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Reading Museum Service 

 

1 Executive summary 
 
This section of the document provides an executive summary of Reading 
Museum Service’s Best Value Review Improvement Plan. The review was 
carried out during 2002-3 using the corporate Best Value Review Toolkit as a 
model for the process and was completed in March 2003.  
 
The Improvement Plan is the outcome of a process that included: 
• a service stocktake that provides a detailed description of the current 

service  
• challenging ourselves by asking fundamental questions 
• comparing ourselves to other comparable services 
• consulting widely with stakeholders  
• considering competition and alternative ways of providing the service  
 
A substantial body of evidence was gathered and analysed during this 
review.  Evidence includes the results of eighteen separate pieces of 
consultation and a detailed comparison with a range of other services. This 
is outlined below and presented in detail in the main review.  Three key 
theme documents link the evidence to each improvement item.  
 
The review presents a picture of a service with many strengths and a good 
level of high quality service delivery.  The key strength of the service is the 
committed team of staff who work in a flexible and creative way to deliver 
a customer focused service.  Other strengths include: 
• expertise and focus on formal and informal learning 
• the loans service which is recognised nationally as a centre of 

excellence 
• success in attracting external funding and income 
• working in partnership 
• quality collections and collections management practice  
• presenting a broad range of all-round services for a diverse audience 
 
An extensive programme of consultation carried out for this review indicates 
a high level of stakeholder satisfaction.  A range of improvements have been 
developed from consultations that address areas of weakness and build on 
existing strengths.  The comparison element provided some important 
learning points, particularly around cross-sector management and achieving 
higher in-person visitor rates.  Reading Museum Service’s core strengths in 
organisational and staff development, learning partnerships and outreach 
work were confirmed as strong through comparison with others. 
 
The improvement plan is a five-year developmental action plan that will 
ensure significant improvement.  It contains sixty-eight separate 
improvement topics – many with a number of separate specific actions 
within them.  The improvements have been presented in two 
complementary ways.  The main grouping in Chapter Two is around three 

1  Chapter One - Improvement Plan Introduction  



Reading Museum Service 

Chapter Four - Collections Management 
This chapter explains acquisitions and disposals practice, collections 
care (including conservation and storage), documentation, research 
(internal and external), enquiries and museum surgery, photographic 
services and professional consultation and advice 

 
Chapter Five - Learning Services 
Chapter Five describes the learning services provided by Reading 
Museum Service.  This includes loans, opportunities for life long 
learning, formal education (including outreach), informal education, 
activities and events, talks and lectures, on-line services and 
providing professional development (including 
consultancy/mentoring/CPD/work experience/volunteers etc) 

 
Chapter Six - Exhibitions, Displays and Public Services     
This Chapter describes the permanent and temporary exhibitions and 
displays, marketing, evaluation, publications and retail services  

 
3.2.1 Stocktake conclusion 

Overall, the service stocktake describes a service with many strengths and a 
good level of high quality service delivery.  The key strength is the staff – a 
group of highly committed people who work in a flexible and creative way 
to deliver a customer focused service.  Effective team working with matrix 
management approach and good staff development are important features 
of this success.  Other key service strengths include: 
• A particular expertise and strategic focus on learning services that 

include a loans service recognised nationally as a centre of excellence 
(See Chapter Five). 

• A strong track record of successfully attracting external funding from a 
range of sources including Heritage Lottery Fund, New Opportunities and 
a variety of other public and commercial sources (See Chapter Two) . 

• Strong evidence of successful partnership working which has enabled the 
service to develop many projects in an effective way with maximum 
impact (See Chapter One). 

• A diverse collection acquired over a prolonged period of time including 
many important objects and images (See Chapter Four). 

• Good quality collections management processes (See Chapter Four). 
• A broad range of all-round services that successfully attract a wide range 

of audiences and present interesting exhibitions and activities(See 
Chapters Five and Six) 

• A high quality museum facility benefiting from a recent major 
redevelopment project and incorporating attractive, informative and 
accessible displays (See Chapter Six). 

 
The Stocktake also identified some areas that can be improved and these 
have been explored further through the consultation, comparison and 
competition phases and developed into improvement items.  In particular it 
was identified at the Stocktake stage that the museum has relatively low in-
person visitor figures.  
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The Audit Commission assess visitor figures on the basis of per thousand of 
the population and in 2000-01 this puts Reading, at 388 per 1000, well 
below the national average of 521.  In the latter stages of the review the 
Audit Commission published the comparative figures for 2001-2.  In-person 
visitor figures for 2001-2 are 57,660.  This showed an improvement in 
Reading’s performance to 431 per 1000 and a substantial fall in the national 
average to 415 per thousand – thus putting Reading fractionally above the 
national average in 2001-2.  However, in comparison to other unitary 
authorities (average 797 per thousand) the figure for Reading is still below 
average.  Reading Museum Service accepted the weakness in personal visits 
to the Museum of Reading and turned this into one of the key improvement 
themes for the review. 
 
To counterbalance this, Reading Museum Service has displayed increasing 
numbers in recent years despite a downward national trend.   More 
importantly, the service has outstandingly high user figures (top quartile 
nationally as defined by the Audit Commission).  In addition the museum’s 
loans service provides 258,000 uses per year.  These uses have been proven 
by government-funded research to have significant learning impacts but are 
unfairly excluded from the Audit Commission’s totals. When added in (see 
Stocktake Chapter Three) the user figures for the Museum of Reading offer 
excellent value.   
 
