
THE ENTREPRENEURIAL MUSEUM
...what about local authorities?



INTRODUCTION

LǘΩǎ all too easy to solicit sighs, grunts and 
Ǌŀƴǘǎ ǿƘŜƴ ǿŜ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴ ΨŜƴǘǊŜǇǊŜƴŜǳǊǎƘƛǇΩ 
ŀƴŘ ΨƭƻŎŀƭ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘƛŜǎΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǎŜƴǘŜƴŎŜΦ 
Whether as a result of holding the apron 
strings too tight or not tight enough, 
professional opinion consistently places 
ŎƻǳƴŎƛƭǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ ƻŦ ΨōŀǊǊƛŜǊΩ ǘƻ 
entrepreneurship and developing 
sustainable income sources for museums.

But is this fair? In some cases, it is the 
councils themselves attempting to drive the 
museums in their care towards more 
sustainable income sources (the push 
factor). In others, it is the museums 
possessing a stronger awareness of the need 
to develop and diversify (the pull factor).

However, across both of these motivations 
there are common barriers and blockages 
preventing a truly fruitful spirit of enterprise. 
They may originate with either the council 
or the museum ςƛǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƳŀǘǘŜǊΦ ¢ƘŜ 
good news is that they can be resolved.

In this document, therefore, we outline 
eight areas in which local authorities and 
museums need to agree and develop a 
common approach or strategy.

We have developed it after consultation 
with a wide range of local authorities, mixing 
urban and rural, large and small. We are 
particularly grateful to Coventry City Council 
and Shropshire County Council for their 
insight and support.

The eight areas cover the relationship 
between council and museum, the 
mechanisms for accountability, and the 
evolving role of local authority museums in 
ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊ ŀƎŜΦ ²Ŝ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ŜŀŎƘ 
one in turn, and then conclude with a list of 
action points to summarise.

We hope this document provides a catalyst 
for some honest and productive discussions.

Entrepreneurship connects 
museums and consumers in 
ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊ ŀƎŜΦ Lƴ 
turn, it helps create 
sustainable income through 
commercial activities.

The Entrepreneurial Museum 
project aims to understand 
and promote a culture of 
commercial enterprise and 
innovation within museums.

Delivered by CultureLabel, 
the project is funded as a 
partnership between the 
MLA Partnership and 
Renaissance West Midlands.

Visit our blog at 
IntelligentNaivety.com for 
further details and ongoing 
consumer insight.



Frame of Mind Structures
Ongoing role
for councils



OPEN RELATIONSHIPS

They may be two parts of the same 
organisation, but the relationship between 
councils and their museums will stall without 
frequent and open communications.

In particular, and as the next couple of pages 
explore, candid communication is essential 
for understanding different motivations and 
priorities. It helps with identifying and 
agreeing on expectations, and in turn, 
ensures that there is a mutual 
understanding of what success looks like, 
today and tomorrow.

These open conversations need to occur on 
an ongoing basis, which may mean revisiting 
the methods and personnel involved in 
annual or quarterly review meetings.

However, as with using observation 
methods for consumer insight, there is much 
to be said for ongoing observational 
research to complement and further inform 
more formal conversations.

Shropshire County Council 
ensures that elected 
members have active 
relationships with museums, 
visiting them on regular half-
day tours to meet with team 
members directly.

The Council places a priority 
on providing access to both 
senior directorate staff and 
elected members.

Furthermore, the Council 
encourages inter-department 
working on scheduled half-
days that bring different 
departments together to 
discuss a common area. 
Advocacy for the role of 
museums (and culture more 
generally) therefore 
permeates across all 
departments and projects.



MUTUALITY: RESOURCE ATTRACTS MORE RESOURCE

The relationship between funder (in this 
case, local authorities) and museum needs 
to exhibit similar characteristics to 
partnerships with any other organisation.

First comes the acceptance that the 
relationship must be productive. The 
museum and local authority each possess a 
finite supply of resources and some 
distinguishing assets. Through collaboration 
with each other, there is an opportunity to 
access this combined store of resources.

