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Introduction
This business plan is a departure. We have set aside our previous 
assumptions and priorities in order to respond to a fluid and rapidly 
changing environment; to respond to new priorities and to reflect the 
lessons of the past year.

That past year was an extraordinary one in every sense of the word.  
Just as our community, neighbours and partners have done, the Thackray 
Museum of Medicine has had to navigate enormous uncertainty, anxiety 
and significant threat, simply to survive. Just as they have done, we have 
discovered remarkable solidarity and support – both from our established 
friends and supporters and also from some unexpected quarters. Just as 
they have done, we have discovered new resilience and capacity within 
ourselves to rise to an unprecedented challenge. 

In a constantly shifting operating environment, we have been able to 
complete a major capital project – in some cases exceeding our initial 
expectations. We have been able to secure our financial position to 
ensure survival – thanks to the generosity of a wide range of supporters. 
We have been able to bring our people – our staff, volunteers, partners 
and service users, safely through the pandemic. We have demonstrated 
remarkable flexibility and agility – whether responding to requests to 
host emergency food distribution points or vaccine trials or repurposing 
our conference centre to become the first fully operational COVID 
vaccination centre in a museum. At the same time, we have been able to 
use the opportunity to extend our digital reach and to continue to find 
ways to push the case for greater diversity, equity and access.

We have shown that a museum can make a difference, despite the 
challenges of COVID. Now, we need to put what we have learnt about 
ourselves and our community into action to shape a new business plan 
for 2021/22 where we can emerge from the COVID lockdown, adapt to 
the new realities our communities face and define our priorities for the 
next period. This plan – Emerge, Adapt and Define – is the foundation  
to make sure we will continue to make a difference, with more people, 
for more people and to greater effect, for many years to come.
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Our Story
The Thackray Museum of Medicine is the UK’s largest 
independent medical museum.

The historic former Leeds Union Workhouse building was opened to the 
public in 1997 as a medical museum, housing a unique and internationally 
significant collection of medical history that had been collected by the 
Thackray Medical Supply company. The museum was co-founded by one 
of the company directors, Paul Thackray and the physician and educator 
Monty Losowsky. It was funded through the generosity of the Thackray 
family, thanks to proceeds of the sale of the business, and through 
funding from the then Heritage Lottery Fund. It is run by an independent 
charity. The co-founders’ ethos is reflected in a strong focus on supporting 
medical education and in a collection that showcases innovation and 
collaboration in medical endeavour. Its location, immediately adjacent 
to St James’s Hospital within the bustle of a vibrant East Leeds inner-city 
community, gives it a particular emphasis on opening up the world of 
medicine and healthcare to under-represented communities. Its ground-
breaking work has been recognised over the years with a European 
Museum of the Year Award, Sandford Awards for education, a White Rose 
Tourism Award and most recently, with its recognition by Arts Council 
England as a National Portfolio Organisation.

The museum’s collection 
contains over 50,000 objects, 
and some 23,000 written 
works covering all aspects  
of the history of medicine.

The museum collections are classified by a wide range of medical 
specialities. Within these classifications, our key collections strengths are 
in medical instruments and healthcare equipment, pharmacy, and all 
aspects of the medical supply trade. Our Grade II listed historic workhouse 
building is itself an important part of the story of medicine in the region, 
providing a foundation in the evolution of St James’s University Hospital, 
which now forms a major campus in Europe’s largest teaching hospital 
and a locus for the rich and complex landscape of built heritage and 
medical teaching, healthcare and administration clustered around 
Burmantofts and Beckett Street that comprise Leeds’ ‘Medical Mile’.

The history of our organisation, our collection, our building and our 
location together provides an overwhelming imperative for our museum 
to continue to be an inclusive and accessible threshold into a shared 
story of medicine and healthcare that is written in partnership for the 
benefit of all.
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Growing Medical 
Capital
We believe passionately that the best way the museum can put its history, 
collection and building to the service of all is to help people discover their 
own agency in the constantly evolving story of medicine and healthcare 
– growing not just a greater understanding of the history and science of 
medicine but also a greater awareness of how they can put that to their 
best use and a greater confidence to be able to do that across a wide 
range of situations. We describe this as growing medical capital.