3.3 Challenge 

The challenge document sets out the way that the review process delivers a 
broad ranging and fundamentally challenging review.  A wide ranging 
challenge session took place at the beginning of the review. A SWOT analysis 
was conducted with the entire museum staff.  Assorted other discussions 
were combined to form the Challenge. The Best Value Board subsequently 
approved the document.  
 
Some of the fundamental questions the review set out to answer include the 
following:  
• To challenge whether the strategic focus and activities of Reading 

Museum Service are appropriately focused to contribute to the 
achievement of the relevant national and regional policy objectives for 
the sector 

 
• To challenge whether the regional role of Reading Museum Service is 

necessary and whether it needs to be carried out by Reading Museum 
Service 

 
• To challenge whether the learning role of Reading Museum Service is 

necessary and whether the roles need to be carried out by Reading 
Museum Service 
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3.3.1 Challenge conclusion 

During the course of the review the challenges have been addressed through 
the process of comparison, consultation and competition.  The review has 
demonstrated that the current strategic focus is appropriately focused in 
line with stakeholder needs, local, regional and national agendas.  However, 
it has identified that several key strategic documents including the Mission 
Statement, objectives, exhibitions and education policies need to be re-
written to take account of recent changes. 
 
The review has endorsed the current regional role of Reading Museum 
Service and confirmed that the learning services of the museum make a 
positive contribution to local and regional corporate agendas. 
 
During the course of the review a particular weakness was identified – the 
relatively low in-person visitor figures.  This had not been highlighted in the 
original challenge but, having been identified as a major issue during the 
review, it has been escalated to become one of the main themes of the 
Improvement Plan.  
 
3.4 Compare 

Three other museums were selected to provide a general comparison across 
all service areas and were visited by a team of Reading’s staff.   
 
The entire staff at Reading went to Portsmouth City Museum for a detailed 
comparison visit.  This ensured widespread staff involvement in the Best 
Value process and enabled the review to conduct subject-based focus groups 
with Portsmouth staff. Portsmouth is a good comparator due to similar local 
population, venue size and visitor numbers.  It is also significant that 
Portsmouth has a loans service and has recently become a cross-sectoral 
Arts, Libraries, Museums and Records Service.   
 
Flexibility and commercial influence in the public programming at 
Portsmouth provided the basis for a greater number of local and community 
visitors than Reading. They demonstrated strong commercial income 
principally through the effective use of sites for private hire.  Portsmouth’s 
range of sites, including a seaside castle, offered greater opportunities for 
commercial flexibility than Reading’s single main site but some 
improvements were nevertheless suggested from this feature of the 
comparison.  The Portsmouth service has a cross-sectoral management 
structure that has influenced the planned re-structure at Reading. The 
integrated archive service and good collections management and access to 
records are a strength at Portsmouth; they also use curators to deliver 
activities.  Other issues included the strong contribution made by their 
Friends organisation.   
 
Three members of Reading’s management team visited Kingston-upon-Hull 
Museums and Art Gallery.  The principal reason for the comparison is that 
it is the largest local authority museum loans service.  They operate seven 
museums including a regional art gallery and a learning centre for schools.  
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Their Director was recently seconded to lead a Corporate Governance 
Inspection Team.  It recently had a Best Value Inspection and achieved a 
good result with promising prospects for improvement.  It was felt that 
comparison with Hull offered a good learning opportunity for Reading. 
 
In Hull, there is a clear strategic focus to enhance the quality of life by 
access to real objects and to foster civic pride.  Their recent Best Value 
Review process was a challenging change management process – traditional 
ways of working were changed and the staff are being re-structured.  The 
service has a very high profile within the city and the council and strong 
relationships at every council level. They have some prestigious collections – 
particularly the art collection much of which is on permanent display in the 
Ferens Art Gallery.  Large and small-scale exhibitions facilities are used to 
provide a diverse programme with popular culture themes encouraging high 
visitor figures, repeat visits and community involvement.  They operate a 
substantial loans service that does not involve access to original museum 
objects.  Several education resources seemed to be underused and there are 
some delays in implementing a staff restructure.  
 
Buckinghamshire County Museum Service, based at the County Museum in 
Aylesbury was chosen as the most comparable venue in the region; also it 
enjoys higher visitor figures and a cross-sectoral structure.  A team of four 
staff visited Aylesbury to compare the services and look for learning points. 
 
BCMS Aylesbury benefits from a close relationship with the county education 
service.  They have a popular Roald Dahl Gallery that is focused on 
education and has an admission charge.  There is little outreach but the 
service does put considerable emphasis on the development of internally 
generated exhibitions that tour to other venues.  Standards of collections 
documentation is high and emphasis was put on providing support for 
curators professional development.  They have a service level agreement to 
care for collections from Milton Keynes.   They have a small café that is 
managed in-house and provides a pleasant environment for visitors. Their 
marketing budget is similar to Reading’s and their marketing activity shows 
evidence of greater audience segmentation with separate leaflets for 
different target audiences. They enjoy active support from their Friends 
organisation.  
 