However, this is where many relationships 
ǎǘƻǇΦ ¢ƘŜ ǊŜŀƭ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ƛǎƴΩǘ ŀōƻǳǘ 
accessing resources ςƛǘΩǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǎƪƛƭŦǳƭƭȅ 
leveraging the assets you collectively bring 
to the table, in order to pull more 
collaborators and partners in. In turn, you 
can then collectively leverage even more.

But getting to this stage? It comes back to a 
genuine mutual understanding of each 
ƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŀƎŜƴŘŀǎ ŀƴŘ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜǎΦ IƛŘŘŜƴ 
within that will lie a common purpose, which 
enables you to deliver to both.

LǘΩǎ ƴƻǿ ƳŀƛƴǎǘǊŜŀƳ ǘƻ 
expect museums to help 
deliver on a wide range of 
economic and social 
priorities of local authorities.

Shropshire, for example, has 
undertaken extensive 
planning to map the 
potential for Learning and 
Cultural Services against 
council priorities such as 
Health & Wellbeing, Tourism 
and Economic Development.

As primary funders, councils 
need their museums to 
deliver to these agendas. Yet 
the other half of the diagram 
is often missing: what are the 
other considerations 
essential to the long-term 
success of the museum?



GREAT EXPECTATIONS

Setting expectations is critical and yet is as 
simple as communicating: giving enough 
information to upon which solid decisions 
can be made.

What exactly do you expect from each 
other? Are you in agreement in working 
towards full financial self-sustainability or 
are you working towards a 60/40 split? Do 
you both agree on the museum evolving into 
a centrepiece of the local tourism offer, or is 
it to concentrate on the local community?

And in 10 years? This long-term horizon is 
very difficult to identify within the political 
environment of councils, yet could clarify a 
lot of things for the now. More often than 
not, the conversation is as important as the 
answer itself.

Set agreed, shared expectations for the 
short, medium and longer term, attempting 
to cover just about every potential future 
scenario you can think of. Decisions can then 
be made in a context.

As the former MD of 
Blackpool Airport, Coventry 
¢ǊŀƴǎǇƻǊǘ aǳǎŜǳƳΩǎ ƴŜǿ 
boss Gary Hall knows how to 
build an entrepreneurial 
culture.

When negotiating with 
suppliers, Gary looks to the 
longer-term, planning for 
mutual growth over a 10 year 
period. Incentives to grow 
are built into negotiations, 
and communications become 
regular, active and personal.

How does this 10 year plan 
sit with the shorter cycles of 
political terms?

Can negotiations between 
museums and local 
authorities  take on similar  
traits to those with other 
service suppliers?

Part of the expectation-setting could be 
ŀƎǊŜŜƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ 
always be the first port of call when new 
activities are planned.

As we explore more fully in the Intelligent 
Naivety book, there are many ways in which 
museums can implement great ideas 
without resorting to large cash injections.

In most cases, a recasting of existing 
mindsets and priorities can create enough 
resource to enact a pilot programme, which 
then in turn provides the proof of concept 
for future scaling.

!ǘ ƛǘǎ ŎƻǊŜΣ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ΨƴƻΩ ς
even to current activities, if deemed less 
important to what you are trying to achieve.

One challenge for local authorities is to 
create a framework that enables and 
rewards this entrepreneurial behaviour and 
risk-taking, and perhaps goes as far as 
supporting the museum in the instance that 
ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǿƻǊƪ ƻǳǘ ŀǎ ǇƭŀƴƴŜŘΦ
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A THIRD WAY

²ŜΩǾŜ ǿƛǘƴŜǎǎŜŘ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ŘŜōŀǘŜ ǊŜŎŜƴǘƭȅ 
about the pros and cons of trust status for 

local authority museums. Generally speaking, 
the independence stemming from the 

governance structure of trusts can harbour 
more environmental attributes conducive to 

effective entrepreneurial working.

