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Welcome to the Autumn 2016 
edition of the Bulletin

It seems a long time since the 
last edition of the Bulletin in the 
spring. When you read through 
this edition, you will discover that 
we have been busy as ever.

There are several articles about 
projects that relate to the current 
MO Project. In the article below, 
you will read about a new 
publication by James Hinton 
which explores the post 1981 
collection. On page 3, you can 
read about a new database, 
created to support research 

Seven Lives from Mass Observation

Over the last couple of years, 
James Hinton was a familiar 
face in the Reading Room at The 
Keep. This is because he was 
methodically reading through 
the papers of the contemporary 
Mass Observation Project 

(1981-ongoing) to research 
his latest publication, Seven 
Lives from Mass Observation 
(published by the Oxford 
University Press and out now). 

This book, a successor to 
Hinton’s acclaimed publication 
about the wartime Mass 
Observers: Nine Wartime Lives, 
investigates what it was like to 
live in Britain during the second 
half of the twentieth century. At 
the core of the book are seven 
‘biographical essays’; all intimate 
portraits of individual Mass 
Observation Project writers’ lives: 
set in the context of the shift from 
the more lenient and permissive 
society of the 1960s to the rise of 
Thatcherism and neo-liberalism 
in the 1980s. 

The Mass Observers, depicted 
in the book, demonstrate that a 
diversity of voices can be found 
within the Mass Observation 
Project collection. Four women 
and three men are featured: a 
wife of a small businessman, a 
teacher, a social worker, an RAF 
wife, a mechanic, a lorry driver 
an an City banker. All are lively 
characters with strong opinions 
and lives, not always without 
struggles or drama. The honesty 
and frankness of their writing 
allows Hinton to explore how 
people make sense of their lives 
in rapidly changing times.

Seven Lives from Mass 
Observation is published by 
the Oxford University Press. 
The RRP is £22. 

using the Project. Both projects 
demonstrate the importance of 
the current Project. People are 
interested in your writing and 
academic, policy makers and 
media practitioners are making 
use of it today. We hope this 
recognition encourages you to 
keep on writing!

There are also some important 
dates for your diary. The most 
important one is the 80th 
anniversary next year. You can 
read about our plans on the final 
page of the Bulletin.

Jessica Scantlebury, Editor



Worktown: Now out in 
Paperback!

Worktown: The Astonishing 
Story of the Project that 
launched Mass Observation, 
by David Hall, explores Mass 
Observation’s work in Bolton 
before the outbreak of the 
Second World War. The book 
is now available in paperback 
and is published by Widenfeld & 
Nicolson. 

Become a friend of the 
Archive
The Archive depends on 
donations for many of its special 
activities. Since 1991, the 
Friends of the Archive scheme 
has provided essential financial 
support for the Archive's 
activities. Without the support of 
the Friends scheme, the Archive 
would struggle to collect new 
material from ‘ordinary’ people 
documenting everyday life in 
Britain. This year, we are asking 
our friends to contribute towards 
the purchasing of specialised 
equipment, which will support 
those with a visual impairment to 
access the Archive. To become 
a friend visit: www.massobs.
org.uk/support/friends 

In this article our newest 
member of staff, Anthony 
McCoubrey (Beyond Boxes 
Coordinator), provides an 
update about the Archive’s 
latest project.

This September saw the launch 
of the new Mass Observation 
education and outreach project, 
Beyond Boxes. This  two-year 
project, supported by a grant 
from the Heritage Lottery Fund, 
aims to break down the barriers 
many people face in trying to 
use archives, be these physical, 
attitudinal or educational, to 
ensure that heritage is open and 
accessible to all. 

The Beyond Boxes team are 
working in partnership with 
the Brighton Housing Trust, 
Blind Veterans UK, The Royal 
National Institute for the Blind 
and HM Prison Lewes to explore 
new ways in which the Mass 
Observation Archive, and other 
archive collections, can be 
made more accessible for users 
from varying backgrounds. The 
project will also explore issues 
around technology, and how 
an increasing dependence 
on technology can affect the 
accessibility of archives. The 
aim of this is to feed into current 
discussions in the archive 
sector about how heritage 
organisations can improve their 
service delivery.  

Over the two years, the Beyond 
Boxes project team will host a 
range of activities, events and 
workshops at The Keep. The 
purpose of these events is to 
inspire the community group 
participants to explore and learn 
about daily life in Britain through 
the MO Archive. At these 
events, they will also be given 
the opportunity to contribute to 
the Archive. We hope that they 
will provide reflections of their 
own experiences of life in 21st 
century Britain. This will be a 
great asset to the Archive, as it 
will offer an alternative voice to 
the majority already stored in 
the collection. 

The wider public will also 
be able to get involved.  In 
addition to the May 12th Diary 
Day, there will also be an 
opportunity to contribute a diary 
day on December 3rd for the 
International Day of Disabled 
People. Please put that day in 
your diary and remember to 
record it for MO!