Other service elements were compared on specific issues.  These included 
looking at the loans service operated by the National Museum of Wales. 
This national loans service for Wales is considerably larger than Reading’s 
service and was looked at by our Education Manager. The museum supports 
90% of the annual running cost of the service, with targets based on the use 
of loans rather than financial targets. The loans collections are packaged in 
a number of ways. Older loans objects are packaged in custom made 
wooden boxes, whilst new loans are packed in black plastic cases lined with 
plastazote. There are notes and information available in some of the boxes, 
but for newly packaged collections the emphasis is on providing activities on 
line. Replica items are being produced to make a number of duplicates of 
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popular boxes, although these must be based on real objects from the 
collection. 
 
A comparison of museum websites was carried out looking initially at 
twenty-four websites, narrowing that down to look in detail at five high 
quality sites.  This research found several examples of high quality 
interactive sites giving access to learning resources, collections and user 
contributions that provide useful pointers towards future development. 
 
Other comparisons are detailed in the comparison section of the report 
including Banbury Museum’s new catering facilities, a telephone survey of 
neighbouring museums and information gathered at professional meetings 
and charging policies for archaeological archives. 
 
 
 
3.5 Consult 

An extensive programme of consultation formed a major part of the Best 
Value Review – with eighteen key pieces of consultation being conducted. 
 
Overall, the consultation demonstrates a high satisfaction level amongst 
stakeholders across all areas of the museum service.  Many important and 
detailed findings were obtained that show where the service is performing 
successfully and indicating areas that could be improved.  The findings are 
presented in detail in the consultation documents. Both detailed reports and 
executive summaries of each consultation are included. 
 
3.5.1 Overall consultation programme 

1.    Staff Consultation 
2.    Council Members  - questionnaire  
3.    General Population Survey - BMG 
4.    Non-user focus group  
5.    User focus group 
6.    Family visitors – questionnaire 
7.    Children - questionnaire 
8.    Paid activities  - questionnaire  
9.    Corporate Members - member evaluation 
10.  Corporate Members - impact of objects in the community 
11.  Information communications technology – online questionnaire 
12.  Teachers – users focus group 
13.  Teachers - non-user questionnaire and telephone survey 
14.  Friends of Reading Museum - questionnaire 
15.  Work Experience Provision – telephone survey 
16.  Acquisitions Policy - various 
17.  Partnerships – letters, telephones, meetings 
18.  Representative organisations with stake in cultural heritage of area – 
letters, telephone meetings 
 
Table 1 Summary of Best Value consultations 
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It is difficult to summarise this extensive programme of consultation in a 
couple of paragraphs.  Representative selections of findings from five pieces 
of research are briefly presented here. 
 
3.5.2 Family visitor survey 
The family visitor survey was carried out in-house and was one of the most 
successful pieces of consultation, producing a wealth of good quality data. 
 
• Very high satisfaction rates overall – particularly noteworthy top marks 
 for: helpfulness of staff, cleanliness of building, quality of galleries and 
 exhibitions, toilets, internal signage and seating.  Low level of 
 satisfaction with external signage. 
• Overall satisfaction rate – 97% rated us high 
• Family Friendly museum – 97% rates us high 
• Strong evidence of learning taking place with 99% saying they learned 
 something and 86% reporting they intended to follow it up.  Main ways 
 for acquiring additional information were to revisit Museum of Reading, 
 visit other museums, visit library and use the internet 
• Only 15% of families had used the 3Bs café/Bar 
• The Box Room is the most popular gallery  
 
These findings and others confirm that the service is effective.  They also 
point the way towards many of the improvements from the review, such as 
the planned improvements to external signage (IPV10) and developing 
catering services that are appropriate to the museums core audiences 
(IPV13).  
 
3.5.3 Councillors survey 

A questionnaire was sent to all the elected members to ensure this key 
stakeholder group had an opportunity to contribute to the review. A variety 
of findings were obtained and these are written up fully in the consultation 
chapter of the main review. Overall, respondents reported a high level of 
satisfaction with the museum’s services and that the museum was very 
important to the town. 75% of respondents had not looked at the museum’s 
website. They showed an interest in local history and on acquisition policy 
options the strongest enthusiasm for acquiring modern day objects to 
document the present for the future.  Councillors chose behind the scenes 
tours and exhibition launches as their preferred museum events to attend.  
The Bayeux Tapestry Gallery was their favourite and the John Madejski Art 
Gallery their least favourite Gallery.  Councillors supported the strategic 
emphasis of the museum on learning. 
 
3.5.4 Teacher focus group 

An external consultant, Alison James, who is a specialist in museum 
learning, carried out this piece of research. The organisation of this 
research included the museum paying for substitute teacher cover. This is 
an important piece of research that gives genuine independent insight into 
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the views that teachers have of the museum service. A full report is 
available, but findings include: 
• The crucial importance of high quality museum staff 
• Teachers want us to provide more on-line resources 
• Teachers are happy with our policy of dual education and public use of 

 the galleries at the same time 
• Teachers have a perception that the loans service is expensive 
 
3.5.5 Non-user teacher survey 

This survey of teachers who do not use the museums learning services was 
carried out in two stages by museum staff.  It produced some of the most 
interesting and important data in the consultation process.   
• Many of the teachers had used our services previously 
• Frequently cited cost and problems getting popular loans boxes as 

 reasons for not re-joining 
• 41% of these non-users would find the money to subscribe if we could 

 reliably supply the popular loans boxes 
• Variety of clear marketing needs identified 
 
The findings from this survey have been incorporated into numerous items in 
the improvement plan. 
 
