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Summary

Founded in 2004, The British Postal Museum and Archive cares
for the visual, physical and written records of over 400 years of
postal heritage including stamps, poster design, photography,
staff records and objects ranging from pillar boxes to vehicles.
To date income has come predominantly from Royal Mail
(whose archive it manages) in the form of a donation and
contractual agreement. Since inception it has been trading to
supplement this income and is now reviewing trading activity
to enable future growth and development. While recognising
the importance of reducing dependence on their key funder,
the organisation is committed to ensuring that all trading ideas
also support their mission. In this case study they discuss the
challenges of being a museum trading without a traditional
museum space and how trading activity is helping them to
reach new audiences and raise the pro le of their collection.

Date

Based on an interview with Deborah
Turton, The British Postal Museum
and Archive s Head of Access and
Development and Siobhan O Leary,
Development Of cer, held on 13
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Background

The British Postal Museum and Archive
(BPMA) was established in 2004 to
manage the public records of The

Royal Mail Archive, and the museum
collections of the former National Postal
Museum. Its mission is to increase access
to its collections, making the story they
tell of communication, industry and
innovation available to everyone. It
operates in two locations, a main of ce,
public search room and archive service
in Central London, open throughout the
week, and a museum store at Debden,
Essex, open on selected days throughout
the year. Its principle funder is Royal Mail
Group Ltd.

The BPMA is custodian of two

signi cant collections. Its museum
collection encompasses postal
equipment, uniforms, vehicles, pillar
boxes and related items, inherited

from the former National Postal
Museum, which closed in 1998. Its other
responsibility, The Royal Mail Archive,

is an extensive collection containing the
historical business and staff records of
Royal Mail and its former incarnations
(including the General Post Of ce, or
GPO), every British stamp issued since
the Penny Black, plus numerous items
ranging from posters, photographs and
postcards to original design artwork,
postal ephemera and beyond. More
unusual items include evidence from the
1963 Great Train Robbery (collected by
the Post Of ce special investigations
unit because the attack involved a
travelling post of ce train), a telegram
from the Titanic,and a rst edition of
James Joyce s novel Ulysses (seized in
the mail for obscenity in the 1920s).

The long-term objective Is to
bring the archive and museum
collections together to provide
enhanced facilities for visitors
and to support organisational
Income generation activity.
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Asigni cant challenge for the BPMAis
its current split location, combined with
a lack of exhibition space and associated
facilities such as educational space, shop
and caff. This has implications for both
audience development and ability to
generate income. Relocation to a new
venue is therefore a priority. The long-
term objective is to bring the archive
and museum collections together to
provide enhanced facilities for visitors
and to support organisational income
generation activity. This is an ongoing
project with over 45 potential sites
investigated to date. Once a site is
identi ed, it will still take around four
years to realise the project, involving a
major capital fundraising campaign and
the engagement of major stakeholders.

The BPMA s current heavy reliance on
a single funder, however, means that it
needs to develop new income streams
now, even before a new venue is found
and an associated shop and caf@ can be
established.
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Funding

Like many charities, the BPMA is
comprised of two arms: a charity (Postal
Heritage Trust) and a trading company
(Postal Heritage Services Limited). As

a result of how the organisation came
into being, each of these receives the
majority of its income (about £1million
annually) from the same source the
BPMA s founding funder, Royal Mail.

Royal Mail provides a donation to

the charity to support its access and
educational outreach work, to improve
cataloguing and to support the BPMAs
relocation project. Royal Mail also
contracts the BPMA through its trading
arm to manage its business archive.

The result is that close to 90% of the
BPMA s income comes from one funder.
Deborah Turton, Head of Access and
Development explains, That s the crux
of why we need to generate more traded
income. Our two largest income streams
are from the same source. It s likely that
the Archive contract will continue to be
renewed so long as Royal Mail remains
happy with the service we provide, but
they are likely to decrease the amount
they donate as time goes on, so in the
long-term we are aiming to replace a
signi cant portion of their donation with
other income.

Going after more grant funding has
been one strategy towards this aim. As
Turton explains, Since 2005 success with
Heritage Lottery funding has enabled
us to expand our educational offering,
including providing digitisation and
online access to part of our philatelic
collections, and developing a number
of education packs, two of which have
won Archive Landmark Awards . The
BPMA has also had success with MLA
(Museums Libraries and Archives)
funding for educational outreach, as well
as being one of only two organisations
throughout the country to succeed in
obtaining funding from all three pots
of money available to support the rst
phase of the 2012 Cultural Olympiad.
As Turton continues, Increasingly we
will be looking more towards trust and
foundations to support our educational
outreach activities.

