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Background

North East Family Arts Network was established in 2013 as Family Explorers North East. Organisations from across

the region joined together to promote their offer to local families in response to a report by consultants Morris
Hargreaves Mclntyre which set out three factors affecting families’ engagement with culture: the need for peer to peer
recommendations; the importance of practical information about facilities and venues; and the overwhelming amount
of choice which led people to stick with the familiar. Family Explorers brought together arts and cultural organisations

to address this through a Facebook group for families, a regular e-newsletter and website, and the curation of events
listings which parents could trust and recommend to others. They now have 18,000 Facebook group members and 3000
newsletter sign ups.

The network is an unconstituted group made up of 23 organisations across the North East. Membership fees and other
small grants including funding from the Family Arts Campaign support a team of two freelancers to run the network and
deliver digital content. Tyne and Wear Archives and Museums provide leadership and administrative support, holding
grant funding on behalf of the network, and a steering group helps to guide their work. More recently, the network has
identified a need and opportunity to widen its scope of activities, and Heritage Compass was identified as a way to
support them through this change.

What North East Family Arts
Network needed from Heritage

Compass

At the time of their application to Heritage Compass to
join the programme, the network was considering an
expansion of their work. They had identified a need to

go beyond marketing venues and events to families, and
wanted to respond to the challenging circumstances being
faced by people in the North East. The group wanted to
work on diversifying the family audience for culture in the
North East, initially focusing on issues of child poverty
and disability in the region. As well as speaking directly to
families and ensuring their voice was heard, they wanted
to influence the quality and type of provision on offer,
supporting venues to break down barriers to culture.

This required a shift from a project mindset to a more
strategic and long term approach, becoming the North
East Family Arts Network while Family Explorers remained
a brand name for their ongoing communications work

via Facebook and their website. The Heritage Compass
programme offered an opportunity to think about longer
term business planning and fundraising strategy, and to
explore options for the future structure of the network, in
particular whether it needed to become constituted as an
independent organisation and what form this could take.

North East Family Arts Network



Widening the network’s offer to its
membership

This year, supported by networks funding from Heritage
Compeass, the group has been able to deliver a
conference for cultural organisations. In September 2023,
Meeting the Need: How can the cultural sector help
families during the cost of living crisis? included keynote
speakers, an organisational case study and a fundraising
training session with opportunities for group discussions
and for participants to make creative responses to the
content in a zine workshop. The connections made by
the network through the Heritage Compass programme
were instrumental in funding and delivering the event,
which was delivered in partnership with Cause4'’s Arts
Fundraising and Philanthropy (AFP) programme and
featured Helen Jenkins, who worked as a mentor and
trainer on the Heritage Compass programme delivering
content on fundraising. Information from the conference
has been widely disseminated via the AFP and Family
Arts Campaign website.

The success of this event has confirmed the value and
potential benefits of the network’s shift towards providing
strategic support to the sector in addition to its core work
of marketing local cultural provision to family audiences.
The network is now engaging more widely with staff
across the sector, expanding their network beyond
marketing departments into education and participation
teams in member organisations.

They are now in the process of delivering a further event
in partnership with Disability North’s family forum. This
event will bring together staff in cultural organisations
with families with lived experience of disability, to openly
explore together how barriers to engagement in culture
can be broken down.

How Heritage Compass has been
useful

Heritage Compass has been transformative for the
network. A bursary enabled the network'’s freelance
member of staff to be able to commit the additional
time for training and sessions with the critical friend and
mentor. This has enabled strategic thinking to happen
alongside the busy and time consuming work of keeping
up with social media and communications to their
audience of local families.

While the network has not yet taken the leap of changing
their constitution and structure, the expert advice
provided by their mentor means that they are informed
and aware of the implications of this change, and have
scheduled time into their strategic planning to look at
this in 2024 and 2025. Making this change will open up
new funding opportunities and make the network more
independent.

Funding via the Heritage Compass programme has
enabled the network to deliver an important sector
conference, giving the team confidence that more
strategic intervention to support organisations is needed
and will be valued by members. They have produced a
three-year business plan, mission statement and case
for support. Membership is growing, and that is leading
to increased turnover which supports the network to be
more ambitious in its planning.

What North East Family Arts
Network needs next

While Heritage Compass has supported the network

to expand and think bigger, capacity and resources
remain very tight. In particular the network struggles for
the core funding needed to maintain and improve their
website, which is now ten years old. Funding for core
infrastructure, the basic building blocks which enable
all of their activities to happen, is difficult to find from
external sources.

Advice for other organisations

For North East Family Arts Network, the mentoring
provided by Heritage Compass has been the most
transformative aspect of the programme. Make time
forit!

Make the most of the opportunity to get to know
other heritage organisations and how they operate.
Everyone is on a different journey but with much to
learn from one another.
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