However,  in this document we do not want to 
retread this existing debate. Instead, we want 
ǘƻ ŎƘŀƳǇƛƻƴ ǘƘŜ ΨǘƘƛǊŘ ǿŀȅΩ ŦƻǊ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΤ 
a way that produces many of the benefits of 

trust status without needing to go through the 
extensive process of establishing a trust.

Our suggestion ςSupervisory Boards ςmay fit 
the bill in some cases, stimulating an 

entrepreneurial environment whilst injecting 
new skills and expertise into a museum.

DIRECT CONTROL INDEPENDENT TRUST



HUNGRY BOARDS

Local authority museums should be 
benefitting from the lessons emerging from 
charities in the wider culture sector, as they 
embed new approaches for supporting and 
developing good governance practice.

One such lesson is the importance of 
establishing  an independent body to 
promote the long-term interests of the 
museum. In our model, the Supervisory 
Board provides this facility, with the local 
authority represented on it.

This intermediary layer provides the primary 
and immediate source of strategic direction 
and accountability for museum managers.

Critical to the success of the Board is 
appointing members that are passionate and 
ΨƘǳƴƎǊȅΩ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳǳǎŜǳƳΣ ǘƘŀǘ 
span a range of specialist knowledge and 
skills areas, and that appreciate the 
importance of balancing both commercial 
and cultural considerations. Such a Board 
may be difficult to recruit for all museums; 
one Board could oversee multiple museums, 
pooling the valuable resource and expertise.

Coventry City Council have 
established trusts to deliver 
its museum services.

Whilst the pros and cons of 
trust status should be 
considered for each local 
authority individually, at least 
one positive outcome cannot 
be denied.

Coventry Transport Museum 
and The Herbert trusts both 
define themselves as 
ΨƳŀƴŀƎƛƴƎ ŀƎŜƴǘǎΩ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 
Council, for a fee. In their 
care has been placed 
collections and other assets.

In return, it is their 
responsibility to meet the 
requirements defined by the 
contract with the Council. 
This, however, only 
represents one aspect of 
their purpose.



WHERE THE BUCK STOPS

Whether or not trust status or Supervisory 
Boards are preferred or even possible 
routes, it is essential that councils do 
everything in their power to enable localised 
ownership of budgets and decisions in order 
to stimulate entrepreneurship.

Ownership of budgets and decisions by the 
management team and Board creates 
accountability and incentives. Without these 
prerequisites, entrepreneurial behaviours 
and commercial income generation are very 
difficult to achieve.

In our preceding model, the management 
and Board still remain accountable to the 
local authority for delivering on agreed areas 
of common purpose (see page 6), but the 
management is then also accountable to the 
Board for broader leadership strategies.

Cascading this further, delegating ownership 
of decisions (including budget allocation) to 
teams within the museum develops a strong 
sense of ownership and accountability: a 
critical ingredient for entrepreneurial 
behaviours.

If entrepreneurship is about 
building something from 
practically nothing, ƛǘΩǎ 
important to be able to 
measure and own that 
ΨƴƻǘƘƛƴƎΩ ŀƴŘ ΨǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎΩΦ

The skill of an 
entrepreneurial institution 
lies in leveraging available 
resources. Think of it as a 
virtuous circle: scarce 
resources are capitalised 
effectively, creating more 
resources to leverage and in 
turn create more resources.

But, if those resources are 
disappearing into a black 
ƘƻƭŜ ƳŀǊƪŜŘ ΨŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ǇƻǘΩΣ ƻǊ 
if the additional resources 
cannot be reinvested to build 
even more, the whole system 
falls short. Entrepreneurship 
gets quashed.
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CHALLENGING, NOT JUST MONITORING

If day-to-day monitoring is ultimately 
transferred an independent Supervisory 
Board, the role of local authority can then be 
freed up to concentrate on more strategic 
support and interventions.

For one, the common purpose outlined 
earlier requires ongoing discussion to ensure 
it reflects the evolving priorities of council 
and museum.

