, with the various comments left by those who contributed, 

suggesting an excitement and belief in the value of the project (Faodail/FOUND Outer 

Hebrides Film Archive 2018).  

 

The Faodail/FOUND archive project was part of a larger organisation. Run by Uist 

Film, itself an offshoot, and connected to the arts centre, museum, education hub 

and post office Taigh Chearsabhagh (Taigh Chearsabhagh, 2020d). The project thus 

benefitted from this existing infrastructure – unlike the Shetland Film Archive for 

example -  meaning that the crowdfunding campaign described above did not have 

to raise money for equipment, physical space or digital storage - although Mike notes 

the archive project could not exploit or take resources away from other activities the 

Uist Film and Taigh Chearsabhagh deliver, and will ultimately need to support itself 

in some way (Interview with Mike, 06/02/2019).  

 
What emerges from the accounts of participants in this study is that groups had 

explored a variety of funding options, both public and private, and often combined a 

number of different revenue sources. In the account provided by informants, public 

funding sources appear to offer greater amounts than have been raised by private 

means. Thus, it seems natural that groups would wish to seek public funding, and 

look for different streams and programmes from which they could benefit. This can, 

however, result in groups altering their aims in order to be eligible for particular 

funding schemes, a process that can complicate the development of a group, even 

though change is a necessary part of the lifecycle of organisations. 

 

7.2 Mission Drift 

 

It had been noted that, as voluntary groups move through their ‘life-cycle’, it is 

common for them to change their goals, and/or ‘displace their…goals in favor [sic] 

of sheer group maintenance/survival/growth’ (Smith & Van Puyvelde 2016:69-70; 

Smith 2000). This process of change, where an organisation - particularly a 

voluntary and charitable one, ‘diverges from its main purpose or mission’ is known 

as mission drift (Cornforth, 2014:4). While generally characterised as a negative  
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affliction for organisations, there is no reason why mission drift cannot also be 

positive – for example, if a group has achieved all its aims and wants to build on its 

success by addressing other issues. More often than not however, mission drift can 

be linked to attempts for groups to survive by adapting to prevailing situations, for 

example the funding priorities of various grant-giving bodies (Creamer, 2015; Dinnie 

& Holstead, 2018) and commercialisation of organisations (Weisbrod, 2004). 

Comments from Julie suggest mission drift was present within the Shetland Film 

Archive: 

 

 Julie: I’ve thought of everything from having a big building that’s a visitor 
 centre…yeah we went and looked at St Clements and we actually got as far 
 as the  Architectural Heritage organisation in Shetland they were keen to 
 support us to do an initial investigation… I’m convinced that could have 
 been financially sustainable. 

Interview with Julie, 05/092019 
 

Here, Julie equates the search for a physical building to house the Shetland Film 

Archive and its activities to providing a sustainable future (at least, a financially 

sustainable one) for the project. A noted in Chapters Five and Six, the lack of a 

physical space for the archive and volunteers/paid staff has certainly proved 

challenging for the group, especially when it works with individuals who wish to 

donate material, and in its dealing with other organisations (Interview with Julie, 

05/09/2019; Interview with Mathew, 02/07/2019). Other members of the Shetland 

Film Archive have associated a physical space belonging to the archive with stability 

and permanence, while also recognising this permanence might be in appearance 

only (Interview with Mathew, 02/07/2019).  

 

Carol, a member of Shetland Film Archive, but also of a number of other heritage 

projects, recalls her experience on seeking premises for a history group: 

 

 Carol: So, we decided, right, ok, we needed a premises, so we went down to 
 Quendale Mill…and they said to us ‘don’t do it’…and we said ‘oh, oh why 
 not?’ and they said ‘no, don’t take on an old building’, because at that time 
 we were looking at the old kirk [church] in Cunningsburgh…‘well either you 
 become an old kirk survival group or you are a history group’ because the 
 two don’t meet very well…and the history group that was in Quendale had 
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 suddenly stopped really be able to look at the history of Quendale… [and 
 were just] maintaining a building.  

Interview with Carol, 10/09/2019 
 

Carol’s comments illustrate how acquisition of a building can distract a group, and 

end up completely taking over its aim, essentially changing what the group was about 

and what it was doing. Such a change in mission is not necessarily a bad thing if it is 

a conscious decision for the group, however, it seems that in the case highlighted by 

Carol, the group anticipated that they would be able to continue their original 

activities alongside managing the building but found they were unable to do this. 

 

The acquisition of buildings by community groups has been facilitated in particular 

through asset transfer schemes. In Scotland, these schemes were formalised under 

the Community Empowerment (Scotland) Act 2015 (Scottish Government, 2017), 

and introduced ‘a right for community bodies to make requests to all local 

authorities, Scottish Ministers and a range of public bodies for any land or buildings 

they feel they could make better use of’ (Scottish Government, 2020b: para 1). Prior 

to this the Land Reform Act 2003, ‘introduced a “community right to buy”… [while] 

at the same time a Scottish Land Fund was established to assist communities to own 

and develop land, by funding preparatory costs, acquisition, and development’ 

(Wyler, 2009:84).  

 

While community asset transfer and the wider Community Empowerment Act was 

intended to give people more involvement in decisions affecting their local areas, it 

has been suggested that, in the context of financial budget cuts across national and 

local government in Great Britain over the last decade (known as “austerity”), asset 

and service transfer to communities may be seen by government institutions as a 

way to reduce their responsibilities and obligations (Elliott et al., 2019; Nichols et al., 

2020). Additional questions have been raised about the ability of communities to 

sustain services or assets they have acquired or agreed to run beyond initial transfer 

funding (Pill & Bailey, 2012), or what would happen to assets if community 

management was to fail (Elliott et al., 2019). The difficulty in obtaining long-term 

funding for community asset and service projects has, in the past, generated ‘high 

levels of frustration and disenchantment amongst the participants’ often aimed, in 
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part, at the authorities who handed them the services or assets originally (Elliott et 

al., 2019:304; Adamson & Bromiley, 2013). Frustrations in obtaining long-term or 

core funding have been voiced by members of the Shetland Film Archive, as well as 

what they feel is a lack of support from some institutions for their work (Interview 

with Julie, 05/09/2019).   

 

Ultimately, the acquisition of premises through such schemes as community asset 

transfer may not provide the security or stability groups such as Shetland Film 

Archive crave. For example, the premises from which the Assynt Digital Archive was 

based was acquired and redeveloped by the Assynt Community Association through 

receipt of a financial award from the Big Lottery Fund (Village SOS, 2011). The project 

was essentially a community asset transfer of the building with financial support 

from a UK-wide grant-giving agency – but for a wider group and purpose than a 

specific heritage or archive project. While the redevelopment of the building was 

successful, project team member Sharon Bartram notes that ‘revenue funding is a lot 

harder to come by than revenue for major construction’, raising the possibility of 

continuing challenges for the community association and building (Village SOS, 

2011). For the Assynt Digital Archive, a physical premises did not provide the long-

term stability that members of the Shetland Film Archive associated with a building.  

 

 Over the years…eyes have been cast on the ‘archive room’ at the Mission 
 [building]. To them it seemed to be a space not used optimally – i.e. didn’t 
 make money, and had to be locked (because of equipment in it – key could 
 be picked up from café downstairs, so it was accessible). 

Summary of interview with Lawrence, 15/08/2019 
 

At the time of the interview it was unclear where the archive might be housed in the 

future (Summary of interview with Lawrence, 15/08/2019). Since then, and after a 

long process, the archive has moved to new premises (Vasten, 2020b). In the blog 

post about the move, Lawrence noted that prior to the move, little archival work had 

been possible because of the challenges and tension experienced about the presence 

of the archive in the building where it resided (Vasten, 2020b). The experience of 

Lawrence with the Assynt Digital Archive demonstrates that a physical premises does 

not guarantee stability nor permanence, and managing premises can take up 

valuable time for a community-led volunteer-run group.    
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Another challenge the group had to grapple with was the accumulation of items, 

given to them by local people and the publics: 

 

 Julie: An awful lot of people were giving us things because they want rid of 
 them. Some of the associated stuff that goes along with it as well that I think
 maybe should be kept, could be kept, the ephemera…that’s another 
 discussion, there’s lots of stuff that we’ve been offered, that people have 
 said, ‘oh when you get a chance we’ll…’ you know, what do you do with 
 that? 

Interview with Julie, 05/09/2019 
 

This account shows how easy it is for a group to end up with items and materials that 

they had not necessarily planned on collecting, and might only be tangentially 

associated with their aims. Julie’s experience make clear that refusing items, even if 

you have decided how your groups will operate, and have a collections policy (as 

Shetland Film Archive does), is difficult to do. Once these items are placed in the care 

of a group, the group also becomes responsible for having to look after and manage 

them, adding to the workload of the group members (Interview with Carol, 

10/09/2019).  

 

Part of the difficulty in managing accumulation of items by a group are the tendencies 

present in individuals in the groups themselves. As has been previously noted 

(Chapter 5.3), motivations to establish or become involved in community-led 

heritage for many individuals are related to the desire to “save” a history or heritage 

that is perceived to be threatened and could be lost (Interview with Julie, 

05/09/2019;  Fredheim, 2018; Holtoft, 2015). The temptation to keep things, 

mentioned briefly by Carol, can be associated with this motivation to “save”, and 

thus groups end up with items they never set out to collect (Interview with Carol, 

10/09/2019). Just as the passion that drives people can become possessive - as 

Shetland Film Archive member Mathew notes (Interview with Mathew, 02/07/2019; 

Chapter 5.3), so too can the motivations to become involved in community-led 

heritage and history groups result in a desire to collect everything without necessarily 

having an idea of what to do with it. ‘Existence value’, that is, the existence of objects, 

often collected or conserved under the auspices of a dedicated group or movement, 
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is all that matters, above ‘use value’, that of ‘demands or uses placed upon 

the…resource by contemporary society’ (Darvill, 1995;43, 47). While the challenges 

of collecting and storing are clearly real and legitimate issues to be debates, L. Harald 

Fredheim suggests that ‘sooner or later we must pivot from obsessing over storage 

solutions to seriously questioning what/who we are storing for’ [sic] (Fredheim, 

2020b).  

 

While one would not want to operate in a completely inflexible way, sticking 

precisely to every rule and policy while ignoring the context, the accounts above 

highlights some of the difficulties experienced by groups when they do not consider 

their core mission, and whether the activities they are doing align with this. In 

managing these kinds of issues, the example of Comunn Eachdraidh Nis in the Outer 

Hebrides proves illuminating. Comunn Eachdraidh supervisor Agnes Gillies assigned 

part of her week to look ‘at what they had been doing and tried to assess…the 

direction in which they were going’ (Hunter, 1991:39). Hunter credits this objectivity 

– a feature that was not present when other Comuinn Eachdraidh were established 

– as ‘important ingredient in the quality of the work done’ at Comunn Eachdraidh Nis 

(Hunter, 1991:39). As mentioned below (Chapter 7.3) members of community-led, 

volunteer-run groups often feel that the pressures of limited available time prevent 

them carrying out such assessments and other similar activities beyond the 

immediate day-to-day running of the group.   

 

Another challenge that can cause mission drift for community-led heritage and 

archive projects are the focus and priorities of grant giving agencies. Both Shetland 

Film Archive and the Faodail/FOUND Archive project members feel it is necessary to 

seek financial support of some kind from grant giving funding agencies (Interview 

with Mike, 06/02/2019; Interview with Carol, 10/09/2019; Interview with Julie, 

05/09/2019). 

 

The requirements to gain funding from these agencies may make groups feel the 

need to adapt their work to fit in better with the target areas of the funding agency 

or change their activities entirely to seek money from a specific fund. An example of 

this might be the EbbTide project the Shetland Film Archive produced as part of the 
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cultural programme accompanying the XX Commonwealth Games with funding from 

Creative Scotland (Creative Scotland, 2014). In this filmmaking orientated project, 

artists were selected to create films based on heritage objects and stories from 

participating Shetland Heritage Association (2020) groups and sites (Shetland Arts, 

2014). Artists were paid for their work, and films were screened around Shetland and 

at various sites in Glasgow during the summer of the Commonwealth Games 

(Shetland Arts, 2014). The Shetland Film Archive worked with Shetland Heritage 

Association (2020) and Shetland Arts Development Agency (2020a) on this project, 

which received a very large (see Figure 7.1) funding grant from Creative Scotland 

(Shetland Moving Image Archive, 2014; Shetland Moving Image Archive, 2017).  

 

While Shetland Film Archive members were effusive in their praise of, and professed 

enjoyment and belief in, the value of the EbbTide project (Interview with Thomas, 

28/11/2018; Interview with Mathew, 02/07/2019) it is worth pointing out that this 

project does not actually meet either of the self-professed aims of the Archive, as no 

‘old film’ was collected or preserved and there was no ‘contemporary use of archived 

moving image materials’ (Shetland Arts, 2014:1-2). This demonstrates how easy it is 

for - albeit subtle - shifts in aims and objectives to occur within a group. The EbbTide 

project also potentially distracted the group at a time when they had a paid employee 

who could drive the organisation forward, with Mathew noting that both volunteers 

and employee were required to dedicate a considerable amount of time to the 

project to the possible detriment of other archive tasks (Interview with Mathew, 

02/07/2019).    

 

It is important to emphasise, however, that not every activity or decision has to be 

made for strategic reasons. The fact that the Ebbtide project did not meet the aims 

of the Shetland Film Archive does not mean that it should not have occurred, nor 

that it did not benefit the Archive. Most importantly, Archive group members 

enjoyed it and the project raised awareness of the group enough to result in 

recruitment of at least one volunteer (Interview with Thomas, 28/11/2018). As part 

of the project, the group also worked with Shetland Arts Development Agency and 

Shetland Heritage Association, developing local networks and partnerships in the 

process (Shetland Arts, 2014). Such networks and partnerships have been seen by 



 224 

members of the Shetland Film Archive as important to the work of the Archive and 

potentially its sustainability (Chapter 5.6; Interview with Mathew, 02/07/2019; 

Interview with Julie, 05/09/2019).  

 

Nevertheless, the above experiences demonstrate how easy it is for energies and 

focus of a group to be directed into activities that are peripheral or parallel to the 

original main stated aims of the organisation. The decision to pursue many of these 

activities seem to relate to revenue-making, or funding opportunities with specific 

parameters, that require a shift in the work of the group. While some of the activities 

may be of benefit to groups, others can cause group members to take on additional 

responsibilities in unfamiliar or unpopular areas, leaving less time for them to focus 

on the things they joined the group to do originally. Such impacts are tied to funding 

generally, not only activities classed as mission drift, and many informants revealed 

how requirements connected to different income and funding grants, worked to 

shape the structure and administrative systems of community-led groups, as well as 

their behaviours and approaches towards their goals. 

 

7.3 Structures, Administration and Behaviours 

 

The demands of fundraising, and requirements of different types of funding played 

a part in the organisational structures of the groups, the time they spent on different 

tasks, and the conception of timescales for their work. What also emerges is a need 

to understand and “play the game” in relation to public funding agencies, even if this 

proves challenging and frustrating at times. While I gained the impression the groups 

and individuals involved in this study were grateful for the money they received from 

both public and private funding initiatives that enabled them to carry out activities, 

most comments made in relation to finances and funding expressed complaints 

about, or difficulties in, the processes of seeking money - often small amounts – to 

support their groups work and aims.  
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7.3.1 Playing the game and managing administration 

 

Members of the Shetland Film Archive noted the time-consuming nature of applying 

for grants, and managing and reporting activities in line with funding agency 

requirements.   

 

 Mathew: Even things just like trying to maintain the paperwork for LEADER 
 for our grants and things is quite a substantial piece of work in itself. 

Interview with Mathew, 02/07/2019 
 
 Julie: So, film was still coming in, but we needed someone to put paperwork 
 in place…Administration tasks became hard. 

Shetland Film Archive Meeting, 08/05/2018 
 

These comments, expressed in both frustration and resignation, reflect an 

experience felt more widely, with Emily Creamer (2015) finding that ‘one of the 

consequences of gaining grant funding is the necessary allocation of a significant 

portion of…[a] group’s time to being in the office preparing reports and completing 

paperwork’ (Creamer, 2015:991). Where organisations have funding from multiple 

sources – as Shetland Film Archive did with, for example, both LEADER and National 

Lottery Heritage Fund grants – each will entail their own reporting and administrative 

mechanisms, adding to the workload (Creamer, 2015). 

 

 Julie: And because we had something like five different funders for that…it 
 was, you know, it was just a bit of a funding challenge. 

Interview with Julie, 05/09/2019 
 

Within a group of mainly volunteer members, who – as has been noted in Social 

Factors (Chapter 5.2, also Interview with Mathew, 02/07/2019; Shetland Film Archive 

Meeting, 08/05/2018; Dinnie & Holstead, 2018) – have limited time to devote to 

group activities, this will mean less time spent doing the things they joined the group 

to do. It has been suggested that this might, in turn have implications for 

‘relationship[s] between the group and community’ who perceive less activities and 

events being undertaken by groups (Creamer, 2015:991). 
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A member of the Shetland Film Archive also highlighted that fact that applying for 

and managing funds requires particular skills that not all individuals possess and, 

more crucially, have an interest in undertaking (Creamer, 2015; Dinnie & Holstead, 

2018). 

 

 MDH: From what I understand from the paperwork, you were quite involved 
 in applying for the money and doing that kind of side of things? 
 Julie: yep 
 MDH: Is that what you were interested in doing? 
 Julie: It’s because somebody had to do it… And people, I think, are quite 
 scared of the treasurer role and grant applications. It’s kind of, the black arts 
 of accountancy, it’s all a bit…there’s very specific language and meanings to 
 things like what can you capitalise and what has to be considered revenue, 
 and just from working for the [institution name]… for years I had a bit of an 
 understanding and what I didn’t know I went and tried to find out. 

Interview with Julie, 05/09/2019 
 

Julie’s account here presents the application and management of funding grants as 

a necessary but unappealing activity – not one that individuals would choose to do – 

and thus already bound with negative connotations and a sense of duty. As explored 

previously (Chapter 5.1), neither or these feelings creates a productive environment, 

particularly for volunteers.   

 

Julie also points out in this comment that she feels there is a particular language that 

needs to be used within applications and communications with grant-making 

agencies. She suggests this is something you have to learn, and that her previous 

work experiences have allowed her to understand this language and the processes 

involved in making such applications. If there is a general belief among individuals 

that there is a language, process and particular ‘way’ of presenting themselves in 

applications, those without confidence in their abilities to speak this language or 

present themselves correctly may not want to apply for grants (Creamer, 2015).      

 

 ‘Therefore, there is a risk that the community-led initiatives that end up 
 being successful in gaining funding may, as opposed to necessarily being the 
 most deserving, simply be those who are the most competent in navigating 
 the process of seeking and applying for the funding’ (Creamer, 2015:991).  
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While it has been acknowledged that funding agencies have worked to provide 

support, guidance and even training to help groups apply for funding (Dinnie & 

Holstead, 2018), comments like that made by Julie suggests the process is still seen 

by individuals as a secret or special system that requires the right language and 

approach in order to be allow entry.   

 

7.3.2 Timescales 

 

It was not only the time-consuming nature of funding applications and reporting that 

was a challenge for community-led groups, but the timescales associated with 

gaining funds from grant giving applications also presented complications. On being 

asked about a gap of a number of years between the Shetland Film Archive receiving 

moving image material from donors and getting it digitised, Mathew explained:  

 

 Mathew: I think we had to secure funding for the digitisation phase of the 
 project from LEADER, so I think between [20]14 and [20]17 there was also 
 that period of applying for funding and then waiting for that to get back, and 
 we were successful so we were able to press on with that part of the 
 project…So that probably accounts for that kind of delay.  

Interview with Mathew, 02/07/2019 
 

This response shows that, while it appeared to those outside the archive (including 

myself) that not very much was happening during this period, the group was actually 

working very hard to apply for further funds to continue the project. This gap 

included the time spent awaiting the outcome of their applications, and in cases (like 

the Shetland Film Archive) where there was an aim to gain match funding, this 

extended this time spent waiting, as one application would have to be successful 

before the other could be applied for.  

 

As has been commented upon previously (Chapter 7.3.1; Interview with Henry, 

01/09/2018), it is often during these periods of change – such as applying for and 

waiting for funds from grant giving agencies – that motivation, commitment and 

goodwill can be lost, and volunteers and supporters can fall away. These periods of 

behind the scenes work can make it appear to those outside the archive group that 

the project was temporary and has now finished. It has been noted that the 
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perception of such projects as time-limited and temporary – which is often the 

opposite of the group’s intentions – can be perpetuated by project-based funding 

structures that require activities to be completed within a particular period of time, 

and the process of applying for new funding grants (Creamer, 2015).   

 

It was pointed out by informants that the structure of these short-term funding 

grants (Dinnie & Holstead, 2018; Creamer, 2015) meant that applying for funding 

became a never-ending cycle and an almost full-time occupation. Mathew points out 

that, for Shetland Film Archive, this kind of funding dictated the organisational 

structure of the group: 

 

 Mathew: I suppose being like a charitable group and looking for external 
 funding often, you’re like locked into a cycle of applying for funding and 
 then reporting on funding and then reporting your accounts, so that kind of 
 locks you into a committee structure with a treasurer and things, just to 
 kind of, just to maintain that. And I think as a charitable organisation we 
 have to have a committee structure in that sense. 

Interview with Mathew, 02/07/2019 
 

Mathew feels the structure of the Shetland Film Archive as organisation is fixed to a 

certain extent by external obligations, such as fulfilling requirements to be 

recognised and registered as a charitable organisation. He, along with other Shetland 

Film Archive members, also highlight reporting requirements for funding as being not 

only a time consuming and complicated aspect to their work, but also one that 

shapes the structure and practices of the organisation because of its demands 

(Shetland Film Archive Meeting, 08/05/2018; Interview with Carol, 10/09/2019; 

Interview with Julie, 05/09/2019). Such comments raise questions about the extent 

to which requirements of funding organisations shape or force community-led 

groups into adopting certain structures – that may be inappropriate or complicated 

for the group - in order to be eligible for funding. While community-led and 

grassroots initiatives and activity is presented (in well-intentioned ways) by agencies, 

mainstream institutions (including academia) as offering opportunities for innovative 

practice and diversifying the subject field, the particular requirements and outcomes 

stipulated in exchange for financial assistance, can lead community-led groups:  
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 ‘into the centre ground; they became more like each other. The [funding 
 agencies]… had a normalising, centralising influence on the groups applying 
 for and succeeding in receiving funding, as well as on understandings of 
 community….[They] not only  governmentalised community, but also 
 homogenised it’ (Taylor Aiken, 2014:215). 
 

Similarly, in a discussion document compiled for Community Heritage Scotland, 

Catherine Gillies and colleagues (2018) suggest arrangements and systems 

surrounding funding opportunities might result in  

 

‘identikit activity programmes, many of which don’t get properly delivered 
because they are rote solutions to bespoke situations; [add] additional stress 
on already overstretched committees to deliver more and [are] big 
museum/organisation solutions to small-scale local situations’ (Gillies et al., 
2018:43). 

 

Essentially, Gillies et al. imply that groups look to projects that have been successfully 

funded previously, and model their ideas and applications on these projects, because 

they feel this will give them the best chance of success in securing funding. This is a 

natural and understandable thing to do – and indeed members of the Shetland Film 

Archive have highlighted projects, other archives and activities that were inspiring 

and helpful to them (Shetland Film Archive Meeting, 8 May 2018). However, not only 

might these models be unsuitable for a group and its aims, but might also result in 

making groups more similar, and potentially losing some of the uniqueness of their 

identity and mission. Such comments and experiences demonstrate that there is a 

need to find ways to balance oversight on financial grants for community-led and 

grassroots activity, while offering a more inclusive approach to different models and 

approaches to management of groups and their activities.  

 

Carol recalls another experience of some of the challenges of project specific funding, 

talking to a project on the east coast of Scotland:    

 

 Carol: They have a little centre with a café and all that sort of thing…they 
 rely and have become reliant, which is a downfall in some ways but it’s kept 
 them going in other ways, of constantly having to renew the project that 
 they’re working on…so…there is somebody there working all the time to try 
 and find money for a project officer…constantly having to look for project 
 funding… However, a huge part of [the project officer’s] job [is] a) looking 
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 for that [funding] and b) keeping the running of the building so she had to 
 juggle the project work along with all the other things she was doing. But…it 
 was working. 

Interview with Carol, 10/09/2019 
 

In Carol’s description, a significant portion of this employee’s time was taken up 

applying for the funding which would enable her to remain employed to maintain 

the building and undertake the project for which the funding was awarded. Although 

Carol suggests that the group she discusses made this arrangement work, she does 

describe it as a “juggle” to manage all aspects of the work, implying this arrangement 

was difficult and not ideal. Carol suggests that this project funding approach to 

maintaining an endeavour in the long term can be viewed both positively and 

negatively, with groups potentially reliant on such funding grants to keep going, but 

the fact the organisation had managed to keep going by using this method, however 

complicated, should be applauded. As outlined by Carol, this project seems to have 

succeeded because the organisation, and individual project officer, found ways of 

working around the constraints of the fixed-term project funding system, to enable 

their endeavour to continue. Again, such approaches are potentially more apparent 

to those skilled in navigating the funding processes, rather than being a reflection on 

the quality of the project itself (Creamer, 2015), but also suggest that it is by working 

around the system that groups can successfully run a longer term project from public 

funding awards. 

 

The cycle of time-limited project-based funding described by Carol also means 

considerable uncertainty about what they organisation can deliver project to project, 

and insecurity for paid employees, whose salaries were dependant on successful 

funding applications. It has been noted that this uncertainty has, in some cases, 

resulted in the departure of experienced, knowledgeable staff, who needed a more 

secure income (Dinnie & Holstead, 2018). As has been noted (Chapter 6.3) loss of 

knowledge from a group can have significant impact on their ability to deliver 

activities and develop the organisation.   

 

Carol’s account presents a way of working and obtaining funds that is common to 

many organisations. Essentially, project funding must also accommodate the time for 
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someone to seek and obtain the next tranche of funds to continue the project. This, 

suggests Julie, is where funding for essential operating costs, also known as core 

costs (IVAR, 2020) – such as paying salaries - would prove beneficial: 

 

 Julie: Core funding allows someone to develop the applications for project 
 funding. 

Shetland Film Archive Meeting, 08/05/2018 
 

By core funding, Julie means an ongoing, steady source of money to cover basic 

operating costs, as opposed to grants issued for a set period of time. In particular, 

accommodating time to research new opportunities, discuss and plan approaches, 

review existing activities, test out ideas and devote time to building partnerships and 

networks seemed to be difficult within a project-based funding system.   

 

 Mathew: So, like we’d almost maxed out our volunteer capacity just with 
 keeping the wheels turning. So, it’s difficult to see how you can really, 
 substantially, move forward and do big projects and that kind of stuff 
 without greater resource… But because we’re just in that kind of trundling 
 through this set-up period that makes it quite difficult to get it off the 
 ground.      

Interview with Mathew, 02/07/2019 
 

Mathew suggests that volunteer capacity can only stretch so far, and can lead to a 

situation where all efforts are taken up with simply ensuring the group continuing to 

exist, rather than growing or developing new activities, or even having time to seek 

and induct new volunteer members (Shetland Film Archive Meeting, 08/05/2018). In 

this sense, a small community-led voluntary group can appear to exhibit many of the 

characteristics of ‘zombie organisations’ or companies ‘where their offices stay open 

and some minimal activity persists, but they make few meaningful advances’ towards 

their aims (Gray, 2018:1). Julia Grey has suggested that ‘bureaucratic capacity’ and 

autonomy play a role in whether an organisation becomes a zombie, as does its 

ability to attract staff or members (Gray, 2018:1). Many of these issues have been 

voiced by archive members, summarised in Mathew’s comment above regarding 

capacity and ability to move forward, and Julie’s account of the reluctance of people 

to undertake certain tasks (Interview with Julie, 05/09/2019). 
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These maintenance activities are, as Mathew attests, time consuming, but necessary 

to ‘keep the wheels’ of community-led voluntary groups ‘turning’, and it has been 

noted that funding grants often do not allow for the realistic timescales required to 

explore, research, experiment, and ‘become established in a community’ (Dinnie & 

Holstead, 2018:29). Without such anchoring work, it can appear the group is dormant 

in the times between project-based groups funding, and then springing back into life 

for short periods of time. Such cycles, it has been suggested, lead to ‘cynicism and a 

lack of buy-in from the rest of the community’ who don’t perceive the group as 

serious (Creamer, 2015:990).   