As part of the project, we will 
also be working with Jessica 
and Kirsty to issue some 
Directives to you! Over the next 
two years you will be receiving 
Directives on a variety of topics. 
This includes questions on 
disability, the current prison 
service, and homelessness in 
your area. Your responses will 
play an important part in the 
success of the project. 

We will continue to keep you 
updated about this project in 
the Bulletin and on the Mass 
Observation website. If you 
have any questions, please get 
in touch with me. You can e-mail 
moa@sussex.ac.uk or write to 
me at the Archive. 

Beyond Boxes

Anthony at work at The Keep



Mass Observation Project Database
Anonymous volunteer writers from across the UK have been taking part in the Mass Observation 
Project since 1981. A new database has been created to enable researchers to find out more about 
the Mass Observation writers, whilst also respecting their anonymity. Using this database you can:
  
• Identify available writing of individuals, or groups of writers, based on anonymous biographical 
characteristics, such as birth, gender and occupation

• Identify available writing of individual writers, or groups of writers, based on their writing behaviour

• Search by theme or Directive title (open-ended questionnaire)

The database was developed as part of the ‘Defining the Mass Observation Project’ funded through 
the ESRC Secondary Data Analysis Initiative, and is a collaboration between the Mass Observation 
Archive, and the Universities of Southampton, Birmingham and Surrey.
http://database.massobs.org.uk

Being ‘thrifty’
The Summer 2016 Directive was about managing resources 
around the house. The Mass Observers wrote about whether they 
prefered to buy new when something is broken, or ‘make do and 
mend’. Here are some of their best thrifty tips: 

I never drink tea or coffee. This is mostly preference (I just don’t seem 
to be addicted to them the way most others are) but also saves a heck 
of a lot of money! I am staggered by the amount people spend on 
luxury and specialty takeaway coffees. (T5672, 33 year old man from 
Bristol)

We have ‘empty the freezer’ meals sometimes, especially when the 
children are visiting. You know, when you have the odd few fish fingers 
left (though they make excellent sandwiches) a couple of sausages or 
burgers, a small pizza, frozen potatoes of various shapes and sizes 
– fries, chips or wedges, not enough for a complete meal of one type 
of thing, but they really do need to be eaten because they’ve been in there quite a while – or thrown 
away. Well, they’re never thrown away. They’re cooked and eaten. (E743, 65 year old woman from 
Cheshire)

My husband’s mantra is ‘don’t buy it if you don’t need it’. I am not quite so extreme but nevertheless I 
do not tend to buy superfluous items. (B5725, 56 year old woman from Chester) 

I absolutely hate wasting food, and love finding bargains in the aisles of reduced goods in 
supermarkets. Bread products are a great thing to buy at the end of the day when they’re cheap, if you 
have a freezer to pop them in. (S5767, 31 year old woman from Watford) 

When the children were little we did receive a great number of clothes from friends and passed them 
on. Simply because of the short time some of these items got worn and they were perfectly suitable, 
and so we passed them on to others or to the charity shops. (D4736 50 year old from Southampton)



The Mass Observation Archive specialises in material about everyday life in Britain. It contains papers generated by the original Mass Observation social 
research organisation (1937 to early 1960s), and newer material collected continuously since 1981. The Archive is in the care of the University of Sussex 
and is housed at The Keep with the University of Sussex’s Special Collections. The Mass Observation Archive is a registered charitable trust (no. 270218) 
and is recognised by the Museums, Libraries and Archives Council as having outstanding national and international importance under 
the Designation Scheme.

The MO Bulletin is produced and edited by Jessica Scantlebury. It is distributed to Mass Observers and members of the Friends of the 
Archive scheme. Why not join our Friends scheme? Not only will you be kept up to date with the latest MO related news, but you will 
also help to support Mass Observation’s activities. 

See our website for further details: www.massobs.org.uk or email moa@sussex.ac.uk

Into the Outside 
Archive staff have been 
working closely with 
a group of LGBTQ+ 
identified young people 
on a project called “Into 
the Outside”. This project 
is funded by the Heritage 
Lottery Fund’s Young 
Roots Programme. As 
part of this project, the 
young people have been 
visiting the Archive to 
view our National Lesbian and Gay Survey. They have also been 
documenting their daily lives to create a new archive: one which 
represents what life is like for LGBTQ+ people in Britain in 2016.

The group have curated an exhibition of their work for the Brighton 
Photo Biennial. The exhibition runs from the 1st October to 30th 
October at the Grand Parade building in Brighton. 
http://2016.bpb.org.uk/event/into-the-outside.

Save the date! 10th-11th July 
2017. The Mass Observation 
80th Anniversary conference

The Mass Observation Archive 
will be celebrating the 80th 
anniversary of the organisation 
in summer 2017 with a 
conference at the University 
of Sussex. This conference 
seeks to reflect all aspects of 
Mass Observation and beyond. 
The conference organisers 
invite submissions from across 
the disciplines and proposals 
from those at all stages of their 
career, including postgraduates, 
doctoral students and early 
career researchers.  For more 
information visit: 
www.massobs.org.uk.


