
THE ENTREPRENEURIAL MUSEUM
...independence - the Ironbridge Gorge Museum Trust



INTRODUCTION

What price independence? Can this  
commercial freedom (and financial 
imperative) help explain the emergence of 
Ironbridge as an ideas hub with  a truly 
diverse funding ecology? Existing on a shoe-
ǎǘǊƛƴƎ ōǳŘƎŜǘ όƴŜȄǘ ǘƻ ƛǘΩǎ ǊƛŎƘŜǊ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ 
cousins),  but no poorer in visitor delivery, 
the Ironbridge story is itself one of 
entrepreneurship.

This document pays tribute to the 
achievements to date of Ironbridge Gorge 
Museum Trust (IGMT) in nurturing creativity 
and commercialising assets to provide 
insight and learning for elsewhere in the 
region and the sector at large.

Despite the clear successes, many challenges 
remain. An immediate challenge for IGMT is 
how to capitalise fully on the vast array of 
opportunities available: identifying which 
commercialisation routes are possible, and ς
most importantly ςhow to create or release 
resource to realise them. With no shortage 
of new ideas in the organisation, knowing 
ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ΨȅŜǎΩ ǘƻ ŀƴŘ Ŧǳƭƭȅ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ 
becomes a critical strategic decision.

Ironbridge Gorge is a World Heritage Site 
commonly thought to be the birthplace of 
modern industry. This valley of invention 
comprises 10 diverse historic sites that allow 
the visitor to explore the modern world 
through the Industrial Revolution.

Set within a dramatic green and varied 
natural landscape, the jewel in the crown is 
ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƛǊƻƴ ōǊƛŘƎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǇŀƴǎ ǘƘŜ 
river Severn.

Ironbridge Gorge museums range from 
major heritage visitor attractions such as 
Blists Hill Victorian Town (which welcomes 
nearly 220,000 visitors each year) to 
specialist sites such as the Coalport China 
Museum. There is also a network of retail 
and catering outlets that add further value 
to the consumer experience both at the sites 
and across the Gorge.

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.
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CONTROL THE MEANS OF PRODUCTION

This is a phrase that could all too easily hark 
back to the glory days of the new clay mine 
attraction, soon to open in the latest phase 
of Blists Hill Victorian Town (realised through 
a £12 million partnership with Regional 
Development Agency Advantage West 
Midlands and the European Regional 
Development Fund).

However, a partnership with the award-
winning Craven DunnillTile Company has 
brought a commercial operation into the 
Jackfield Tile Museum, allowing the museum 
to develop a range of merchandise based on 
the nationally designated tile collection at 
the site as well as retail affiliated product.

This unique joint-venture arose from the 
Ŏŀǘŀƭȅǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǇǳǎƘ-ǘƘŜƻǊȅΩ ςthe 
precipitative event being the demise of the 
Decorative Tile works at the museum 
complex. This latest colonisation of Jackfield 
ŦŀŎǘƻǊȅ ǎǇŀŎŜ ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ ƛƴ ƪŜŜǇƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘΩǎ 
former use, whilst restoring an authentic 
connection to the site (the parent company 
is based in nearby Bridgnorth) as well 
providing the all-important brand fit.

The Jackfield Tile Museum 
Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǊŜƛƴǾŜƴǘŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ΨǘƛƭŜ 
ŜȄǇƻΩ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ŀ ϻтΦс Ƴƛƭƭƛƻƴ 
makeover. The by-product is 
that it creates a desire which 
transforms visitor into 
consumer.

Showcasing a multitude of 
tile applications in domestic 
and commercial settings and 
drawing upon the range 
within the designated 
national tile collection, the 
experience culminates with 
an opportunity to purchase.

The Victorian pioneers would 
have been proud of the 
ƳǳǎŜǳƳΩǎ trading 
credentials!



Commercialisation of assets, specialisation 
and industrial capacity

The Craven DunnillCompany is active in the 
niche markets of tile restoration and the 
retail of authentic Victorian tile designs 
(many inspired by the Ironbridge Collection). 
The company also undertakes more 
contemporary contracts (e.g. Transport for 
London) and produces merchandise for 
other museums and galleries, including the 
National Gallery.

The Craven DunnillTile Company injects 
specialist retail and merchandising expertise. 
In return for managing and funding this 
element of the attraction, they pay a 
commission to the museum. The new retail 
space flows from the concept of Jackfield 
¢ƛƭŜ aǳǎŜǳƳ ŀǎ ŀƴ Ψ9ȄǇƻΩ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ŘŜƳŀƴŘ 
for the retail experience.

Furthermore, the partnership keeps alive 
the heritage skills base and adds  valuable 
ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ΨǊŜŀƭ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΩ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 
visitor journey.

This joint venture has 
overtures of the Royal Opera 
IƻǳǎŜΩǎ ǇǳǊŎƘŀǎŜ ƻŦ ƳǳǎƛŎ 
label Opus Arte which sent 
shockwaves through the 
sector when the £5.7 million 
purchase was completed last 
year.

Representing a seismic shift 
in how cultural organisations 
distribute their product in a 
digital age, the ROH now has 
the capacity to produce 
(thanks to a separate 
partnership with Sony) and 
distribute performances and 
recordings by the Royal 
Opera and Ballet companies.

CONTROL THE MEANS OF PRODUCTION



AUTHENTICITY -MADE IN IRONBRIDGE

Ψ²Ŝ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƳŀƪŜ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ŀƴȅƳƻǊŜΦΦΦΩΥ {ƭƻǿƭȅ 
but surely in Ironbridge Gorge, new 
industries are replacing the old. This is 
ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ǘǊǳŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀǊŜŀ ƻŦ ΨŀǊǘ ŀƴŘ 
ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅΩΣ ǘƘŜ ǘƘŜƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ DǊŜŀǘ 9ȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴ 
of 1851, to which Ironbridge contributed so 
many of the exhibits from the mighty 
Coalbrookdale Company.