3.5.6 Loans partnership consultation 

This survey of thirty museums in Berkshire, Oxfordshire and 
Buckinghamshire examined the possible development of partnerships to 
provide loans of objects to schools, as an extension of the current loans 
service managed by Reading Museum Service. This is on the model of two 
pilot partnerships already underway.  
Fifteen museums attended meetings to discuss the idea.  
• Discussions have also been held with the county museum services of 

 Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire, SEMLAC, HLF, Resource and some LEA 
 representatives and school teachers. 

• Twenty museums have so far expressed an interest in becoming a partner 
 should external start-up funding be available 

• These museums are all keen to expand outreach access to their 
 collections but have been unable to do so alone 

• LEA representatives and school teachers are very interested in seeing the 
 choice of available learning resources expanded in this way 

 
This consultation forms the basis of improvement item IPL12. 
 
3.6 Compete 

In competition, the Best Value process requires the review to consider seven 
alternative options for the future delivery of the service.  The options that 
were considered are: 
 
• In- house 
• Partnership working 
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• Mixed provision 
• Substitution  
• Market testing 
• Externalisation  
• Pull out of the service 
 
A competition matrix, which has been developed by Reading Borough 
Council, was used to help assess the options for future service delivery.   
 
3.6.1 Means of service delivery in museum sector 

There is an existing diversity of organisational systems and structures in the 
museum sector that makes it clear that not all museums need to be run by 
local authorities.  Nationally, local authorities operate approximately 65% of 
museums, 30% are run as independent trusts.  Universities and nationals 
museums make up most of the remainder. (Source: Creigh-Tyte, ‘Museums 
in the UK’, Journal of Cultural Economics 22, 1999)  Within the SEMLAC 
region approximately 60% of museums are independent charities. (Source 
SEMLAC website). 
 
3.6.2 Competition outcome for Reading Museum Service  

However, it is clear that there have been very few transfers of local 
authority museum services into an alternative status such as trusts (two of 
the most notable being Sheffield and York).  As part of the review a 
discussion was held with the Chief Executive of Sheffield Galleries and 
Museum Trust.  A substantial amount of research has been conducted by 
other organisations and this was used to inform the outcome of the review.  
The following two documents inform the debate on trust status for 
museums: Sheffield Galleries and Museums Trust,  ‘The Wheel of History – A 
Relinquishing of City Council Cultural Control and the Freedom to Manage’  
published in the International Journal of Arts Management Vol. 3 Autumn 
2000 and Resource: The Council for Museums, Archives and Libraries 
published a discussion paper ‘Regional Collections: Towards a Sustainable 
Future’ in December2000.  In addition both Kingston-upon-Hull Museums and 
Art Gallery and Buckinghamshire County Museum Service provided in-house 
research on the subject. 
 
These reports describe the overwhelming problems of changing status and 
conclude that such an option is not suitable for Reading Museum Service.  
These considerations, combined with the clear political imperative from the 
elected members of Reading Borough Council produced the outcome that 
Reading Borough Council will provide a museum service in-house.  A 
management re-structure will be carried out to obtain better value and 
hybrid options will be included in the service delivery structure – some 
elements of the service are already contracted out and we will continue to 
investigate externalising further elements of the service in the future.  
 
The next section describes the main outcome of the Best Value Review  - 
the Improvement Plan. 
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4 Summary of the Improvement Plan   
 
4.1 The Improvement Plan structure 

The main Improvement Plan grid identifies sixty-eight separate 
improvement topics – many with a number of separate actions within them. 
The improvements have been grouped around three key themes: 
 
• Increasing visitors 
• Access  
• Learning 
 
There is considerable overlap between the themes.  For example, many of 
the improvements in learning also improve access.  However, grouping the 
principal direction of the improvements into these three themes helps to 
give some overall structure to the plan.  In Chapter Three the improvements 
are also described under eight strategic objectives. 
  
Each of the improvements contain a number of targets or milestones which 
• Define the improvement  
• Identify initial actions  
• Provide a monitoring mechanism for achievement  
• Links to corporate policies, resource implications and officer 

responsibilities are also identified. 
 
The Improvement Plan grid is supported by three key theme documents.  
These documents present a summary of the evidence from the review that 
were used to develop each of the suggested improvements. This provides 
the reader with a convenient way to access some of the key data from the 
review and to see clearly how the review process led to each specific 
improvement. 
 
4.2 Efficiency and resources 

Overall the review strongly suggests that Reading Museum Service is an 
efficient service and that there are areas for improvement.  The provision of 
outreach and ICT is in line with strategic emphasis on providing customer 
focused learning services and good value for money is demonstrated through 
a very low cost per use.  This is counterbalanced by the identification of an 
area for improvement.  Low in-person visitor figures cause relatively high 
cost per visitor figures.  Increasing visitor figures and thereby significantly 
improving the cost per user has become an important focus of the 
Improvement Plan. 
 