 

Short-term project based funding also seems to be at odds with aims and ambitions 

in relation to heritage. For example, the National Lottery Heritage Fund talks of 

heritage as being ‘anything from the past that you value and want to pass on to future 

generations’, however even projects in receipt of its largest funding grant must 

complete projects within five years – hardly future generation timescales (National 

Lottery Heritage Fund, 2020c: para 2). While clearly many funding grants aimed at 

these long-term activities are designed to complete specific work that will allow 

activities or projects to continue after the funding term has ended (Heritage Lottery 

Fund, nd), this didn’t always seem to play out in practice, with groups noting a dip in 

energy, as well as their capacity to continue with work (Shetland Film Archive 

Meeting, 8 May 2018), generating the periods of hibernation and sudden activity 

noted above (Creamer, 2015). 

 

7.4 Job Creation Programmes 

 

It should be noted that charitable and state funding/subsidy has been common to 

community heritage projects since at least the 1970s and 1980s. The community 

education project Pròiseact Muinntir nan Eilean (1976) in the Outer Hebrides, from 

which Comuinn Eachdraidh (local history societies) developed, was established 

through not only the newly formed local council, but supported financially by the 

international social purpose Bernard van Leer Foundation (Hunter, 1991). Both the 

Comuinn Eachdraidh, and the Bradford Heritage Recording Unit - an oral history 
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project - made use of the UK Government’s Manpower Services Commission (MSC) 

scheme, devised to ‘provide temporary employment of up to one year for 

unemployed people…that was intended to improve their job prospects,… be of 

benefit to the local community’ and remove people – if only temporarily – from the 

large unemployment figures of the 1980s (Sitzia, 2010:128). While the MSC scheme 

was useful in allowing employment of individuals to work specifically on community 

heritage activities, in practice the one-year funding cycle provided limited continuity 

and an inability to plan for longer term developments (Sitzia, 2010). 

 

More recent community heritage projects have made use of modern iterations of 

MSC schemes. For example, staff at the Cork Folklore Project in Cork, Ireland, are 

‘hired as part of an Active Labour Market Policy instigated by the Irish Government’ 

(Johnston, 2018:26). Coming full circle, in 2021 Comunn Eachdraidh Nis advertised a 

role part-funded by ‘ScotGrad…a graduate and student placement programme 

operated across the Highlands and Islands by HIE [Highlands and Islands Enterprise], 

part-funded by the European Regional Development Trust’ (HIE, 2021). Instead of 

directly seeking money, exploring initiatives that enable paid employees to work for 

community-led archive projects could be useful to these groups. This is especially 

true given comments about the positive momentum experienced by the Shetland 

Film Archive when they had an employee (Chapter 5.2; Shetland Film Archive 

Meeting, 08/05/2018; Interview with Carol, 10/09/2019).  

 

A potential challenge, however, was the difficulty in managing an employee with a 

voluntary committee, already experienced by the Shetland Film Archive (Chapter 5.2; 

Shetland Film Archive Meeting, 08/05/2018; Interview with Carol, 10/09/2019). Cork 

Folklore Project, Comuinn Eachdraidh, and the Bradford Heritage Recording Unit, are 

situated within the sphere of larger institutions or organsations (University College 

Cork, Pròiseact Muinntir nan Eilean and Bradford Council Library and Museum 

Division respectively). Thus, while these larger organisations could not necessarily 

indefinitely or solely fund these organisations, they could certainly provide employee 

coordination or in-kind services such storage provision.   
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This serves to demonstrate that groups that appear to be hugely successful, in terms 

of both the number of people involved, work undertaken and their longevity, do not 

necessarily have self-sustaining financial models, and have creatively used 

government schemes in particular, to enable them to continue their work. 

Furthermore, many groups do have varying levels of peripheral support from larger 

institutions or organisations, which may relieve some of the financial pressure on the 

individual group. The Shetland Film Archive, therefore, is not alone in working 

through different project funding and schemes in order to maintain itself, although 

its complete independence from a larger organisation is to a certain extent less 

common than might be expected. 

   

7.5 Escaping Grant Dependency 

 

As groups discussed by Carol have found (Interview with Carol, 10/09/2019), an 

ongoing organisation has to create or repackage its work as new projects in order to 

receive a new project grant. By presenting work as a new project, a group benefits 

from a funding system that has a focus on language such as ‘new approaches…new, 

creative…ways...’ (National Lottery Heritage Fund, 2020e: para 3). Katherine Skinner 

points out that there is often lots of money available for new ideas and pilot projects, 

but that many people run into a ‘valley of death’ when attempting to seek money to 

sustain or develop further this work (Skinner, 2018:1). Similarly, Nancy L. Maron and 

Matthew Loy note that while digital resources are an increasing output of funded 

projects, the future of these resources remain uncertain because maintenance and 

preservation funding is difficult to come by, or projects rely ‘on the largesse of a host 

institution,’ if they have one (Maron & Loy, 2011:7). They also highlight the significant 

number of projects that become inaccessible or out of date within three to five years, 

suggesting a real waste not only of money, but of the time and effort many 

individuals put in to these projects, as well as potential loss of valuable research 

(Maron & Loy, 2011). Unless ways are found to sustain a project beyond end of grant-

funding – whether through academic and industry partnerships, or continue specific 

funding for maintenance - then there is a concern that much of the work of 

community-led archives will struggle to be accessible longer-term.  
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Solutions to escaping grant-dependency have been of particular concern with 

international development. Within this field, there is an interest in developing 

projects with technology ‘sustainable…at community level’ (Brikké & Bredero, 

2003:2). The means selecting systems, ways of working and, particularly, 

technologies, that can be managed, maintained and replaced using resources and 

skills accessible to the community to ensure long term sustainability and benefit from 

the resource (Brikké & Bredero, 2003). This is discussed further in Chapter Nine, but 

applying this approach to the community-led groups and grant funding opportunities 

discussed here would mean a greater emphasis within funding applications on 

selecting materials and services, and establishing operating structures that can be 

maintained with limited or no professional support and modest financial costs, 

beyond the end of project-based funding.  

 

Income generation through their own activities is, of course, an option for 

community-led archives. However, a former member of the Shetland Film Archive, 

commenting on finances and income generation, noted: 

 

 Thomas: I just don’t think you can fund an archive by….selling postcards …it’s 
 small fry that’s not going to fix anything. 

Interview with Thomas, 28/11/18 
 
Another member of the Shetland Film Archive commented: 
 
 Julie: I’ve never thought the archive could ever be entirely financially 
 sustainable [from generating its own income]. Unless it had some grant 
 funding. 

Interview with Julie, 05/09/2019 
 

Both informants feel the likelihood of the Archive achieving financial self-

sustainability is limited. Although the Archive has been able to generate some 

income itself (Shetland Moving Image, 2015), these are modest amounts that do not 

cover necessary outgoings, such as costs for online website domain and storage 

(Mathew, 2019c, Pers. Comm.). Both informants envisage income generation as 

selling items (whether postcards or DVDs), but the licensing of material for use is a 

much more common way of revenue generation within moving image archives and 
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the moving image industry. Licensing is the approach pursued in the activities 

devised to test solutions to challenges emerged from this research and documents 

in Chapter Eight.    

 

For community-led archives the idea of escaping grant dependency is certainly 

appealing, but is realistically unlikely, given the material they collect and the 

structure of these organisations. Community-led archives not only operate with a 

volunteer workforce, limiting time for strategic planning and fundraising, but the 

material they collect is often of a personal nature – photographs, documents and 

moving images of a domestic scale, donated by families. Thus, there are negotiations 

and discussions necessary with donors about the distribution of their material, and 

its use in revenue generating situations. The potential for income has to be balanced 

carefully against the ethics and possibility of exploitation of this material, families 

and individuals. As Mathew notes  

 

 Mathew: Selling our archive collection to Getty Images would be a stable 
 future for the archive and would meet objectives in making it publicly 
 available in a sense, but it would be completely ignoring all the aims in 
 terms of access, health and wellbeing, education…it would just become a 
 commercial operation. 

Interview with Mathew, 02/07/2019 
 

There is more than just finances at stake in the relationships and networks in which 

community-led moving image archives operate, and this needs to be taken into 

consideration when developing economically sustainable archives.  

 

7.6 Conclusion 

 

A secure financial position does not guarantee sustainability and success of an 

organisation but economic concerns are important to consider. Community-led 

archive groups have financed their activities through public and private sources. To 

a greater and lesser extent, funding comes with conditions, and the time spent 

applying, administering and reporting on funding – even very small amounts – took 

up a considerable amount of the limited time and capacity available to community-
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led groups. This potentially led to less time spent on delivery activities that further 

the aims of the archives. Furthermore, it was felt there was a “game” to applying for 

finance from grant-giving agencies, with attendant risks that projects moved towards 

“safe” work similar to that which is already successfully funded. Changing priorities 

for funding agencies could also lead groups into mission drift in an attempt to gain 

some funding and stability, although it can simply increase the work and 

responsibilities of the voluntary groups. 

 

Differing timescales between community-led archives and funding grant 

expectations emerged as a challenge. Short term project grants resulted in dips and 

gaps between periods of activity, and the energy and engagement of individuals 

during this time. A feeling of exhaustion was expressed by some informants, of being 

trapped in a never-ending cycle without seeing progress as a result of these funding 

systems. The ongoing needs of community-led archives was also difficult to reconcile 

to the timescale of project based funding, and it has been suggested that this 

uncertainty has ‘material effects on the activities and forward planning’ of groups 

and on the commitment of group members (Dinnie & Holstead, 2018:28). In this 

sense there is perhaps a danger that public funding sets up expectations and ways of 

working that cannot be maintained, with attendant risks to material and knowledge 

collected.  

 

This chapter has examined financial concerns and challenges relating to the work of 

community-led archives. Like the preceding chapters, this theme emerged through 

thematic coding of collected data. The following chapter shifts focus to provide an 

account and results of activities devised and tested to address the challenges 

highlighted in Chapters Five, Six and Seven.  
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Chapter Eight 

An Action Agenda: Testing Solutions 
 

 

This chapter breaks from the structure of the previous chapters to some extent in 

presenting results from activities specifically devised and undertaken by the author 

to test solutions to challenges emerging from data collected and discussed 

previously. Preceding chapters explored experiences of those involved in 

community-led moving image archives, drawing on data collected through interview, 

observation and analysis of documents (Chapter 4.3). In addition to these methods, 

the findings discussed here utilise action research approaches and practical archive 

tasks.  

 

I worked with both the Shetland Film Archive group members, and other 

organisations and groups in Shetland, to understand all the processes involved in the 

Shetland Film Archive’s activity. First an attempt to actively engage Shetland Film 

Archive members in new approaches to existing archival tasks is discussed. I also 

analysed activities undertaken with arts and heritage groups in Shetland to make use 

of material from the archive. The challenges and benefits of these activities are 

discussed. Finally, the “hidden” archival tasks required to enable material from the 

Shetland Film Archive collections to be made publicly accessible for use in the 

screening and events discussed are explored, and reasons for difficulties around item 

management, cataloguing and legal issues around donor permissions are examined.        

 

By undertaking these tasks, I aimed to gain another set of data, and greater insight 

into the real day-to-day practices of the Shetland Film Archive group. In some ways, 

it had been difficult to gain access to these archival practices through interviews, 

meetings and conversations alone, and so comments by informants about this 

difficulty, or that success, remained largely abstract without being able to see the 

activity/object in question. Undertaking archival tasks has allowed further dissection 

of these difficulties and successes, the testing of potential solutions, and a centering 

of practice – traditionally seen as lower status than theory - as a valuable research 

tool, as espoused by Action Research practitioners (McNiff & Whitehead, 2011).   
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8.1 First Research Action: Events with the Shetland Film Archive 

 

Based on the ethical and methodological positioning of my research, 

communications and observations of interactions with and amongst the members of 

the Shetland Film Archive, I proposed activities that attempted to build on some of 

the successes and address some of the challenges experienced by the Archive group. 

In particular, observing/participating in a meeting with three members of the Archive 

group on 8 May 2018, I was struck by the ‘definite energy in the conversation, [which] 

seems to grow as each person speaks and they build on what each other are saying’ 

(Darrell Hewins, 2018a). I also noted that this energy is ‘at odds with individual 

conversations and emails exchanged between me and group members – which 

particularly focus on things they are not able to do’ (Darrell Hewins, 2018a). The 

social aspect, and its importance on motivations and satisfaction within voluntary 

activity has been discussed in Chapter Five (see also Kelty et al., 2015; Holmes, 2003). 

My proposals for activities thus aimed to find ways to facilitate the energy of the 

group conversations/meetings in other areas of the SFA’s work.  

 

In my communications with members of the Shetland Film Archive, I sought their 

consent and support for the activity, I explained my idea for a “Doing Meeting”: 

 
 ‘Rather than a committee meeting this is a meeting for doing the archive 
 work – cataloguing, editing and uploading of clips etc. When I’ve met you in 
 groups, you are always so enthusiastic and passionate about the project, 
 and we should harness that passion and do the archive work together, 
 rather than at home on our own! It also makes it a social event…I hope it 
 would be a good way to reinvigorate the volunteers, and hopefully bring in 
 some new ones’ (Darrell Hewins, 2018b). 
 

By suggesting this activity, I aimed to challenge the working approach the Archive 

group had adopted. In many ways, this approach is at odds with how much work – 

both voluntary and salaried – and many leisure activities – music, sports and drama 

groups for example – are structured. Not only does the structure of meeting to “do” 

the activity relate to a ‘collective, affective and communicative’ dimension of 

participation (Kelty et al., 2015:483), which Christopher Kelty at al. argue is ‘often 

quite separate from and unconnected to the goals and operation’ of the group 
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(2015:484), but it can potentially address time concerns noted by the Archive 

members (Shetland Film Archive Meeting, 8 May 2018), by combining decision 

making and the resulting tasks into the same space and time period. 

 

Having gained consent from SFA members, I arranged a date for the activity, and 

based on their suggestions, planned a rough agenda of tasks to cover (Darrell Hewins 

et al, 2018d, pers comm.). I also pressed for the meeting to be held in a public place 

– somewhere where the group might be visible to other people. At this time 

(December 2018) no archival material was accessible to the public, there was limited 

social media activity, and of the two websites (Figures 8.1 and 8.2), one was out of 

date (Figure 8.1), and the other had limited functionality (Figure, 8.2, noted by 

Mathew in Darrell Hewins, 2018c; Interview with Mathew, 02/07/2019). The archive 

group, in short, had almost no public presence at this time, and thus attracting the 

new volunteers and funding they desired (Chapter 5) seemed an incredibly daunting 

tasks – how would people know about them or the material (Becker, 2007)? The 

proposition of making archival activity – beyond the archival items themselves – 

visible, has both historical precedents in Henri Langlois, founder of the 

Cinémathèque Française (Houston, 1994), and contemporary champions in those 

arguing that access and visibility paramount to the relevance of archives in society 

and their future sustainability (Becker, 2007; Besser in Owens, 2014; Besser & 

Prelinger, 2015; Prelinger, 2007,2009).  

 
 
The event was not entirely successful in the way intended. Two members of the 

Archive group attended, one in person and one via online video call. No one external 

to the group attended. No work was undertaken in the way originally proposed – to 

watch and start creating “shot lists” for films in the collections. However, the 

discussions we held seemed to be useful to the Archive members, and were helpful 

to me, in understanding more about the Archive working structures.  

 

Notably, a significant theme emerging from these discussions related to 

communications with those who donated films to the Archive. The matching of 

digitised films to those who donated them, and gaining agreement from donors for  
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Figure 8.1. One page of first website made by Shetland Moving Image Project 
[Shetland Film Archive]. Text only, no moving image material on this site.  
(Screenshot MDH, 10 May 2019. Website since taken down).  
 

 
 
Figure 8.2. Current Shetland Film Archive website. Incorporates moving image search 
function but this is not active and there is no moving image material on the site. Note 
the ‘Website Under Construction’ statement, and the link to the Shetland Film 
Archive YouTube, set up in November 2019, eleven months after first research 
action. (Screenshot MDH, 16 February 2021).    
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the Archive to use the films appeared to be the principal barriers to making 

material in the collections more widely visible and accessible.    

 

 ‘Mathew highlighted that work on getting clearance for use of clips - getting 
 donor agreements signed – would be the most helpful. A lot of clips are 
 ready to ‘go live’ and are just waiting for these permissions. The other thing 
 that needed to be done was cataloguing [of the films]’ (Darrell Hewins, 
 2018c). 
 

This gave me further direction in the specific areas of challenge to which I needed to 

respond. My approach to these areas of challenges is analysed below (Chapter 8.3). 

It is interesting, however, that cataloguing is ranked with the same importance as 

gaining agreement from donors to show their films. Cataloguing needs were also 

raised in informant interviews (Interview with Mathew, 02/07/2019). However, as 

Mathew himself acknowledged in discussions during this meeting, cataloguing 

(content description) can be seen as ‘always a work in progress’, thus, for me, seems 

less pressing than ensuring agreements are in place so that films can be shown 

publicly (Darrell Hewins, 2018c). Content description - descriptive metadata (Riley, 

2014; International Association of Sound and Audiovisual Archives, nd; Northeast 

Document Conservation Centre, nd) - is something a wider group of people – outside 

the archive, as well as members – can provide (Chapter 8.2.2).  

 

Other metadata - structural and administrative metadata (encompassing technical, 

preservation and rights metadata) is information which is more difficult for those 

outside the archive to contribute. It might involve examining the original carrier as 

well as recording details of digital files to ensure integrity of these items (Malssen, 

2011). When considering the priorities for collection and recording of this 

information then, the accessibility of different kinds of metadata to different people 

should be noted when dividing up tasks. Once again, the concept of visible and 

invisible archival activity becomes a concern when examining how to make the best 

use of people’s time and interests around a community and voluntary-led archive 

group.  

 

The time it takes to process (paper-based) collections has been noted in a study of 

institutional archives by Mark Greene and Dennis Meissner (2005). They argue that 
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“standardised” cataloguing as established in the past does not meet the needs of the 

21st century archive, the materials it acquires, nor the users it serves. These practices 

persist, they suggest, because archivists and others who work with archives 

‘allow…pride in craft to get in the way of our real objective: making materials 

accessible to users’ (Greene & Meissner, 2005:233-234). Archivists fear they will be 

criticised if they employ different approaches to cataloguing and processing 

materials (Greene & Meissner, 2005). Greene and Meissner’s research, however, 

indicates that users are less concerned than archivists about order and “tidiness” of 

collections, suggesting that many of the practices undertaken by archivists are done 

in service to the profession, rather than users and audiences (Greene & Meissner, 

2005). This work also included calls by many archivists and archival theorists across 

the years to address the challenges around processing/cataloguing of materials 

(Holmes, 1964; Schellenberg, 1961; Slotkin & Lynch, 1982), nearly all focussing on 

doing the minimum needed to allow materials to be made accessible more quickly. 

Although focussing on textual materials, it is these calls that inspired the approach 

taken with cataloguing tasks with the Shetland Film Archive (Chapter 8.3.1).           

 

Overall, the experience of this activity I had suggested and organised forced me to 

reconsider how to approach exploring issues raised through observation and 

interaction with members of the Shetland Film Archive. Having witnessed the 

difficulties in bringing the Shetland Film Archive group together, and the lack of 

capacity they had to undertake tasks, I decided to shift the focus of my activities to 

work with those outside the archive – although still related to the Shetland Film 

Archive as organisation and its collections.  Rather than only work within the Film 

Archive group to address access and sustainability challenges, I would attempt to re-

build awareness and generate greater interest in the Shetland Film Archive and its 

collections from outside the archive group.  

 

8.2 Another Approach: Events with Other Organisations 

 

In recalibrating my approach to the challenges expressed and presented by the 

Shetland Film Archive, I was informed by the evidence on motivations for volunteers 
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in crowd-sourcing and citizen science projects – in particular the importance of 

having goals to aim for, and to break down work into manageable tasks (Ridge, 2013; 

Causer & Wallace, 2012; Nov, Arazy & Anderson, 2011). I also realised that, given the 

capacity limitations expressed frequently by archive members, I would need to 

demonstrate the potential value of the activities I proposed myself.  

 

Maintaining my belief that visibility of the Archive and its collections was vital to the 

sustainability of the Shetland Film Archive, I decided to pursue presentation 

opportunities for the collections themselves. This differs from my first research 

action, which attempted to make the Archive as a whole visible (Chapter 8.1). Rather 

than attempt to resolve all outstanding tasks on all material in the Shetland Film 

Archive collections (Figure 8.3, “vertical path”), the aim would be to run through the 

whole archival process with a small set of material – essentially a pilot phase – to 

identify all tasks and address their challenges (Figure 8.4, “horizontal path”). At the 

same time, this would raise visibility of the archive, generate interest, and potentially 

bring in financial benefits for the archive. 

 

 

Figure 8.3. Open Archival Information System (OAIS) model, with annotation by 
MDH, indicating a model whereby tasks are completed on all material before moving 
onto next process. Vertical path. (Image: Mathieualexhache, original work; Mess, 
SVG conversion & English translation, CC BY-SA 4.0 via Wikimedia Commons. MDH: 
column and arrow structure).  
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Figure 8.4. Open Archival Information System (OAIS) model, with annotation by 
MDH, indicating a model whereby tasks are completed on material required only. 
Horizontal path. (Image: Mathieualexhache, original work; Mess, SVG conversion & 
English translation, CC BY-SA 4.0 via Wikimedia Commons. MDH: column and arrow 
structure).  
 

8.2.1 Tripartite Projects: Shetland Arts, Rural Venues and Archive Film. 

 

In June 2019, Shetland Arts (Appendix 03) presented a three-night ‘Oot and Aboot’ 

rural film tour (Shetland Arts, 2019). This tour included archival moving image 

material from the Shetland Film Archive, as well as other archival and contemporary 

films relating to Shetland and Orkney. The three venues used were spread across 

Mainland Shetland (the main island of the Shetland archipelago) and in collaboration 

with the groups who had charge of these venues (Figure 8.5). I was involved in 

preparing and presenting the SFA films at the events, and leading an interactive 

element – film bingo – at the end of the evening. The Shetland Film Archive received 

a fee from licensing material for the screenings, and I received a fee for presenting 

at these events (which I donated to the Shetland Film Archive). Additionally, each 

host venue received a hire fee. Thus, the Shetland Film Archive gained financial 

income from the screening of material from its collections, and notably, did not 

organise and manage the events itself. Although the SFA was credited and their logo 

was displayed prominently on advertising material (Figure 8.6), the events were run 

by Shetland Arts. This provided one solution to the challenge of time and capacity 

within the Shetland Film Archive raised by members (Shetland Film Archive Meeting, 
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8 May 2018). However, there is also the potential for the identity of the Shetland 

Film Archive to become blurred in the minds of people amongst these other large 

Shetland organisations (Interview with Thomas, 30/11/2018).  

 

 
Figure 8.5. Map of Shetland, indicating sites of ‘Oot and Aboot’ film screenings. 
(Image: Nilfanion, using Ordnance Survey OpenData - Contains Ordnance Survey data 
© Crown copyright and database right ,CC BY-SA 3.0 via Wikimedia Commons. 
MDH: Site additions, removal of Scotland box map).  
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Figure 8.6. Poster for ‘Oot and Aboot’ film tour organised by Shetland Arts, with film 
material from the Shetland Film Archive. Shetland Film Archive logo displayed 
prominently on bottom right.  
(Image: Shetland Arts). 
 

 

The archive and my participation in this event came about, at least partly, through 

my visibility, and a knowledge of my research and activities, among Shetland Arts’ 

staff. This once again highlights the importance of personal professional networks in 

facilitating activity (Chapter Five). I noted at the time of the first introduction (12 

December 2018): 
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 ‘Put in touch with Tara by the cinema programmer at Mareel. Tara was 
 looking for someone who knew about archive film footage of Shetland, 
 [cinema programmer] recommended me and put us in touch’ (Darrell 
 Hewins, 2020). 
 

As part of the ‘Oot and Aboot’ rural film tour in June 2019, Tara, in her role as 

Community Programme Coordinator at Shetland Arts, worked to engage with groups 

and venues outside of Lerwick (Shetland Arts, 2019). Her approach to developing 

networks and relationships was important to this role and to the rural film tour, and 

I feel relevant to engagement and volunteer-led activity more widely:  

 

 Tara: I think it’s really, really important to go out and meet them [individuals 
 and groups in the community] and talk to them to their face and get to 
 know them so then they’ll be like ‘oh that’s Tara’ and you also get them to 
 invest in you as a person, as well as the arts organisation because you want 
 them to be like ‘oh we’ll go to that because Tara’s running it and we met 
 Tara and we understand what she’s about’ as opposed to sort of being like 
 this faceless organisation that drops in with an event. 

Interview with Tara, 08/07/2019 
 

Tara also notes that many of these groups and individuals can be gatekeepers to their 

own networks, and these can prove useful, if they trust you:  

 

 Tara: I’m getting to meet a whole new group of people who, because 
 they’re probably working or volunteering in an unusual space they’re 
 probably pretty active people in their community… 

Interview with Tara, 08/07/2019 
 

Tara recognises the myriad of networks and connections people belong to, and 

suggests that people already active in their community in one way are likely to be so 

in other ways, or connected to those that are. This mirrors comments by Hanna and 

Carol (Interview with Carol, 10/09/2019; Interview with Hanna, 10/12/2018), 

although their comments are presented as a challenge in terms of capacity and 

workloads for a few individuals, whereas Tara suggests that finding those active in 

their communities can be used to connect to other groups and opportunities. Being 

part of the ‘Oot and Aboot’ rural film tour with Tara and Shetland Arts, allowed 

Shetland Film Archive another form of access to these networks in the communities 
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of Shetland, developed through the hard work of Tara, should they wish to develop 

these.   

 

The responses to the film tour from those involved in running the venues was 

positive, and all volunteers expressed interest in doing similar things in the future 

(Interview with Beth, 04/07/2019; Interview with Richard and Brian, 29/07/2019; 

Interview with Diane, 22/08/2019). These informants identified aspects of the 

screening events that they felt were beneficial to their organisation/venue as well as 

well as to audiences. A theme emerging from these comments was the importance 

of the venue as a contributor to the event. Members of the South Mainland 

Community History Group, which run Quendale Mill as a visitor attraction (Quendale 

Mill, 2020; Appendix 03), noted that special events, such as the film screening, can 

encourage different people to visit and raise awareness of the site generally: 

 

 Brian: It’s all awareness as well, you get the advertising and that, and even if 
 it’s not to do with that actual event it still raises awareness of the building. 
 … 
 Richard: No, I mean we’re all committed to this place…And trying to make 
 sure it works, so anything that gets a few more heads over the door is a 
 bonus really. 
 MDH: yeah, so maybe it’s an extra encouragement do you mean, having 
 these special [events]? 
 Brian: Yeah, I think so, having something different. 

Interview with Richard and Brian, 29/07/2019 
 

Similarly, a member of the Skeld Sail Laft committee felt that the choice of venue was 

important – both for the event itself, but also the potential the event had to raise the 

profile of the venue subsequently (Figures 8.7 and 8.8): 

 

 Diane: And I think the venue, a lot of the older folk that was there, the 
 venue had a meaning to them…It kind of got the Sail Laft out there again, 
 and folk were speaking about it again and that kind of thing, so… 

Interview with Diane, 22/08/2019 
 

These comments suggest that it was venue and content of the event combined (not 

necessarily in equal parts), that was a driver for attendance, and potentially longer 

term awareness of these venues and sites for other activity. In this way, these events 

feel more embedded within the specific communities of each area and venue, and 
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give a sense of more partnership working, as opposed to a purely transactional “dry 

hire” of a venue.  

 

Informants from across the venues also commented on the suitability of the event 

(archive and contemporary films) in relation to the sites, noting the atmosphere or 

links to history and heritage of the area. This further suggests the potential of links 

between the archive material and the sites being made – an opportunity for 

individuals and community-led groups to see archive films as part of what they 

already offer, rather than an unrelated and separate thing: 

 

 Beth: I mean it just oozes out of these stones… as soon as people come in, 
 they feel the atmosphere. Quite an atmospheric sort of room. 

Interview with Beth, 04/07/2019 
 
 Richard: this building [Quendale Mill] is 150 years old since it started 
 operating, this year.  
 … 
 Richard: it’s a good atmosphere in respect that it ties together with archive, 
 that type of thing .. 

Interview with Richard and Brian, 29/07/2019    
 

 

 
Figure 8.7. Skeld Sail Laft entrance. 11 June 2019. 
(Image: MDH photo) 
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Figure 8.8. ‘Oot and Aboot’ film screening at Skeld Sail Laft entrance. 11 June 2019. 
(Image: MDH photo) 
 
 
 

Informants saw connections to their current activities in the events, and all expressed 

an openness to partner on similar projects in the future – if not independently 

develop similar events. One informant described how the event had inspired them 

to look into developing their own history related exhibition. 
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 Beth: Yeah. And we had thought, because of what you showed us, that 
 night, which was fabulous, I get asked a lot about the history of this place 
 [The Booth], and I know a fair bit about it, but we suddenly thought, next 
 year, why don’t we open up this section to the public and go to the 
 [Shetland Museum and] Archives and get a collection of black and white 
 photographs, right back to when it was first built…it’s journey to here, now. 