Another strategy for reducing
dependency on Royal Mail is to increase
the proportion of income earned
through trading. Turton is currently
developing a four-year business plan

to grow current traded income and to
envisage what other income generation
activity can take place once the BPMA
has a new museum site. The rst part
of this planning process is assessing the
success of trading activity to date.
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Challenges to overcome

Development of cer Siobhan O Leary
explains that the past four years have
been largely about piloting a variety

of trading ideas. We are a young
organisation and this is a learning
process, she states. One of our biggest
problems has been not having a museum
site - which one would expect from an
organisation called the British Postal
Museum and Archive . It means we have
limited footfall and have had to think
more creatively about different ways to
reach the market.

One of these creative routes has been
development of an online shop as part
of the BPMA website. The BPMA has
developed products such as postcards,
greeting cards, gurines, mugs, magnets
and T-shirts using images from their
collections as well as smaller ranges that
have tied in with speci ¢ exhibitions.
Although reasonable sales have been
achieved through their online shop, as
O Leary says, Just because you have a
website with quite a lot of visitors does
not necessarily mean you Il be selling a
lot of products online. The conversion
rate is quite dif cult. It seems to be more
related to your external activities - you
need to be out there doing real life
activities to push sales up. It s important
to understand this interrelation. The
more things we do in the real world the
better position we are in to generate
income.

Another challenge is overcoming the
commonly held perception that we are
just about stamps, Turton adds. While
we do indeed hold one of the UKs
leading philatelic collections, stamps

are only part of the collection. Our
archive is of cially designated as being
of outstanding national importance and
encompasses material relevant to a wide
range of disciplines including art and
design, Im and photography, and British
social history. If we think just about
stamps our audience is quite small and
specialised: those interested in philately
and postal history. This audience want
avery speci c type of product and, on

a commercial level, Royal Mail may be
better placed to serve them. Looking at
our current audience, evidence suggests
that our typical user is male and in the
55-years plus age range. While we need
to maintain and cater for this audience,
we are also acutely aware that we need
to broaden our user base.

Our archive is of cially Designated
as being of outstanding national
Importance and encompasses
material relevant to a wide range
of disciplines.
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Trading and marketing
hand-in-hand

Consequently, for Turton and O Leary
generating income from trading is
inseparable from broader organisational
marketing and public relations. This in
turn supports audience development.
They see trading as needing to be based
on the untapped assets within the
museum and archive collections and the
subject expertise of curatorial staff. This
serves to not only generate income but
to achieve the broader strategic aims

of increasing access to the collection
and raising the BPMAs pro le beyond
the current audience. This is especially
important for a new and relatively
unheard of organisation.

Initially it may be easy to think, we
need income - get the money in any way
you can , says Turton, but trading and
marketing and PR go hand-in-hand. On
the one hand you need your marketing
and PR functions to raise your pro le
such that people value and trust any
product you produce. On the other
hand, the products you sell also act as
PR for the whole organisation.

The most successful trading initiative
to have achieved this combined aim for
the BPMA to date is an ongoing project
focusing on the output of the GPO

Im unit. This has been a partnership
initiative between the BPMA, Royal
Mail, the British Film Institute (BFI)
and BT Heritage. The GPO Im unit
was set up in 1933 to produce public
information Ims promoting postal and
related services. Its output included
documentary classics such as Night Mail,
the 1936 Im depicting the overnight
journey of a post train from London to
Glasgow, and others less well known
but equally ground-breaking Ims. The
BFI approached BPMA, as custodians
of The Royal Mail Archive, to discuss
a partnership project concerning the

Ims. The BPMA and BFI subsequently

nanced a project to establish what Ims
existed, what condition they were in, and
to restore a selection with the aim of
enabling public access to this historical
material. BT Heritage joined the project
to enable telecommunications Ims to
be included.

The result has been a re-mastered

DVD version of Night Mail, released in
December 2007, and the production
during 2008-09 of a further three
DVDs containing a selection of the
re-mastered Ims. Further public access
and marketing to support DVD sales
has come from a cinema tour and an
overview of the GPO Im unit on BFl's
Screenonline interactive educational
website. The project has had signi cant
bene ts for the BPMA: generating
ongoing income from nation-wide DVD
sales royalties and from sales made by
the BPMA through its own outlets, plus
generating substantial organisational PR
far in excess of anything the BPMA could
have achieved alone.

The success of this project is that it
meets multiple strategic aims. We are
generating income through product
sales, but we are also achieving
conservation and preservation aims,
not to mention marketing and audience
development, says O Leary. The
cinema tours are primarily about pro le-
raising as they don t really generate any
income but they bring awareness of
our organisation to those who may not
otherwise have heard of us.

One of the aims of the BPMA's new
business plan is to build on this kind of
success and mesh together pro le-raising
with income generation. Everything
we do to raise money also has to have
apro le raising aspect, says Turton.
Long-term this feeds back into income
generation, but it also assists us from a
strategic point of view; for example with
relocation we are more likely to have
been heard of by key stakeholders or
funders if we have products that have
captured the public s attention. On the
business development side, if we have a
higher public pro le it means that people
are more likely to buy from us and, once
we have a new museum venue, come
and visit us.