Most of the improvements in this document suggest ways to improve the 
efficiency of the service by finding ways to achieve more with the same 
resources.  Initial developmental stages for all improvements will be carried 
out within existing current resources and most of the improvements will be 
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fully implemented within existing resources.  Eighty-two percent of the 
improvements will be initiated in year one (2003-4).  This sets a challenging 
pace for change and indicates that progress should be perceived quickly. 
 
There are many examples of improvements that offer the means to fund 
themselves through income opportunities.  There are also opportunities 
within the plan to attract external funding from grants, awards and 
sponsorship.  Reading Museum Service has demonstrated in the Stocktake its 
track record of attracting external funding and is in a good position to build 
on previous success.   
 
Twenty-four improvement points identify a need for some form of external 
funding, including grants, awards and sponsorship to enable full 
implementation. Fifteen improvements in the plan have already secured 
external funding either in whole or in part.  This includes: 
 
• full funding (£5k plus additional evaluation costs) for IPV11 which 

develops the innovative project of book loans from museum galleries  
• IPL2 with £18k funding learning services in areas of low educational 

attainment 
• IPL9 securing £1k funding towards new presentation equipment 
• IPA14 securing the £110k fully funded Blake’s Lock development.  
 
These facts ensure that the museum’s Best Value Improvement Plan is a 
realistic and comprehensive development programme that will increase the 
impact, quality and efficiency of this service. 
 
The next section provides a brief summary of the key improvements under 
each of the three main themes. 
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5 Three key improvement themes 
 
5.1 Increasing visitors 

Both the theme and target of increasing visitors is concerned with achieving 
a significant and sustainable increase in the number of personal visits to the 
museum.    
 
It is recognised that this key theme was not directly addressed in the 
original aims and objectives of the review.  Evidence emerged during the 
conduct of the review that the Museum of Reading has below average 
personal visits.  Visitor numbers are a key indicator to the Audit 
Commission, being part of the national data that museums are required to 
report. The review therefore identified a weakness in this area and the 
service is responding positively to it. 
 
There are fifteen improvements that will have a significant impact on the 
visitor numbers at the Museum of Reading.  Some make incremental changes 
to improve existing services and others propose significant changes that will 
have a major long-term impact on the service. A package of marketing 
initiatives (supported by extensive consultation) is fundamental to the 
strategy for increasing visitor numbers.  These marketing initiatives include: 
 
• Developing increased audience segmentation (IPV4) to target specific 

groups of current and potential visitors.  Related items include 
introducing e-mail (IPV5) as an active marketing tool and improving bulk-
mailing systems (IPV6).  These are new activities that will increase the 
efficiency and effectiveness of existing marketing activity 

 
• Improving external signage and the entrance way (IPV10) was identified 

as one of the main weaknesses of public presentation.  Solving this is a 
deceptively challenging task due to listed building status, shared building 
issues and financial pressure 

 
• Developing active marketing to schools (IPV8).  This builds on existing 

work but poses resource issues and marketing challenges that need to be 
overcome.  We aim to introduce a new feature of marketing the national 
curriculum aspects of the exhibition programme (IPV14) to encourage 
more school groups to visit.  This new initiative is designed to increase 
efficiency by developing a new audience for our exhibitions 

 
• In addition to marketing improvements there are a number of service 

changes that the museum is either committing to or, where 
implementation is complex, investigating for future implementation.  
These include issues such as: 

 
• Changing opening hours (IPV9).  It is proposed to discontinue the 

unpopular late night Thursdays as soon as possible.  The time saved will 
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enable us to immediately start taking bookings from schools and other 
groups to visit on Mondays – thereby meeting an existing demand.  We 
will investigate making further adjustments to opening hours within 
existing staff resources.  These changes will increase the efficiency of 
opening hours, attract additional visitors on Mondays and offer the 
opportunity to increase income from additional school sessions 

 
• The Improvement Plan commits the museum to investigate the 

development of appropriate catering services within the building that 
will help to attract visitors to the Museum of Reading (IPV13).  Visitor 
research indicates that the current provision within the building does not 
meet user’s needs and appropriate catering is likely to attract more 
visitors.  This is a challenging improvement requiring considerable 
management development 

 
• Other service improvements include a trial admission charge for 

temporary exhibitions (IPV3) thereby providing major national touring 
exhibitions that the service would not otherwise be able to afford.  This 
is a radical departure in style and policy and involves long term planning 
and an element of financial risk.  Extending the range and capacity of 
the activities programme (IPV1) will encourage more visitors, as will 
further developing the retail facility (IPV15) as an attractive place to buy 
interesting and unique gifts 

 
5.2 Learning  

Providing formal and informal learning opportunities is seen as one of the 
core strategic aims of the museum.  There are twenty-five improvements 
listed under this key theme.  These improvements will 
• Contribute to the core purpose of the museum  
• Increase the impact of learning experiences provided  
• Increase income and cost effectiveness   
 
Many of the actions will deliver significant improvements in the formal 
learning programme. Administrative and marketing changes to improve the 
monitoring and evaluation of usage (IPL1) will ensure existing fee-paying 
members (and new ones) receive value for money to ensure ongoing 
membership. In a competitive environment, effective pricing strategies 
(IPL3) are vital to ensure the perception of value for money.  These 
improvements will help to protect and increase income from formal learning 
services. 
 