Interview with Beth, 04/07/2019 
  

Such comments are rewarding, but also indicate that the Shetland Film Archive – as 

a collection of moving image material – is not yet considered as an obtainable 

resource in the way material available from the Shetland Museum and Archives 

might be. The reasons for this may require further study, in order that the Shetland 

Film Archive (and indeed, other organisations) can address these challenges.    

 

This situation does highlight the decisions the Shetland Film Archive must make 

about how they operate and present themselves. If the Shetland Film Archive 

members are seen as gatekeepers to the collections, and their involvement is 

necessary for a project, then the capacity and time pressures raised by members of 

the group remain challenges to presenting and sharing work (Shetland Film Archive 

Meeting, 08/05/2018). This suggests that moving towards a system where the 

Archive is seen as a resource from which others seek material for use, and where the 

Archive provides this to them as a transaction service, might relieve the Archive 

group of some of the pressures of organising screenings and exhibitions themselves.  

 

8.2.2 Existing Events and Online Audiences and Participants 

 

Another proactive approach to disseminating material is to tie in or tag onto other 

existing events across the Shetland calendar, by identifying suitable, related moving 

image material and pitching this to event organisers. The Shetland Film Archive has 

used this approach previously, in presenting a selection of film material themed 

around Up Helly Aa (the socially important season of fire festivals that take place 

across Shetland between January and March - see Shetland, 2020) with Shetland Arts 

in 2014 (Shetland Moving Image Archive, 2014b). However, as far as I can ascertain, 

these screenings did not contain films from the collections of the Archive itself, and 

were instead obtained from other sources (Shetland Moving Image Archive, 2014b).   
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Having identified a considerable amount of material related to wool production and 

knitting within the Shetland Film Archive collections, I, and archive members, felt 

presenting an exhibition or screening alongside the annual Shetland Wool Week 

would be an achievable and positive endeavour. Based on the experiences and 

process of previous events (above), the aim was to raise awareness of the archive, 

and to exhibit moving image material from its collections, while reducing some of the 

workload – in terms of, for example, the need to market or promote events, to 

organise ticket sales, or communicate with venues regarding hire of facilities. 

 

Shetland Wool Week was established and ran its first event in 2010, in response to a 

suggestion from Jamieson and Smith – Shetland wool brokers – and their 

involvement with the national Campaign for Wool (Jamieson & Smith, 2019). The 

Shetland Amenity Trust is a principal supporter and organiser of Shetland Wool Week 

(Jamieson & Smith, 2019, Shetland Wool Week, nd) although each year content and 

structure of the Week itself is developed and planned by a volunteer committee. It 

fielded around 650 participants from across the world, and brought in over 

£700,000.00 to the local economy in the year 2017 (Shetland News, 2017).    

 

In June 2019 I first made contact and presented the proposal to exhibit/screen films 

through a Shetland Wool Week committee member who I knew through professional 

work-related channels. This follows as similar pattern to that noted by Carol (Chapter 

5.5.1, Interview with Carol, 10/09/2019), with informants using multiple informal and 

personal networks to reach to the groups and individuals they wanted to contact 

(Passy, 2003; Snow, Zurcher & Ekland-Olson, 1980; Macaulay, 1963), suggesting the 

informal networks are easier to navigate and seem to get the responses required for 

individuals and groups, including for myself. I also recognise that this may be because 

such contacts exert pressure and obligation onto people on a personal level, as 

opposed to an organisational level.    
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In my Research Journal I noted that: 

 

 ‘I worked with the wool week committee member and a curator at the 
 [Shetland Museum and Archives] (where the wool week hub is based) to set 
 up the display.…this was…[an] opportunity to make contacts within…the 
 Shetland Museum and Archives. I have struggled to meet people from the 
 museum and engage them in conversations about how they could 
 partner/use material from the archive so I wondered if just showing the 
 material directly might help’ (Darrell Hewins, 2020). 
 

 
 ‘Alongside this show, [SFA member] Mathew put one of the…knitting films 
 on the  [Shetland Film Archive and Shetland Wool Week] facebook page[s]. 
 This has been shared and commented upon a number of times, which is 
 great. This two-stage approach (physical and virtual) is a good link, and it’s 
 great that Mathew is happy to do the social media side of the SFA work – he 
 said “I love doing social media stuff!”’ (Darrell Hewins, 2020). 
 

The enthusiasm with which Mathew responded to my concerns that contributing to 

the social media account placed an additional workload on them is encouraging. 

While there may be tasks that are less attractive to Mathew that he feels required to 

undertake, it is reassuring to find there are things from which he gains satisfaction 

and motivation, both important aspects in retaining volunteers (Ridge, 2013; Causer 

& Wallace, 2012).   

 

As it transpired, it was the posting of the film clip to the Shetland Film Archive 

Facebook Page, and the sharing of this to the Shetland Wool Week Facebook Group 

that appeared to generate attention and engagement, rather than the physical 

screening at the Shetland Museum and Archives during the Wool Week events. As of 

24 February 2020, this clip shared to these Facebook page and group had been 

viewed 148,000 times and had been shared 1,900 times. 

 

The comments that a number of individuals made in response to the posting of this 

particular clip on Facebook provide a wide range of interesting and valuable 

contextual information on and around the clip – from identifying individuals featured 

in the film, to commenting on carding, spinning and knitting equipment and 

techniques, to explaining the context in which the film was created (Figure 8.9). It 

has been noted by Myrto Theocharidou (2020) in their research that Facebook has a 
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user-friendly interface, and that study participants contributed and discussed more 

within this environment, particular community-led/individually-run heritage pages 

as opposed to institutionally-run Facebook pages (Theocharidou, 2020). 

Theocharidou claims these community-based, individually-run Facebook pages 

‘provide insight into…the actual practices of sharing the past’ by the general public 

(Theocharidou, 2020).  

 

 

 

 

 
 
Figure 8.9: Comments made by viewers in response to moving image clip from 
Shetland Film Archive, posted on Shetland Wool Week and Shetland Film Archive 
Facebook pages. (Image: Screenshots by MDH 17/02/20)  
 

 

This proved a simple and accessible way for the Shetland Film Archive to collect 

information (with consent) about the work (Hager, 2015), and in an unthreatening, 

relaxed “fun” situation – contributors discuss (and disagree) amongst themselves, 

without the pressure to present as the ‘adequate interviewee’ that might be 

anticipated in more formal interview and information seeking endeavours (Rapley, 

2007:16).  

 
Although not explicitly sought or requested by the Shetland Film Archive, the 

amassing of information through public contributions can be aligned to citizen 
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science and crowdsourcing projects (Ridge, 2013; Causer & Wallace, 2012). If 

managed so that it does not become exploitative, such an approach to creation of 

contextual, descriptive metadata could help to address some of the capacity 

challenges experienced and noted by, members of the Shetland Film Archive 

(Chapter Five; Shetland Film Archive Meeting, 8 May 2018). Originally, the Shetland 

Film Archive envisaged a much more structured and controlled shot-listing process 

to generate descriptive metadata around each film in their collection. This approach 

planned to recruit and utilise a wider group of volunteers, who would be trained to 

create shot-lists for material, uploading this to the content management system 

before making this live (Appendix 12). This activity, mostly internal to the Shetland 

Film Archive group, mirrors a more standard “traditional” archival workflow 

(described by Enticknap, 2007; Becker, 2007), whose systems are designed for 

permanent staffing and funding arrangements.  

 

Sharing material and Incorporating comments and information from a wider group 

of individuals (as is possible with the example posted on Facebook page above) offer 

further opportunities for people to engage and ‘invest’ in archival activity without 

requiring any kind of extended commitment. It also provides space for differing 

interpretations and ideas to emerge, a more “open” set of metadata, in both the 

multiplicity of voices within the archives and contributing the data, and in terms of 

drawing on community expert knowledge (Becker, 2007; Gilliland, 2014; Stevens et 

al., 2010; Zavala et al., 2017; Huvila, 2008). At the same time, it increases the 

potential reach – in geography and number - that small volunteer-led groups can 

achieve through their own activities. Posts can be shared by others to their personal 

timelines and thus onto their contacts (Hager, 2015).  

 

This also had the effect of addressing comments arising from the ‘Oot and Aboot’ 

rural film tour, related to lack of contextual information surrounding the clips:  

  
 
 Brian: The only thing someone said about that is it would have been nice if 
 maybe a little bit of information about that…who was in the clip… maybe 
 you don’t know that…Certainly from a history group aspect, all that kind of 
 stuff is very interesting. Any old footage. 
 … 
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 Richard: Makes a topic of conversation. You get something like pictures, the 
 archive film…actually creates a conversation point later about that kind of 
 thing…the older folk who can remember it… so that’s where the archive 
 comes in for us maybe more than from an arts point of view…even wee 
 notes maybe to go along with the film. 

Interview with Richard and Brian, 29/07/2019    
 

Brian and Richard, both members of the South Mainland Community History Group 

that runs Quendale Mill on a voluntary basis, suggest having information about the 

films might create more interest around the films within a history group such as 

theirs. The note about conversation indicates they might be able to contribute to 

knowledge around the films. Within these comments there also seems to be a 

preference and privileging of the written word – that the films are visual supports to 

a textual history, and are only historically valuable for the factual information that 

can be obtained from them. In the context of the Oot and Aboot rural film show, the 

films from the Shetland Film Archive were presented alongside Portrait of Ga (1952) 

by celebrated Orcadian filmmaker Margaret Tait, and a contemporary film, utilising 

recorded conversations and reminiscences from Caithness, Orkney and Fair Isle (LUX, 

2020), From Time to Time at Sea (2017) by Ruth Maclennan. Both films were selected 

by Tara, who positioned the films in an arts context. Richard’s comments indicate a 

need to consider what and how archival material is presented, in order to 

accommodate, integrate or challenge separations between historical and artistic use 

of archival moving images.   

 

An element of these screenings that deviated from a straightforward presentation 

was the inclusion of a game of film “bingo”. A montage of short clips from a variety 

of films from the Shetland Film Archive collections was put together, and bingo cards 

were created comprising different items for audience members to spot and tick off. 

There was a prize for the first person to tick off a row of items spotted. The idea was 

to bring some light heartedness to the event, and to introduce audiences to the 

different things that you might be able to find out/see from archival moving images. 

I wanted to create an environment that was more interactive that a standard film 

screening, and one that was conducive to discussion and information sharing. A 

number of informants commented on this aspect of the screening events: 
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 Diane: …when you said there would be bingo, I thought ‘oh gosh, how’s that 
 going to work?’ kind of thing…But it worked so good. And I think because 
 sometimes, I always say, well if you have a concert or things like that and 
 folk are just sitting the whole night…[it’s good to have] some interaction, I 
 think…it got folk into it…was just something extra, it was interesting. 

Interview with Diane, 22/08/2019 
 
 Beth: Quite a few people have said to me, wasn’t that wonderful [the film 
 bingo], just adding that fun bit, ...that little modern day touch…It’s 
 important that it’s brought forward, in a…sort of heartfelt way, because it 
 holds lovely memories… 

Interview with Beth, 04/07/2019 
 

Comments from these two informants indicate that our attempts to provide more 

than a simply passive viewing experience were recognised, and received positively. 

In these comments we see points relating to audience engagement (‘it got folk into 

it’) and in demonstrating importance and relevance of archives and their material 

(‘modern-day touch’…’important that it’s brought forward’). Both engagement and 

relevance are linked to ideas around how we transmit not just the archival records, 

but the knowledge and memory associated with these over time (Gilliland-Swetland, 

2000), with both Taylor (1993) and Cook (2013) arguing that it is necessary to create 

‘dynamic [archival] communit[ies] of social meaning relevant to our contemporary 

society’ to successfully achieve this (Cook, 2013:99). Understanding the changing 

needs and demands of diverse potential users is at the heart of this proposed 

positioning of archives, with Ketelaar (2009:120) noting that people are not 

necessarily or ‘primarily seeking the [definitive] truth, or searching the [definitive] 

history, but transforming their experiences into meaning’ when they seek to engage 

with archives. It is Ketelaar’s conception of archives as ‘spaces of memory-practice’ 

that I see reflected in the comments of Diane and Beth, indicating a way that material 

in the collections of the Shetland Film Archive can move beyond being something of 

the past to actively living and being interacted with in the present.   

   

8.2.3 Archive film and drama production 

 

In working with the Islesburgh Drama Group to weave moving image material into 

their production of The Crucible (Miller, 1953), I aimed to continue to explore and 

develop ways material could actively live and be interacted with in the present. The 
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Islesburgh Drama Group (Appendix 03) is an amateur drama group based in Lerwick, 

Shetland run by an annually elected committee of members from the group 

(Interview with Paige, 02/12/2019).  

 

The Director of The Crucible, Paige, explained how and why she first made contact 

with the author, in November 2018, to discuss the use of film in the project: 

 
 Paige: I’d had this connection of the play with Shetland, with the landscape 
 of the  westside [of the Shetland Mainland] and was interested in how you 
 would create the oppressive feeling that you get from the strange moody 
 skies…I thought ‘how on earth can you create that in a theatre production?’ 
 and that’s what got me thinking about film. And then you’d come and 
 [taught] a class with the MA programme [MA Art and Social Practice UHI, 
 2021],  and I thought ‘aha! Someone who understands film, this is someone I 
 can ask’. 

Interview with Paige, 02/12/2019 
 

This intervention is different from others involving myself and material from the 

Shetland Film Archive, in that Paige already had a clear idea of a visual style and 

atmosphere she wanted to create. This suggested Paige intended to play a more 

significant role in decision-making around moving image material, as might be 

expected for a director in charge of developing a vision and style for a production. 

Paige made contact with me through a personal professional contact external to the 

Shetland Film Archive (Chapter 5.5.1). The regularity with which their personal, 

professional networks enable connections indicate these are currently an important 

way for the archive to progress its work, and seem likely to remain so until a shift 

occurs in the Shetland Film Archive’s operations and ways in which it is known 

publicly.  

 

The Islesburgh Drama Group have never, to Paige’s knowledge, used still or moving 

images within their theatrical designs before, and naturally there were some 

concerns, mainly technical, about how this might work (Interview with Paige, 

02/12/2019). However, the process seemed to go smoothly, and I noted in my 

research journal that: 

 

 ‘I handed the film files over to the technicians in September [2019] and had 
 not seen developments since then…I wanted the team involved in the 
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 theatre production to take charge, rather than myself. They also had more 
 experience in term[s] of technical requirements for theatre productions. In 
 this project I aimed to leave all curatorial decisions to the theatre team – for 
 example…[Paige] selected the clips and described what she wanted to 
 happen and I tried to render this in editing. I was working as an 
 assistant/technician making their ideas happen’ (Darrell Hewins, 2020).  
 

After a meeting (24 July 2019) and preparation of material at the direction of Paige, 

I was able to step back and let others take over working with the materials. This 

arrangement reduced the time I spent working on the project – a useful observation 

given volunteer members of the Shetland Film Archive reported difficulties in finding 

time to undertake activities (Shetland Film Archive Meeting, 8 May 2018). The way 

in which the Islesburgh Drama Group production team took charge of the archival 

moving image material also demonstrates another active form of community 

involvement with the archive. In this way, a greater diversity of perspectives and 

understanding of the archival moving image material in the Shetland Film Archive, 

and its potential uses for people in Shetland and beyond, might be possible than if 

material for all events and activities was selected by members of the Shetland Film 

Archive.  

 

 
Figure 8.10. Dress rehearsal for The Crucible, 13 November 2019, at The Garrison, 
Lerwick. Projection of film clips from the Shetland Film Archive can be seen behind 
the actors. (Image: Photo MDH).  
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Figure 8.11. Dress rehearsal for The Crucible, 13 November 2019, at The Garrison, 
Lerwick. Projection of film clips from the Shetland Film Archive can be seen behind 
the actors. (Image: Photo MDH).  
 
 
On the overall effect of adding the projections to the production design for The 

Crucible (Figures 8.10 and 8.11), Paige feels it was ‘brilliant’ (Interview with Paige, 

02/12/2019), and points to some potential longer-lasting outcomes for the 

Islesburgh Drama Group as a result: 

 

 Paige: I guess there’s two things. I think the group are now open to any 
 projection at all, because we know we can do it, which we didn’t before… 
 and yeah, really nice for Islesburgh [Drama Group] to be working, I think 
 they’ve really enjoyed the process of…working with another organisation.  

Interview with Paige, 02/12/2019 
 

Paige suggests that the experience of working with Shetland Film Archive has opened 

up the possibility to the drama group of collaborating with other organisations on 

theatrical productions, as well as specifically considering the use of projections within 

set designs in future. A member of the technical team involved in the production 

commented: 

 
 Scott: Yeah, it was good. I’m really for pushing boundaries, taking it further. 
 It would be good to play around with projection mapping and back 
 projecting, having interaction between action on screen and action on stage 
 for example. 

Interview with Scott and Paige, 05/12/2019 
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The comments by both Paige and Scott suggest a real willingness to develop work 

with theatrical and projected elements, based on this first project essentially showing 

it can be done – a real life demonstration - with the resources and skills available to 

the group, as opposed to talk and imaginings. It also points to the potential for the 

Archive to become more widely embedded in cultural activities in Shetland generally.   

 

Finally, the benefit of the involvement of archive and archival material from the very 

start of planning for the production was highlighted by Paige, in that it provided 

inspiration for other elements of the production but also was integrated into every 

aspect of the construction of the work, rather than trying to be added in towards the 

end. This in Paige’s mind, is what made it so successful:   

  
 Paige: I suppose artistically, when I was thinking about the play and the 
 context and the sky, the design of the show didn’t start in my mind until I’d 
 seen those films [from the Shetland Film Archive collection], right away I 
 had a colourscape…And I took the still images and I shared them with the 
 production team before they’d even started building the set…and said ‘this 
 is the aesthetic’…‘we want to create this feeling with everything we do’. So 
 that was our props, our costumes, our set, lighting, everything stemmed 
 from that films…it was lovely, a real anchor for the whole show, really good.  

Interview with Paige, 02/12/2019 
 

This also reminds us that material in archives can be used as inspiration, as well as 

direct use of moving image material, and it is worth considering how to encourage 

and record use for research and inspiration. 

 

Following the performance the Islesburgh Drama Group made a financial donation 

to the Shetland Film Archive, in acknowledgment of the use of the films. The 

donation was an unexpected addition, as I had agreed with Paige and members of 

the Shetland Film Archive that in lieu of a licensing fee, the Islesburgh Drama Group 

would credit the Archive and provide space for an advert for the SFA in the 

production programme (Figures 8.12 and 8.13). I felt the opportunity for material to 

be seen by a large number of audience members and information in the programme 

would be just as beneficial as a licensing fee. I was also concerned that costs might 

prevent or put organisations and individuals off using material, and that a balance 

needed to be struck between the Archive receiving much needed income from use 
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of the collections, and ensuring access for the community, regardless of ability to 

pay. Such dilemmas reflect discussions by Prelinger (2007, 2009) and Gracy (2007b) 

around the value of access and accessibility to archives and the benefits this brings 

in terms of perception of an archive within a society more widely. These arguments 

take on a greater relevance within community-led archives and heritage projects. 

The need to justify and explain why community-led archives might have restrictions 

on access, particularly amongst the communities which they claim to represent and 

from whom their collections are drawn, is great. This is not to suggest that 

restrictions are not sometimes necessary but that the reason for restrictions might 

need to be communicated – this relates back to the idea of visibility and archival 

work, with many tasks not usually visible outside the archive (Enticknap, 2007).   

 

 

 
Figure 8.12. Shetland Film Archive advert created for inclusion in Islesburgh Drama 
Group production programme. (Images: MDH and Islesburgh Drama Group).  
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Figure 8.13. Advert in programme, alongside Q+A with MDH.  
(Images: MDH and Islesburgh Drama Group).  
 

 

I felt that the interventions undertaken had a number of successes, including 

providing information about expectations and interests from a wider group of 

people, raising awareness of the Archive again, demonstrating ways in which 

material from the Shetland Film Archive collections could be used by other groups 

and organisations. They also brought in a small income for the Archive. There was 

however, criticism of the activities – or rather, the tasks and activities that were not 

happening, from a member of the Shetland Film Archive: 

 
 Julie: Public engagement doesn’t support the digitisation of films, it doesn’t 
 fill out  your…annual accounts…There’s a few different things that need to 
 be happening at a minimum…And…doing public engagement, it’s a really 
 important part of the jigsaw, but without the other bits of the flipping 
 jigsaw, you’ve got, you’ve enthused the public, you’ve turned them on and 
 said ‘wahay!’ and then actually we’ve got nothing to offer.  

Interview with Julie, 05/09/2019 
 

Julie’s account – while aimed at particular activities and processes – reveals a 

frustration, and perhaps, exhaustion, in the wider complexity and 

interconnectedness of archival workflows and systems. She articulates the challenge 

of hidden archival work (Enticknap, 2007), and the difficulty in managing 

expectations when you have limited capacity to undertake all the various tasks 

required. Based on Julie’s comment, it is easy to see how a group and individual 

members may come to feel overwhelmed, resulting in inaction.  
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Julie’s comparison of the archival process to a jigsaw puzzle is a good one – and one 

I feel can be a positive analogy and can liberate groups and individuals from paralysis. 

When doing a jigsaw, you can start the puzzle anywhere, and slowly build up the 

image from this point. You always have an idea of what you are aiming for in a jigsaw 

– the final result or goal, which will help you put together the pieces correctly. As 

Julie rightly points out, there was work that had to happen to be able to exhibit 

material from the Shetland Film Archive in the activities that I undertook. I saw these 

as the goals, from which the requirements for other archival tasks would be identified 

and addressed. This drew on evidence around the importance of goal-setting, and 

breaking down work into achievable tasks for motivating volunteers (Ridge, 2013; 

Causer & Wallace, 2012; Nov, Arazy & Anderson, 2011), and also took the form of an 

“on-demand” model, whereby work was undertaken when an archive item was 

wanted or needed for a purpose. The aim was to make the work seem less 

overwhelming – rather than having to digitise everything in the Archive collections, 

then catalogue everything, finalise donor agreements for everything before being 

able to present material to the public, the approach I took focussed on undertaking 

these tasks for only the material required for each activity, slowly building up the 

archival activity through multiple small projects. In undertaking these projects, some 

revenue would be generated for the archive, which would allow it to digitise material, 

and raise the profile of the archive – encouraging new volunteers - and therefore 

slowly unlock what Julie presents as a Catch-22 situation.  

 

I decided to undertake activities and work with individuals and groups beyond the 

Shetland Film Archive after observing and being informed of capacity issues with the 

group. Being unwilling to add to the group’s pressures, but wanting to address 

challenges and practically explore theories, I approached this situation from a 

different direction. All the events came to be proposed as a result of informal 

networks and personal connections – although these were less a pitch to the 

organisation and more a collaborative proposition for development. Indeed, in all 

activities, partner organisations took a hand in shaping the project, as well as taking 

on majority roles in organisational and administrative elements of the activity. A key 

aspect in the success of these partnerships was the time investment in building 

trusting relationships between all parties, and consideration of equitable, rather than 
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extractive experiences, ensuring all benefit in some way. This approach and activity 

also had financial benefits for the Shetland Film Archive, bringing in money from 

licensing of material from the collections, as well as (voluntary) donations from some 

partner groups.  

 

The activities also provided an opportunity to gain ideas, opinions and information 

on the Archive collections from a wider group of individuals and communities outside 

the Archive group. Understanding a bit more about what people want from the 

Archive could help the Shetland Film Archive group develop projects or approaches 

that engage different people. Information that emerged through the 2019 activities 

suggested that the context in which the films were presented was important – and 

that it was the films combined with venue/subject that was a driver in interest and 

attendance at events. There also emerged different perceptions around Archive 

material – views from a historical context and views from an artistic context – and 

thus a need to consider how an awareness of such perceptions might be managed 

when devising and delivering projects.     

 

As has been noted (Interview with Julie, 05/09/2019), there are a number of archival 

tasks that have to be completed to enable access and presentation activities, such as 

those undertaken over 2019, to take place. I undertook as many of these tasks as 

possible, not only to reduce the burden placed on the Shetland Film Archive, but to 

understand and attempt to address the challenges faced in this area of work by 

members of the group.  

 

8.3 Behind the Scenes 

 

All the activities discussed above used moving image material collected and digitised 

by the Shetland Film Archive through their work over the previous years. As far as I 

could ascertain these were the first events exhibiting material from the SFA 

collections. Although the Archive group had put on many events previously 

(Appendix 06), these seemed to involve material from other collections. Members of 

the Archive indicated that a major reason for this was completion of donor 
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agreements giving permission for material to be used (see Chapter 8.1; Darrell 

Hewins, 2018c). In order to enable the activities and screenings discussed above to 

happen (Chapter 8.2) it was necessary to arrange the signing of donor agreements.  

 

With these behind the scenes tasks – identification and cataloguing, and donor 

agreements and permission for use - I aimed to pursue my approach that broke the 

work down into manageable sizes. I worked only with the material that was required 

for a particular activity, to understand the process from as near to the beginning to 

the end as possible. The aim was to suggest, or help devise, methods and structures 

for these tasks which were acceptable and accessible to all the Shetland Film Archive 

members.     

 

8.3.1 Original Item Cataloguing and Examination 

 

Following comments from Mathew and Julie at the meeting/research activity on 12 

December 2018, it became apparent that it was necessary to undertake work around 

identifying and linking digitised moving image material to both the original analogue 

carriers and the individuals who donated it (Chapter 8.1; Darrell Hewins. 2018c).  

 

Despite positioning the archive as a digital one (Shetland Film Archive Meeting, 8 

May 2018; Interview with Julie, 05/09/2019), the Shetland Film Archive retained 

most of the materials donated in analogue form. There was inconsistency in the 

recordkeeping practices around these analogue items, mainly due to a rotation of 

personnel, as different volunteers had taken on this role. This meant the provenance 

of digital items returned from the digitisation lab could not always be ascertained.  

 

I had also observed that there was a reluctance from the group in examining the 

original analogue material:  

 

 ‘I invited SFA members to help with [cataloguing and recording of info from 
 analogue carriers], and offered to show them how to handle film, but no 
 one expressed interest (although I appreciate finding time might have been 
 a significant reason for this)’ (Darrell Hewins, 2020) 
 



 268 

As well as difficulties in finding a time for this work to take place, I also felt there was 

a lack of confidence around, and even lack of interest in, the analogue items as 

artefacts in their own right. Analogue materials are simultaneously viewed as 

valuable enough to be “saved” and stored, but not valued as objects of information 

– beyond their content. Part of this may relate to the narratives built up around 

analogue material, our saviour desires and satisfaction that comes from knowing 

something continues to exist (Darvill, 1995) and the idea that age is the defining 

characteristic of vulnerability. Part of it may relate to a simple lack of familiarity 

around the equipment needed to view moving image material (Becker, 2007).     

 

Celluloid (film) carriers seem to attract particular reverence. The original and longest-

existing moving image carrier, their ‘ephemerality is sensational, mythological’ 

(Prelinger, 2019:11). This is particularly the result of powerful stories around the 

alarming inflammability of nitrate filmstocks, which have become associated with 

any filmstock, regardless of its chemical composition. The visibility that film carriers 

provide – being able to see with the human eye what we might lose - as well as their 

more dramatic ruinous tendencies make film both alluring and intimidating, and 

prompts an emotional response in individuals. Film seems both exciting and scary, in 

jeopardy but also dangerous. Thus people do not want to let film go, but also do not 

want to touch or look at it, least doing so should cause its destruction. It is such 

narratives that led, among other things, to the institutional ‘archival enclosure’ of 

moving image material in the past, only available to be examined by ‘anointed 

archivists’, and this attitude seems to have been passed down to individuals involved 

in community-led archival activities (Prelinger, 2019:12).       

 

In contrast to film, other media do not have such alluring narratives, or culturally 

compelling aesthetics. Content on legacy magnetic tape carriers and optical discs 

cannot be read by the human eye alone, and require a technical mediator to translate 

magnetic or digital signals into audiovisual material comprehendible by humans 

(Malssen, 2011). This reliance on increasingly difficult to obtain technology is part of 

what makes them vulnerable – more so than film – and can also explain a lack of 

value or curiosity around tape and optical media. This inaccessibility makes it difficult 
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to get excited about content, assess its value or make appraisal decisions around the 

item or digitisation.         