Our museum is a shared 
asset for the region.
We are an important resource for learning, supporting everything from 
Early Years STEM learning, through GCSE History of Medicine to post-
graduate research. We are a unique part of Leeds City Region’s cultural 
and heritage offer, providing a destination for visitors, enhancing local 
amenity and providing added economic value. We are a fantastic first 
step into the wider world of medicine and healthcare for a great many 
– in some cases helping to ignite lifelong interests and careers.  
We are a place where truth can talk to power and where people can 
come together with equal access and representation to share stories 
and work together for greater equity and justice.

We offer a year-round, daily museum service that combines immersive 
exhibitions; displays co-created with local communities and artists; 
changing displays and exhibitions that showcase innovations in medicine 
and healthcare, tackle contemporary topics and give a platform to the 
most diverse range of voices, viewpoints and challenges. We provide  
the Core, a community space for collaboration and partnership.  
We operate a busy conference centre. We provide both formal and 
informal learning activities across our Nerve Centre learning space, 
throughout the museum and through outreach and virtual learning.  
We operate a collections and archive study centre, open to all.  

We offer a busy public programme of events and activities and we 
actively collaborate with groups, agencies and artists to create targeted 
programmes for new and under-represented audiences. In 2021, we are 
launching #ThackrayOnline, a growing platform of digital activities and 
online access to our internationally important medical collection.

Since the museum’s foundation, partnership and research have been key 
underpinning principles that guide how we work. We continue to consult 
with bodies such as Leeds University School of Medicine and, through 
our research strategy, developed in partnership with the Thackray 
Medical Research Trust, we support an ongoing programme of study by 
individuals and researchers from medical schools, universities, community 
organisations and other museums. We are also an active partner in the  
UK Medical Collections Group.

Our collaborative ethos gives us the will to be agile when it comes to 
meeting community needs. During the 2020/21 pandemic we were 
proud to have been the first museum in the UK to host a vaccination 
centre and have hosted follow up clinics for vaccine trials.
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Mission
Thackray Museum of Medicine exists to inspire people with 
the passion and purpose of medicine and healthcare in the 
past, present and future.

To deliver this mission, we use our unique collections and 
building as a foundation to:

• Inspire people with stories of the motivation, commitment 
and achievement that drives medical progress.

• Promote communities’ and individuals’ agency in  
shaping health, wellbeing and the future of medicine  
and healthcare.

• Enable people to participate in a public conversation 
about medicine and health.

• Provide a space in our shared stories for the under-
represented and unheard.

• Provide a focus for researchers, people working in 
medicine, patients, decision-makers and the public to 
connect, share ideas, imagine and create a better future.

The COVID–19 pandemic has brought into focus the need for 
trusted public medical information and spaces, and for the 
benefits that a museum like ours can offer. Our world has 
changed significantly. Not only are questions of public health 
and health inequalities more starkly in people’s consciousness 
but also our communities face greater economic challenges.  
At the same time demands for equity and access are amplified.

Vision
Our long-term vision for the museum is that, by 2030, the 
Thackray Museum of Medicine will have established itself  
as the leading medical museum in England.

We will be at the heart a new kind of national museum that 
works hand in hand with communities across the country – 
part of a dynamic collaborative network of medical museum 
partners with strong local connections to communities.

We will be recognised as an asset for meaningful change 
within our community and across the wider region – helping 
people find ways to make communities healthier and better 
places to live, supporting economic growth and promoting 
equity and access.

We will have established the museum as a centre  
of excellence for research for the benefit of all.

We will be governed and managed in an open, inclusive and 
equal way, representing and sharing decision-making with 
our communities, across the whole range of our operations.

We will be a commercially resilient and entrepreneurial 
museum that delivers excellent value for its public alongside 
real economic benefits for the region.
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Strategic Objectives 
2021 – 22
Emerge, Adapt & Define

Our strategy for 2021-22 is focused on securing the museum’s operational 
resilience as we emerge from the pandemic; on making the most of 
the opportunity offered by our refurbishment and relaunch to extend 
our public engagement and collaborative practice; on consolidating 
new digital services to meet the needs of our changing audiences and 
on building a foundation within our governance and organisational 
structures to meet the challenges of the future.