Improving the information content on the website (IPL8 and IPL11) will 
enable schools and individuals to access e-learning resources.  This ensures 
that that museum continues to build on the established track record of 
delivering successful ICT development.  The current national emphasis on 
ICT and the development of e-learning credits through the Curriculum On-
line national initiative offers a potential new source of income.  There are 
strong partnership elements included in these improvements. 
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A range of collections based improvements under the learning theme 
demonstrates the links between the access and learning themes.  They also 
demonstrate that the museum’s unique collections are at the heart of the 
learning services offered.  Evaluating and improving the public surgery 
service (IPL5), developing electronic access to collections (IPL11) and new 
website resources (IPL21) are all examples of improvements to access and 
learning. 
 
The Improvement plan seeks to build on existing core strengths.  A 
particularly important example of this is the improvements proposed for the 
loans service  - already recognised as a national leader - which offers 
potential for further enhancement.  Improvements in the quality of the 
loans service lay the foundation for maximising learning experiences and 
reaching wider audiences.  Thus IPL13 commits the service to applying for a 
HLF grant to repackage the loans collection to meet modern needs.  It also 
commits to acquiring objects to provide more boxes covering popular 
subjects that customers want.  In doing this we will ensure that the service 
is delivering what users need and will thereby ensure that income from this 
service is maximised. 
 
Measures to help the service reach new audiences via learning services are 
included.  Adjustments to existing services to make them more suitable for 
secondary school and adult learning audiences (IPL10).  Some target 
audiences can be reached through IPL15 with the development of 
reminiscence services and introducing a Basic Skills Programme.  The service 
also commits to the introduction of a service working in areas of low 
educational attainment (IPL2)  - with a priority to Reading Borough Council 
schools.  The nature of learning from objects means that the museum can 
make a real contribution to learning needs in areas of social disadvantage. 
  

5.3 Access 

The theme of increasing access is closely linked to Reading Museum 
Service’s Mission Statement, its aims and objectives and its core reason for 
existence.  The theme relates to increasing access in terms of  
• Number of people  
• Range of audiences  
• Quality of experience – physically, intellectually and emotionally.  
Increased access will be delivered in a creative and responsible way within 
high professional standards of conservation and care. There are twenty-
eight improvements designed to improve access to the museums collections. 
 
Strong elements of local identity, social inclusion and diversity are 
represented in the museum’s collections and this is reflected in several 
improvements.  On-going consultation (IPA1) is vital to inform future 
improvements and to deliver customer focused services. Other noteworthy 
items include: 
• The exploration of local themes and local collections in through the 

exhibitions programme (IPA3) and community art displays at the new 
Riverside Museum (IPA4) 
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• Improved access to the ethnography collection (IPA15) 
• Improved interpretation of Reading Abbey Ruins (IPA22) 
 
The acquisition and care of collections is important to preserve our 
heritage for future generations and it will be improved by many items in this 
plan: 
• Engage with community groups to acquire objects reflecting their life in 

the community (IPA2) 
• Make a number of improvements in the way we document and store our 

collections (IPA8, IPA9, IPA11, IPA12, IPA13, IPA16) 
• A number of improvements will increase access to our collections 

including specific undertakings to improve access to our ethnographic 
collection (IPA15) and our archaeological collections (IPA8 and IPA24) 

• Enhance access to our stores (IPA20) 
 
The Improvement Plan commits Reading Museum Service to investigate the 
creation of a brand new high profile art competition (IPA25) that could have 
a significant impact on creativity and audience profile.  Continuing to 
develop high profile art displays (IPA27) helps ensure audience concern for 
high standards is matched with the commitment to increase popular culture 
displays contained in the visitor theme section (IPV2) 
 
 

6 Eight strategic objectives for improvement 
 
Tables presented in Chapter Three relate each improvement to a set of 
strategic objectives.  This grouping helps to identify some of the strategic 
issues that are addressed in the Improvement Plan. The strategic objectives 
also point towards how the museum will contribute to RBC’s corporate 
strategies and corporate Comprehensive Performance Assessment agenda.  
The museum aims to achieve these critical objectives and they provide the 
basis by which future effectiveness can be assessed.   
 
The next section briefly points to some of the major improvements related 
to each of the eight strategic objectives.  The full list of improvements 
related to this objective can be found in Chapter Three of this improvement 
pan document. 
 
6.1 Ensure effective marketing 

There are a range of marketing relating improvements that will increase 
both overall visitor numbers and provide increases in specific target 
audiences.  In achieving this objective, the service will increase efficiency, 
cost effectiveness and increase access and learning impacts with the 
audiences concerned.  Particular highlights of marketing improvements 
include:  
 
Introduce an audience segmentation and mailing facility. Increase audience 
segmentation and targeting in advertising and print promotions (IPV4).  
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When combined with developing e-mail marketing (IPV5), developing bulk 
leaflet distribution systems (IPV6) these improvements will increase the 
effectiveness of the current marketing work.  Evidence in the review 
showed that these methods are effective with our audience. 
 
Maintain and increase the number of users of the museum’s Hands-on 
Learning service through increased marketing activity (IPV8). Staff already 
actively market to schools and research shows that visits and other 
marketing activity are effective. Five other improvements in marketing are 
related to getting more schools to sign up to the Hands-on learning 
programme.  Promoting outreach classroom sessions (IPV14), formalising a 
marketing plan (IPL7), improving and promoting resources for post-primary 
learning (IPL10), and improving the quality of the loans service will help 
increase users.  Learning services are key to the museum’s objectives and 
have the potential to generate more income. 
 
