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Outstanding 
collections-based 

research

A 
resource 

for the 
wider 

museums 
sector

University Museums increasingly act as a resource for the 
wider museums sector as well as their own institutions. Financial cutbacks 
in recent years have eroded collections-based expertise in other types of 
museums, while many University Museums still retain subject specialists 
with teaching and research skills, many internationally recognised experts in 
their fields. Subject Specialist Networks and regional partnership schemes 
such as Arts Council England’s Major Partner Museums programme 
complement informal networks by which staff provide leadership and 
support for colleagues across the museum sector. Furthermore, museums 
provide a route by which the museum sector can access specialists and 
resources in the wider university, for example conservation and collections 
care staff in University Museums can draw on expertise in chemistry 
departments and access to cutting edge analytical equipment. More 
fundamentally, the university culture of experimentation and analysis 
empowers University Museums to act as test beds for the wider sector, 
experimenting with new practices and technologies and carrying out robust 
and reflective impact studies. 

The provision of museology, conservation and heritage studies 
courses within University Museums brings the opportunity to integrate 
academic and experiential learning. Through the provision of volunteering 
and work experience opportunities, paid internships, project work and 
apprenticeships, University Museums make an important contribution to 
the development of the future museum workforce. 

The Museum of Design in Plastics 
(MoDiP) at the Arts University 
Bournemouth manages the Plastics 
Subject Specialist Network (SSN), 
which has 114 members representing 
75 organisations, mainly other 
museums. Since the 1970s, plastics 
have become the most used material 
group in manufacturing and are thus 
an increasingly important material for 
our heritage. Working with Plastics 
SSN members, MoDiP has developed 
online and physical resources to 
help curators of collections with little 
knowledge of plastics identify and 
look after objects in collections. It is 
developing an online resource to foster 
best practice in the care, and thus 
preservation, of plastics objects in 
museums.

The Oxford ASPIRE Events 
Programme, a series of knowledge-
sharing workshops for museum and 
cultural professionals, is led by the 
ASPIRE team at Oxford University 
Museums as part of their Arts Council 
England-funded Major Partner 
Museum activity. Workshop themes 
include Fundraising and Philanthropy, 
Commercial Enterprise, Digital and 
Managing Museums. These have 
attracted delegates from across 
the country, are free to attend, and 
resources are freely available via the 
ASPIRE website and blog. Key to the 
success of these events is a focus 
not only on the experienced speakers 
invited to present and the facilitation of 
knowledge sharing and continued peer 
support between delegates. 

UCL’s Grant Museum acts as a 
test-bed for new technologies for 
visitor interaction. Academics from 
several UCL departments developed 
QRator, a ground-breaking interactive 
iPad label system. The success of 
the museum pilot led to QRator’s 
being cited internationally and to a 
subsequent funded collaboration with 
the Imperial War Museum. UCL is 
now partnering with University of the 
Arts London in the Share Academy 
programme, which aims to broker 
academic partnerships with London’s 
specialist museums and bring QRator 
and similar innovations – notably 
an experimental UCL Museums 
developed measure of wellbeing – to 
the wider cultural sector. 

Expertise 
and teaching 

in conservation 
and museology 

benefits 
the wider 

museums sector
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Rich potential 
for new 

international 
relationships, 
collaborations 
and strategic 
partnerships

International 
relationships 

and
networks

Universities work on a global stage and their museums play a 
key role in this international approach. The global origins of the collections 
themselves enable development of important and sustainable links with 
their communities of origin across the world, stimulating research links as 
well as contributing to community cohesion and sense of identity. 

As well as contributing to international research networks and initiatives, 
University Museums host international exhibitions and conferences, and 
loan material for research and exhibition abroad. The reputation of the UK’s 
University Museums in terms of research and museological excellence 
means they are popular destinations for international research and student 
placements; high quality collections can themselves be a powerful draw 
for many international students. Increasingly, collections-based skills are in 
demand by countries seeking to develop their museum and tourist sectors, 
and some University Museums are involved in delivering international 
professional training and short courses. Exhibition catalogues and museum 
gifts are used in a diplomatic context, and museum spaces used to host 
events for commercial supporters and visiting international delegations. 

The global origins, quality and diversity of University Museum 
collections, and the expertise of their staff, means they hold rich potential for 
new international relationships, collaborations and strategic partnerships. 

UCL Museums have played a key 
role in the establishment, in 2010,of 
UCL Qatar, a campus dedicated to 
research, post graduate teaching and 
professional development in museum 
studies, conservation and archaeology. 
UCL Museum staff have contributed 
to strategy, governance and regional 
staff support and help organise UK 
student placements. In its first year, 
16 Masters students graduated in 
Museum and Gallery Practice, and 420 
regional museum staff attended 40 
professional short courses. As the first 
UK university in Qatar, this campus 
is set to play a significant role in the 
development of rapidly expanding 
museum services in the Gulf and wider 
Arab world.

