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Introduction to AIM and the  
AIM Hallmarks & Investing in Independence Programme 

 
1. The Association of Independent Museums 
 
Independent museums are characterised by their independent spirit, resourcefulness, openness 
to innovation and entrepreneurialism, enthusiasm, and their courageous and positive outlook. 
Over half the museums in the UK are independent and they include some of the most interesting 
and influential museums in the sector. They vary in size from those that are entirely volunteer 
run (approximately 40% of our membership) to the very large (making up about 10% of the 
membership). About 40% of AIM members do not charge visitors for admission. Our members also 
include Museum Development Officers, support organisations, suppliers and individuals. 
 
The Association of Independent Museums was founded in 1977 by a group of museum directors as 
a self-help network for the new breed of museum then springing up around the UK. Its charitable 
purposes define the beneficiaries as ‘independent museums and galleries’ whether in 
membership or not. It is known for offering practical, useful help and support and for being 
friendly and approachable and sharing the passion and resourcefulness seen in so many of our 
member museums.  
 
The staff team work closely with AIM’s Council (Trustees) of twenty leading museum directors 
and other individuals engaged in the day to day work of supporting museums. This keeps AIM 
close to the real issues faced by its members. 
 
The Bulletin, published six times a year and edited by Diana Zeuner for over 200 issues, has been 
the mainstay of AIM’s membership offer and key vehicle supporting museums since the very early 
days, with its distinctive blend of news, advice and sharing of good ideas between members. 
 
In March 2015 it was announced that AIM has been successful in securing a grant of £900,000 
over three years from Arts Council England to deliver the AIM Hallmarks and Investing in 
Independence programme as well as to enable AIM to strengthen and develop as an organisation. 
This ambitious programme will make a significant and long-term difference to museums’ 
understanding of the hallmarks of prospering museums and how they can develop their 
organisations to embody these vital characteristics. More details about the programme are 
contained in the next section.  
 
Until 2006 AIM had no paid staff, but with changes in the past year and the new programme the 
staff team will have grown to:  

Executive Director – 4.5 days per week 
Assistant Director – full-time (to be appointed) 
Membership, Marketing and Projects Manager – full-time 
Grants and Finance Officer – 4.5 days per week 
Administrator – 25 hours per week  

 
AIM’s membership and income are at an all-time high, following several years of steady growth. 
AIM has over 1000 members, over 840 of whom are museum members – more than any other 
membership organisation in the UK. 
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AIM’s core services are: 
 AIM Bulletin (magazine, 6 times p.a.) 
 Other news services – monthly e-news, blog, twitter feed 
 Website including a range of published advice, toolkits etc 
 Grant-giving programmes 
 National AIM Conference (annual) 
 AIM Visitor Verdict – visitor research and benchmarking 
 AIM Energy Action Group – bulk-buying of gas and electricity  
 Publishing advice, toolkits and guidance 
 Occasional workshop programmes 
 Representing independent museums to policy makers, funders, opinion formers 
 Partnerships with other organisations (including sitting on steering groups) 

 
AIM’s main sources of core funding are: 
 Membership subscriptions 
 Supplier advertising 
 Conference sponsorship and exhibition 
 Fees for administering grant programmes 
 Core costs included in project grants from funders  

 
 
Strategic Plan 2015-18 
 
During 2014 AIM developed its plans for 2015-18, a period which will see substantial growth in 
AIM’s funding, staffing and activity. In light of this AIM reviewed its purpose, direction and goals.  
 

AIM’s Strategic Plan 2015-18 

Helping heritage organisations prosper 
 

Prosper is defined as, grow strong and healthy including being financially successful 

 

Our strategic goals are: 

A.   Assist the development of an independent culture that enables all to prosper 

B.   Provide or enable useful practical support 

C.   Connect, inform and inspire 

D.   Celebrate the best of independent culture and good governance 

E.   Ensure AIM prospers in order to achieve the above 
 

Values of AIM: 

 Independent-spirited 

 Resourceful 

 Inspiring 

 Useful 

 Approachable / friendly 
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2. The AIM Hallmarks and Investing in Independence Programme 
 
Goal A of the Strategic Plan will largely be delivered through the AIM Hallmarks and Investing in 
Independence programme (AH&IiI) (which also contributes to the other goals). It is summarised 
below. It is funded by Arts Council England’s Museum Resilience Fund and will be delivered by 
the Association of Independent Museums from April 2015 to March 2018. 
 
 
Project Purpose 
 
To enable a step-change in the museum sector’s understanding of the ‘Hallmarks’ of a 
resilient and prospering museum and to support museums in developing these 
characteristics, focusing on the most fundamental areas, which are least addressed by other 
programmes: 
 
- Purpose: Identification, or refreshing, of a strong, shared, people-focused, goal or 

‘purpose’, which is used to guide the museum’s strategy and planning at every level. 
 