Improve external signage and entranceway for the Museum of Reading to 
increase public awareness and attract more people into the building 
(IPV10). In consultation this was the one main area that users did not report 
high satisfaction levels.  The museum attracts high levels of new visitors and 
improved visibility from outside the building and an improved entranceway 
will help to further increase this.   
 
 
6.2 Promote social inclusion 

The Improvement Plan sets out a number of actions that will enable the 
service to contribute even more effectively to the corporate priority of 
promoting social inclusion.  See the full list of sixteen improvements in 
Chapter Three that will contribute to this theme but for summary purposes 
the key highlights in achieving this objective include: 
 
Increase the popular culture elements of the public programme whilst 
maintaining the existing core strengths of diversity and high quality (IPV2). 
 
Maximise the use of the museums’ learning services in areas of low 
educational attainment. Priority will be given to Reading Borough Council 
schools (IPL2). 
 
Engage with at least one community group per year for acquisition of 
objects reflecting their life in the community (IPA2).   
 
Improve resources for people whose first language is not English (IPA23).  
 
These examples ensure that a wide general audience and some key 
audiences are targeted under the social inclusion theme.  Specific actions 
within this objective are diverse, a selection of the specific actions planned 
are:  
• Popular culture exhibitions such as ‘Homes of Football’ will attract new 

general audiences 
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• Introducing reminiscence and Basic Skills services to reach specific key 
targets 

• Forming partnerships with community groups  
• Developing resources in other languages  
 
6.3 Foster organisational development 

Seventeen improvements are identified in Chapter Three that contribute to 
the ongoing development of the museum as an organisation.  The process of 
the review itself, with a high level of staff involvement and consultation, 
has been developmental.  However, the Improvement Plan will ensure 
further evolution to ensure that the museum as an organisation is customer 
oriented, efficient and focused on its strategic objectives.   
 
This objective is also related to the corporate need to address the findings 
of the recent Audit Commission’s Corporate Performance Assessment. Three 
highlights from the seventeen organisational development improvements are 
identified here to illustrate the improvements being implemented: 
 
Investigate the development of appropriate catering services within the 
building that will help to attract visitors to the Museum of Reading 
IPV13. 
 
In line with organisational changes, continue to develop and improve the 
current workgroup structure and matrix way of working IPL24. 
 
In order to make the most of the newly combined Museums Archives and 
Libraries service the management team will be restructured. The new 
structure will create more officers with cross-sector responsibilities in 
order to get the best value from the resources available. Combining the 
resources within the three services will create efficiencies that can, in 
turn, fund improvements in the services IPL25. 
 
This sample shows how the Improvement Plan will build on existing core 
strengths such as the project-based style of cross-team or matrix 
workgroups.  These workgroups ensure involvement of a wide range of staff, 
particularly front-line staff, in the development of new projects and 
policies.  This organisational method will continue to evolve.  Similarly, the 
structure of the management team already operates to some extent in a 
cross-sectoral way but this will be developed further to increase cross-
sector partnership working with formal management responsibilities being 
assigned. 
 
A number of service improvements that have significant implications for the 
structure and for staff development have been identified within this 
objective.  Investigating the feasibility for catering services will have an 
impact not just on the public service but also on the organisation itself. 
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6.4 Enable staff development 

An effective organisation requires good staff that are motivated, trained 
and equipped with the skills they need.  Museum staff have ownership of the 
Best Value Review Improvement Plan, as they have been fully involved 
throughout - in evidence gathering and in identification of improvements.  
Eight improvements, listed in Chapter Three have been identified as 
promoting staff development.  Effectively addressing this objective is an 
important part of the council’s response to the Comprehensive Performance 
Assessment.  Two items are selected for this summary: 
 
Continue to develop relevant partnerships that deliver improved services 
within the museum.  This will include a partnership with Reading Libraries 
to develop a specialist reference and lending service with books on relevant 
museum themes (IPV11). 
 
Develop learning resources for key target audiences, principally through 
partnership working (IPL15). 
 
These two items are good examples of opportunities for staff development 
through acquisition of new skills. Learning about library processes to enable 
loans from the galleries provides a tangible benefit from cross-sector 
working.  Undergoing training to deliver reminiscence sessions with 
vulnerable people using objects and skills gained from delivering education 
sessions provide ongoing staff development.  Other opportunities may also 
come from other partnership opportunities to be explored.  It is a 
conspicuous feature of Reading Museum Service staff that they are open to 
properly managed change and development.    
 
 
6.5 Develop partnerships 

Working in partnership is a council priority and the Stocktake demonstrates 
that Reading Museum Service has an established track record of engaging in 
successful partnerships. Partnerships are not ends in themselves, rather 
they offer more effective ways of working by pooling resources, increasing 
expertise and adding to the long-term sustainability of projects. Thirty-four 
improvements have been listed in Chapter Three related to developing 
partnerships.  Four are selected here as examples of those likely to have a 
significant impact. 
 
Extend marketing partnerships with other leisure providers (IPV7). 
 
Continue to develop relevant partnerships that deliver improved services 
within the museum.  This will include a partnership with Reading Libraries 
to develop a specialist reference and lending service with books on relevant 
museum themes (IPV11). 
 