Visiting with the Ancestors: The 
Blackfoot Shirts Project led by 
curatorial and conservation staff at the 
Pitt Rivers Museum, University of 
Oxford and in collaboration with the 
University of Aberdeen, involved the 
development of mutually beneficial 
collaborations with Blackfoot First 
Nations in Canada. Historic hide 
shirts from the Museum’s collections 
were loaned to museums within 
traditional Blackfoot territory, where 
elders, ceremonialists, teachers and 
youth were able to handle them under 
supervision, prompting participants to 
share traditional knowledge, arts, rituals 
and social practice with each other. This 
project contributed to the survival of 
endangered arts and cultural heritage, 
strengthened social relationships and 
Blackfoot identity and contributed to 
social healing after colonial trauma. 

At Durham University, the Curator of 
University Museums is working with 
colleagues from the Department of 
Archaeology on a project designed 
to enhance the conservation and 
interpretation of the Buddha’s 
birthplace at Lumbini, Nepal. In 
2013 he travelled to Lumbini and met 
representatives from the National 
Museum in Kathmandu and local 
museums at Lumbini and Tiluarakot 
and presented a paper on future 
options to a meeting organised 
by UNESCO and attended by 
representatives of UNESCO; the 
Lumbini Development Trust; the 
Nepali Government’s Department 
of Archaeology; the University of 
Tokyo and other key national and 
international partners in the Lumbini 
Development project.
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Core
support, 

fundraising
and 

resilience 

Four University Museums either lead 
or are involved as partners in the ACE 
Major Partner Museum funding 
programme, totalling £19m to those 
four MPMs over three years to 2015.

The Ashmolean Museum’s £61m 
redevelopment was made possible by 
a £15 million grant from the Heritage 
Lottery Fund, enhanced by donations 
from trusts, foundations and private 
donors.

Following a successful pilot, the 
trading arm of the Fitzwilliam Museum 
has recently opened a University 
of Cambridge Museums Shop on 
Cambridge’s Kings Parade. 

All University Museums are supported by their Universities to a 
greater or lesser extent, and this core funding provides vital support for 
museum activities. The more successful ones have aligned themselves 
closely with the corporate objectives of their host universities, and 
demonstrated their ability to deliver on key priorities. In addition to revenue 
funding, a number of universities have recently made significant further 
investment to support major capital projects, enabling a step change in the 
level of service that museums can deliver.

The Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) provides 
invaluable core support currently for 31 museums, totalling £10.5m in 
2012-13. This fund specifically recognises the role of University Museums 
in serving the wider academic community. The Scottish Further and Higher 
Education Council (SFC) has recently increased its museums, galleries and 
collections grant to £6 million over five years and all Scottish universities 
with Accredited collections are now in receipt of a Funding Council grant. 
These two core funding schemes are crucial to the sustainability of many 
University Museums, enabling them to plan effectively and to leverage 
significant additional external funding from private and public sources. 

Many University Museums have a strong track record of attracting 
external funding from sources ranging from the Research Councils, the 
European Union, Arts Council England and a wide variety of trusts and 
foundations. In the last five years, HEFCE funding to University Museums 
has enabled an increase in leverage of non-HE funding by 179 per cent 
to £20.34 million. The last ten years have also seen a significant increase 

in the proportion of museum funding secured from 
other sources; many University Museums have been 
successful in philanthropic fundraising and have 
developed excellent relationships with corporate 
and individual donors. Income streams from trading 
activities, such as retail sales, venue hire, teaching 
and international consultancy are increasingly vital to 
University Museums’ business models. 

Despite many encouraging signs, the majority of 
University Museums remain under-funded and under-
exploited by their host universities. Only 10% of the 
400+ collections held by universities in England can 
access HEFCE core funding, while most University 
Museums currently lack the capacity to fully engage 
with their university’s mission and demonstrate their 
real worth. With increasing expectation placed upon 
large institutions, and greater funding pressures on 
smaller university museums and collections, the 
extent and distribution of core funding does not yet 
reflect their considerable potential to deliver academic 
and public benefits. 

Strategic investment 
in University Museums 

offers significant 
academic and societal 
benefits: wider access 
to university, deeper 

student learning, stronger 
community engagement 
and many opportunities 

for research impact 
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Students 
learn using 

museum 
objects on 
more than 

700 
university 
courses 

Nearly 
4 million 

public visitors, 
3500 

public events, 
200 

exhibitions 
last year

More than 100 University 
Museums are open to the public 

in England, Scotland, Wales 
and Northern Ireland

Internationally recognised 
collections-based research and 

substantial research impact