- Leadership and culture: Cultivating an ‘independent’ organisation culture, based on 
purpose and values, and encouraging innovation, risk-taking and adaptation. 

 
 
The Outcomes of Investing in Independence will be: 
 
 Wide-spread understanding in the sector of the Hallmarks of resilient and prospering 

museums and awareness of why these are so important. 

 The development of best practice and knowledge sharing about how to help museums 
become more resilient in areas currently little supported or explored. 

 A legacy of improved support for resilience, available to museums through resources, 
workshops, toolkits etc, and a pool of 24 people trained to help museums in using these.  

 Direct support for 36 museums and Boards, as well as training and mentoring for individual 
staff and Trustees. 

 The first national programme of networking, support and resources for museum trustees. 

 £175,000 of grants invested in helping medium-size museums to be more resilient.  
 
 
There are five specific goals, each linked to a strand of activity. These are: 
 

i) Hallmarks: To help museums better assess their own resilience by defining, and helping 
the museum sector understand and adopt, the AIM Hallmarks of a resilient, prospering 
museum. 

ii) Next Generation Museums: To develop improved practice in supporting museums to be 
resilient and prosper through action-research, in-depth training programmes with both 
museums and people who support them.  

iii) The Effective Board: To enable trustees to be more effective in ensuring their museums 
are resilient by creating the first national programme of support for Chairs, Boards and 
Trustees of museums. 

iv) Investment for Change Fund: To provide support to ‘squeezed-middle’, medium size 
museums to enable them to develop their organisational resilience and implement 
change. 
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v) Sustaining, sharing and improving: To share lessons from the project and raise 
awareness of its key issues with the wider sector, increase the amount of support AIM 
offers to museums and improve the way in which it is delivered and sustained. 

 
 
How the programme was developed 
 
During 2014 AIM commissioned a review into the impact of its Sustainability Grants programme 
and a follow up report from Anne Murch and Gaby Porter (funded by ACE) to identify the support 
museums most need to be more resilient and to prosper; what support is available and to 
recommend how AIM might take this work forward.  

The research highlights that lack of clarity around a shared ‘purpose’, about which an 
organisation’s staff, volunteers and Trustees can rally, is common in museums but is not 
sufficiently-widely recognised as a problem. Yet both the literature review and interviews with 
Directors of museums, MDOs etc highlight this as one of the most significant issues in creating 
resilient, prospering organisations. 

In many cases, if a museum has a defined purpose at all, it’s not people-focused and therefore 
not compelling to those not already connected with the museum. This lack of appeal is linked to 
many of the problems most frequently described by our members: hard to find new trustees, not 
enough volunteers, declining visitor numbers, hard to attract grants and donations, disconnected 
from its community. In all these cases if the museum cannot explain what it is for, why it 
matters and who it matters to, it will struggle to win the interest and support of the people it 
needs to achieve its aims and be resilient.  

The report also reminded that having a clear ‘purpose’ is not enough on its own to transform an 
organisation’s fortune. Leadership, governance and a culture that is willing to try new things and 
embrace change are also needed for benefits to be seen. 

The Murch/Porter report showed there are no ‘ready to go’ programmes that really address 
these issues for museums. However, given the very strong link between having a clear purpose, 
and being able to deliver it effectively, and the types of problems most frequently brought to 
our attention by members we felt this was an area we must try to address.  

 

Project Activity 
 
The four strands of the project are inter-linked and need to be delivered together to be 
effective. They are supported by a fifth strand, to develop AIM’s capacity in order to enable it to 
deliver the this project and ensure a long-term legacy from the programme. 
 
 
1. AIM Hallmarks: define, and help museums understand and adopt, the AIM Hallmarks of a 

resilient, prospering museum. 

AIM has considered the key characteristics of a resilient and successful museum – these will be 
known as the AIM Hallmarks of a prospering museum. Understanding and self-evaluation against 
these Hallmarks will help all trustees, staff, and volunteers to consider their organisational 
health and to identify where they might strengthen it. It is not a formal standard to be met, but 
an effective self-assessment tool.  
 
This element of the programme will be launched in May 2015. The first three Hallmarks relate to 
Purpose; Leadership and culture and Governance. This will help build interest in the in-depth 
programmes (strands 2 and 3) before recruitment for these starts in the Autumn.  
 
Key activities:  

1.1. Publication of the AIM Hallmarks. Distribution in hard copy to all AIM members. 
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1.2. Two one-day symposia for Trustees, senior (paid or volunteer) managers, MDOs etc, to 
launch the Hallmarks around England, and also at AIM National Conference.  

1.3. Engagement of support organisations and museum development teams with the issues 
raised by Hallmarks.  

1.4. Resources focusing on each of the Hallmarks over three years, through Bulletin articles, 
case studies, new section of AIM website dedicated to the Hallmarks, sign-posting AIM 
and other organisations’ existing work in these areas.  

1.5. Review of sector guidance by AIM and others (e.g. Accreditation guidance), in 
partnership with other sector support organisations, to ensure that it is helping 
organisations consider and improve their resilience. 