Continue partnership working with museums across the region to create 
new loans boxes containing popular and high quality local collections 
(IPL12). 
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Open and promote the new Riverside Museum at Blake’s Lock in 
collaboration with the commercial partner (IPA14). 
 
The above examples provide a representative sample of partnership projects 
that will have significant impact on the service.  Joint marketing with other 
venues is a practical way to reach a wider audience cost effectively.  This is 
particularly valuable because the target audience are already museum 
visitors.  Partnership with Reading Libraries to introduce a new lending 
service in the galleries is a mutually beneficial way to attract new users and 
promote repeat visits. 
 
The planned loan boxes partnerships build on an existing successful model 
and improve an important core service.  By developing loans boxes with 
local themes we will give schools in areas outside Reading an added 
incentive to join the Hands-on learning programme and thereby improve the 
financial position of the service. Providing material from specialist museum 
collections will give greater choice for all users. 
The innovative commercial partnership at the new Riverside Museum at 
Blake’s Lock has a major impact on finance as it enables the renovation of 
the site and brings in a capital sum to the wider council. 
 
 
6.6 Develop the use of ICT 

Twelve improvement items have been identified in Chapter Three for 
developing the use of ICT.  ICT is not an end in itself but a means to provide 
improved access, new services and more efficient ways of working.  Usage 
patterns and consultation have shown that customers would like these 
developments.  In making these improvements the museum is also 
responding to national agendas for e-government and ICT in schools. The 
museum is positioning to keep up with changes in society, to take advantage 
of opportunities and to ensure a relevant service is provided in the future.  
Two examples from this objective are provided here.  
 
Increase learning resources available on the web site (IPL8). 
 
Develop electronic access to further interactive learning materials relating 
to the museum’s collections (IPL11). 
 
In developing ICT we are building on a strong track record of achievement.  
We are also building on our core strength of providing customer oriented 
learning opportunities that increase access to collections.  The museum has 
a proven track record in attracting external funding for ICT development. 
 
 
6.7 Increase sustainability (Including cost effectiveness) 

This objective is concerned with both the cost effectiveness and also the 
wider environmental aspects of sustainable services.  There are thirty-one 
improvements listed under the sustainability objective in Chapter Three. 
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Finding ways to improve efficiency is a requirement of the Best Value 
process and there are numerous actions contained within the Improvement 
Plan that will enable us to provide a more efficient service.  Six examples 
are presented here to give the reader an indication of the range. 
 
Trial a high quality touring exhibition that includes an admission charge 
(IPV3).   
 
Recognise that late opening on Thursdays have failed to attract sufficient 
audiences to justify weekly opening.  Therefore this late opening will be 
discontinued.  Mondays will be opened for booked school groups. Other 
options for changing opening hours will be explored (IPV9). 
 
Use Monday opening hours to allow increased access for schools booking 
gallery sessions (IPL6).   
 
Improve the quality of the loans collection with the long-term aim of 
maximising learning impacts and reaching a wider audience (IPL13). 
 
Increase commercial use of galleries (IPA5). 
 
Improve the care and access to the archaeology collections funded by a 
charge to developers for depositing archaeological archives (IPA8). 
 
Having the flexibility to bring a national touring exhibition to Reading will 
enable a significant service improvement and will be resourced through the 
newly introduced admission charge.  This change will also introduce a 
commercial level of operation that will develop the staff and the 
organisation.  Using Mondays, when the museum is currently closed, for 
educational use is an effective use of resources that enables an increase in 
service delivery capacity, introduces improvements to take larger whole 
year groups and attracts increased income. Many of the sustainability 
improvements are linked to service development – finding ways to fund 
service improvements through raising income.  The loans service is a prime 
example of this, through both external grant income and service delivery 
income. Increasing commercial use of the galleries is building on previous 
skills developed in our successful and innovative Corporate Membership 
Scheme and offers the opportunity to attract additional income. There are a 
number of improvements included in this objective that will contribute to 
the preservation of the heritage of the area. 
 
6.8 Achieve a relevant regional profile  

Reading Museum Service has a regional profile and provides some services 
on a regional level.  These have been examined during the course of the 
review.  Nine improvements have been identified under this strategic 
objective to increase both the sustainability and the contribution to the 
profile of Reading within the wider region.  Two examples are presented 
here: 
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Continue partnership working with museums across the region to create 
new loans boxes containing popular and high quality local collections 
(IPL12). 
 
Continue to investigate partnership options with other museums in the 
region for provision of storage and research facilities for specific subject 
areas in the collection or in its entirety (IPA13). 
 
These two examples involve working closely with museums and local 
authorities across the region.  The loans boxes partnerships, mentioned 
above, offer a cost effective way for regional museums to increase access o 
their collections and give our service increased value for our customers.  
The prospect of developing a joint storage facility, while still speculative at 
this stage, could have beneficial implications for the cost of collections 
management as well providing improved access facilities. Through the 
City2020 policy Reading Borough Council is committed to having a regional 
profile for the town/city and Reading Museum Service through these and the 
other improvements, will play an active part in this broad corporate 
objective. 
 
The next section of this report is the detailed Best Value Improvement Plan 
Grid, which contains the full list of improvements planned. 
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