 

A reluctance to examine original material does nothing to demystify these media or 

gain familiarity, confidence and understanding of their characteristics. The ‘closed 

black-box consumer mediascape’ (Parikka, 2012:11) so often ascribed to digital and 

communications technology, is, through myth and genuine concern over “doing 

damage”, expanded to apply to all legacy media carriers. For the Shetland Film 

Archive, such approaches meant items were sent to the lab for digitisation with 

minimal – if any – knowledge of the content of this media. I felt this presented 

additional challenges for the group. I note in my research journal   

 

 ‘Is it really…[sensible] to spend £2500-£5000 digitising material without 
 establishing what it is first? Some of the material digitised by SFA 
 previously…are not much use… The SFA spent money digitising this, and it 
 seems a shame…[if] they will be unable to make use of it’ (Darrell Hewins, 
 2020)  
 

While the Shetland Film Archive had a collections policy (Shetland Moving Image 

Archive, 2014c), there is no evidence it was actively used to make selection decisions 

– how could it be, without knowledge of item contents?  

 

My focus, at this point, was in examining material already in the possession of the 

Shetland Film Archive, in an attempt to help identify it, link it to digital copies and to 

donors to enable permissions for use to be sought. I also wanted to demonstrate that 

undertaking this work is beneficial for the Archive. Having received moving image 

items from archive members in April and May 2019, I began discussions with Mathew 

- who had been doing most of the work uploading and organising the digital files on 

the content management system – about a system for cataloguing original analogue 

items.  

 

 ‘Mathew suggested giving the analogue item the same number as the digital 
 file it related too… I see these items as linked but fundamentally different 
 things… It feel like the digital material is being privileged over the analogue, 
 despite the amount of information able to gleaned from the analogue 
 carriers that cannot be acquired from the digital files…Mathew was still 
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 keen to use the number of the digital file in relation to the analogue, so I 
 conceded’ (Darrell Hewins, 2020). 
 

The process of working through cataloguing of analogue carrier items with the 

Shetland Film Archive, and the discussions this involved, raised issues around human 

computer interaction (Meyers, 1998) within the systems and workflows being 

designed with the group. These relate to the ways in which we manage information, 

and the balance between optimising data to be human readable or computer 

readable. At the outset of such debates, it is important to remember the purpose of 

preservation should be to preserve materials so that they can be understood by 

humans. We often forget this amongst the technical details of archiving, digitisation, 

digital preservation and cataloguing processes (Rinehart, Prud’homme & Hout, 

2014).   

 

For information systems to be effective, human computer interaction models argue 

that the needs of human users need to be considered as well as organisation needs 

(Bailey & Vidyarthi, 2010). This involves ensuring systems do not place ‘additional 

administrative burdens…with no discernible benefit’ on users (Bailey & Vidyarthi, 

2010:281), and - particularly important within volunteer-run archives – that users 

want to follow systems because they understand, value and see the reason for these 

processes (Bailey & Vidyarthi, 2010). The discussions I had with Shetland Film Archive 

member Mathew, above, emphasise the differences between how people think and 

thus the need for agreement about a shared system. Additionally, they also indicate 

that established standards around record keeping are not always designed with 

those who have to manage and use systems in mind (Bailey & Vidyarthi, 2010). 

 

Many of the decisions that had to be made around the cataloguing system only came 

to light through undertaking the practical process. For example, the need for fields 

for item location, and later, transit/temporary location, only became apparent as 

items were catalogued, and then sent for digitisation. Although Steve Bailey and Jay 

Vidyarthi (2010) advocate designing user interfaces before development, time and 

resources available to community-led groups sometimes prevent this. Certainly, 

designing and developing the catalogue system at the same time as using it is slow, 
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and sometimes entails repeating work, but does provide insights into ‘user 

behaviours, preferences and needs’ (Bailey & Vidyarthi 2010:284).  

 

 

   
Figure 8.14 (left). Simple non-specialist film exam set-up, using magnifying loupe and 
consumer level lightbox. (Image: Photo MDH).  
 
Figure 8.15 (right). Set-up enables easier viewing of filmstrip including information 
outside of the film frame (seen here to the left of the film frames).  
(Image: Photo MDH). 
 

 

Through visual comparison of film frames images against digital moving image files, 

analogue carrier item and digital item could be linked. Visual examination of celluloid 

carriers was facilitated using tools and equipment that were obtainable from non-

specialist sources, and included a basic lightbox, and a magnifying loupe (Figures 8.14 

& 8.15). The aim was to show this was an achievable activity for a group of any size 

and means to undertake, to demystify the process and show that much can be done 

without expensive or specialist equipment. The non-threatening environment and 

practical, real-life experiences that Wendy Duff and colleagues (2006) suggest as 

necessary for introducing digital preservation to a wider number of people are 

adopted here to the assessment of analogue items. While this has yet to be tested 

thoroughly with other people, my insistence on examining and cataloguing analogue 
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items in the Shetland Film Archive collections seems to have convinced group 

members of the importance of undertaking these processes, as evidenced by a 

message from a SFA member regarding acquisition and digitisation of an analogue 

film collection: 

 
 ‘Once the reels have been digitised I'd be keen for them to be sent to Shetland 
 in the first instance…can gather any details from the film stock / reels / cases, 
 etc.’ (Mathew, 2019d, pers. comm.).   
 

A recognition of the need to gather details from analogue carrier items is certainly a 

significant step forwards in thinking for the Shetland Film Archive group, and I believe 

my actions in assisting with development of cataloguing workflow systems, alongside 

the identification of material and donors that came from study of the analogue 

material were important to this change in thinking. These systems are by no means 

perfect, but now provide a point from which Archive members can initiate further 

actions, with more confidence. As with human-computer interaction models 

(Rinehart, Prud’homme & Hout, 2014), the ability to demonstrate the value of 

systems and processes related to analogue carrier examination and cataloguing can 

go a long way in supporting adoption among a group of users.     

 

8.3.2 Donor Agreements and Permissions for Use 

 

The cataloguing of analogue carrier items in the Shetland Film Archive collections 

also helped in re-identifying donators of material. This was necessary to do to ensure 

these donors not only receive a digital copy of the items they donated, but could also 

be engaged in issues around consent for the Archive to make available these moving 

image to a wider group of people.   

 

The Shetland Film Archive were aware of the need to understand and adopt a 

position on intellectual property, copyrights and usage rights from their inaugural 

meeting in 2010. Minutes from this meeting indicate members already recognised 

the difficulty in managing legal and rights issues (Shetland Moving Image Archive 

Group, 2010). Concerns around others using material without permission, and 

around licensing were raised, while another member notably highlighted and 
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advocated for Creative Commons licensing (Shetland Moving Image Archive Group, 

2010). 

 

A decision at this inaugural meeting to seek examples agreements from other 

archives has been pursued over the years of the Shetland Film Archive’s existence, 

and meeting minutes in 2013 indicate discussion around agreements and their 

wording continued (Shetland Moving Image Archive, 2013a; Shetland Moving Image 

Archive, 2013b). A list of tasks for an archive employee in 2016/17 requested they 

review deposit (donor) agreements and devise a system to manage the information 

captured with these (Appendix 07). The Shetland Film Archive used the terms deposit 

and donor/donation interchangeably in written documents, although these have 

different technical meanings (Norfolk Record Office, nd).  

 

The Shetland Film Archive developed their first draft agreement based on examples 

agreements from the Moving Image Archive at the National Library of Scotland 

(MIA@NLS) and the British Film Institute (BFI) (Shetland Moving Image Archive, 

2013a; Shetland Moving Image Archive, 2013b). Minutes suggest members of the 

Shetland Film Archive were keen to simplify the language used in agreements so that 

it was understandable to all (Shetland Moving Image Archive, 2013a; Shetland 

Moving Image Archive, 2013b). This implies that the was a perception amongst the 

group that the language used in donor agreements was not understandable, was 

somehow separate from “plain English”. While I agree it is important to make sure 

‘folk…understand what they’re agreeing to’ (Shetland Moving Image Archive, 

2013b:4), there is no evidence that the agreements were ever used to record donor 

consent and information. Thus, understanding seems to refer to what the Archive 

group members understand, and/or think others will understand.   

 

Copyrights and permissions can be complex to manage, because archives must deal 

with rights issues connected both to those donating material on one hand, and users 

seeking to access items in the archive collections on the other. Additionally, ‘the UK 

legal system relies heavily for the interpretation of statutes on the decisions of judges 

in cases they have heard’ (Padfield, 2015:Preface, MDH italics). This means that, 

although there are many excellent resources, there is no easy checklist for 
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community-led archives to follow when it comes to copyright (Bishop, 2016; Padfield, 

2015; Cornish, 2015; CREATe, 2016, 2018; CAHG, 2018; Collections Trust, 2018; SCA 

2018; Centre for Home Movies, 2011; Fairbairn et al., 2016; The National Archives, 

2016). Each archive group has to make decisions on copyrights and permissions 

appropriate to their group themselves.  

 

To make such decisions, members of community-led archive groups need to have 

confidence in their knowledge and understanding of legal and copyright issues. Fear 

of “doing it wrong” and fear of repercussions seem to be very real concerns within 

the Shetland Film Archive. This mirrors the risk-adverse atmosphere that 

characterised, and - argues Houston - held back the early ‘development of the film 

archive movement’, with archives worried about endangering relationship with the 

film industry (Houston, 1994:3). This suggests that any new venture – whether a large 

national archive or a modest community-led one – will be presented with uncertainty 

around legal and other issues. While the situation is different, we can see that 

concern over legal and copyright issues has held back the Shetland Film Archive just 

as with national moving image archives in the past.   

 

The concept of legal consciousness (Ewick & Silbey, 1998), and its application within 

community participation and “place-making” (Jacobs, 1961; Cresswell, 2004; 

Bradford, 2004; Martin, 2004) research proves useful in illuminating some of the 

reasons why managing intellectual property rights and copyrights might have thus 

far proved challenging for the Shetland Film Archive. Legal consciousness ‘considers 

how law…and understandings of legality or illegality, shapes, frames and categorises 

social life’ (Layard & Milling, 2015:79; Ewick and Silbey 1998). Groups and individuals 

have different conceptions of legal consciousness and this leads to various 

approaches to addressing and overcoming challenges such as those presented by 

donor permissions for the Shetland Film Archive.  

 

The Shetland Film Archive members as a group seem to exhibit a legal consciousness 

termed ‘before the law (conformity)’ (Layard & Milling, 2015:82; Ewick and Silbey 

1998), in which groups and individuals understand ‘legality as something relatively 

fixed and impervious to individual action’ (Ewick and Silbey 1998:47). In this 
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conception of legal consciousness, law is understood as an ‘entity removed from 

everyday life’ that is imbued with power and knowledge separate from socio-

economic constructs (Layard & Milling, 2015:83). My observations and discussions 

with the Shetland Film Archive lead me to believe they see the law, and legal 

structures around donation and permissions for use of moving image material, as 

fixed, and seek to comply with these as they understand them to be prescribed.  

 

There are a number of reasons the Shetland Film Archive group might have adopted 

this form of legal consciousness. Firstly, as has been indicated in numerous 

conversations, time and capacity issues were a real challenge within the group. Since 

other legal consciousness conceptions (contestation, resistance, repositioning) 

require individuals to have a greater active engagement with legal structures and 

terminology, conformity may seem easier in terms of time and knowledge required. 

Second, conformity before the law is generally felt to give individuals and groups a 

way-in to working, or making connections, with institutions and local and national 

government (Layard & Milling, 2015). Conformity before the law may be perceived 

as a way of seeking legitimacy and acceptance for a group, and increase their survival 

prospects, regardless of the ‘immediate efficacy [for the group] of the acquired 

practices and procedures’ (Meyer & Rowan, 1977:340). Finally, the group may accept 

the existing legal system and its tenets, but conceptualise it as something usually 

beyond their control, and thus be unsure how to apply it once they are in the position 

of interacting with it.     

 

As a group consisting of majority white and educated individuals, it may be that 

members of the Shetland Film Archive have not had experiences that cause them to 

question the fairness or subjectiveness of Western constructions of law and legal 

structures. It should also be noted that the categories around legal consciousness are 

not fixed, and it is possible for individuals and groups to move between them, and 

use different practices in different situations.  

 

With this in mind, when working on permission and copyrights with the Shetland Film 

Archive, I considered processes less on strict legal procedure but on balancing what 

would feel just and fair for donors of materials, what needs the Archive had, and the 
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simplest way to achieve these. I also had to accept the legal and ethical framework 

the Archive had adopted for managing donor information and consent, but 

recognised there are different approaches and arguments around copyrights and 

their management (notably Lessig, 2004; but see also comments from Gracy, 2007b; 

Prelinger, 2009; Kampen, 2016). I used an example agreement from the BFI – 

alongside the existing draft agreement from the SFA (see Appendix 11) – to create 

an agreement for the Shetland Film Archive. I retained the structure and language of 

the BFI agreement, and wrote an explanation of terms to accompany this. The 

agreement was expressly for donation (gift to the archives), rather than deposit (loan 

to the archives), as this was the model used in draft agreements created by the SFA.  

 

This agreement was amended a number of times, and was used by an Archive 

member with a donor in September 2018 (see Appendix 10). The Archive member 

contacted me, having made changes to the agreement: 

 

 ‘I have reviewed and made a small revision to the Acquisition agreement…I 
 have changed around the order of two questions (f and g) because donors 
 were conflating the question regarding permission to use the material for 
 agreed purposes, and the question regarding commercial use’ (Julie, 2018, 
 pers. comm.).  
 

These comments, and the action taken, indicate the value of real-world use of donor 

agreements in order to identify areas for clarification and improvement. It also shows 

that Archive member Julie is able to understand the legal structure and language of 

the donor agreement document, and feels confident enough to make changes.     

 

Staff members from the Moving Image Archive at the National Library of Scotland 

(MIA) saw a version of the SFA Acquisition Agreement on 29 August 2019, in a 

meeting with a Shetland Film Archive member. The staff at MIA@NLS also provided 

suggestions for amendments to clarify the Acquisition Agreement for the Shetland 

Film Archive (Mathew, 2019a, pers. comm.). Through the oversight of professionals 

and real-world application, it has been possible to both make improvements to the 

agreement and familiarise archive members with the structure and language of the 

legal document. The Shetland Film Archive Acquisition Agreement continues to be 

updated, where appropriate, and agreements have been signed with eight donors, 
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enabling the Shetland Film Archive to make material available publicly. The current 

version of the agreement, and the accompanying explanatory notes can be found in 

Appendix 08 and 09.  

 

Having worked through the whole process of developing this donor agreement, the 

time and emotional investment required to develop and maintain relationships with 

donors was notable. Comments from my research journal made at different times 

note: 

 

 ‘Relationships can take AGES to develop…[and] this raises a question about 
 continuity – in a volunteer organisation the chances are you might end up 
 dealing with different people over time. If donors and potential donors need 
 or want to know people and deal with them on a more personal basis, this 
 might add another challenge to a group like SFA’ (Darrell Hewins, 2020). 
 

Contact with donors of material was not one-off. The process of completing the 

Donor Acquisition Agreement often required ongoing conversations and multiple 

meetings that continued over several weeks and months. It is thus important to take 

into consideration the development of relationships and communications with 

donors within the context of a changing set of volunteers, and how this might be 

managed to prevent having to start from scratch whenever a new volunteer takes 

over donor conversations. Despite the effort involved, these relationships seemed 

important to the philosophy of a community-led archive: 

 

 ‘I certainly felt from [the donor] that [they] wanted to ‘chat’ to and about us 
 [members of the Shetland Film Archive] as individuals just as much as about 
 business to do with [the] films’ (Darrell Hewins, 2020). 
 

Relationships with different members of the communities around an archive 

potentially need to be recognised and given value and more prominence within the 

aims of that archive. The challenge in highlighting these achievements and values – 

and hidden costs - within arts and heritage organisations has been noted, particularly 

in relation to ‘economic reductionism’ (O’Brien, 2015:82), and what is demanded as 

measurement and evidence by funding bodies (Chapter 7.3; Belfiore, 2021, 2015, 

2012; O’Brien, 2015).  
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The need to reconnect with those who gifted the moving image material that the 

signing of donor agreements necessitated, proved rewarding for the Archive in a 

number of ways. Firstly, I had included a DVD (or digital link to a download) of 

material donated in communication, allowing many individuals to view the moving 

image material. I noted in my research journal: 

 
 ‘Having sent an updated donor agreement to [donor] to sign, along with a 
 DVD, I received in return a long and detailed shot list of people, locations 
 and places in the films. No one had asked to [them] to do this, so it was a 
 lovely surprise. A few days later another letter arrived with some 
 corrections and updates to [the] earlier letter! This gave me the impression 
 that [the donor] wasn’t feeling obliged to do this, but rather was enjoying it’ 
 (Darrell Hewins, 2020). 
 

Although the Shetland Film Archive had always planned to collect recollections and 

information about films from donors, this experience indicated that some donors 

would be happy to do this themselves, thus reducing workload for Archive members. 

Information provided in such a way also gives a voice to the material – by someone 

who was there or who made it – rather than the removed, somewhat necessarily 

detached notes that could be created by an Archive member.  

 

In another instance, when some individuals appearing in a film were contacted to 

give consent for use – at the request of the donor – all responded positively, with 

one person telephoning Archive member Mathew:  

 

 ‘expressing their happiness in being contacted and approving use of the 
 material… and two [sent] letters stating how happy they were to have [DVD] 
 copies of the material and that they were very supportive of the work SFA 
 was doing. They both enclosed donations to the archive also – which was a 
 complete surprise’ (Darrell Hewins, 2020). 
 

As well as approval and support from donors and associated individuals, the fact 

these communications could generate financial outcomes for the Shetland Film 

Archive also shows how different aspects of archive work intermingle, and do not 

happen in a straightforward, linear and structured manner. However, these 

outcomes occurred because material from the collections was made visible and 
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accessible – in this case to those who donated it – further indicating the importance 

of visibility to a voluntary and community-led archive such as the Shetland Film 

Archive.  

 

Intellectual property and copyrights issues have been a constant area of discussion 

since the establishment of the Shetland Film Archive group. While the group was 

clear they felt these issues were important, it also appeared there was a hesitancy 

and lack of confidence around producing legal documents such as donor agreements 

for material in the Archive. This was ascribed to a lack of knowledge of the law and 

time required to acquire this.  

 

The validation of a donor agreement by “experts” within the field proved a catalyst 

for members’ increased confidence to use and adapt this for their needs. The real-

world application of this document appeared to help improve understanding and 

clarity of the legal structure adopted by the Shetland Film Archive for all those 

involved. Finally, it should be remembered that documents such as a donor 

agreements are simply a formalised structure confirming what should have been 

verbally agreed between parties within a relationship built on trust and 

understanding. Such relationships take time and effort to build and maintain, and 

these aspects of community-led archive development are not always accounted for 

in funders’ timescales and measurement requirements.     

 

8.4 Conclusion 

 

The agenda for action, and attempt to find solutions to problems, that I set out to 

pursue in order to fulfil a reciprocal exchange with informants, resulted in resources 

that could be used by the Shetland Film Archive (and other community-led moving 

image archives), and demonstrated, through practical application, that these can 

help address some of the challenges that emerged from interviews and discussions 

with informants.  
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Exhibitions of moving images from the collections of the Shetland Film Archive have 

generated some income for the group, have raised the profile of the Archive, and 

have resulted in further requests for Archive material, thus creating a snowball effect 

in terms of activity. Additionally, these events have been instigated with partner 

organisations and individuals outside of the Shetland Film Archive membership. The 

administrative and organisational burden on the Shetland Film Archive has thus been 

reduced. This demonstrates a viable model for access and use within a small 

voluntary group. These activities provided opportunities to gain feedback and 

comment on the Archive activities and material from those outside the Archive 

group, providing useful indications of how people relate to archival moving images, 

which could be used to develop future projects and events.      

 

In order to present moving image material from the Shetland Film archive collections 

to the public it has been necessary to complete a number of archival tasks, notably 

cataloguing and identification of material donors, and application of donor 

agreements to gain permission from these donors to use and make accessible their 

material. By working through these issues with an end goal (exhibition) in sight, I 

have been able to produce archival workflows and documents that provides a 

slimmed down, “on-demand” approach to addressing these necessary tasks. Having 

demonstrated that all steps of process from identification to exhibition can be 

achieved, and by creating documents to assist with this, there is some evidence that 

confidence and willingness of Archive group members to engage with the whole 

archival process has increased.    

 

This chapter documented and analysed practical action research interventions I 

undertook in order to test solutions to the challenges identified through other 

aspects of my research. This resulted in practical resources and insights useful to 

community-led archives considering how they might operate successfully within the 

constraints of time, capacity, and skills/knowledge. The following chapter elaborates 

on the findings in this chapter, and those previous (Chapters Five to Seven), to discuss 

the wider implications of the emergent themes, and site these within the archiving 

and heritage fields.  
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Chapter Nine 

The Idea of An Archive 
 

‘A culture that is merely preserved is no culture at all.’  
Mark Fisher, Capitalist Realism (2009:3) 

 

In the course of this study I have often reflected on the inadequacy of the terms 

archive and archiving to describe the wide variety of tasks, approaches, ideas, 

feelings, processes and behaviours that have emerged through interviews, 

observation, examination of documents and interventions with those involved in 

community-led digital and/or moving image archives. A single word to encompass 

social relationships, relationships with technology, economic sustainability, legal and 

ethical consciousness and negotiation between past, present and future situations 

seems to diminish the time and effort these processes entail. It also belies the very 

real need to engage with theories and practices from a huge number of disciplines; 

voluntary work, social movement formation, motivation, international development, 

human-computer interaction, information communications technology, value 

systems in heritage and creative practice, and law, among others. Archiving then, 

does not feel like one practice or one subject, but many. As this research has shown, 

these many subjects do not always interact seamlessly, leading to challenges for 

community-led archive groups, and questions around exactly how and why we do 

heritage and archiving in particular ways, and which of the many subjects are 

prioritised within the archival field.     

 

The chapter will reflect and expand on the findings of previous chapters, giving 

consideration to the wider implications of relationships, especially between the 

“professional” and the “community” in the archival field. Different approaches to 

dealing with difficulties around use of technology will be examined, alongside ideas 

around maintenance, loss and change in heritage and heritage practices. Finally, 

existing resources and support for community-led archiving will be discussed, and 

some gaps in this support and suggestions for addressing this will be considered. 

Throughout these discussions I have attempted to recognise the Western, colonial 

construction of archives, and the positionality of myself, and my research case 
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studies and informants. I have sought out voices and ideas that counter this discourse 

and provide approaches or insights that offer ways to practise archiving better suited 

to the needs of community-led groups.   

 

9.1 The field and the professional 

 

The community-led archive activities and the informants contributing to this 

research all have relationships – to a greater or lesser degree – with the wider sphere 

of archiving and preservation, and to the “professional” individuals and institutions 

within the field. There appear to be mixed feelings towards institutional archives and 

museums, and moving image and arts organisations from informants, with 

expressions of gratitude for the support and acceptance institutional galleries, 

libraries, archives and museums (GLAMs) offered, and also frustrations felt that 

community-led archives were doing the work of institutions, for free, while not being 

taken seriously by these institutions (Chapter Five; Interview with Mathew, 

02/07/2019; Interview with Julie, 05/09/2019). It is therefore germane to consider 

more widely the role and impact of the “professional” within community-led heritage 

and archival activities. This does not simply involve a professional individual – defined 

as someone with specific training or education (and usually a qualification from an 

academic institution) within the field – but also the idea of the professional 

institution, organisation or association.  

 

Professional bodies regulate to a certain extent the archive sector, developing 

industry standards for archival tasks, recommending best practice, and producing 

guidance documents (for example, International Council on Archives, 2016; Archives 

and Records Association, 2021; International Federation of Film Archives, 2021; 

Association of Moving Image Archivists, 2021a; The National Archives, UK, 2021a; 

Digital Preservation Coalition, 2015). A number – but not all - of these groups that 

are open to membership set conditions on admittance, thus controlling who is able 

to contribute and influence the direction of the sector, and whose voices are heard. 

The International Federation of Film Archives for example has a rigid (in theory) 

admittance procedure, that has historically been critiqued in the demands it makes, 
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which are particularly difficult for those institutions in non-Western countries to 

meet (Houston, 1994; Frick, 2011). In contrast, membership of the Association of 

Moving Image Archivists is open to all - both individual and institution. Sliding cost 

scales for membership are based on whether organisations are for- or non-profit, 

and also related to Gross Domestic Product (GDP) Per Capita Rate aligned to the US 

GDP (Association of Moving Image Archivists, 2021b). While the two organisations 

here have slightly different missions and priorities, it nevertheless serves to illustrate 

different routes taken in respect to professional associative activities, and to 

gatekeeping who is considered to be deserving of a place within them.  

 

Discussions around professional associations, standards, systems and decision 

making raises questions around ideas of expertise; what kinds of knowledge, 

articulated in which ways, are deemed to be of value to the archive and heritage 

fields. This has been defined more precisely by Smith (2006) as (Western) Authorised 

Heritage Discourse (AHD), whereby ‘what is or what is not heritage’ is validated and 

decided by a ‘professional discourse….[that] emphasises that authority of expertise’ 

(Waterton & Smith, 2010:12). AHD tends to assume that heritage values and what 

people want out of heritage are universal, and thus strategies for dealing with 

heritage are applicable universally too (Waterton & Smith, 2010). Despite a general 

awareness of these arguments within the heritage field, it feels stubbornly difficult 

to actively challenge AHD and find structures that support a plurality of approaches 

to heritage activity.        

 

There are a number of reasons for such persistence. The funding streams, such as 

the National Lottery Heritage Fund, and partnerships (with universities, museums, 

professional associations and arts centres) available to community-led archive and 

heritage groups can require the adoption of certain working practices (Chapter 

Seven). This is termed a ‘bureaucratic professional tendency’ by Neil Faulkner 

(2000:23) - who specifically discusses community archaeology – and it is 

characterised by the need for ‘research proposal…comprehensive project 

design…[and] explanation of…wider context’ prior to ‘official approval’ for a project 

to start (Faulkner, 2000:24). Many institutional organisations, when working with 

community-led groups seek projects that ‘replicate their own view of what 
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archaeology is for’ and how it is to be done (Bowden, 2020:6). An almost identical 

process is seen in the application procedures for public and charitable funding 

(Chapter 7.3). While Faulkner worries that such processes exclude, control and are 

undemocratic, as well as ‘threaten the scientific integrity of the discipline’ (Faulkner, 

2000:25), others are additionally concerned that the bureaucratic professional 

tendency embodied in grant giving applications can result in additional pressures on 

community-led groups who are sometimes expected to operate or behave in the way 

large institutional organisations would (Gillies et al., 2018). This reflects the 

comments made by many of the informants (Chapter 7.3; Interview with Mathew, 

02/07/2019), and suggest that the structures of professional practice imposed on 

community-led groups are not entirely conducive to success, and can create further 

burdens on those individuals tasked with delivering projects.  

 

The approaches that align to this bureaucratic professional tendency generally 

position the professional (individual and institution) as subject expert in relation to 

community-led archive and heritage, approving permission and funding to projects. 

It is important to note however, that the sometimes problematic role of the 

professional in relation to community-led groups is recognised by the field and many 

individuals within it, and there has been as ‘shift…to expert mediator or facilitator’ 

for the professional as part of the increased presence and promotion of participatory 

and collaborative approaches to working with the wider publics in heritage 

(Fredheim, 2020a:14). Whether the structural hierarchy of the field enables or 

hinders participatory and collaborative process is, however, also in question, with 

Will Bowden noting that as an academic archaeologist involved with community 

archaeology projects he had to reconcile the ‘sometimes conflicting aims of fulfilling 

the research goals of the project (on which most of the funding was based) while 

ensuring a rewarding experience for the volunteers’ (Bowden, 2020:4).  

 

It is these conflicting aims – between what funders or institutions require and what 

is a rewarding experience for those involved in a project - that seems to be present 

in comments from informants in this research (Chapter Five, Chapter 7.3). Bowden 

notes that in the project he worked on, participant numbers swelled when activities 

involved practical, visible tasks that were understood as archaeology – field walking 
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and excavation – but reduced when there were only finds to process and document, 

despite these aspects, and resulting reports, being important to continued funding 

of the project (Bowden, 2020). Such tendencies are mirrored in experiences relayed 

by my informants within archive projects, where there is a clear thrill and enjoyment 

in “discovering” moving image material, and in screening it, but less enthusiasm for 

the administrative activities required to enable exhibition for example. It therefore 

seems necessary for the heritage field to be more explicit and honest about the many 

different processes that contribute to the managing of heritage. We should also 

examine practices critically, and question which ones are essential, while looking for 

ways to reduce unnecessary activity (Greene & Meissner, 2005). For the tasks that 

are essential, it would also then be worth considering how we generate enthusiasm 

and support for these to match that of digging and discovering. I maintain that visible 

and collective activity are important in this respect. This is seen in the Shetland Film 

Archive when there was public response to film clips (Chapter 5.3). More widely we 

can see this in “edit-a-thon” events, where people gather to improve and add 

knowledge on specific topics to online resources, for example the University of York’s 

event to ‘improve representation of Yorkshire’s Women Scientists and Innovators’ 

(University of York, 2020: para 1; see also Jack, nd).   