Our headline strategic objectives are as follows...

Emerge
We want to get the museum open again; get people visiting 
and participating in our programmes and get revenue flowing.

We will open our refurbished 
museum as soon as is safely possible 
– promoting our wonderful new 
displays, our new Nerve Centre 
learning space and resources and our 
new Core community and co-creation 
space as places to reconnect after 
the pandemic, reflect on our shared 
experiences and work together to 
face future challenges.

We will roll out our public programme 
– including events and activities, 
co-produced exhibitions and targeted 
community initiatives, supported by a 
new Community Co-producer.

We will roll out an extended 
programme of learning opportunities, 
including Early Years STEM learning, 
new outreach, online and on-gallery 
lifelong learning programmes. 

We will prioritise a targeted 
programme of engagement with  
our immediate local community  
in Harehills. 

We will put in place a plan for full 
accreditation, following the changes 
brought about by refurbishment.

We will astutely navigate a financially 
challenging year to finish in the black 
– managing our finances to ensure the 
strongest possible bottom line.

We will reopen and relaunch our 
conference centre, café and shop.
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Adapt
We want to make sure that we have learned from the 
experience of the pandemic; that we understand what our 
communities and stakeholders need from us in a changing 
world and particularly that we are using the opportunities  
of digital to adapt to it. 

We will develop a strategy and key 
objectives for data-driven operational 
planning to adapt to new customer 
needs and opportunities offered by 
online booking and engagement.

We will develop and roll out a three-
year development strategy focused  
on three income streams with the 
highest return on investment:  
trusts and foundations, corporates  
and individuals.

We will complete operational review, 
strategic recruitment and development 
of our team to be more resilient, more 
inclusive and better able to deliver 
public-facing excellence.

We will roll out enhanced access to 
our collections, on-site and online, 
supported by new access and  
research policies.

We will establish #ThackrayOnline as a 
sub-brand of the museum, with a rich 
programme of new digital content to 
support learning and push the potential 
of digital to allow people to engage 
critically with the museum.

We will roll out a new online shop. 
 

We will complete thorough strategic 
reviews of our commercial operations, 
digital strategy and capital asset 
strategy to prepare feasible and 
robust commercial plans for the  
next five years.

We will work with the Cultural 
Consortium Leeds and other 
stakeholders to develop a plan 
for environmentally sustainable 
audiences and visitors.

We will actively engage with the 
new leadership of Leeds City Council, 
Leeds 2023, the LEP and the new West 
Yorkshire Mayor’s office to align our 
programme with regional needs and 
identify opportunities and resources  
to support effective partnerships. 

We will re-establish the UK Medical 
Collections Group Subject Specialist 
Network, taking a leading role in its 
coordination and direction, with a 
renewed focus on public engagement.

We will collaborate with the School 
of Medicine to explore ways of better 
promoting medical education. 

We will promote the refurbished 
museum with an increased focus  
on digital, to enhance our  
traditional marketing.

Define
We want to set out our headline principles and priorities for 
the future and make space to plan our work properly to meet 
the new challenges it brings.

We will continue to work with 
our communities, partners and 
stakeholders to develop, test and 
refine our vision.

We will continue to build a more 
inclusive and relevant governance by 
recruiting new Trustees to our Board 
and implementing a plan for  
seamless succession.

We will embed the four Let’s 
Create investment principles in our 
governance and planning.

We will sustain momentum from the 
capital project to continue to improve 
D/deaf and disabled representation 
and access within the museum. 

We will develop, agree and roll out 
a new five-year Research Strategy 
in consultation with the Thackray 
Medical Research Trust and other key 
stakeholders – including commitments 
to greater public access to research, 
developing a plan for our archives  
and extending public transmission  
of research.

We will develop a temporary 
exhibition plan with a greater focus 
on co-created content and stronger 
community links.

We will carry out evaluation of how 
the museum helps to build public 
medical capital.

We will continue to refine our 
understanding of how the museum 
can promote public wellbeing.
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