Secondly, regular meetings can be used to 
ensure that neither the museum or the local 
authority are acting as sleeping partners in 
the collaboration.

Thirdly, the local authority can lead on 
encouraging the development of 
entrepreneurial behaviours. With a bit of 
ǘǿŜŀƪƛƴƎΣ ǘƘŜ Ψǘƻ ŘƻΩ ƭƛǎǘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ōŀŎƪ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
Intelligent Naivety book provides a useful 
checklist for monitoring progress ςon both 
sides of the council/museum fence.

Convert your latent network into an active exchange hub

OPPORTUNITIES KNOCK

Prepare for catching trends

Create a catalogue of inspiration

Create a process for catching ideas

RESOURCED

Continually identify and negotiate with collaborators

Try treating employees as contractors

Develop a strategy for joint ventures

Define your policy on ownership of new ventures

Explore opportunities for aggregated working

Invite contacts to create a personal map of your area

Develop strategies to remove cash from the equation

Negotiate ownership of your bottom line

Negotiate ownership of key decisions

Embrace BETA launches

Trial time budgets

STAFF

Formulate a clear vision

LƴŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘŜ ΨŘŜŜǇ ŘƛǾŜǎΩ ƛƴǘƻ ȅƻǳǊ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ

Make time to get people together regularly

Revisit your organisational structure

Revisit your office layout and environment

Build team bonding into the schedule

Promote social, informal networking

Create space for failure

Research motivations and develop corresponding rewards

Inform staff of the pros and cons of intrapreneurship

Encourage self-belief

SUPPLYING CONSUMER DEMAND



NETWORKING THE NEXT BIG LITTLE THINGS

A critical new role for the local authority is that of 
aggregator. The role is dual-facing:

One part brings museums and other attractions 
together to facilitate a gathering of minds (and to 
stimulate the sharing of assets through collaborative 
working).

The second part is consumer-facing, marketing 
aggregated offers to target demographics, as in the 
ŎŀǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ aŀȅƻǊ ƻŦ [ƻƴŘƻƴΩǎ [ŀǘŜǎΦƻǊƎ ςtargeting 
young professionals through an aggregation of late 
night openings. This guerillamarketing campaign will 
ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ Ψŀ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƳǳǎŜǳƳ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪΩ 
mirroring the footprint of national retailers but 
authentic, local and unique (warts & all).

If museums position themselves as niche brands, or 
interconnecting clusters of niche brands (see the 
other documents in this series), the local authority 
Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜǎŜ ΨƴŜȄǘ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ 
ōƛƎ ǘƘƛƴƎǎΩΦ {ƘŀǊƛƴƎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΣ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅƛƴƎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŜǎ 
of scale and promoting the offer.

Finally, more value can be derived from local 
authorities working together to create networks of 
scale, encouraging learning and marketing to cross 
council borders.

As a mechanism for taking 
collections to disparate rural 
ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΣ {ƘǊƻǇǎƘƛǊŜΩǎ 
ΨaǳǎŜǳƳǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ aƻǾŜΩ Ǿŀƴǎ 
were born out of an alliance 
between three local 
authorities. Through its 
success it now has an alliance 
of nine.

To celebrate Much ²ŜƴƭƻŎƪΩǎ
link to the founding father of 
the Modern Olympic Games, 
the authority is drawing all 
museums and resources 
together in one shared 
campaign.

Coventry Transport Museum 
has a found a whole new 
niche segment, meanwhile, 
as a recent backdrop for a 
Channel 4 music programme. 
A niche segment looking for 
unusual visual spaces.

Campaign concepts 
www.realmuseums.com  

(working title)

Images from NPG/Museum of London, Shutting up Shop exhibition 

What sort of 
museum / network 

are you?

http://www.guardian.co.uk/society/gallery/2007/jun/19/?picture=330049195
http://www.guardian.co.uk/society/gallery/2007/jun/19/?picture=330049177
http://www.guardian.co.uk/society/gallery/2007/jun/19/?picture=330049180