    

It is important to note that despite articulating challenges around some of the 

structural systems of the heritage and archival field, informants in my research did 

not reject these structures outright, and indeed often wanted to be professionally 

recognised for their efforts, considering this a step towards “success”, sustainability 

and stability (Bowden, 2020; Shetland Film Archive Meeting, 08/05/2018; Interview 

with Mathew, 02/07/2019; Interview with Julie, 05/09/2019). Generally my research 

suggested that conformity with existing archive systems and structures is quite 

common within community-led heritage and archive groups. Informants’ 

descriptions of their group’s work indicated that they had ‘conventional…goals’ and 

used ‘conventional means to achieve them’ (Smith, 2000:89). The fact that groups 

naturally look to other organisations within the field for models of behaviour and 

process means the presence of the professional – directly or indirectly – looms large 

in the establishment, and perpetuation of archive systems and structures. This 

extends to many very well-intended (and useful) resources and workshops aimed at 



 286 

community-led groups in which information tailored toward community-led archives 

remains filtered through the lens of professional and institutional practice and 

structures. My point, however, is that this is often what community-led groups 

themselves request of institutions.  

 

While much research has focussed on community-led political or activist archives and 

the way these actively and consciously challenge existing archival practices (Flinn, 

Stevens & Shepherd, 2009; Caswell et al., 2016, 2017), there are just as many archive 

and heritage groups that don’t explicitly adopt such positions. Bowden questions the 

extent to which ‘volunteer archaeologists have a desire to disrupt or redefine the 

disciplinary structure in which they are working’ and this chimes with my research on 

community-led and volunteer archives of moving images (Bowden, 2020:10). The 

idea that unpaid individuals, working in their spare time are sometimes expected to 

provide innovative or transformative insights into archiving approaches can be a 

significant and exploitative burden.  

 

The relationship between the professional and community and voluntary work also 

often involves complex agendas in which there are requirements to fulfil – within 

academia this might relate to the Research Excellence Framework, for example, 

which meant that community engagement ‘has a real-terms cash value’ for 

universities (Bowden, 2020:9), or within museums and archives receiving public 

money placing emphasis on widening participation and impact of activities.   

 

These structures are based on the premise that participation is inherently a good 

thing, and that those who don’t participate are missing out on experiences that 

would improve them (Fredheim, 2020a). There is a danger that within institutions 

participation and activities to encourage engagement ‘empower individuals to work 

to institutional priorities’ rather than their own interests (Fredheim, 2020a:7). In this 

way, lacuna in institutional collections – particularly around records of women, 

LGBTQ+ and non-white individuals - may be addressed but the underlying structures 

that cause these omissions remain unexamined – participation may be used ‘to 

maintain, rather than upend, existing power structures through the control of 

acceptable forms of…participation (Fredheim, 2018:625). This approach is based 
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around assimilation (Hall, 1999), rather than one that embraces the idea of multiple, 

‘alternative and contrary conceptions and experiences of heritage’ (Fredheim, 

2018:622).   

   

Within institutional structures, and the reporting systems and measures of success 

they require – presumably decided by “experts” and “professionals” rather than 

communities likely to participate in the activities – the emphasis is on the difference 

a project will make, the number of participants and their transformation as a result 

of the project (Bowden, 2020). Bowden (2020) and Gareth Maeer (2017) suggest that 

in this structure it is not the activities that matter but the measurable outcomes, and 

these do not necessarily include whether people enjoyed themselves as part of their 

involvement in a project. This is significant given the importance of social aspects to 

community-led heritage and archive activity that emerged through my research, and 

that have been noted by others (Bowden, 2020). It could be that the lack of attention 

given to social aspects of volunteering and community activity by participants 

themselves (as indicated by my research), is directly related to the lack of focus on 

these things within the reporting systems.       

 

In these discussions around the role of the professional and the relationship of 

community and voluntary activity to the wider heritage field, it is necessary to 

recognise many of the structures in heritage management are still tied to the 

Western and imperialist ideologies from which they emerged (Hall, 1999; Pyburn, 

2011; Fredheim, 2020a). While much positive work has been done to address the 

biases within the established archival and heritage system, notably within Canada 

and Australia (Cook, 2013; Christen, 2015), and the wider field is reflecting on 

institutional behaviours in the wake of movements such as #MeToo and Black Lives 

Matter, there are many who still wonder whether such an institutionalised system 

with an imperialist background can really change to accommodate diverse 

experiences, approaches to, and needs for, record-keeping (Igwe, 2021a; see also 

well-known work The Master's Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master's House, by 

Audre Lorde, 1984). Some of my informants expressed a desire to become part of a 

larger institution, and even made approaches to organisations to discuss this, but 

also wanted to retain a certain amount of control over how “their” archive (within 
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the larger institution) was run (Chapter Five). They wanted the archive collections to 

be manged and cared for in the way they would approve of (Shetland Film Archive 

Meeting, 08/05/2018). While this seems like a request that may be difficult to get an 

organisation to agree to unconditionally, we can see from wider examples why such 

complex relationships around collecting institutions and community-led projects 

exist.  

 

The rukus! Federation Black, Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender cultural archive 

collections were collected independently with a view to documenting and ensuring 

greater visibly for the Black LGBT experience in the UK (Flinn, 2011). These collections 

were placed within the London Metropolitan Archives (LMA) in 2011, and catalogues 

prepared by volunteers and rukus! members “supervised” by an archivist from LMA 

(LMA, 2021). Onyeka Igwe notes that on one level, this had made it easier to find and 

access some materials within the rukus! collection but simultaneously easier to lose, 

amongst the many other records and collections within the LMA institution (Igwe, 

2021b). Additionally, some important aspects of this archive’s creation and use such 

as its artist-led and artistic orientation, the emotional labour and impact of the 

project, and the ‘intensely social practice’ of collecting in this context may not be 

adequately communicated through standard institutional archiving structures (X, 

Campbell & Stevens, 2010:275).         

 

The inability of our structured, Western-orientated archiving system to adequately 

record some important aspects of societal and cultural experience is an interesting 

area for discussion. Given my identification of the importance of social interactions 

potentially as a purpose to, and meaning of, community-led archives, it is worth 

considering ways in which we might articulate this aspect of community-led activity.     

 

Well-known alternatives to ‘Western preservation tradition[s]’ include the Ise Shrine 

complex in Japan, which is demolished every few decades and a new (replica?) 

temple built ‘by new craftsmen trained in traditional methods – thus ensuring that 

the living heritage (the knowledge of how to build such as structure)…ensures’ (Frick, 

2011:161-162). This constant use approach is visible within digital preservation 
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practices, where active preservation is necessary for continued access to artefacts, 

and structural systems recognise that:  

 
 ‘a digital document is not static. What you see on the screen is an 
 interpretation, an interplay between the operating system, the file and 
 media format, as well as the  driver…every time you open a document, it is 
 a “new” document’ (O’Neill, 2020: para 5).  
 

These examples provide wider perspectives on the question: “What is it that we are 

trying to save/preserve, and why?”. They suggest that knowledge of construction 

processes or use of an object for its intended purpose may be as important as 

concepts such as authenticity (explored and critiqued/contested by Benjamin, 1936; 

MacNeil & Mak, 2007; Cherchi Usai, 2000), and passive preservation (National Film 

and Sound Archive of Australia, 2021), familiar to traditional archiving practices. Kate 

Eichhorn’s discussions of the archival turn in feminism also seem to relate to the 

practices discussed above, when she says ‘rather than simply reflecting a desire to 

understand the past, the current archival turn reflects a desire to take control of the 

present through a reorientation to the past’ (Eichhorn, 2013:6-7).     

 

I see this desire to ‘take control of the present through a reorientation to the past’ in 

alternative and counter-archiving practices that embrace forms of record-keeping 

and memory such as myth, ritual, gathering, dance, food, clothing, landscape and 

flora that are difficult to assimilate into traditional Western archiving systems (Igwe, 

2021c). For example, Revelations by Alvin Ailey (1960) is a dance piece that attempts 

to capture the cultural heritage of ‘African American faith and persistence from 

slavery to freedom’ (The Kennedy Center, nd:para 5). The work is based on Ailey’s 

own experiences, which he termed ‘blood memories, because they were so strong 

he felt they were part of him as much as the blood that ran through his veins’ (The 

Kennedy Center, nd:para 7).  

 

Dance is a relevant and interesting media to discuss here for a number of reasons. 

Firstly, it is a bodily experience, and the body can be seen as ‘a technology that exists 

in the past, present and future’ (Igwe, 2021d). Storyteller and creative director of 

Revolving Art Incubator (2021), Jumoke Sanwo sees the body as not:  
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 ‘just of the present. The body has some kind of memory attached to it as 
 well…so when that body is utilised as a tool in performance it carries some 
 of the knowledge it embodies and also translates this through creative 
 expression’ (Conversations With Neighbours, 2020) 
 

Igwe and Sanwo’s comments both centre the body (and mind) as a creator, carrier 

and interpreter of experience (memory, knowledge, record). In dance and other 

forms of performance, the body can be seen as an interlocutor between different 

groups – in age, cultural background, gender etc. (Conversations With Neighbours, 

2020). Considering the body as a constituent of recordkeeping or archiving practice 

furthermore reminds us of the reasons we endeavour to archive material – in 

whatever form - in the first place; to pass information between people, for human 

benefit. I feel that this can sometimes be lost in discussions around information 

management.    

 

Secondly, although dance notation has been used as a method to record 

choreography - and has been compared and associated with both digital preservation 

practices (O’Neill, 2020) and preservation of performative moving image practices 

(Darrell Hewins, 2015; Curham, 2021; Curham & Ihlein 2009, 2017), dance, and 

indeed theatre, retain an acceptance that interpretations, alterations and change are 

desirable and necessary to the accessing of these works. We can see similar 

sentiments from the field of time-based media art preservation practices and music 

(Laurenson, 2006; Hediger, 2011). Given that this position is shared by digital 

archivists, who must migrate, emulate and perform other operations that essentially 

transform digital artefacts in order to ensure they remain accessible, it is worth 

considering how we might introduce practices or promote attitudes (to archive 

projects of all kinds) that create space within archiving structures that enable body 

experience, social practices, change and use of material to be recognised as vital 

aspects to understanding the past in the present. Many of the projects and 

approaches discussed above not only take account of material collections but also 

incorporate aspects of the individuals and groups operational working practices. 

These are practices I have captured and investigated in this research and which are 

important to the future of archival collections.  
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In another instance of institutional and non-institutional, or professional and 

community/personal archival complexity, Anna Sexton (2020) discusses the 

collection and work of artist Audrey Amiss being accessioned to the Wellcome Library 

– a collection based around the ‘art and science of healing across history and 

cultures’ (Sexton, 2020:167). Amiss suffered from schizophrenia and it was argued 

that inclusion of her work within the Wellcome Library brought a ‘patient voice into 

the archive’ (Sexton, 2020:173). Another perspective however, was that inclusion of 

her archive within the context of health and medicine has the potential ’to subsume 

[Amiss’s]… artwork beneath a narrative that foregrounds her as mentally ill’ (Sexton, 

2020:174). Concerns around collections being subsumed or important meanings lost 

within larger institutional archival systems could explain the desire for community-

led archival groups to maintain control even when they want their collections to 

become part of larger organisations. For institutional archives, it is necessary to 

examine not only their motivations for accepting community-led collections into 

their purview, but also the harms as well as the opportunities that might arise from 

such actions. It is therefore incumbent for professional institutions to ask:  

 

 ‘Does bringing counternarratives into the walls of the institutional archives 
 release that knowledge from subjugation by clothing it with legitimacy? Or 
 does it in fact further subjugate that knowledge under the weight of the 
 dominant narrative?’ (Sexton, 2020:171).  
 

When we discuss the relationships in the archival and heritage field between the 

professional and community-led activity, it is important to recognise that neither the 

professional field nor the community-led one constitute a homogenous group. My 

research has highlighted differences of approach and opinion not only between 

community-led archive and heritage groups but sometimes within them as well. 

Additionally, as has been noted by Bowden (2020), individuals who undertake 

heritage work as “professionals” also work with community-led heritage, both as 

representative of institutions and as independent individuals within their 

communities. Therefore the distinctions between and within institutional and 

community-led archiving and heritage organisations are hazy and fluid. My research 

indicated informal, as well as formal, routes of communication between 

organisations were common, and were sometimes not accounted for in descriptions 
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of the work undertaken. Adopting a “them and us” position does not therefore 

account for the myriad of relationships at play within the field.  

 

Conceptions of the field as a multiverse (Gilliland, McKennish & Lau, 2017) and the 

Records Continuum Model develop by Frank Upward (1996) provide an approach to 

recognising this plurality. The Records Continuum Model is not an extension of an 

artefact life-cycle model but a ‘topographical model…that describes features of 

records and recordkeeping…[some] features may be invisible or perceived differently 

depending on where a viewpoint is topologically situated’ (Rolan, 2017:207, MDH 

italics). Gregory Rolan has adapted Upward’s model to propose a Participatory 

Recordkeeping Contiuum Model, which incorporates ‘participatory distance…in 

relation to the activities represented by records’ (Rolan, 2017:208). These range from 

direct ‘experience [of] the activities…a record represents’, through “identifying” and 

“relating” to “researching”, the furthest “detachment” from the activity a record 

represents (Rolan, 2017:209). It is possible to ‘occupy different points on this 

continuum depending on the particular records’, thus allowing for the relationships 

discussed above in relations to the “professional” and the community (Rolan, 

2017:210).      

 

Although not actively used in this research, the Records Continuum Model, and the 

Participatory Recordkeeping Continuum Model could be used more expansively in 

further research into the relationships between records and the activities they 

represent, and different agents within the archive field. Many of the points discussed 

here relate to the need to recognise and articulate hierarchies of power and the 

motivations of different agents and the impact of these on the challenges and 

opportunities experienced by community-led archive and heritage practice. 

Conceptions of archival practice that can account for multiple perspectives of such 

points seem particularly important when many current methods of measuring or 

evaluating archival material and practices lean towards values that reward 

assimilation, and negate recognition of alternative ways of practising heritage.  
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9.2 Technology 

 

Digital technologies may be able to address some of the difficulties around 

multiplicity of perspectives on artefacts, and also present ways of archiving that 

recognise change, although technology itself does not present total solutions to 

these and other issues raised in the previous section.  

 

In the last couple of decades digital technologies have become increasingly woven 

into all our lives, and different software and platforms have become available for a 

wider range of people to use. While there have been many benefits and 

opportunities as a result of this, inequalities have also been made apparent, or even 

further entrenched because of our fetishisation of “new” technology. This applies to 

archives and heritage practices, in both institution and non-institutional settings. 

Digital technologies have in particular opened up possibilities around access and 

searchability for archives, and there has been a considerable orientation towards 

digitisation and web-based projects.  

 

File formats and storage media have proliferated as part of this digital development, 

and digital items require active preservation and periodic migration or even 

emulation to ensure continued access. Archivists recognise this, and there is 

considerable work and guidance around digital preservation practice (Digital 

Preservation Coalition, 2015, 2020e; Malssen, 2011; Schumacher, et al., 2014). 

However, this work is generally based upon assumptions about how we expect the 

future to be - much like the present, according to research by Anders Högberg et al. 

(2017).  

 

A good example of this can be seen in relation to an report on the Arctic World 

Archive, where ‘21 terabytes of open source code’ has been stored as ‘QR codes 

[written]…onto individual frames in a reel of film’ (Dais, 2021:para 11-12). The 

Archive is ‘designed to preserve [these items]…for future generations in the event of 

a global disaster’ (Dais, 2021:para 2). Both an admirable and interesting concept, 

many people on social media pointed out this strategy assumes computers and 

technology to read and translate the QR codes and source code will exist after this 
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global disaster, potentially many hundreds or thousands of years in the future. 

Essentially, we as humans are not very good at conceptualising a period of time 

beyond three to four generations – that of lived, personal experience, with for 

example, grandparents or grandchildren (Högberg et al. 2017). We therefore struggle 

to imagine a future that will be significantly different from the present, and this is 

true for heritage institutions, which use “the future” as ‘catchprase’ while on an 

everyday level operating in a ‘continuing, rolling present’ (Högberg et al. 2017:644).   

 

A number of informants in my research comments on the need or desire to save 

things for the future (Shetland Film Archive Meeting, 08/05/2018; Interview with 

Julie, 05/09/2019; Interview with Carol, 10/09/2019), without defining this future 

any further. Coupled with the fact that most of the informants and groups in my 

study were yet to properly address active preservation and migration issues in 

relation to their digital material (aside from the Assynt Digital Archive), this should 

raise questions around ideas of temporality and invocation of an vague “future” as 

justification for heritage actions.  

 

Although we might hope the materials we collect will last for eternity, defining 

timescales more precisely, or breaking down this eternity into manageable slices, 

seems not only more realistic, but also useful, in that it would help community-led 

archives and heritage groups plan and structure their activities more effectively. If 

the Shetland Film Archive had defined a timescale when planning and tendering for 

the development of their website, for example, this may have helped in both 

procurement and delivery, which has been a particular difficulty for the group 

(Chapter 6.5.2). Given the speed at which developments happen in digital and web 

technologies, five- to eight-year timescales might also address the challenges around 

projects becoming redundant before they are realised, giving chances to review 

rather than pursue activities. Furthermore, as has been established in Economic 

Sustainability (Chapter Seven), grant-giving agencies generally fund work on a 

project-based system, thus effectively creating very ‘short-term [financial] futures’ in 

which organisations must work (Högberg et al. 2017:643). It is this temporal 

discordance that creates or exacerbates that challenges recalled by informants in my 

research. I like to think that working within defined timescale will thus address some 
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of the paralysis informants seemed to experience in making decisions on archival 

activity that I attributed to a need they felt to plan for an indefinite future.     

 

By working with defined timescales, I do not suggest that community-led groups 

cannot continue to operate, collect and manage heritage material for many years, 

nor that every activity must be reviewed, refreshed or updated according to some 

intransient timetable. Rather, this provides a structure to reposition preservation 

and archiving activities ‘from extending the lifetimes of objects to extending the life-

experiences generated by them’ (Henderson, 2020:1). From this perspective, the 

value of heritage artefacts resides in their ‘ability to spark conversation…facilitating 

exchanges among those who encounter them’ (Simon, 2010: Chapter 4, para 1 & 6). 

In Jane Henderson’s (2020) and Nina Simon’s (2010) conception of heritage value, 

archival objects are mobilised by individuals and communicates to affect 

‘transformations of the present for the future’ (Högberg et al., 2017:645; 

Zetterström-Sharp, 2015). Such approaches are supported by digital technology and 

digitisation, which can accommodate both extended lifetime and extended life-

experiences through copies. It also aligns to many of the comments made by 

informants and my observations in this research, in which conversation and 

exchange around artefacts generates enjoyment and excitement among community-

led archive groups members (Chapter Five; Darrell Hewins, 2020), as well as my belief 

in the importance of visibility and pursual of activities around this (Chapter Eight).  

 

Any digital management strategy must also recognise the imperfect conditions and 

multiple contradictions that constitute the reality of working in the archival field 

(whether institutionally or in community-led contexts). With an increasing 

acceptance of the fact that there will never be enough money for archives and 

museums to undertake the preservation and management of all their materials in 

the way that would ideally like (Houston, 1994) – and in the way that professional 

recommendations suggest -  there have been growing calls to think about the 

challenges from a perspective of “minimum viable”, “good enough” and “pragmatic” 

archive practices (Addis, 2018; Gollins, 2009, 2013; Blewer, 2020; Schumacher et al., 

2014). These approaches take into account real life demands on archival activity, 

such as money, time, staffing and user needs into their arguments for workflows that 
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use ‘only the minimum necessary intervention to secure our digital heritage for the 

next generation’ (Gollins, 2013:Introduction, para 1). Matthew Addis distils this 

further to knowing what he has, ‘knowing [he’s]…got stuff safe, and [that he 

has]…some form of independent means to access and use it’ (Addis, 2018:para 3). In 

his conception of minimum viable preservation, Addis also admits to being 

ambivalent on many archival processes that institutions promote such as 

‘characterisation, file format validation…[and] normalisation to purportedly long-

lived formats’ (Addis, 2018:para 3, my emphasis). Provided one can answer the three 

points outlined above, these processes matter little, and can be seen as practices 

that matter to archivists and the professions, rather than affecting users or their 

ability to access archive material, as articulated by Greene and Meissner (2005) in 

relation to cataloguing practices (Chapter Eight).  

 

While it might seem that the suggestions above in some way abandon the archival 

purpose altogether – shorter-timescales and “good enough” rather than “the best” 

practices – I would argue that these approaches are already in operation (if 

sometimes unacknowledged), given our present technical, social and economic 

conditions. Articulating this fact more widely might help community-led archives feel 

confident in their work, and the ways they approach this.  

 

9.2.1 Maintenance 

 

Another important aspect bound up with technology but also social and practical 

aspects of archives and archival practice is maintenance. For most of the informants 

interviewed – even those involved in institutionally affiliated projects – the focus was 

on the collection and recording/digitisation of material, rather than ongoing 

maintenance of items.  

 

Issues of maintenance are not limited to archives and heritage, or the digital and 

technological sphere – although this is in many cases the area where issues are most 

visible. Maintenance is a subject that concerns our roads, buildings, electricity grids 

and water supply on the one hand, and our health, personal and professional 

relationships on the other (here perhaps better known as care). I have noted 
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previously (Chapter Seven) the understanding of these issues within international 

development, and the need to consider available capabilities and resources for 

ongoing maintenance and repair when selecting technology for development 

projects (Brikké & Bredero, 2003). In the context of water supply and sanitation in 

developing countries, François Brikké and Maarten Bredero point out that neglect of 

operation and maintenance considerations in the design of ‘rural water-supply 

systems’ has led to an ‘estimated 30%–60% of [them being]…inoperative at any given 

time’ (Brikké & Bredero, 2003:1). They argue that the intended benefits of these 

projects only truly accrue when ‘appropriate technologies…sustainable…at 

community level’ are selected (Brikké & Bredero, 2003:2). 

 

Similarly, there has been increasing interest in academia and art beyond care or 

preservation of artefacts, to encompass ideas and practices for care of people and 

maintenance of infrastructure which enables this (within art, see for example, 

Petrešin-Bachelez, 2017; Lopez, 2017). The Maintainers, a loose group of academics 

and practitioners interested in concepts of maintenance, care and repair, was 

established by Lee Vinsel and Andy Russell in 2016, in response to ‘the inflated hype 

around innovation’ especially around digital technology and in academia (Vinsel, 

2017: para 7). What was often missed in conversations around technology, they felt, 

was the lived reality for most people which is one of compromise, “work-arounds”, 

and managing ‘technologies that kind of work most of the time’ (Vinsel, 2017:para 

7). These types of relationships with technology align with those experienced by the 

community-led archive groups and informants in this research. However, these 

situations arise within a social, cultural and economic context in which creation and 

acquisition of new objects and technologies is privileged above fixing the systems we 

already have (Mattern, 2018), and we must be conscious of this context in our 

consideration of specific strategies for community-led archive groups.   

 

In their report for the JISC-led (Joint Information Systems Committee) Strategic 

Content Alliance, Maron and Loy (2011) highlighted challenges around obtaining 

ongoing funding to support maintenance of existing projects, an emerging theme in 

my research. Maron and Loy noted that the multiplicity of partnerships and 

relationships involved in developing and presenting digital resource projects make 
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for a complex support and funding environment, in which projects must justify their 

value(s) to different institutions and groups of people in order to ensure their 

continuity (Maron & Loy, 2011). In the report Maron and Loy identify a number of 

outcomes that can be seen in the community-led projects in this research, including:  

 
 ‘digital projects that return again and again to funders because they have 
 not developed alternative revenue streams; completed projects for which 
 online content remains stagnant and/or little used once funding ends 
 [and]… digitised and born-digital content for which preservation strategies 
 are uncertain’ (Maron & Loy, 2011:7). 
 

Maron and Loy use the ‘digitisation strand of the New Opportunities Fund’, a grants 

programme from the Big Lottery Fund (The National Lottery Community Fund) that 

ran from 1999-2004 in various forms, as an example of the outcomes when ongoing 

maintenance is not properly addressed by funders (Maron & Loy, 2011:9). A review 

of digital/online New Opportunities Fund projects in 2009 found two-thirds ‘had 

either not been updated since their launch years earlier, or were characterised as 

having no known URL or URL not available’ (Maron & Loy, 2011:9). 

 

A key reason for such outcomes is the many different conceptions of sustainability 

from both grant funders and project participants. Furthermore, while most funders 

are interested in sustainability in some form, Maron and Loy suggest ‘dialogue about 

long-term sustainability stops once the end-goal (e.g. “We will make the resource 

openly available”) has been agreed upon’ (Maron & Loy, 2011:5). They propose that 

funders could support continuation of projects post-grant by engaging with project 

leaders to ‘articulate…the specific activities that will need to be carried out, the costs 

this will entail and possible sources of revenues to cover these costs’ (Maron & Loy, 

2011:5). This might form part of a more meaningful reporting structure, with ‘advice, 

introductions to others in the community, deeper engagement in the project’s 

management and other [non-financial]..contributions’ offered by funders as a way to 

enhance the value of their funding and the ongoing success of projects (Maron & Loy, 

2011:5).  

 

Another interesting point highlighted in the Funding For Sustainability report was 

that project leaders and sometime funders, often aim ‘more for excellence in 
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execution than for long-term operation’ of their digital resource (Maron & Loy, 

2011:16). The implication here is that digital projects aim for “all singing and all 

dancing” exciting user interfaces, incorporating different interactive or search 

functions, various media, links to external resources etc. Due to the complexity, these 

projects can then be difficult to maintain or update over time. Maron & Loy (2011) 

suggest that it is not only technical issues that must be addressed in the design and 

long-term sustainability of these projects, but that a consideration of participant and 

audience expectations of the digital resource would be useful in building 

“acceptable” projects. 

 

To encourage an approach that values long-term maintenance and sustainability 

within project, we must acknowledge and celebrate these approaches, publicly and 

visibly. Victoria Leachman, who works in the galleries, libraries, archives and 

museums (GLAM) sector in New Zealand, expressed this notion well:  

  

 ‘Saw another award for “best innovative digital thing by a GLAM”. Wish 
 there were awards for “best minimum viable digital thing by a GLAM”, “best 
 digital thing with limited investment maintained for years by a GLAM”, & 
 “best unloved digital thing that is vital”’ (Leachman, 2020). 
 

Unless funding agencies and the archival field more widely can be encouraged to 

acknowledge maintenance issues more fully, and celebrate successes in relation to 

this, then difficulties around containing maintenance for objects, activities, and 

people are likely to remain.  

 

The maintenance and repair of systems should not just be seen from a position of 

solving problems and breakages. Lisa Parks talks of the open-air repair shops in 

Macha, Zambia being spaces of performance and in this context repair becoming ‘a 

mechanism of social interaction and social infrastructure’ (Parks, 2013:para 5). 

Repair and/or maintenance of objects as presented here therefore offer 

‘opportunities to imagine social fixes as well’ (Parks, 2013:para 8). This links very 

much to the strategy of undertaking work together and publicly that I proposed to 

the Shetland Film Archive (Chapter 8.1). Although not successful in my research, the 

experiences of other researchers suggest this is an approach worth exploring further.  
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A further interesting aspect to maintenance and repair is the opportunities these 

provide for agency, ‘adaptation and improvisation’ (Graham & Thrift, 2007:5). As has 

been seen with the Shetland Film Archive, the development and realisation of a 

website for the project, which attempted to provide a system for all archival 

processes and functions, was a drawn-out experience and resulted in a website that 

has never worked as intended, and remained heavily reliant on the web development 

team for any changes or updates (Chapter Six). This complete or total infrastructure 

design left no room for agency for archive members, nor opportunities to adapt or 

improvise based on changing condition or needs. In contrast, the international 

development approach of ‘technology sustainable at community level’ (Brikké & 

Bredero, 2003:2) enables maintenance for continued function, and also presents 

opportunities, by virtue of the accessibility of the technology chosen, for individuals 

and groups to suggest or experiment with improvements or changes appropriate to 

their particular situation. The flexibility and pragmaticism in this approach is 

particularly important to digital preservation, argue Jamie Schumacher and 

colleagues, noting that:  

 
 ‘Digital preservation is best thought of as an incremental, ongoing, and ever-
 shifting set of actions, reactions, workflows, and policies…practitioners 
 don’t have to start by…selecting a comprehensive solution and making hard 
 and fast technology choices to be used for the next 20 years. They can start 
 by taking small steps to prioritize and triage digital collections, while 
 working to build awareness and advocate for resources. It is appropriate to 
 focus efforts on the activities we can perform in the next six to twenty-four 
 months to steward our digital content, rather than wait a decade for a 
 potential perfect solution’ (Schumacher et al., 2014:5).  
 

