
Directors in Conversation 

Convenor Andrea Bishop, Paul Sapwell HCT (PS), Carolyn Abel Southampton 

City Council (CA), Lucy Johnson Army Flying Museum (LJ), Kevin Casey Diving 

Museum (KC) 

1.People are the most important resource in any museum. How can we best 

develop and inspire staff and volunteers? 

CA – Relationships with colleagues, not being hierarchical. Providing hope in challenging 

situations. But don’t follow my lead at the moment as my portfolio has expanded which 

makes it hard. Recognise that staff are the barometer for your organisation. Celebrate the 

amazing things staff do. Staff are loyal. Build strong relationships. Give hope when times are 

hard. 

PS – Be clear about the direction and purpose of your organisation. Ensure that you 

articulate that clearly. Be upfront and honest, treat people with respect. It’s not really 

rocket science. Know where your organisation is and allow people to feedback to you. We 

are using the ‘Workplace’ social media platform to allow staff to share and communicate 

with each other as they are working over distances due to several venues. We don’t want 

sanitised feedback, allow people to communicate freely. 

LJ – Concurs with previous comments. In her medium sized organisation there is no 

opportunity to climb the ranks. Chat to staff to find out their personal and work aims and 

objectives. It’s about giving them opportunity. 

KC – At their museum they are all volunteers and all started at the same base-line with no 

experience in museums. They have progressed together. Communication can still get 

broken so they have meetings at the beginning and end of each year which they invite all 

the volunteers to so they can ask questions and ‘wash up’ respectively. One commented at a 

meeting “I didn’t realise how much goes on behind the scenes”. Accreditation and fund 

raising – they made a list of questions about museum experiences such as volunteering and 

fundraising which they circulated to their volunteers and then met with seven different 

museums to ask how they approached things and for their experiences. How you deliver it is 

the most important thing to get people on board. Accreditation has been a step-change for 

them – helped volunteers to understand the reasons behind what they do. 

2. How do you approach fundraising? Could you share a recent funding success 

of lesson with us to illustrate? 

KC – Didn’t have to clue to start with. Mixing and sharing with other museums has helped 

him learn. ‘Inspiring a Culture of Philanthropy’ was beneficial. If you are going for a Lottery 

grant take on a consultant, don’t try and go it alone. The goalposts are changing – 

community engagement is critical. Show what you have written to someone else. Talk to 

funders. 



LJ – We are in the middle of a £2.6 million HLF project. Raised a million themselves by 

applying to trusts and foundations. Probably sent out in the region of 100 applications. 

Always have a go, see if you can tailor it to what you are doing. Hate to say it but sometimes 

it’s quantity over quality. Speak to who looks after your accounts to see if you can get tax 

relief. Need to create a £40,000 surplus in their fundraising annually. Different challenge for 

them which the board found hard to accept. The strategy they are taking is to focus on 

fundraising events. They will have two large scale events this year – this is risk taking. Need 

to be clear and open. Make sure your board understand the risks you are taking and why. 

PS – Need great people doing fundraising in the team, expertise in the organisation. The 

core of the organisation is museums + trading + charity – they are all equal parts. They are 

focusing on a new campaign in the venues to show what they do as an organisation. 

Collaboration and partnership work. Delighted to secure funding for Gosport from the High 

Streets Fund – partnerships have made their applications stronger. 

CA – Think about the small and incremental stuff you can develop, successes grow 

confidence. Allow individuals to go and look for grants and be entrepreneurial. Build 

relationships. 

3. What initiatives beyond the sector have you observed that you believe can 

improve the development and sustainability of Museums? 

PS – Joined the sector four years ago. Importance of customer and visitor is drilled into 

everything in the commercial world. The visitor experience is every connection they have 

with you. Investment into digital. Customer insight. Enable customers to buy tickets in a 

couple of clicks. Enable customers to feedback what they think. Think about the detail. We 

really care about how we display our collections but the consistency of connection is poor 

with untidy visitor desks and scrappy venue signage. 

CA – I was going to do an MBA a while ago but my circumstances changed. I’m glad I waited 

and did it more recently as business has changed and there has been a mindshift towards 

responsible and sustainable leadership. It reassured me that a strong cause at the heart of 

an organisation will drive it. Profit isn’t a bad word. Have initiatives that point back to the 

core. 

LJ – Worked in the theatre. Box office systems provide a great customer profile and 

customer information – sales patterns. Museum sector hasn’t caught up yet. Installed a new 

till system but it’s not much better than the old one. Look at how people are using you, your 

café, your shop. 

 

KC – Look at everyone in the group and ask what can help you from previous experiences. 

Came from the oil industry which has its own accreditation standards. Document register – 

know what you have got and where it is. One volunteer is a retired forensic accountant and 



is working on fundraising. Look at people working alongside you at every level – they are 

your resources of knowledge. Don’t overlook skills and experience. 

4. What would you consider the most successful ways you have used 

collections to connect with audiences in your museum? 

LJ – Completely refurbished the museum. We did a mass consultation with different 

community groups, new and existing users. Asked what they liked and took that on board. 

People said they liked that it wasn’t completely digital, so they have kept an ‘old school’ 

feel. They have cemented their objectives. Oral history project with 60 recordings, volunteer 

led. Allowed them to take ownership and the regiments have engaged with it. It has brought 

the whole collection to life with stories from veterans and childhood memories. They are 

taking the collection out of the museum. The Outreach officer is going to all sorts of 

community groups – it’s exciting. 

CA – Arts Council MPO funding has allowed them to focus on access to collections. 

‘Southampton Stories’ is ram-packed with previously unseen collections from the stores as 

well as having changing displays. Going out to engage – open to conversations – talking to 

the LBGTQ community. Storytelling. It’s all informing collecting for the future. Audit what 

you’ve got to inform going forward. 

PS – Exciting to see the way the central programmes team previously ‘mythical’ world of 

collections and conservation is getting out into the venues. Allowing our people to engage 

with objects and empowering them. Venues supported – staff on the frontline need to feel 

part of the story. Using collections outside of the sector. The Solent Mind ‘On the Move’ 

project allowing men to come and work in the collections store – similar to the ‘Men’s Shed’ 

project. 

KC – Items are the bait to bring people into your museum. We want to bring big companies 

in to support us. Our first major exhibition was the loan of the first diving helmet in the 

world from the Science Museum and we invited big companies to the private view. The 

second exhibition was the loan of the oldest diving relic in the country, the second oldest in 

the world. We did another private view and the big companies came and invested. Now this 

year our third exhibition will feature two lumps of lead that were found with the first diving 

helmet. You need to tell the story, make them seem like lumps of gold. Make them believe 

in you and never waste and opportunity. 