Small steps have been taken to aggregate 
products under a fledgling merchandise sub-
ōǊŀƴŘΣ ΨaŀŘŜ ƛƴ LǊƻƴōǊƛŘƎŜΩΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŀƭƭƻǿǎ ǘƘŜ 
museum to endorse and retail products in a 
wide range of markets (where a relevant 
affiliation can be made with the brand 
values of Ironbridge Gorge, as well as the 
Museum Trust). 

Some products have already been sourced, 
including a link-up with a designer-maker 
based in the Valley as well as a local brewery 
which is producing an Ironbridge ale. Given 
adequate resource, the right distribution 
channels and the right product and 
partnerships, this project could generate 
increased profile and revenues for IGMT.

People are demanding 
authenticity and emotional 
engagement, presenting new 
opportunities for cultural 
institutions - see the impact 
ƻŦ /ŀŘōǳǊȅΩǎ ƎƻǊƛƭƭŀ ŀŘǾŜǊǘǎ 
or Sony eschewing CGI to 
actually throw thousands of 
coloured balls down a street 
in San Francisco in their 
Bravia campaign ςboth 
created by the agency Fallon.

If handled well, the brands of 
culture institutions ςthe 
guardians of this valuable 
resource of authenticity ς
make powerful antidotes to 
the often hollow brands of 
commerce. The difficult 
management task is to 
leverage this value without 
damaging the integrity of the 
original offer.

This venture also has broader ramifications 
for the development of Ironbridge as a 
creative industries hub. IGMT incubates and 
houses a wide-range of creative industries 
from designer-ƳŀƪŜǊǎ ǘƻ {a9Ωǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ 
Craven Dunnill(and even has purpose built 
facilities such as Fusion).

However, there is only limited cross-
pollination, umbrella marketing or co-
ordinated strategic partnerships with 
commercial brands, academic, design, and 
ŀǊǘ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ǘǳǊƴ ǘƘŜ ΨaŀŘŜ ƛƴ 
LǊƻƴōǊƛŘƎŜΩ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ΨCustard Factory
ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜΩΣ ǊƻƻǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŘƛŎƘƻǘƻƳȅ 
of trust, heritage and innovation.

The applications could be fairly spectacular 
and even encompass the Ironworks at Blists 
Hill. This is rarely used as cost of rolling is 
prohibitive. However, the growing demand 
for real wrought iron for the heritage and 
conservation industries is producing new 
markets. Could this be cross-subsidised by 
ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅ ŀǎ ŀ ǎƘƻǿŎŀǎŜ όŀ ΨǿŜ ǎǘƛƭƭ ƳŀƪŜ 
ǘƘƛƴƎǎΩ ŎŀƳǇŀƛƎƴύΚ

http://www.custardfactory.co.uk/


Recommended next steps

ÅKey message development around the 
ΨaŀŘŜ ƛƴ LǊƻƴōǊƛŘƎŜΩ ōǊŀƴŘ ǘƻ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ǘƘƛǎ 
into a fully fledged brand proposition. 
There are several commercial brands that 
ƘŀǾŜ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭƭȅ ƳƛȄŜŘ ǘƘŜ ΨƻƭŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 
ƴŜǿΩ ǘƘŀǘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǳǎŜŘ ŀǎ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ŎŀǎŜǎΣ 
e.g. Old Mutual (see advert, bottom right)

ÅProduct selection process

ÅCompetitor analysis: presently, a Google 
search of Ironbridge pulls up 
www.englishheritageprints.comwhere 
users can get a range of print on demand 
services linked to bridge imagery. Google 
Ad Words also  throws up specialist 
Victorian tile companies and more generic 
tile brands with specific ranges further 
encroaching on the museums commercial 
territory

ÅIdentify and form commercial alliances for 
new product development and brand 
syndication

The Design Museum has 
ǊŜƛƴǾŜƴǘŜŘ ƛǘΩǎ ǊŜǘŀƛƭ ƻŦŦŜǊ 
over the last few years as 
well as consumer 
expectations of the museum 
shop, despite having little or 
no resource or commissioned 
product from its exhibitions 
programme

AUTHENTICITY -MADE IN IRONBRIDGE

http://www.englishheritageprints.com/


GET CLOSER -THE DANGEROUS BOOK FOR BOYS...

No organisation can continue to thrive 
ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ΨƴƛŎƘŜ Ƙŀǎ Ǝƻǘ ōƛƎΩ 
and the next big thing might just be the next 
little thing. Collapsing media and distribution 
costs, combined with a multitude of content 
channels and mediums (including self-
broadcasting) means power is shifting to 
sub-groups that coalesce around particular 
interests.

LǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘƘŜ ȅƻǳƴƎΣ ŜƛǘƘŜǊΥ ƻǾŜǊ срǎ ŀǊŜ 
now the second most popular users of the 
ƴŜǘ ŀǎ ΨǎƛƭǾŜǊ ǎǳǊŦŜǊǎΩ ǊǳƭŜ ǘƘŜ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ǿŀǾŜǎΦ

That said, in a world of health and safety 
concerns, more people are disconnecting 
from their devices to once more experience 
ǘƘŜ ΨǊŜŀƭΩΦ

The growth of the experience economy has 
seen people willing to pay a premium for 
experiences. The Ironbridge sites offer broad 
scope for this, from driving a steam engine 
to taking part in a Victorian wedding for the 
day. Fundraising angles can be developed by 
linkages to initiatives such as Top Lots (an 
eBay charity initiative).