It seems in many ways obvious – this iterative, developmental practice is something 

we unconsciously do in many areas of our lives. In other ways it can be frustrating, 

the continued need to think about these materials, the “unfinished-ness” of it. For 

volunteer-run and community-led archive groups, relying on volunteer labour, or 

project-led grants, it can be difficult to see how to grow from a base of ongoing and 

shifting maintenance, essentially adding more tasks to the group’s responsibilities.   

 



 301 

What my research and the discussions in this section emphasise is the contextual, 

interdisciplinary and interdependent nature of technology. Thinking about 

technology and its implementation without a consideration of environment does not 

engender success. This includes creating timescales for technical lifespans and 

establishing a planning/review system to evaluate the technical needs of a 

community-led archive and their materials. Such an approach recognises the 

changing nature and risks associated with digital media, and addresses these before 

failure or malfunction makes emergency actions necessary. Timescales also ask 

community-led archives to consider the reality of the processes required to preserve 

materials to a defined point, rather than a vague “future”. This might help rectify, to 

some extent, the difficulties of timescales imposed through grant funding 

requirements. It can also offer opportunities to reposition preservation as extending 

life-experiences related to materials, rather than simply extending lifetimes of 

materials (Henderson, 2020). The iterative timescale approach, coupled with a 

renewed focus on life-experiences enables “good enough”, and “minimum viable” 

preservation strategies to be used, as the technical choices do not have to last 

forever, and can be made with the systems available and accessible to individual 

groups in their own situations. We must champion these strategies, alongside the 

value of maintenance, and clearly articulate that no technology will be perfect or 

solve the problem on its own, forever.    

 

9.3 Accepting loss and embracing change 

 

Accepting good enough digital preservation strategies, recognising the fallibility of 

technology and planning to reappraise technical decisions within defined timescales 

means incorporating ideas of loss and change into how community-led archive 

groups think about their projects and work. Many informants spoke romantically 

about saving moving image material, and the importance of this material to their 

communities (Chapter Five), echoed in numerous other situations (Hunter, 1991; 

Flinn, 2007; Flinn et al., 2009; Flinn & Stevens, 2009; Caswell et al., 2016, 2017). There 

is ‘an intense passion for adding material to collections’ (Hyry, 2016:2). What is 

particularly difficult, especially for community-led and volunteer-run archives where 
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passion is an important motivating factor, is balancing this passion with a much more 

pragmatic recognition ‘of the costs and responsibilities of stewardship and the 

lifecycle of information’ (Hyry, 2016:2). This challenge has always been present 

within archiving practice, but becomes even more pressing in – paraphrasing 

Schellenberg - our ‘era of records abundance, rather than scarcity’ (Hyry, 2016:3; 

Schellenberg, 1956). Tom Hyry asks us to continuously confront debates at the heart 

of the archiving profession: 

 

 ‘How we ensure the documentary record represents the greatest diversity 
 of human experience and empowers the broadest set of individuals and 
 groups [while]…working within the constraints of the resources we can bring 
 to this endeavor?’ (Hyry, 2016:2).  
 

Such questions require us to return to questions around the role of archives and 

especially that of the archivist. If we acknowledge we have moved beyond the 

“Jenkinsonian” (Stapleton, 1983) construction of the archivist as ‘neutral, objective, 

impartial’ (Cook, 2013:100), and that ‘social, cultural, and political 

factors…determine archival choices’ (Cook 2013:99) the question of how and what 

to keep becomes increasingly complex. In three of Cook’s (2013) four shifting archival 

paradigms – memory, identity and community – the archivist is positioned as a 

participant in society, and a social agent in the archive. We can’t exist in some arena 

outside or beyond “real life” and it is our experiences that, for better or worse, allow 

us to act as agents within archives. Thus, it is important that we provide this context 

when making our selection of material and creation of archive collections. It is a 

question of making the choices visible – as filmmaker Igwe comments in relation to 

most moving image archives; ‘you don’t know why certain things are there and who 

decides this’ (Igwe, 2021b). There is an absence of authorship – or visible authorship 

- around archival practice that not only means loss of context for archival material 

but also a loss of personhood within archival labour. If we can follow the presence 

and process of selection, we may still regret the loss of certain material, but at least 

we can understand why the choices were made. 

 

Hyry suggests ‘the theory and practice of archives are not about saving records as 

much as they are about acknowledging and managing loss’ (Hyry, 2016:1). While this 
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does not have the same positive, and frankly, attention grabbing narrative as saving 

material does, it is perhaps a better articulation of the process of archiving, including 

the decisions that archivists have to make. It pushes to the fore the difficult, but 

inevitable, aspect of creating archives and collections – that it is not possible to save 

everything. Therefore, learning to live with loss, and potentially, even recognising 

loss and destruction as ‘constitutive of [heritage]’ should be part of attitude with 

which we approach archives practice (Holtorf, 2015:405, 2006).  

 

Cornelius Holtorf uses the ‘behavioural economics and decision theory’ of loss 

aversion to explain the Western cultural heritage tradition’s ‘preference for avoiding 

losses over acquiring gains, even when they might be of the same value in society’ 

(Holtorf, 2015:406). An example of loss aversion relates to the reluctance of some 

community-led archives to share material online, or to share archival decision making 

beyond a core group (Chapter 5.2). Even when these practices – making material 

available online, or involving more people in archive activities – could bring in many 

benefits desired by informants, such as greater profile for the archive, more 

volunteers and more committed volunteers, there seemed a reluctance to embark 

upon these actions (Chapter 5.3).      

 

A form of loss only briefly touched upon by informants in my research but 

nevertheless worthy of consideration is the loss of the organisation or group 

responsible for the archive collection. Informants voiced concerns for the future of 

their groups, recognised the ‘up and down…nature of voluntary groups’, and 

suggested it was important to be aware of, and prepared for, this (Interview with 

Julie, 05/09/2019). This lifecycle of voluntary and membership organisation has been 

defined by Dan Sundblom and colleagues (2016:950) as a pattern of 

‘origins/formation, growth, stability, merger, decline, and demise/dissolution/exit’, 

although these stages do not all have to happen or can be repeated, and groups may 

spend different periods of time in each stage. Sundblom et al. (2016) highlight a 

number of elements within each stage that may impact this lifecycle, and reflect 

some of the findings of this research: 
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 ‘Most prominently, the growth stage involves balancing the need for growth 
 with organization building…making sure that the structures of the 
 association support the activity. In the stability stage, 
 bureaucratization…formalization, and/or professionalization can be harmful 
 for the voluntaristic core of the association’ (Sundblom et al., 2016:964). 
 

Sundblom et al. (2016) make clear here that many of the positive processes and 

stages of an organisation’s lifecycle – growth, stability – can involve changes that 

benefit the group in some ways, but may also initiate actions that could – without 

attention – precipitate movement into lifecycle stages such as decline or dissolution. 

When considering the potential for organisational decline then, it seems it is less 

about loss, but about understanding that change is inevitable and making plans to 

manage this. As indicated by Sundblom et al. (2016), being attentive to potential 

impact – both positive and negative – of any changes made within the organisation 

is useful in helping a community-led archive group decide the compromises they are 

willing to accept and be ready to mitigate any effects occurring as a result of this.    

 

Despite some awareness of lifecycles and potential for loss of organisation, in 

practice none of the groups in my research indicated they had made concrete plans 

in case of dissolution of their project. This may relate again to the difficulties of 

conceptualising a future that is significantly different to the present, discussed above 

(Högberg et al., 2017). Emotionally, the idea of considering the potential end of a 

project whilst pouring efforts into establishing and progressing something can seem 

negative and defeatist. We need to believe the activities we choose to be part of are 

meaningful or worthwhile (Nov, Arazy & Anderson, 2011; Causer & Wallace, 2012; 

Ridge, 2013; Stebbins, 2009).  

 

As constituents of heritage in the way Holtorf (2015) suggests, loss and decay have 

the potential to focus memories and galvanise communities or even states into 

preserving practices and artefacts of value to them. Holtorf uses the example of the 

destruction of a Norwegian stave church by arson that raised the profile of these 

buildings and led to a cooperative state and community maintenance and restoration 

programme for other stave churches (Holtorf, 2015). Loss and decay in one form can 

also generate new cultural practices in another. Witness the phenomenon termed 

“ruin porn”, ‘the work of photographers and artists who aim to communicate the 
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romantic frisson – as they see it – of run-down buildings’ (Lyons, 2017:para 1). Tate 

Britain curated an entire exhibition entitled Ruin Lust in 2014, which featured historic 

as well as contemporary artworks. Paul Virilio’s Bunker Archaeology (1967) captured 

abandoned, decaying - and simultaneously impressively solid - German bunkers 

along the French cost in striking black and white photographs. Artistic and societal 

interest – even obsession – with ruin and decay is bound up with our anxieties around 

decline and temporality (Lyons, 2017):  

 

 ‘Ruins appear to confront society's faith in anthropological endurance. 
 Decaying buildings signify the inevitable process of history, to which we, 
 too, will eventually succumb. Essentially, “ruin porn” is a kind of time travel 
 to the future within the present’ (Lyons, 2017:para 17). 
 

In this understanding, Siobhan Lyons sees an interest in the future in our fascination 

with ruins, and a critique/acknowledgment of the negative and dangerous aspects of 

our neoliberal, capitalist economic strategy. It also emphasises the both fragility of 

humans and the things they make, and the traces of us that may remain – altered – 

in the future.  

 

Filmmaker Bill Morrison is notable for his use of “found” film material featuring 

evidence of decay. Decasia (2001) is a collage film, in which evidence of 

decomposition of the nitrocellulose film base is part of the images appeal, and the 

effect of decay upon the images becomes central to the “new” film of Morrison. One 

stops seeing these marks as decomposition as they become part of the images, one 

sees them as any other aspect of the film frame. Guy Maddin and Evan Johnson’s The 

Forbidden Room (2015) goes one step further, inspired by films known to have been 

lost to decay and destruction over the years. The Forbidden Room adopts some 

conventions of early cinema – colour, structure, intertitles, mannerisms – but creates 

all new material. The leads to an aesthetic that has been described as an ‘ironised, 

postmodern form [of early cinema], without the sincerity and simplicity that 

originally gave this cinema its overwhelming popular force’ (Bradshaw, 2015:para 6), 

but nevertheless demonstrates the creative potential that loss and destruction can 

offer.  
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9.4 The idea of an archive? 
 

Asked to describe what they thought an archive is, a member of the Shetland Film 

Archive articulated what they felt an archive should not be: 

 
 Julie: …a dusty old repository, that kind of keeps its stuff to itself and hidden 
 away…They don’t push access. They are entirely accessible, but there’s a 
 difference between sitting there and actually pushing your information and 
 your collection and encouraging people to come to see it, you know. 

Interview with Julie, 05/09/2019 
 

For this informant, it was important that archives and archive activity should ‘push 

the collection out there…be proactive and try to reach people’ (Interview with Julie, 

05/09/2019). Two different conceptions of archives are presented here, by someone 

involved in community-led archiving. While both might be seen as somewhat 

stereotypical, and simplistic, they do show that the idea of an archive is diverse and 

mutable. Both versions of archives can and do exist (sometimes within the same 

organisation). It is the focus on people in both comments that is interesting - that 

connecting and connections between people are key to ideas around what an archive 

should be and do. Few people would disagree with this, but when one starts to 

examine exactly how to go about making this happen, many varied processes, and 

sometimes scale, of the task becomes apparent. This research has explored this.   

 

I am not insensitive to the fact that many of the discussions above essentially 

advocate more work be undertaken by both community-led and institutional 

archives. They ask us to interrogate our underlying assumptions and imagine 

different structures that support uncertainty from a base that also is regularly 

shifting. Given that lack of time and capacity was a clear theme expressed by 

informants, it is understandable if community-led groups might wonder if this is the 

best use of their limited resources. Alongside the passion and commitment displayed 

by informants from community-led archive projects there was also sometimes a 

feeling of exhaustion around having to keep finding new ways to do things or apply 

for funding. 
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There are a number of initiatives and resources aimed at supporting community-led 

archiving or community participation in institutional archives. In the USA, the Library 

of Congress (LeFurgy, 2013) provides information and links to resources about digital 

archiving in particular, and in the UK, The National Archives had webpages dedicated 

to resources for the archives sector, including community archives (The National 

Archivers, 2021b). The National Archives also offer training events, such as Successful 

Service Transformation for Archives (The National Archives, 2019), and in 

collaboration with the Digital Preservation Coalition (another excellent organisation 

with free accessible resources) developed a free three-day Novice to Know-How: 

Online Digital Preservation Training programme (Digital Preservation Coalition, 2021; 

undertaken by MDH in June 2020).    

 

In the UK, specific organisations dedicated to community-led archives and heritage 

not only provide advice or resources but also opportunities for community-led 

projects to meet each other and share insights. The Community Archives and 

Heritage Group (CAHG) is a special interest group of the Archives and Records 

Association, UK and Ireland, and allows community groups to list their organisation, 

as well as providing resources, a conference, and annual awards (CAHG, 2011).  

 

There are also numerous resources created as outcomes from academic, institutional 

archives or National Lottery Heritage or Community Fund projects (see Appendix 13). 

There is no central point of access to documents like these, and I have come across 

many of these through internet searches on the subject of digitisation or community-

led archives, or been directed through links from academic papers or via institutional 

websites, a situation discussed by Maron and Loy in their Funding for Sustainability 

report for JISC (2011).  

 

There is, clearly, much useful information that can help community-led archives 

already available. How accessible it is, and whether community-led groups feel they 

can allocate precious time and capacity to seeking these out, attending/reading 

them, and crucially, working on how to apply relevant aspects to their situation, is 

another matter. All the informants and groups involved in this research had, I believe, 

a good grasp of the challenges they faced. What they lacked was the time to think 
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about this. Personally, I found it difficult to translate information and guidance from 

resources into actionable points that could be utilised in the very specific context of 

an individual community-led archive. I equate this to translating a language. A literal 

word-for-word translation is very different to a translation with meaning and 

comprehension, and this might entail reordering or replacing words and phrases. The 

meaningful translation potentially takes longer and requires a wider understanding 

of socio-cultural context. I do wonder whether the same situation can be seen in the 

community-led archives sector more generally – knowing what to do, but being 

unsure, or unable to practically apply plans, strategies, software etc. within the 

constraints of the project. 

 

It is important also to remember that groups may also choose to reject the 

information and opportunities available. Non-participation, as Fredheim (2020a) 

reminds us, should not be seen from the position of a deficit of knowledge. While all 

groups in the research did engage with different resources and bodies offering 

support, there were in some cases, definite signs of frustrations around these 

systems. For example, the Shetland Film Archive had, on paper, approached their 

project in the way much of the guidance would recommend. Yet, for members, the 

project has still not quite been satisfactory. Some informants certainly felt a number 

of the actions or activities I proposed or pursued were ones that had already been 

undertaken by the archive group and perhaps felt patronised by the suggestion of 

repeating them (Interview with Julie, 05/09/2019). In such situations you can see why 

groups and individuals might turn away from support – having done things “by the 

book” and still feel like they are struggling, it is not unreasonable to question why 

one should devote time to engaging with the field and institutional systems.  

 

What we risk is perpetual struggle and difficulty as a default to the existence of 

community-led archives. Conversations with informants, but also at events and 

workshops focussed on and involving community-led archiving groups, almost 

always fell back to operational or financial issues. In many ways the materials that 

are part of these collections and archives gets lost behind the difficulties and 

administration.  
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An interesting practical initiative is the Memory Lab Network in the USA, run by the 

District of Columbia Public Library and funded by the Institute of Museum and Library 

Services (Memory Lab Network, 2021). Alongside online information and training 

sessions around preservation, a key aspect of this project was the provision of free 

to use ‘do-it-yourself…digitisation lab[s] with equipment for digitising video and 

audio and scanning photographs, documents and slides in a public computing space’ 

– usually a public library (Memory Lab network, 2021). Although there may be issues 

around maintenance of this facility and the ethics around the increasing burden 

placed on libraries to provide more and more services in a time of shrinking budgets 

(in the UK at least), this addresses one challenge around equipment access raised in 

some events and workshops. I do wonder if, rather than only talking about 

community-led archives, some of these events could be focussed on writing a 

communal application for funding of shared equipment, or even a version of the 

excellent practical Community Archiving Workshop (2019) to undertake community-

led archive tasks with support.  

 

9.5 Conclusion 

 

To return to the idea of an archive, what my research and the discussion above has 

indicated is that community-led archives are about the present; they are a social and 

cultural practice undertaken in the present by people. They reflect our present ways 

of thinking, desires and anxieties. Some of the structures adopted for the creation 

and operation of archives seem contradictory to the feelings, thoughts and stories 

we really want to collect, and the records we create as substitutes for these. This 

discussion chapter has explored many of the discrepancies within the field of 

archiving in the twenty-first century that seem to cause tension and challenges, but 

also opportunities, for community-led archives. While there has, in the past, and 

certainly will continue be, difficulties in how “professional” and community-led 

projects relate and interact in the archival field, reflection of power structures, the 

Westernised and colonial nature of authorised heritage discourses is increasingly and 

more visibly being critiqued and addressed through openness towards other forms 

of recordkeeping. These combine with our technical and socio-cultural landscape to 
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suggest that change, the temporary, the in-between, and the good enough should 

be acknowledged not just as useful archival concepts but essential ones if we are not 

to collapse under the weight of uncertainly – digital, economic, social - present in our 

ways of working today. These concepts may mean the loss of some aspects of 

heritage, but they also allow us space for liveness and creative expression and 

opportunities to continually ask ourselves what we are trying to do when we work 

with heritage.            

    

It takes effort and time to create and maintain culture. It does not arise 

spontaneously when people come together, and doesn’t emerge uncontested or 

without modification. When Mark Fisher spoke of ‘a culture that is merely preserved 

[being] no culture at all’, he indicated that without the constant, live, review, 

adaption or rejection of the past in the present, new things cannot be created and 

culture does not develop (Fisher, 2009:3). This is not a call to dispense with archiving, 

rather it is a call to rearticulate archiving more visibly as a social and developmental 

process done by people – here, now – to better understand something about the 

human condition and the world(s) we create for ourselves.     
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Chapter Ten 

Conclusions 
 

‘The future was better protected than the past.’ 
Chris Marker (dir.), La Jetée (1962) 

 
 
While our first thoughts on hearing the word archives might turn to the past, to 

history and historic artefacts, this research has further highlighted how very central 

the present and people are to the conception and construction of ideas of archives. 

The time, effort, knowledge and passion that individuals commit to their community-

led archive and heritage projects forces the reclamation of the word archive as an 

action, a verb. Rather than a collection of artefacts, the archive is the practices 

surrounding, and of working with, these artefacts. These working practices, and the 

ideas and opinions behind them, are useful in understanding how we in the present 

view and use our past, and our thoughts about how these artefacts might be made 

available in the future.  

 

Community-led archives are distinct from institutional archives in that they are 

largely run by volunteers and operate in precarious financial and capacity situations. 

Despite this, community-led archives persist in many forms, and new groups 

continue to be established, suggesting there are important temporal and social 

interactions happening within these spaces for individuals and groups. These are 

worth investigating, especially if understanding these interactions can help the 

development of working practices that complement and respond to the needs of 

these communities, and enable them to continue their work in a sustainable and 

enjoyable way.   

 

This research sought to explore the management of collections and the operation of 

community-led heritage and archival projects through the experiences of individuals 

involved in this work. What were the challenges to sustainably managing these 

projects, and why did these challenges arise? This research moves towards 

developing and testing solutions to these challenges by exploring models, methods 

or approaches that could be adopted or adapted successfully to support the 
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sustainability of archive projects. Based on the findings of this research these 

questions are answered below (Chapter 10.2). 

 

10.1 Background to the Research 

 

In order to answer the research questions, and develop a robust and legitimate 

research design to collect creditable data, this research drew upon existing literature 

covering histories of institutional and moving image archiving, community formation 

and identity, and practical impacts of digital and web-based technologies on 

archiving practices.  

 

There is a rich literature on the development of Western archives and record-keeping 

practices (Chapter 2.3; Cook, 1997), which documents the changes in approach and 

thinking to archiving and the role of the archivist, which Cook characterises as shifting 

paradigms: from the passive curator (evidence) through ‘active appraiser 

[memory]…to  societal mediator [identity]…to community facilitator [community]’ 

(Cook, 2013:95; Chapter 2.2). The different paradigms have involved different 

relationships with community heritage practices, even if unofficially, there were 

networks and arrangements between these groups (Chapter 2.4; Cherchi Usai, 2000; 

Enticknap, 2007).  

 

Although community heritage has a long history, with roots in local history and 

antiquarian societies, and many personal and private collections become forerunners 

of institutions, it was during the 1970s that interest in community-led heritage and 

archiving grew (Chapter 2.2). This can be associated with the ‘new social histories’ 

movement, as well as community development practices such as community art and 

theatre, emerging from a liberal post-war settlement, and addressing a period of 

economic struggle alongside the rise of Conservative political power (Flinn, 2011:3; 

Chapter 2.2). Increasingly during this time, the existing social, cultural and political 

situation and structures of the state were challenged in many areas of life, with 

concurrent demands for individuals and groups to control and share the narratives 

of their lived experiences and write ‘one's own story' (Hall, 1999:8). Thus, many 
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community-led heritage and archives groups were established as a result of being 

excluded from, or misrepresented in, “official” records (Chapter 2.2; Cifor et al., 

2018). 

 

Alongside these projects documenting histories alternative to the mainstream 

authorised heritage discourse (Smith, 2006), an interest in ideas of memory and 

identity emerged in archival studies, and particularly within community-led, and 

participatory archive studies (Chapter 2.2.1). This has proved a rich area of 

investigation, with many scholars exploring the use of archives – both institutional 

and community-led - as tools for construction and affirmation of people’s individual 

and communal identity. Such work has also prompted non-Western and indigenous 

groups to put forward their own archiving structures, based on their own cultural 

approaches that challenge Western established systems of archiving practice 

(Chapter 2.2; Christen, 2015). 

 

Within the specific area of moving image archiving, unofficial, individual and 

alternative archiving practices have contributed much to the development of the 

field, and have resulted in material being preserved that may otherwise have been 

destroyed (Chapter 2.4). The adoption of some of these practices into institutional 

structures, as seen through the development of the networks of regional moving 

image archives across the UK (Chapter Two, 2.4.2), highlights lifecycle theories of 

evolution of organisations (Sundblom et al., 2016) and bureaucratic professional 

tendencies at play in moving image archives (Faulkner, 2000). Even within the 

institutionalising structures, the efforts of specific individuals in driving forward these 

regional AV archives is notable and a trait shared by community-led archives (Chapter 

2.4.2).  

 

Moving image archivists have always had to contend with various carrier formats, 

and particularly equipment to enable viewing the content of these formats (Chapter 

2.5.1), but the more universal transition to digital has impacted moving image 

preservation alongside archiving and everyday life generally. While providing many 

exciting opportunities to improve access to archival materials (Chapter 2.5.3), 

preservation of digital media has both cost and environmental implications, and 
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requires active maintenance to maintain integrity and accessibility, as opposed to the 

passive preservation suitable for analogue media (Chapter 2.5.1).    

 

Digital technology and digitisation of analogue material have implications for 

financial and copyright issues within community-led archives. While digital material 

requires active maintenance, it has been noted that it is difficult to find funding for 

community-led archives to manage ‘resources in the longer term’ (Tait et al. 2013:3), 

and that this creates challenges around sustainability of community-led archive and 

heritage projects and their collections (Chapter 2.5.2; Flinn, 2011). Similarly, the 

wider dissemination of archive material made possible by digital and web-based 

technologies forces renewed consideration of copyright and donor permissions 

around material in archival collections, and reveals the challenges for “non-experts” 

in working in a system in which copyright law is based on interpretation ‘of statutes 

on the decisions of judges in cases they have heard’ (Padfield, 2015:Preface; Chapter 

2.5.5).  

 

Community-led archives have had an impact of the wider archiving community, in 

challenging what is archived, how it is achieved and by whom. They have also forced 

those who work in the archival field “professionally” to reflect on how institutional 

practices may exclude, “police” and exercise particular ideas of value within heritage 

and archiving (Waterton & Smith, 2010:11; Chapter 2.6). Despite their impact and 

importance, some aspects of community-led archives remain under-examined. In 

particular the day-to-day practical experience of managing and running community-

led archive projects largely using volunteer labour (Chapter 2.2.1). This day-to-day 

experience of community-led archives, especially in relation and negotiation with 

digital technology, was the gap this research aimed to address.      

 

To this end, a methodology and methods of data collection were devised that took a 

relativist ontological position, and constructionist epistemological perspective on 

understanding of experience (Chapter 3.2.1). This was rooted in an ethical stance 

that demanded acknowledgement and reflection on the impact of a researcher on 

the research subjects, recognition of the power dynamics involved in research and 

commitment to reciprocity in working with research informants and sites (Chapter 
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3.4). This work subscribed to views of Structuration Theory in that it recognises social 

totalities can affect social actors – that there are structures within society that can 

limit individual agency, and action can have unintended consequences (Giddens, 

1984; Chapter 3.2.2). Following this, community-led archive projects must be 

considered within their wider socio-cultural and political contexts. Finally, in line with 

the ethical stance and commitment to reciprocity, this research moved beyond 

simply understanding and documenting challenges to actively seeking to address 

these through research actions, as advocated by Critical Theory and Action Research 

(Chapter 3.2.2; Chapter 4.3.6).  

 

The practical research design underpinned by this methodology used ethnographic 

methods bounded by a case study structure and incorporated a blended design 

(Chapter 3.3) with various methods of data collection (Chapter 4.3). This enabled an 

in-depth focus to produce “thick description” of day-to-day experiences of 

community-led archiving practices. The principal case study site was the Shetland 

Film Archive, and qualitative data were collected from this site through semi-

structured interviews, field observations, facilitated meetings, analysis of documents 

and undertaking archive tasks (Chapter 4.3). These were supplemented with semi-

structured interviews with individuals involved in the Assynt Digital Archive, and the 

Faodail/FOUND Archive Film Project in the Outer Hebrides (Chapter 4.4). Additional 

data and context were provided through semi-structured interviews with other 

volunteer and community-led heritage projects, and a third-sector interface 

organisation in Shetland (Chapter 4.4). Action Research, in the form of interventions, 

was undertaken with the Shetland Film Archive and partner organisations, and semi-

structured interviews were conducted with a number of participant partners 

(Chapter 4.3.6). The data collected through all these activities were analysed using 

thematic coding to identify codes, emerging themes and networks across the data 

(Chapter 4.7). This resulted in the thematic chapters documenting my findings and 

answering my research questions.  
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10.2 Research Questions and Outcomes 

 

Data collected and analysed through my research were documented in Chapters Five 

through to Eight. Wider implications of these findings are discussed in Chapter Nine. 

These findings supported the answering of my research questions, and my 

contribution to the field, in the form of discipline knowledge and methodological 

approach.  

 

10.2.1 What are the challenges to sustainably managing community-led 

archives of digital moving images? 

 

Challenges to sustainably managing community-led archives of digital moving images 

identified in this research have been connected to three broad themes; Social Factors 

(Chapter Five), Relationships with Technology (Chapter Six) and Economic 

Sustainability (Chapter Seven).  

 

Social and socio-behavioural aspects to the organisation and operation of 

community-led archives emerged as one of the most important in understanding the 

challenges of community-led groups. Many of these related to the personal 

motivations and anticipated rewards for participation in these groups, as well as the 

managing of groups primarily made up of individuals undertaking their roles and 

tasks voluntarily. This creates challenges around turnover of volunteers, 

commitment and capacity, and the recruitment of new members to archive groups 

(Starnes & Wymer, 2000; Stebbins, 2009; Holmes, 2013). Research also suggested 

that hierarchies and power structures present within some groups could also create 

difficulties around volunteer retention. It was noted however, that socialising and 

being together generated enjoyment, and the sharing of material from archive 

collections, and recruitment of new members were positive motivators for the 

Shetland Film Archive especially (Chapter 5.4.2). 