 
2. Next Generation Museums: supporting museums in achieving the Hallmarks, in particular 

in relation to areas insufficiently addressed elsewhere 

Next Generation Museums, alongside the Board Development strand, includes in-depth support 
for at least 60 museums and individuals.  

In depth training (participants selected through an application process) 
 
2.1 Next Generation Leaders: A modular, residential training programme for 24 people 

working in museums to support their organisations in developing their ‘purpose’, their 
organisation’s ability to manage change, be innovative and creative. Potential links to 
Battersea Arts Centre’s Scratch project fostering innovation in museums.  

2.2 Next Generation Facilitators: A modular, residential training programme for 24 people 
whose role is to support museums (e.g. MDOs, MPMs with outward facing roles, ACE 
relationship managers, freelancers etc) to help them develop knowledge about the key 
areas of resilience and success and to develop their skills and experience in supporting 
museums e.g. through consultancy techniques, facilitation, mentoring etc.  

Resources and support for the wider sector 
This will support all museums and be accessible beyond the end of the funded stage of the 
programme in March 2018. As well as those linked to the Hallmarks, these will include: 
 
2.3 New free online resources relating to establishing and sharing a museum’s purpose. 

These will range from short ‘TED-talk’ type videos to inspire Trustees to think in different 
ways about their role, to in-depth toolkits and guides on related topics. The Murch/Porter 
report identifies the types of resources that actually have impact (see Supporting 
Information).  

2.4 Workshops based on elements of the in-depth training programme, which can be booked 
by museums, MDOs etc. 

2.5 A group of individuals trained to support museums in using these resources and/or to 
deliver the workshop programmes (see above). Museums will pay for this support directly 
to those providing it, as needed. This type of work will be eligible for AIM Sustainability 
Grants as well as being eligible for many small grants programmes run by MDOs. 

2.6 Case studies, shared through AIM Bulletin and AIM conference. 

2.7 National conference as part of AIM Conference in year three to bring together learning 
and encourage others to take the work forward. 

 
3. Board Development: introducing the first national programme of support for Chairs and 

Boards of museums to enable them to become truly effective in adding value to their 
museums, rather than just fulfilling regulatory requirements. 

AIM is already seen as a key organisation in promoting and supporting good governance, including 
its Success Guide on Governance and the AIM Ten Golden Rules of Good Governance.  
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There is a need to complement this with support to Trustees and Chairs specifically in 
understanding and fulfilling their vital role – enabling them to add value to museums, not just 
fulfil legal obligations.  

A partnership with the Association of Chairs may be explored further for this strand.  

3.1 Board Development Programme – Over two years, 12 museums will be funded for their 
Chair and most senior staff/volunteer, to work with an experienced facilitator on an area 
of their Board’s practice related to the Hallmarks. The experienced facilitators will be 
shadowed by someone from the in-depth training programme, enabling them to build up 
practical experience to support their learning. 

3.2 Governance mentoring programme – A mentoring programme for Chairs, CEOs and 
equivalents. Mentors will be identified via the Board Development Programme, and 
network events. We will also work with other organisations to identify mentors from 
outside the museum sector. 

3.3 Trustee/Chair/CEOs networking events – based on successful 2014 trial event - a series 
of events in all the English regions across two years, organised in partnership with MDOs 
wherever possible. Where they don’t exist already, we will aim to establish a self-
sustaining network for Trustees into the future.  

3.4 AIM Trustee e-newsletter and dedicated section of website - giving information useful 
and relevant to Trustees. Free for any Trustees to subscribe to and shared with all MDOs. 

 
4. Investment in Change Fund: providing grants to medium size museums to enable them to 

evaluate their organisational resilience and implement change 

Medium-sized independent museums are often too large for MDO and AIM grant schemes, but 
they also need support with their organisational health. Investing in Independence is likely to 
increase the demand for support in this area. 
 
Based on the proven AIM Sustainability Grants programme for small museums, we will introduce 
an investment fund for medium museums that will (a) help them improve their organisational 
health and resilience OR (b) develop innovative new income streams that have the potential to 
serve as useful models to others in the sector.  
 
This open fund will allow museums to define their own issues and explore their own solutions. In 
this way it will compliment the action research in section 2 and 3 and provide case studies 
exploring alternative approaches.   
 
4.1 Investment in Change Grants for medium-size museums. £175,000 over three years with 

15-20 recipients.  

4.2 AIM Sustainability Grants, funded by Esmée Fairbairn Foundation, will continue to offer 
similar support and opportunities for small museums (fewer than 50,000 visitors p.a.) 

4.3 Case studies published in Bulletin and online and contributors to AIM annual conference. 

 
 
Tamalie Newbery,  
Executive Director, The Association of Independent Museums 
April 2015  
 
tamalie@aim-museums.co.uk 
www.aim-museums.co.uk  


