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We wanted work that was high quality, high calibre and with 
local relevance. So we developed a model that could be 
tested on a national scale. We are working in the tradition of 
mass observation, engaging people, meeting people where 
they are and getting back into the heart of these 
communities.   Emma Chetcuti, Director, Multistory. 
 

It is hard not to be won over by Emma’s energy, passion and the 
sheer force of will she and her team have put into creating 
something distinctive in West Bromwich.  Emma is the founding 
Director of Multistory an organisation committed to making art with, 
for and about the people of Sandwell in the West Midlands. 
Multistory’ s projects celebrate everyday life in extraordinary ways 
by bringing world-class artists and writers together with local 
residents to tell their stories in a format that few other arts 
organisations are currently using.  The organisation had a fragile 
beginning following on from the collapse of The Public as a 
proposed major participatory arts venue and hub. In spite of its 
tentative start, in August this year Multistory will celebrate its tenth 
birthday and it has an exceptional list of achievements to look back 
on. 
 
West Bromwich is listed as the second most deprived town in the 
country by the Office for National Statistics, it also ranks second 
lowest for educational attainment. With a degree of Black Country 
tenacity it is precisely this context that seems to have caused 
Multistory to have an unprecedented scale of ambition. Multistory 
has built a programme model that works with very high calibre 
artists and established names that are willing to come to Sandwell 
and create new work with the local community. In building 
Multistory’s strategy Emma and her team looked at the 
programmes of regional galleries and museums and found that few 
were commissioning new work about local people and everyday 
lives. They therefore started to evolve a model based on two 
principles: 
 
1. Giving local people the opportunity to interact with artists they 

wouldn’t normally meet 

2. Using those interactions as a platform for the artists to interpret 

the stories of the people they were working with 

 
Over the last six years Multistory has undertaken two significant 
projects: Open for Business (A major regional touring exhibition), 
and Black Country Stories (including commissions with Martin Parr 
and Margaret Drabble). Open for Business provided the 
opportunity to test the scalability of the programme approach 
Multistory had been developing on a local basis. Ten partners in 
ten regions were involved in working with ten photographers to 
replicate the model in their area using it as a mechanism to 
generate local audiences and relationships.   
 

 

Multistory 

Multistory has built a 

programme model that 

works with very high 

calibre artists and 

established names that 

are willing to come to 

Sandwell and create 

new work with the local 

community. 



 2 

 
 
 
 
We decided quite early on when working with Martin Parr 
that we were building a social archive – photographs, oral 
histories and written texts. But in building a social archive it 
also means that we can work with local photographers and 
writers. When we held the opening for Martin Parr’s work 
over 600 people turned up. It had changed the way we 
worked. 

 
In thinking about the current business model Emma explains that it 
evolved out of two parallel drivers for change. Firstly, pre-empting 
austerity measures and reducing public sector expenditure 
particularly on the part of the local authority. Sandwell Borough 
Council will have had to make savings of nearly £80m between 
2015 and 2018.  
 
Secondly, building the new social archive project working model. In 
developing the model Multistory moved to a new organisational 
design which both reduced core costs and allowed more flexibility 
in terms of the way the team worked. Instead of having a delivery 
team of permanent staff Multistory now has a core of four people 
and specialist project support is brought in when required, this 
allows the team to shrink and grow as appropriate. In reducing the 
core costs Multistory created a productions fund which gave it the 
freedom to create its own programme. 
 

It meant we could bring in project workers as and when we 
needed them but most importantly it meant we could 
significantly reduce our overheads. All our energy now goes 
into creating ideas, coming up with a programme and 
ensuring there are things people can buy into. We’ve started 
a business model where we can sell to people outside of the 
area. 
 

Through introducing the new way of working Multistory built another 
arm to the business, which includes merchandising and sales. 
Partnering with commercial agencies and artists has also helped 
Multistory build its own expertise in selling.  The underlying financial 
model is now based on three strands

1
: hidden subsidy core funds 

(44%); hidden subsidy project funds (51%); direct sales (5% - 
merchandise sales and partnership funds). 
 
What are some of the lessons learnt from developing the Multistory 
business model? 
 
 Be proactive and pre-empt possible changes, don’t wait for 

things to happen  

 Scale is not an inhibitor to ambition. Small organisations can do 

things that big institutions can’t  

 Work with high quality partners and artists 

 People will buy artwork if it is affordable and high quality 

 

1
 Source: 2014/15 Statutory Accounts 
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 Don’t be afraid to build content with selling in mind 

 Working across sectors can bring in surprising partners. 

Multistory have now worked with partners ranging from the 

Wellcome Trust to the FT, and from Magnum Photos to the 

Science Museum London 

 
When asked about the advice she might give others thinking about 
new business models, at the heart of Emma’s response seems to 
be relationship building. 
 

Probably the key point is getting out and about creating new 
ideas and relationships; you have to be partnership working.  
You also need to be constantly thinking about and telling 
stories, we look at the year and work out the key points to 
tell a story, it is important to get used to doing this regularly. 
Nowhere else are these stories being told about the ordinary 
and the everyday.  
 
You also have to be risk taking, we have to keep reinventing, 
but it is always about making really powerful art that local 
people will engage with.   

Images: 
Pg.1  Mark Power, Open for Business exhibition, 2015. ©Science Museum 
 London 
Pg.2  Top: Martin Parr at the opening of his exhibition,  Wolverhampton  Art 
 Gallery, 2015  ©Multistory Black Country Stories 2010 to 2014 
 Bottom: As above 
Pg.3 Top: Left to right: David Hurn, Stuart Franklin, Jonas Bendiksen, Jo 
 Quinton-Tulloch, Mark Power and Peter Marlow, launch of Open for 
 Business exhibition, 2014. ©National Media Museum Bradford 
 Bottom: A wall of Martin Parr’s photographs at Wolverhampton Art 
 Gallery, 2015 ©Multistory 
 
Both projects were commissioned by Multistory   
Case Study produced by Alchemy Research & Consultancy for the South East 

Museum Development Programme supported with public funding by Arts Council 

England. 
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