 

As well as social dynamics internal to the community-led archive group, the networks 

and relationships they formed or made use of presented plenty of challenges and 
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opportunities. Many relationships developed informally, often relying on one 

individual, which was not only challenging for that particular person but also has the 

potential to create issues for archive groups, if that individual should leave (Chapter 

5.5.1) Maintaining relationships or partnerships longer-term required regular 

affirmation, or moves to formalise the partnership, which present their own 

challenges. The capacity and working hours of individuals and community-led archive 

groups made it difficult to meet and develop partnerships. Furthermore, 

relationships tended to be sought with organisations from within the archive and 

moving image archive sectors. While useful, it was suggested that consideration of 

community development and third sector support might address specifically some of 

the social organisational challenges of community-led archive groups (Chapter 5.5.2). 

 

Although community-led archives have existed and operated successfully long before 

the world wide web and cloud storage (Chapter 2.2; Flinn, 2007), the increasing 

availability of digital technologies and software have provided new environments 

and tools for community-led archives to use. The community-led archive case studies 

in this research were imagined and organised with clear plans to use digital 

technologies as fundamental aspects of their structures. Incorporating digital 

technologies into working practices has not been without challenges for community-

led archives however.  

 

An association of digital with intangibility presented difficulties in a number of ways. 

The digitisation of analogue, physical materials did not remove the need for storage, 

of both digital items and their analogue sources – it increased both the workload and 

material in the archives (Chapter 6.2). Utilisation of technologies also depended on 

skills and knowledge present among the volunteers of community-led archive 

projects, which were naturally varied. Attitudes towards technology were important 

to the choices made; to choose proprietary or open source software, to seek one 

platform that could perform all archive requirements or an iterative approach 

adopting different software for different tasks (Nichols & Twidale, 2002; Corbett et 

al., 2016). Generally, individuals and groups were interested in the outcomes of 

systems, not the process, and, although understandable, this has implications for the 

ongoing maintenance of digital systems.   
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The speed at which technology, and our use of technology, changes has also posed 

challenges for community-led groups. Some of the planned and in-progress projects 

undertaken by archive groups were almost superseded by changes in technology and 

behaviours, leading not only to resources of varying effectiveness, but feelings of 

frustration among members of community-led archive groups (Chapter 6.4.2). Such 

projects and the use of digital technologies highlighted communications and record-

keeping issues around internal archival decision-making processes, as well as how 

administrative and cataloguing practices are organised (Chapter 6.4.1; Redwine, 

2015; Theimer, 2010).   

 

In the digital environment, copyright and permissions were also found to be a 

significant area of challenge for community-led moving image archives. Just as digital 

technologies revealed the difficulties around, and need for certain types of 

administrative, record-keeping and cataloguing practices, so too have digital 

technologies highlighted existing uncertainties around copyrights for some 

community-led groups (Chapter 6.5.1).  

 

Digital technologies exposed some of the challenges around analogue moving image 

technologies. The cultural digital shift reinforced perceived narratives of 

endangerment and vulnerability of analogue technologies (Fredheim, 2018; Holtoft, 

2015). It also exposed a lack of confidence and knowledge around the handling of 

analogue material, curtailing in some cases its appraisal and cataloguing, and 

affecting prioritisation of materials for digitisation (Chapter 6.3).  

 

Financial income has naturally played a role in the directions of community-led 

archive projects, through digitisation of particular material to employment of paid 

staff members to run archive projects. The case study projects in this research sought 

funding from a variety of sources, both public and private, and had a respectable to 

positive success rate in obtaining funding through grant application, and 

crowdsourcing/fundraising routes. Notably, the Shetland Film Archive was more than 

once managing funding from multiple sources. Applying for and administering these 

funds, alongside the reporting requirements attached to each grant, were 



 319 

highlighted by members of the group as being particularly time-consuming and 

challenging (Chapter 7.3.1; Creamer, 2015).  

 

Grants from public and private bodies provided larger financial awards than 

crowdsourcing or independent fundraising activities, but came with stipulations 

around how money should be spent. This could create mission drift, when groups 

attempted to adapt projects to address different priorities for funding agencies, as 

witnessed with the Shetland Film Archive (Chapter 7.2). Another challenge that 

emerged in relation to grant funding was the expectation that there was a particular 

way to use language and a style of project construction and description, which would 

result in a successful application. Therefore, there is a risk that success in grant 

applications for financial support is related to an ability to navigate the process and 

“perform” within the system, rather than on the merits of the project (Creamer, 

2015).  

 

Finally, differences are apparent between the common project-based grant model 

and the ongoing needs of community-led archiving groups. Not only do individuals 

highlight the need for core funding to provide space and time for applications for 

grant-funding to be made (Chapter 7.3.1), but concern is expressed that capacity and 

financial challenges mean all efforts go towards ensuring groups continue to exist, 

rather than growing or developing. Employing an individual to work for a community-

led group is seen as a way to address the potential to become a ‘zombie organisation’ 

(Gray, 2018:1), but is also contingent on having income of some kind, leaving some 

groups feeling caught in a “Catch-22” situation. The project-based funding offered by 

grant-giving institutions is also at odds with the aims of archives and heritage 

institutions more generally, which aim to preserve and enable access for significant 

periods of time, for which financial income of some kind – whether grants, or self-

raised, will be necessary (Chapter 7.3.2).    

 

10.2.2 What are the relationships between these challenges? 

 

Across the three broad themes explored in Chapter Five (The Social Factor), Chapter 

Six (Relationships with Technology) and Chapter Seven (Economic Sustainability), 
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there were a number of recurring features that underscored the working practices 

of community-led archives. These were further expanded upon in Chapter Nine, The 

Idea of An Archive.   

 

Impacts of transience and change were visible across the activities of community-led 

archive groups. The volunteer-run nature of the archive groups meant that groups 

had to manage work and people whose reasons for participating were not financially 

driven. Different motivations, expectations and interests were important to 

individual involvement and retaining volunteers relied on some of these needs being 

met (Chapter 5.3; Gidron, 1978; Stebbins, 2009). The time constraints of volunteers 

played a role in the ability of archives to undertake certain activities, and the turnover 

of volunteers had implications for communication and continuation of different skills 

and knowledge within the groups (Chapter 6.3). Communication and transience of 

skills and knowledge affected confidence and decisions around technology use and 

management in community-led archivers, copyrights, and applications for grant 

funding. Comments from members of archive groups equated to feelings of working 

on constantly shifting ground and with moving goalposts, and a struggle to 

sometimes keep on top of these changes (Chapter 6.4.2).  

 

Temporality, too, emerged as a common link across challenges and themes. 

Volunteer members of community-led archive projects had to manage commitment 

to projects against their other responsibilities, and capacity for community-led 

archive projects was generally dependant on the number of volunteers and the 

amount of time they could dedicate to archive work (Chapter 5.1). Timescales for 

projects and work were longer than in an institutional situation due to these irregular 

working patterns. This implementation of systems or activities was thus sometimes 

overtaken by the speed of technological developments (for example access points 

for viewing archive material superseded by high-speed internet and expectations of 

home access, Chapter 6.4.2). It was also felt that project-based grant funding 

structures did not adequately take into account timescales involved in preparing, 

administering and reporting on funding and undertaking activities within volunteer-

run community-led groups. Project-based funding did not always easily match the 

long-term aims of archives for preserving and making digital and moving image 
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heritage artefacts accessible or to enable groups to sustain or grow existing work 

(Chapter 7.3.2; Skinner, 2018). More conceptually, archives had to grapple with 

convergence and balancing of past, present and future time in their archival work, 

and the difficulties in thinking of and prioritising different time conceptions against 

the realities of available resources is explored in relation to the ability to imagine and 

thus plan for the future (Chapter 9.2; Högberg et al., 2017). 

 

Across all social, technical and economic challenges, the need to provide active 

management, maintenance and/or care of processes, systems and people, as well as 

artefacts surfaced in this research (Chapter 9.2). Environments and practices which 

appeal to volunteers must be developed and reviewed in order to recruit and retain 

volunteer members. Ways to communicate, share and record information about 

artefacts, but also archives’ decisions and processes are important to ensuring 

inclusion of members and need to be checked and agreed so that information is not 

lost (such as happened with details on website development, Chapter Six). While 

digitisation of moving image material offers many opportunities for community-led 

archives, it also expands their commitments into the realm of digital preservation, an 

ongoing and active process requiring monitoring, migration and updating of systems 

and software as technology changes (Redwine, 2015; Malssen, 2011).  

 

10.2.3 Why did/do these challenges arise? 

 

There are a number of reasons identified in this research as to why these challenges 

arise. From the position of individual participants and members of community-led 

archive groups, there was certainly a gap between the expectations of the tasks 

members wanted or anticipated undertaking and the roles and tasks that were on 

offer (Chapter 5.3; Gidron, 1978). One informant suggested this expectation gap was 

due to the invisibility of some of the tasks necessary to the operation and running of 

an archive project (Chapter 5.3). Donors of material to the archive and potential 

archive users also have expectations of an archive and this can place pressure on 

community-led projects to behave or operate in certain ways, for example by making 

all material available online (Chapter 6.4.2).  
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In naturally looking towards the wider archival field and the “professional” archive 

and archivist for support or examples in creating and running an archive project, 

pressure was sometimes manifest in the need to act or behave in a particular way to 

be perceived as a legitimate organisation (Chapter 9.1; Meyer & Rowan, 1977; 

Faulkner, 2000). This extends to the structure of grant funding applications and a 

need for community-led archives to present themselves and their work in a certain 

way to be successful in these applications (Chapter 7.3.1; Creamer, 2015).   

 

These grant funding applications, along with the capacity and time constraints 

experienced by community-led archives groups, do not always allow for the research, 

reflection and learning in planning and operational processes (Chapter 5.1; Chapter 

7.3.2). Lack of time for research has been suggested as a reason for decisions made 

around digital technologies and systems (Chapter 6.3).     

 

10.2.4 Are there models, methods or approaches that would allow 

community-led archives to overcome these challenges? Can these be adopted 

or adapted successfully long-term to support the sustainability of the archive 

project? 

 

Based on findings from this research, particularly the fact that social elements of 

archive work – being together as a group, screening material to people – generated 

excitement and energy among members of the Shetland Film Archive (Chapter Five), 

I practically tested ideas around visibility of material and archival practices, and social 

interactions through a number of interventions (Chapter Eight). These interventions 

built on work by Becker (2007) on the importance of visibility for non-institutional 

archiving practices, and on the fact that traditionally much archival work is not visible 

outside the archives themselves (Enticknap, 2007). Working with the Shetland Film 

Archive, I hoped to explore whether practising archival work together and in public 

could support both existing members and recruit new members. However, it became 

clear that the additional work this entailed for individuals within the Shetland Film 

Archive was a burden on top of their current commitments (Chapter 8.1), and I 

decided it was necessary for me to take a more active role, and work with other 
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potential partner organisations to test models and approaches to overcome some of 

the challenges identified.  

 

One intervention approach, based on the idea of having goals to aim for as 

motivating factors (Ridge, 2013; Causer & Wallace, 2012; Nov, Arazy & Anderson, 

2011), involved creating presentation opportunities for material, rather than making 

visible all archival activity. Working with different organisations in Shetland reduced 

the administrative burden on the Shetland Film Archive, and opened up potential to 

reach new audiences, for example those interested in theatre when collaborating 

with the Islesburgh Drama Group (Chapter 8.2.3). Screenings combining material 

from the Shetland Film Archive alongside other moving images, and the linking of 

presentation events with existing events in the Shetland calendar, such as the 

Screenplay Film Festival and Shetland Wool Week (Chapter 8.2.1 and Chapter 8.2.2), 

amplified the reach and promotion of these events.  

 

Presenting work with different venues run by other voluntary groups also revealed 

interesting connections between venues and their programmes, and the material of 

the Shetland Film Archive. This included thoughts on the use of moving image 

material in other aspects of their work, noted by Quendale Water Mill/South 

Mainland Community History Group (Chapter 8.2.2), and the use of buildings and 

venues for different purposes, as at Skeld Sail Laft and The Booth at Hillswick 

(Chapter 8.2.1).  

 

These events forced myself and the Shetland Film Archive to address copyright and 

donor permission issues (Chapter 8.3) but in a step-by-step, “as needed” iterative 

process (Chapter 9.2; Schumacher et al., 2014), which proved to be a manageable 

process. The various events and exhibitions of archive material also generated 

income for the Shetland Film Archive, and, while not on their own enough to 

financially sustain the groups, demonstrated it was possible to derive income from 

sources other than grant funding agencies. The interventions raised awareness of the 

archive and its potential as a resource, and resulted in further approaches to the 

archives regarding participation in projects (Chapter Eight), demonstrating how 
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events might continue to produce a snowball effect for exhibition and income 

generation.  

 

10.3 Research Contributions 

 

10.3.1 Discipline discussions 

 

In answering the above questions, my research contributes to discourse on 

community-led archival practices. In particular, this research examines the day-to-

day lived experiences of those community-led archives, and their individual 

members, who manage moving image collections and use digital technologies in their 

archival practice. Understanding this reality as experienced by those involved in the 

archival work is an important gap in previous research that my work addresses.  

 

A significant literature on community-led archiving and memory and identity 

construction/affirmation exists, and does much to illuminate the value of archives as 

cultural and societal tool for individuals and groups, especially those 

underrepresented or misrepresented in institutional archives (Chapter 2.2.1; Caswell 

et al. 2016, 2017, 2018; Cifor et al., 2018; Cook, 2013; Ketelaar, 2005; Flinn, 2007, 

2011; Flinn et al. 2009; Flinn & Stevens, 2009). As Paschild has noted however, a focus 

on memory and identity – as important as this is - can mean a lack of attention is paid 

to the practical aspects of running community-led organisations – resulting in an 

‘inability to describe, address, and engage effectively with the realities and needs of 

the actual organizations themselves’ Paschild (2012:127). Following Paschild, my 

research has provided both descriptions of the realities and needs of community-led 

archive groups, and explored possible solutions to these needs through listening and 

responding to the individuals involved in this work.  

 

My work does not ignore the work undertaken by institutional archives and grant 

giving agencies to support community-led heritage and archive projects and address 

their needs (Chapter 5.5.2; Chapter 7.3.1; Chapter 9.4; Appendix 13). However, it 

does reveal that these resources may be of limited use if groups and individuals – 
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primarily relying on voluntary labour - do not have time to attend events, read 

literature or plan and implement new structures or processes. Time capacity 

emerged as a prominent theme from my work with community-led groups, and a 

significant contributing factor to the challenges they face (Chapter 5.1; Chapter 7.3.2; 

Chapter 6.3). This was not something taken into account in existing resources, and 

led to frustrations in community-led groups (Chapter 5.1; Chapter 6.4.2).    

 

Similarly, gaps between expectations and reality emerged through my work. These 

included volunteer/participant expectations of archival work, gaps between best 

practice and achievable practice for community-led groups, and the management of 

digital projects. Assumptions around motivations that consider “saving”, viewing or 

sharing heritage and archival material enough of a reward for volunteers to 

undertake sometimes unanticipated archival tasks necessary to operate an archive is 

challenged by my research (Chapter 5.3). This had led me to call for greater visibility 

of usually hidden archival tasks (Chapter 8.1; Becker, 2007; Enticknap, 2007), 

consideration of volunteers needs (Chapter 5.1; Chapter 5.3; Starnes & Wymer, 

2000; Stebbins, 2009; Holmes, 2013), and promotion of iterative, “good enough” 

preservation practices, particularly with regards to digital preservation, for 

community-led groups (Chapter 9.2; Chapter 6.2; Chapter 6.4.2; Schumacher et al., 

2014; Nichols & Twidale, 2002; Corbett et al., 2016). 

 

This research employed sociological and anthropological concepts and investigations 

into human behaviours and relations in the context of phenomena in the study of 

archival practice within community-led groups (Chapter Five). In the same vein, 

technologies were also considered in relation to context, and thus concepts from 

human-computer interaction studies (Chapter 8.3.1) and sustainable technology 

from international development studies (Chapter 7.5; Chapter 9.2) were utilised in 

attempting to understand the challenges and operation of community-led archive 

groups.   

   

By attempting to understand and address the practical challenges and needs of 

community-led digital and moving image archives, I have aimed to contribute both 

theoretical discourse and practical actions to address modes of perpetual crisis, 
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homogenisation and exploitation or ‘segregation and marginalization’ of community-

led archives and their collections, currently experienced by these groups as a result 

of institutional structures and systems promoted and used by them (Paschild, 

2012:127). 

 

10.3.2 Methodological contributions 

 

My research demonstrates how a blended research design (Fusch, Fusch & Ness, 

2017), utilising a case study approach to bound ethnographic methods ‘in time and 

space’ can be used to understand challenges of sustainably managing community-

led archives of digital moving images (Fusch, Fusch & Ness, 2017:926; Chapter 3.3.2). 

In particular, the case study structure allows for an in-depth study of ‘complex social 

phenomena,’ within their real-life context over time (Yin, 2014:4; Chapter 3.3.4).  

A number of different methods of data collection were used in the research; 

interviews, participant and field observations; analysis of documents; facilitated 

meetings and undertaking archival tasks myself. These helped to improve the validity 

of research by mitigating the potential limitations of each method, while ensuring 

adequate data were collected within the timescale of the research period (Fusch, 

Fusch & Ness, 2017:926; Chapter 3.3.2). Different methods could also produce 

different types of data that, through comparison, helped ‘uncover… tacit knowledge, 

that is, unstated practices and norms shared among community members’ (Gracy, 

2004:336; Chapter 3.3.3).  

Where this research departs methodologically from many other studies of 

community-led archiving practices, is the adoption of elements of transformative 

epistemology and critical theory, that demands researchers confront the political 

implications to research and develop, through research, ‘an action agenda for reform 

that may change the lives of the participants, the institutions in which individuals 

work or live, and the researcher’s life’ (Cresswell & Cresswell, 2018:9). Thus, in this 

research, I move beyond identifying, understanding and highlighting the challenges 

experienced by community-led digital and moving image archives, and actively seek 

to find solutions to these challenges.   
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During data collection through interviews and observations, and early analysis of this, 

I identified some areas of challenge where solutions could be tested and reported 

upon (Chapter 4.3.6). I was unapologetically the catalyst in these “solutions”, which 

involved screenings, exhibits and performances involving moving image material 

from the Shetland Film Archive collections that were open to different publics. This 

allowed me to collect data from those outside of community-led archive projects on 

their perspectives around preserving and accessing material, providing another point 

of comparison. The results of these data collection methods are discussed in Chapter 

Nine.   

As well as enabling further data to be collected, these interventions, using an Action 

Research approach, were a way to address the power imbalance and potential 

exploitative aspects of research with groups largely relying on voluntary labour. 

Following Mertens (2009:75) suggestion that  ‘if a researcher takes participants’ 

ideas and time, he or she is expected to give back in the way of resources, skills, 

employment, or training’, the Action Research interventions and archive tasks I 

organised and undertook were intended to “give back” and provide resources for the 

Shetland Film Archive (Chapter 3.4.1). These reciprocal measures included the 

drafting of donor agreements and cataloguing of analogue material to assist with 

copyright permissions from donors (Chapter 8.3). Additionally, the screenings events 

I worked on generated a small income from licensing fees and voluntary donations 

for the Shetland Film Archive (Chapter 8.2.1; Chapter 8.2.3).   

In my first attempt at action research activity for this research, I wanted to involve 

members of the community-led archive (Shetland Film Archive), on the advice of 

Mertens (2009:56) that action should involve an ‘interactive and 

empowering…collaboration with the…community’ participating in the work. That 

this activity was not entirely successful, forced not only a reconsideration of 

approach but also of the ethical implications of collaborative and co-curated 

research. As this first activity made clear, despite agreement and support of 

participants, the challenges and ethics of asking those already undertaking unpaid 

labour to contribute more unpaid time at the request of a paid researcher can be 

problematic (Chapter 8.1; Chapter 8.2). Undertaking intervention work myself, and 

in partnership with groups external to the Shetland Film Archive – with consent from, 
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and regular updates to, the Archive – was my solution to this ethical problem. 

Nevertheless, the ethics of how we practice research with volunteers and voluntary 

groups, particularly how and what we invite them to do as unpaid labour (and 

emotional labour), remains an area to be discussed further.  

 

10.4 Limitations 

 

As with all research, there are limitations to my study. As I noted in Chapter Four, 

balancing the time limited structured nature of my research against the working 

patterns and timescales of community-led and volunteer-run archive and heritage 

groups proved challenging. The pace of work within groups primarily run by 

individuals in their spare time is slower than an institutional organisation with paid 

staff and regular hours (Chapter 7.3.2; Chapter 9.2). The natural pace of work of 

these organisations, and the associated theories or life cycles (Sundblom et al., 2016)  

means this research would benefit from a longitudinal study encompassing a greater 

timeframe, or a study that revisits these organisations five or ten years later to 

examine if the conclusions drawn in this research remain valid.  

 

This research does not feature informants or voices from an institutional heritage 

and archival perspective. Although informal conversations with those working in 

institutional positions indicated positivity and support for community-led heritage 

and archival activities, I did not conduct formal interviews with representatives from 

institutions. This was due to my wish to place the experiences and voices of those 

involved in community-led archiving endeavours at the centre of this study. 

However, seeking institutional comment on the themes and points emerging from 

this research would be interesting and further illuminate consensus or difference 

across the archival field as to these challenges and potential ways to address them. 
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10.5 Future Directions 

 

There are two distinct areas of research emerging from this study that could be 

explored further within community-led archiving practice, especially moving image. 

 

One is around the artefacts/materials chosen to be archived and how the archiving 

of this material is achieved. Balancing the desire to collect against the capacity of 

community-led groups is a clear challenge, as are decisions around how this material 

is managed, particularly within an everchanging digital environment. Research 

around digitisation and digital preservation and access strategies specifically in 

response to some of the challenges raised in this study could help to address long-

term sustainability of community-led projects and artefacts. This might build on 

discussions around shared infrastructure – between community-led archives, and 

between community-led and institutional archives, open-source software and 

preservation that is “good enough”, so that groups feel empowered to use 

technologies in ways that suit them best.     

 

The second is around the establishment and operational practices of community-led 

groups. As became clear in my research (Chapter Five) many of the challenges 

experienced by community-led archives and heritage groups are related to social 

organisational aspects of their groups. The nature of voluntary labour and the 

motivational needs and expectations of volunteers influenced development of some 

areas of the groups’ work and activities. There was some indication that structures 

of archival practice were not a good fit with the realities of community-led working. 

Further research that builds on concepts of community and international 

development, social movements and volunteer organisation and seeks ways to adapt 

archiving practices to suit the way community and voluntary groups work would be 

beneficial in advancing the community archiving field and defining it as a specialist, 

distinct sub-field of archiving in its own right.   
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10.6 Concluding Remarks 
 
 
What emerged clearly through this research was the passion, interest and knowledge 

individuals in community-led archive and heritage groups had in their collections and 

the stories associated with these. The heritage was not the challenge. Rather, it was 

managing this heritage in the present and into the future, with the uncertainties of 

volunteer capacity, time, technology and money experienced by community-led 

groups. There is a need to recognise and work with the complex interrelations 

between people, place, technology, artefact, law and metadata that constitute 

community-led archive practices. This complexity does not present easy complete 

solutions through a financial structure or system, or technology. It will require 

constant iterative change, and ongoing work. We must therefore acknowledge both 

the difficulty in undertaking this within community-led, voluntary run organisations, 

and the tenacity of the individuals who do this. The continuous shifting environment 

in which community-led archives exist makes it more important than ever to affirm 

the reasons we all work with heritage and ask ourselves questions about why we 

collect, how we collect and who we collect for.  
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Postscript 
 

Since the conclusion of the data collection period of my research, there have been 

changes in circumstance for the participating community-led archive groups, as well 

as a worldwide upheaval in the form of the Covid-19 pandemic. 

 

Workshops and talks that would have been held in person, at a specific location were 

moved online. This included, for example a number of different events run by the 

Scottish Council on Archives, including a podcast (Scottish Council on Archives, 

2021a) and collections development webinar series (Scottish Council on Archives, 

2021b) and the Scotland chapter of the Community Archives and Heritage Group’s 

Next Steps Caring for Community Archives (Scottish Council on Archives, 2021c). 

Other projects have emerged in response to the Covid-19 pandemic, such as Heritage 

Studio/ Digital Heritage Workshops: Bringing Museums to the Home run by CUPIDO 

European Interreg and Xpo North (Heritage Studio, 2021a). Through a series of online 

seminars this project explored different ways museums and heritage groups could 

enable access to their collections during extended periods of closure of their physical 

buildings. This included discussions on how to create or make use of virtual tours, 

digital exhibits and maps, social media and creative commons and Wikipedia 

(Heritage Studio, 2021b). Workshops, training and events run by organisations from 

around the world were made accessible through a move to online video 

presentation, for example talks by the Association of Moving Image Archivists (AMIA) 

(USA) on Digital Preservation and Formats (AMIA, 2021c), and Airtable for AV 

Archivists (AMIA, 2020). 

 

Conferences, such as the Association of Critical Heritage Studies (2020) 5th Biennial 

Conference, and the 12th Orphan Film Symposium (NYU, 2020), moved online, as did 

film festivals – for example, Flatpack (Flatpack Projects, 2020) and Alchemy (2020). 

Many grant funding agencies reoriented their programmes to react to needs 

resulting from Covid-19 related closures and threats, for example the Heritage 

Emergency Fund (now closed) from the National Lottery Heritage Fund (2021).  
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These changes to the standard structures of operation for many events, although 

made in response to an extraordinary universal challenge, have real potential to 

positively impact community-led archive and heritage groups. The move to online 

events has reduced the need for travel to particular venues, increasing opportunities 

for people to attend – particularly those in the “remote” and “rural” areas, such as 

the groups in my research. Perhaps more importantly, the speed at which the sector 

was able to adjust and begin providing information around different digital 

technologies to groups has shown it is possible to introduce new ways of undertaking 

archival and heritage work quickly, and to be agile and respond to fast changing 

situations. Although anecdotal, it also appears that the rapid adoption of online tools 

for work and education has eased fears around digital and online technology that 

were present in some of the comments from informants in this research. It has, at 

least, made people much more comfortable and familiar was the idea of using digital 

and online tools, beyond social media, in everyday lives, and thus in community-led 

archival and heritage work.        

   

The Shetland Film Archive was successful in obtaining funding from two grant-giving 

agencies in order to adjust and continue their work during the restrictions resulting 

from the Covid-19 pandemic. These grants allowed for digitisation of film material, 

and the creation of a new website – a significant decision given the challenges 

experienced with website development by this group in the past. Group meetings 

continued online using video conferencing software, and the group gained a few new 

volunteer members during this period. The group was also able to exhibit films in a 

video trail in the windows of shops along the main shopping centre of Lerwick, and 

in a controlled entry screening at Bonhoga Gallery in Weisdale, Shetland (Shetland 

Arts, 2021b), generating income and raising the profile of the Shetland Film Archive.   

 

The Assynt Digital Archive has been successful in discussions with local organisations 

in finding a “home”, and now resides with the Assynt Crofters Trust (Vasten, 2020b). 

This will allow a new programme of work and access to the archive, once restrictions 

arising from the Covid-19 pandemic allow (Vasten, 2020b).   
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After the success of the first crowdfunding campaign to digitise a collection of films 

by Annie Macdonald, the FOUND/Faodail Archive Film Project in North Uist is 

currently (March 2021) undertaking fundraising to digitise a second collection of 

material filmed in Berneray (Taigh Chearsabhagh, 2020a). Additionally, material from 

Annie Macdonald’s collection is now available to view online (Taigh Chearsabhagh, 

2020a). 

 

It is important to highlight these achievements and the progress of these community-

led groups since data collection for this research ceased. Voluntary and community 

groups are characterised by repeating lifecycles featuring growth, stability, decline, 

survival and finally death/exit (Sundblom et al., 2016). While I don’t believe the 

challenges faced by the groups in my research would be significantly different at a 

different time, I do believe my research may have intersected with particular points 

of crisis or decline for these groups. These updates serve to show the survival and 

potential for growth possessed by these voluntary and community-led organisations. 
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Appendices 
 
APPENDIX 01 
 
Information for Participants, Researcher and UHI 
Interview Questions for UHI PhD Research 
 
Date: 29/10/18 
 
Title: Managing Digital Archives of Heritage Film as a Sustainable Community 
Resource 
The Researcher: Maya Darrell Hewins 
 
Part 1 – Individual Involvement 

• Name  

• M/F 

• Age 

• Background/Educational background/skills? 

• Position with Organisation 

• Paid or voluntary role? 

• If voluntary, what is your employment status (and if employed, what is your 
role)? 

• When, why and how did you become involved in the organisation? 

• What do you enjoy most about being part of the organisation? 
 
Part 2 – Organisation/Project Information 

• Brief description of the organisation – what are the aims, what do you do to 
achieve these, who is it for…? 

• Do you know/ how is the organisation supported (financially/in-kind etc.)? 

• How is the organisation structured? Does it have a committee or board or 
management? How regularly does it meet? Are their different groups 
responsible for different aspects of the organisation’s work? Is the 
organisation situated within a larger institution? Who gives instructions? 
How is information communicated among members and volunteers? 

• How do people interact with the organisation? One-to-one (how to they get 
in touch)? Email/newsletters, online, event/activities, in person etc.  

• Which other organisations/groups do you work or exchange information 
with? 

• What aspects of the organisation and its activities are/were the most 
interesting to you? Why? What aspects of the organisation and its activities 
are/were the most successful, in your opinion? Why do you think that is? 

• What aspects of the organisation and its activities are/were the most 
frustrating/challenging to you? Why? What aspects of the organisation and 
its activities are/were the less successful, in your opinion? Why do you think 
that is? 

• What, in your opinion, would help the organisation succeed in its aims and 
ambitions?   

• Anything else you wish to add? 
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Part 3 – Volunteers/Community 

• What, in your opinion, are the biggest challenges in working with 
volunteers/a community or in a volunteer/community setting? 

• I’m particularly interested to hear about any education/technological/digital 
skills issues that might make working with/in volunteer and community 
settings more difficult. This could be anything from internet provision in 
remote areas, to age demographics, to subject specific knowledge or skills 
that are lacking, or demands from organisations themselves to provide 
material (funding reports, communication etc) in particular ways. Do you 
have anything regarding this which you wish to comment on? 

• Anything else you wish to add? 
 
Part 4 - During Research Action 

• What are you doing? 

• Have you done this before?  
- If yes, did you do it in a different way (process, environment, 
instructions etc)? Did you find it easier to do it in the way you did 
before or the way you are doing it now? Why? 
- If no, how have you learnt to do this? Did someone tell you (who), 
have you been given written instructions (can I see them), or have 
you worked it out yourself, or with a group of people (can you 
show/explain your thinking/how you decided what to do)? 

• What material are you working with? How are you thinking about using it at 
this stage? What interests you about this material? Can you explain your 
ideas around its use (these can all change, don’t worry!)? 

• Is there anything else you need to know, or have access to? Any problems 
you want to talk about? 

• Can I see/hear an example of work in progress?  

• Are you enjoying yourself? Would you do this again?  

• What would you like to do most with this project? What are your interests 
in it? For example, screening films, reusing films, learning digital skills, 
finding out historical information about films… 

• Can you see any benefits for yourself personally, or your organisation (or 
even attendees) in being part of the event? 

• Have you learnt anything new? Have you met any other 
organisations/individuals who might be useful to work with or talk to in the 
future? 

• Was the time and money spent in preparing for this event worth it? 
 
Part 5 - After Research Action 

• Did you enjoy yourself? 

• What did you do? How much did you do? In # hours, you work on # much 
material. More/less than you have done before?  

• Having taken part in the session, would you do so again? Would you do 
more things at home do you think? 
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• What have you leant? Has the project changed you practice/ideas? If so, in 
what way? Would you do something similar again? Has the project helped 
you develop your practice/given you new opportunities?  

• What would you do with this material, or similar material if money and time 
were no object? What would your dream piece of work look/sound like? 

• Has the project changed your thinking on what you do or the way you do it? 
If so, in what way? Would you do something similar again?  

• Do you have any concerns or reservations that would prevent you taking 
part in a similar event again? 

• Would you be willing to contribute to the planning and organization of such 
an event, should it be run again? Yes/no? Why? 

• Do you have ideas that could improve the event or make it more 
appropriate for attendees/your organisation? 

• So, should the research action be done again? Yes/no/in a different way? 
What could be changed/improved up? Should we set a date now? Or should 
something different be done? Why? What do you think that would achieve 
instead? 

 
Part 6 - Post-Research Reflections by Researcher 

• What did I do to make the event happen? 

• What were the challenges/obstacles to overcome? 

• How did people respond? 

• Did other participants/volunteers take on any of the planning/organisational 
work for the event? 

• Were they keen to run it again? Did they develop their own ideas relating to 
the event – how it could be improved or changed to better suit their 
needs/interests? 

• If it necessary to prompt/remind participants of the event/to confirm details 
of the event prior to it taking place? 

• Anything else observed? 
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APPENDIX 02 
 
Information for Participants 
Ethical Statement for UHI PhD Research – V.9 (Interview) 
 
To be used with Interview Questions and Consent for Participation V.9.  
Date: 05/11/18  Updated: 10/12/18 
 
The Project 
Title: Managing Digital Archives of Heritage Film as a Sustainable Community 
Resource 
 
The Researcher: Maya Darrell Hewins is a doctoral student at the University of the 
Highlands and Islands, based at Shetland College. She began her studies in October 
2017.  
 
Purpose of the Project (Overview): The aim of my project is to consider the 
management of digital archives of heritage film, specifically for use as a sustainable 
community resource, and to explore ways this has been done and could be done 
more effectively in the future. The research focusses on community and voluntary-
led organisations and access to archival moving images. 
 
Purpose of current research: I wish to understand how community-led projects and 
voluntary groups associated with heritage and moving images, operate; their 
structures and organisation, aims and activity, their successes and the challenges 
they face. The aim of my research is to try to suggest why some projects are more 
successful and sustainable than others, and to propose ways that these successes 
could be emulated by other groups and taken on board by higher level archival 
institutions.     
 
Method of current research: Research will take the form of informal observation 
and conversations, examination of systems and material, and more formal 
interviews (if appropriate).  
 
Your Participation 
Do you have to take part? Your participation in this research is entirely voluntary. 
You may decide to stop being a part of the research study at any time without 
explanation. 
 
What will you do in the project? You will be asked questions about the 
project/organisation/group to which you have been/are associated, and your 
individual involvement in it. I might ask you to reflect on challenges or difficulties in 
your project, and ways you have tried to solve these, or what support would help 
you solve them, and how you engage with other organisations.  
 
Why have you been invited to take part? You have been invited to take part 
because you work (or have worked) in a professional or voluntary capacity in the 
archive and museum sector (including moving image archives), music, visual art and 
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moving image exhibition or arts education. You experience, ideas, opinions, 
knowledge and skills are considered valuable and relevant to the project.  
 
Privacy, Data Storage and Protection.  

What happens to the information in the project? Information collected as 
part of the project will be used to inform the researcher’s work, describe case 
studies and synthesise and draw conclusions alongside the researcher’s ideas. 
Information may be used in research and publications and may be shared or 
archived.  
 

Privacy Statement. Data (including audio-visual recordings, participants 
signed consent forms and contact details) will be stored securely on University of 
the Highland and Island (UHI) servers, which require a UHI account and password to 
access. Personal information will not be disclosed to any other person or 
organisation, apart from the researcher, and researcher’s supervisors or assessors, 
without written consent from you unless authorised or required by law, and will 
only be used for the purpose for which you provided it to the researcher. 
 
The researcher will protect your privacy in the following ways: 
 

Anonymisation. If you wish, your comments and actions can be anonymised 
by the researcher in written work. This means your real name will not be used. 
Instead, a description and/or pseudonym will be used when quoting or attributing 
comments and actions. For example: ‘“Claire”, a filmmaker in her twenties said…’ or 
‘comments by a volunteer with the archive, a retired local government worker, 
suggest…’. You can also consent to being named directly in the research if you are 
happy to be so.  
  

Data Protection. Personal data will be treated in accordance with the Data 
Protection Act 2018 (incorporating the Data Protection Act 1998 and the General 
Data Protection Regulation) as enacted by the University of the Highlands and 
Islands (UHI), which ensures that the processing of personal data is only undertaken 
in the operation of the University’s business in a lawful, fair, transparent and secure 
way, in this case for the purposes of this academic research. The university is 
registered with the Information Commissioners Office (registration no: Z7137095). 
 

Retention of Data. The researcher will retain information for the duration of 
the project, to include time for writing, submission, defence and corrections of 
research, and for subsequent publication of papers related to the project.  

• Personal data records – including names, contact details, telephone number 
and email addresses of subjects will be destroyed once research has been 
successfully submitted, defended and accredited. Any information provided 
on an “off the record” basis to the researcher will also be destroyed once 
research has been successfully submitted, defended and accredited. The 
anticipated retention period for this data is no more than 5 years from 
December 2018. 

• Anonymised data and information used in written submission of research 
and publications, including appendices, is intended to generate ideas and 
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create links that may lead to future research projects. The published data 
cannot be destroyed and will be available for use in later research.  

 
You can request to view any data provided by, or regarding yourself, by applying to 
the researcher at any time.  
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APPENDIX 03 
 
List of organisations featuring in this research. 
 
Shetland Film Archive 
 
The Shetland Film Archive was inaugurated as an independent and charitable group 
in 2010 (Shetland Moving Image Archive Group, 2010). Prior to this, a feasibility 
study on the merits of establishing a film archive in Shetland was conducted with 
the Shetland Amenity Trust/Shetland Museum and Archives in 2008/2009 (Awards 
for All Application Form, 2008; Shetland Moving Image Archive, 2017). The aim of 
the Shetland Film Archive is to ‘collect and promote all forms of moving image…of 
and from Shetland’ (Shetland Moving Image Archive 2017:1). The archive is run by a 
volunteer committee but has employed an individual to work on the Archive at two 
times during their existence. This was funded through successful applications to 
grant giving agencies including the National Lottery Heritage Fund (Heritage Lottery 
Fund n.d:1). and the European Union LEADER programme (Scottish Government, 
2018:3). These grants also funded digitisation of 36 hours (to date) of moving image 
material. With Shetland Arts, the Shetland Film Archive participated in the cultural 
programme accompanying the XX Commonwealth Games, with a filmmaking 
project, supported with funding from Creative Scotland (Creative Scotland, 2014). 
Currently the Archive does not have a physical space of its own.  
 
Assynt Digital Archive 
 
The Assynt Digital Archive ‘emerged out of a wider project Village SOS in 2009, 
[funded by the Big Lottery Fund], which awarded 1 million (or thereabouts) to 
community for improvements to area’ (Summary of Interview with Lawrence, 
15/08/2019, Village SOS, 2011). The Assynt Community Association [Assynt 
Development Trust] acquired and redeveloped abuilding through this programme, 
and the Digital Archive had premises within this building. The archive system was 
built using open source software, and operates as a platform, available for 
community groups for the Assynt area to use for their records (Summary of 
Interview with Lawrence, 15/08/2019). The Assynt Digital Archive worked with the 
local learning centre to teach people archive skills, and about ten organisations 
have so far deposited their archives with the Assynt Digital Archive (Summary of 
Interview with Lawrence, 15/08/2019). These consist of documents of all kinds, not 
just moving image materials.  
 
The Assynt Digital Archive is not accessible online, but Lawrence documents the 
development choices, costs and technologies on a webpage (Vasten, 2021a). In 
2020, the Assynt Digital Archive moved from under the auspices of the Assynt 
Community Association (Assynt Development Trust, 2021), and found a new home 
with the Assynt Crofters Trust (Assynt Crofters Trust, 2021). The Archive does not 
employ paid staff, and has supported the modest costs of the archive over the 
years through funding from grant-giving agencies (Vasten, 2021b). Lawrence 
estimates that over the ten years of its existence, ‘the hardware costs to the Assynt 
project to be approx. £15,000, which was mainly for workstations, digitisation 
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equipment and modem and network cards’ (Summary of Interview with Lawrence, 
15/08/2019). 
 
Faodail/FOUND Archive Project 
 
The Faodail/FOUND Outer Hebrides Film Archive was established by UistFIlm in 
2019 (Taigh Chearsabhagh, 2020b). UistFilm is a film production unit, working 
closely with the arts, education and heritage centre, Taigh Chearsabhagh in 
Lockmaddy, North Uist (Taigh Chearsabhagh, 2020c). It’s particular aim is to collect 
material the present the Outer Hebrides from ‘an indigenous videwpoint and 
language’ and work to provide an alternative to ‘uninformed, and often 
romanticised or patronising, representation[s] of island life’ (Taigh Chearsabhagh, 
2020a:para 1). The Faodail/FOUND Archive Project has so far supported its work 
through successful online crowdfunding campaigns. Some clips of digitised material 
are available to watch online and material from the collections have been used 
(along with material from the Shetland Film Archive), for a music composition 
residency for BA (Hons) Applied Music Students studying at the University of the 
Highlands and Islands.    
 
Shetland Arts 
 
The ‘Shetland Arts Development Agency [SADA] was founded in 2006. It brought 
together the work of two organisations (Shetland Arts Trust and the Islesburgh 
Trust)’ who had been developing and delivering arts in Shetland for over 20 years 
(Shetland Arts, 2020a). ‘The purpose of SADA is to place the Arts at the heart of 
Shetland, to educate, promote, support and develop the practice and enjoyment of 
the Arts by all’ and it is a registered charity receiving core funding from the 
Shetland Charitable Trust and Creative Scotland (Shetland Arts, 2020a). Shetland 
Arts operates three venues; Bonhoga, in Weisdale, The Garrison Theatre, in 
Lerwick, and multi-arts centre Mareel, also in Lerwick. Shetland Arts receives 
financial support from the Shetland Charitable Trust and Creative Scotland 
(Shetland Arts, 2021a). 
 
Shetland Museum and Archives 
 
The Shetland Museum and Archives is based in a purpose-built building opened in 
2007 in Lerwick. Its collections tell the ‘story of Shetland’s heritage and culture’ 
(Shetland Museum and Archive, 2020a). The Shetland Museum and Archives has 
both permanent exhibits and space for a change exhibition programme, of both art 
and heritage related materials. The Archives hold ‘public, personal and business 
records relating to Shetland’, including church, crown and local government papers, 
and collections donated by people, estates, businesses and societies (Shetland 
Museum and Archives, 2021a). It has a large collection of Shetland-related books, 
keeps microfilm records of newspapers, and also has extensive photographic and 
audio collections (Shetland Museum and Archives, 2021a). The Shetland Museum 
and Archive ‘is managed by the Shetland Amenity Trust, a… charity caring for 
Shetland’s natural and cultural heritage’ (Shetland Museum and Archive, 2020a).   
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 ‘The artefacts in the Museum and Archive collections remain under 
 ownership of Shetland Islands Council which operates a Service Level 
 Agreement with Shetland Amenity Trust whereby the Trust operates the 
 Museum and Archives service on behalf of the local authority’ (Shetland 
 Museum and Archives, 2020b). 
 
The Shetland Museum and Archives, and Shetland Amenity Trust also support the 
large network of ‘local museums and heritage centres’ across the Shetland Islands, 
alongside the representing umbrella organisation Shetland Heritage Association 
(Shetland Museum and Archives, 2021b).  
 
Shetland College, University of the Highlands and Islands 
 
Shetland College provides Further and Higher Education and apprenticeships 
opportunities, alongside research-active academics, in Shetland. The College is one 
of the academic partner institutions that make up the University of Highlands and 
Islands (Shetland College, 2021) 
 
Shetland Museum and Archives: Old Scatness Broch Project 
 
The project ‘Old Scatness: A Walk through Iron Age Shetland [aimed]…to archive, 
digitise, conserve and display the archaeological finds from the Scatness 
Excavations’ (Old Scatness Broch Project, 2016). This project began in 2016 and ran 
for two years. The Scatness site, at the south end of Shetland Mainland was 
‘excavated by a team from the University of Bradford from 1995 to 2006, and in 
2015 they deposited the entire archaeological assemblage…at the Shetland 
Museum and Archive’ (Old Scatness Broch Project, 2016). The project was run by 
paid staff on fixed term contracts, but recruited volunteers to work on the 
cataloguing of artefacts from the museum site in Lerwick (Interview with Holly & 
Donna, 10/10/2018).  
 
Archaeology Shetland 
 
Archaeology Shetland was established in 2015 (Archaeology Shetland, 2015). They 
are a volunteer-run group run by committee who ‘endeavor to catalogue Shetland’s 
[archaeological] sites, new and old, in order to create an informal database for the 
hillwalker, the enthusiast, the traveler and the professional who may lend expertise 
from time to time’ (Archaeology Shetland, 2021). Shetland Archaeology run talks 
and walks, and archaeological digs and fieldwork (Interview with Ruth, 
13/11/2018). There is a small fee for membership of the group, and they make use 
of “free” opportunities from regional or national institutions, such as a talk by 
someone from the Society of Antiquities (Interview with Ruth, 13/11/2018). The 
group has worked with universities on local excavations and strive to do practice 
archaeology as professionals (Interview with Ruth, 13/11/2018). Archaeology 
Shetland do not have a physical space of their own, but hire venues as needed, and 
operate a “paperless” organisation (Interview with Ruth, 13/11/2018).    
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Voluntary Action Shetland 
 
Voluntary Action Shetland (VAS) aims to ‘help voluntary organisations develop, 
encourage local people [to] take part in community organisations and volunteer, 
[support] 3rd/public sector collaboration’ (Voluntary Action Shetland, 2021a). They 
are part funded by the Shetland Charitable Trust, and the Scottish Government, and 
as, part of this, act as a third sector interface that ‘provides a single point of access 
for support and advice for the third sector’ (Scottish Government, 2020a). The 
many different services offered by VAS include ‘advice on charitable status, 
committee structures [and]…funding applications’ (Voluntary Action Shetland, 
2021b). They also offer training on issues of relevance to third sector and charitable 
groups such as treasurer training and for protecting vulnerable persons, and 
provide independent examination of accounts for charitable groups (Voluntary 
Action Shetland, 2021c). VAS works with individuals and groups to match 
volunteers with opportunities in the community.   
 
The Booth/Hillswick Wildlife Sanctuary 
 
‘Since 1987, Hillswick Wildlife Sanctuary has been rescuing and rehabilitating sick, 
injured and abandoned seals and otters so they can be safely released back into the 
wild’ (Hillswick Wildlife Sanctuary, 2021). They are based in Hillswick, in 
Northmavine, at the tip of the Shetland Mainland. In addition to their work with 
Shetland’s wildlife, the team at the Sanctuary also make use of their premises for 
events. The Booth is an old Hanseatic trading house, and over the year both a pub 
and a restaurant have operated from the building (Interview with Beth, 
04/07/2019). Hillswick Wildlife Sanctuary is support through donations, and grant 
funding.  
 
The Booth/Hillswick Wildlife Sanctuary hosted the ‘From Time To Time At Sea’ film 
evening on Thursday 13 June 2019. The event featured material from the Shetland 
Film Archive. 
 
Quendale Water Mill/South Mainland Community History Group 
 
Quendale Water Mill in the south of Mainland Shetland was built in 1867 (Quendale 
Mill, 2020).  It ceased operation as a mill in 1948 (Quendale Mill, 2020). The 
category A listed building was refurbished with support from the Shetland Amenity 
Trust, and is run by the voluntary South Mainland Community History Group 
(Quendale Mill, 2020). The group changes a small fee for entrance to the Mill and 
its permanent and seasonal exhibitions (Quendale Mill, 2020, Quendale Mill, 2021).  
 
The ‘South Mainland Community History Group was formed in 1987 to promote an 
understanding and appreciation of local Shetland history’ (Shetland Community 
Directory, 2021). They meet weekly, and run the Quendale Water Mill from ‘mid-
April to mid-October’ (Shetland Community Directory, 2021). 
 
Quendale Water Mill/South Mainland Community History Group hosted the ‘From 
Time To Time At Sea’ film evening on Wednesday 12 June 2019. The event featured 
material from the Shetland Film Archive. 
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Skeld Public Hall  
 
The Skeld Public Hall is one of a large number of community and public halls in 
villages across Shetland. These are run by voluntary committee to serve the needs 
of the local communities. Halls are available for hire, and in addition many 
committee groups organise their own events for the community, including 
afternoon teas and takeaway nights, quiz nights, and Christmas, Burns Night and Up 
Helly Aa (fire festival) parties. The Skeld Public Hall Committee also manages the 
Skeld Sail Laft (Loft), a building on the waterfront at the Skeld Marina. It is also 
available for hire for events.  
 
Skeld Hall and Sail Laft Committee hosted the ‘From Time To Time At Sea’ film 
evening on Tuesday 11 June 2019. The event featured material from the Shetland 
Film Archive. 
 
Islesburgh Drama Group 
 
The Islesburgh Drama Group is an amateur drama group based in Lerwick, Shetland 
run by an annually elected committee of members from the group (Interview with 
Paige, 02/12/2019). They were established in 1950, and currently have ‘nearly 90 
members who share an interest in amateur dramatics’ (Islesburgh Drama Group, 
2020a). Annual membership of the group costs £10.00 (Islesburgh Drama Group, 
2020b) and they usually present two productions a year (Islesburgh Drama Group, 
2020c).   
 
Islesburgh Drama Group presented The Crucible (Miller, 1953), 14-16 November 
2019. The production featured material from the Shetland Film Archive.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 345 

APPENDIX 04 
 
List of Semi-Structured Interviews 
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APPENDIX 05 
 
Descriptions of Funding Agencies and Programmes used by groups involved in this 
study. 
 
The National Lottery 
 
Public funds are made available through the UK National Lottery, established in Nov 
1994, as a state-franchised lottery, run under licence on behalf of the Government 
(Gambling Commission, 2020). As well as prizes for winners, it allocates a 
percentage of sales to ‘good causes’ – in 2019/20 that was 23p in every pound 
(Gambling Commission, 2020: para 4). Money in dormant accounts in the UK is also 
distributed via the same infrastructure set up for the National Lottery (UK 
Government, 2018).  
 
Awards for All is one of a number of funding programmes run by The National 
Lottery. It offers funding of between £300 and £10,000, which it considers ‘smaller 
amounts’ compared to the funding offered through its other programmes (National 
Lottery Community Fund, 2020: para 1). The fund intends to be simple to apply to, 
and, in 2008, it looked to fund projects that linked to its aims of ‘bringing people 
together, increasing involvement, improving quality of life, [and] helping groups to 
become better organised’ (Awards for All Application Form, 2008:4). Awards for All 
is a fund for activities that involve communities, and does not restrict itself to a 
particular field or area of work (such as heritage or sports) (National Lottery 
Community Fund, 2020: para 7). 
 
The National Lottery Heritage Fund (previously the Heritage Lottery Fund) also 
receives money from The National Lottery. It claims to be the ‘largest dedicated 
funder of heritage in the UK’ (National Lottery Heritage Fund, 2020a: para 1). The 
Heritage Fund runs different time-limited programmes for applications. The 
Shetland Film Archive applied to a programme called Your Heritage in 2011/2012 
(Heritage Lottery Fund, n.d:1). Your Heritage supported projects that related to 
‘national regional or local heritage of the UK’, and helped ‘people to learn about 
their own and other’s heritage (learning)’ (Heritage Lottery Fund, n.d:1). In addition 
projects had to ‘conserve the UK’s diverse heritage for present and future 
generations to experience and enjoy (conservation)’ and/or ‘Help more people, and 
a wider range of people, take an active part in and make decision about heritage 
(participation)’ (Heritage Lottery Fund, n.d:1). This programme offered funding of 
between £10,000 and £100,000 (Caerphilly County Borough Council, 2014).  
 
Grants for Heritage is another programme run by the National Lottery Heritage 
Fund. The programme remains open and offers routes for projects applying for 
between £3,000 - £10,000, £10,000 - £100,000, £100,000 - £250,000 and £250,000 
– 5 million (National Lottery Heritage Fund, 2020b). It should be noted that the 
application form, and the questions that are asked have changed over the years, 
with the form completed by the Shetland Film Archive differing to the one used for 
current applications (National Lottery Heritage Fund, 2020e), but both iterations 
emphasise the need to ensure project’s focus on inclusion and engage groups of 
people ‘underrepresented in heritage’ (National Lottery Heritage Fund, 2020f: para 
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3). There is also emphasis on people learning new skills, or gaining new knowledge 
in both application forms, as well as looking after and/or explaining heritage, 
indicating that for this public funding agency and programme there is an interest in 
projects having an impact on people in the present.   
 
 
LEADER  
 
LEADER (an acronym of Liaisons Entre Actions de Développement de l’Economie 
Rurale) was a programme for rural communities funded by the European Union, 
which aimed ‘to support local rural communities and business networks to build 
knowledge and skills, and encourage innovation and cooperation in order to tackle 
local development objectives’ (Scottish Government, 2018:3). ‘LEADER follows a 
bottom-up approach’ (Scottish Government, 2018:3) with public-private 
partnership Location Action Groups (LAGs) responsible for allocating and delivery 
funds in Scotland, in relation to ‘Local Development Strategies for their Area’ 
(Shetland LEADER, 2020a: para 2). An expression of interest must be submitted and 
considered by the LAG, and, if approved, applicants are invited to apply submit a 
full funding application form (Shetland LEADER, 2020b). Applicants to LEADER must 
also have other funding sources in place (Perth and Kinross LEADER, 2020).  
 
Private Funding 
 
There are many trusts and foundations – whose money is obtained from an 
individual or families wealth, or from profits from a company, who offer grants for 
groups with particular aims (MissonBox, 2017). Unlike public funding, such 
foundations ‘decide independently – and not necessarily influenced by political 
priorities or other trends’ what their aims are and how they might distribute funds 
to achieve these (MissionBox, 2017:para 5). 
 
The Foyle Foundation ‘is an independent grantmaking trust that distributes grants 
to UK charities’ (Foyle Foundation, 2020c: para 4). It ‘was formed to implement the 
terms of the will of the late Christina Foyle’ of the ‘family owned bookshop Foyles 
in Charing Cross Road, London’ (Foyle Foundation, 2020d: para 1). The Small Grants 
Scheme (2013/2014) is ‘designed to support smaller charities in the UK…those 
working at grassroots and local community level, in any field’ who have a ‘turnover 
of less than £100,000 per annum’ (Foyle Foundation, 2014:para 1; para 2).The Small 
Grants Scheme makes grants of ‘between £1000 and £10,000’ available ‘to charities 
which can demonstrate that such a grant will make a significant difference to their 
work…demonstrating ongoing sustainability is…important’ and ‘no multi-year 
funding award will be made’ (Foyle Foundation, 2014:para 3).  
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APPENDIX 06 
 
List of events undertaken by the Shetland Film Archive June 2009- March 2019. List 
is not definitive, and consists only of events the author has been able to find 
evidence for. List compiled by MDH.  
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APPENDIX 07 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 355 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 356 

APPENDIX 08  
 
SFA Acquisition Agreement v.7 Jan 2020. Created by MDH, with suggestions from 
SFA members. 
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APPENDIX 09  
 
Explanatory Notes. Created by MDH, with suggestions from SFA members. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 361 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 362 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 363 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 364 

APPENDIX 10  
 
SFA Acquisition Agreement v.4 June 2018. Created by MDH, with suggestions from 
SFA members. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 365 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 366 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 367 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 368 

 
APPENDIX 11  
Deposit Form V.2 2017 DRAFT. Created by SFA members.  
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APPENDIX 12  
SFA Cataloguing Instructions 05/2020 (version 4). Created by SFA members. 
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APPENDIX 13 
 
List of Resources and Information for Community-led Archives and Personal 
Archiving, with a focus towards audio-visual archiving.  
 
ADLER, C. (2016) Developing a successful HLF funding bid for your archive project: 
Essential tips. TownsWeb Archiving. [online]. 1 June. 
https://blog.townswebarchiving.com/2016/06/developing-successful-hlf-funding-
bid-archive-project-essential-tips  Accessed 28/03/21 
 
ALEX (2018) Organizers with organizers: A guide for info workers. Zine [online]. New 
York: Rad Ref. 
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1cQ89IKzCQ2WpiEg7_Stc9vUxV8gj2FPO/view 
Accessed 09/05/18 
 
ARCHIVES ASSOCIATION OF BRITISH COLUMBIA (2018) Archivist’s Toolkit: 
Establishing an Archives. [online] https://aabc.ca/resources/archivists-
toolkit/establishing/ Accessed 28/03/21 
 
ARCHIVES ASSOCIATION OF BRITISH COLUMBIA (1994) A Manual for Small Archives. 
http://aabc.ca/media/6069/manualforsmallarchives.pdf Accessed 3/12/17 
 
ASSOCIATION OF MOVING IMAGE ARCHIVISTS (AMIA) (2017) Small Archives – 
Introduction (1 of 2). [online video] 
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ASSOCIATION OF MOVING IMAGE ARCHIVISTS (AMIA) (2017) Small Archives – 
Digitization (2 of 2). [online video] 
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List of meetings, events and activities undertaken as part of the research. 
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