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Sharon Ament 

Director of Public Engagement, The Natural History Museum 

Aligning your whole organisation to achieve success 

Sharon Ament is director of public engagement at the Natural History Museum. This is a role 
which includes delivering learning opportunities, creating scientifically literate citizens, 
fostering life-long commitment to the natural world and generating lots of income along the 
way. She was responsible for overseeing the opening of the Darwin Centre Phase One, the 
£45m fundraising campaign for the Darwin Centre Phase Two and for the growth of the 
museum’s self-generated income from business activities. She is also a trustee of the 
Wildscreen Trust and a founder of the conservation charity 21st Century Tiger. 

Relationships 

 

Good relationships are mutually sustaining, strong relationships can be a source of 
support at times of crisis, and great relationships last a lifetime 

Sharon began by providing an outline of a couple of lesser known facts about the Natural 
History Museum (NHM), which has 

• 70m specimens, used for scientific endeavour 

• 320 scientists – working in bio-diversity 

These are in addition to the familiar public-facing work which most people would recognise. 

The scientists are the ‘hidden secret’ of the NHM, though they are doing important work 
because of the value of natural bio-diversity. There is a real cause at the heart of the NHM 
which is especially relevant now that environmental concerns have become noticeable for a 
wide range of people. 

This ‘cause’ and its renewed contemporary relevance has helped to drive what the NHM has 
been doing in the last five years; taking a new look at the brand, the museum’s structures, its 
objectives, the audience segmentation and final outcomes. As a mission driven organisation, 
the NHM wants the public to become more engaged with the natural world and therefore to 
want to protect it. 

In order to do this, the NHM aims to develop lifelong valuable mutually supportive 
relationships with audiences, because this is how the NHM will survive long-term. 
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So, it’s all about relationships and this definition is a good starting point. 

A state of connectedness between people (especially an emotional connection), 
a state involving mutual dealings between people and parties, kinship, relatedness. 

In order to engage audiences successfully we need to remind ourselves of the importance of 
memorable moments. If we think back through our own lives, there are points of significance, 
turning points and milestones. The opportunity lies in developing relationships by plugging 
into these moments. 

For this, the organisation should be aligned across all these areas: 

1. Brand 

2. Organisational structure and commitment 

3. Knowledge of audiences 

4. Development of products 

5. Development of appropriate mechanisms 

6. Measurement and proof of impact 

Brand 

The NHM has a large complex brand which has been redeveloped to make it newly relevant. 
There are 40 different logos, each of which is designed to be meaningful in a different way, 
whether to the child who thinks of the museum as being about dinosaurs or to the three 
members of the slime mould recording society. 

 

 

Idea 
The power of nature

 
Vision 
To advance our 
knowledge of the 
natural world, inspiring 
better care of our 
planet 

Positioning
A voice of 

authority on the 
natural world

Values 
Diversity 
One Museum 
Relevant 
science 
Learning 
Fun 

Personality
Inspiring

Courageous
Passionate

Clear
Compelling

Mission 
We maintain and develop our 

collections and use them to promote 
the discovery, understanding, 

responsible use and enjoyment of 
the natural world 
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This Brand Blueprint was used as a key framework for communicating the brand. The 
mission and vision show the way in which the NHM wants to affect the world, inspiring 
audiences to take ‘better care of our planet’. 

In terms of its positioning, the NHM is one of eleven natural history museums in the world, of 
which four have pre-eminent international status. The NHM wants to be the world leader. 

Brand is built on: 

• History of excellent communications – with educational value going right back to the 
museum’s origins in 1881 

• Fun place to be – the NHM is good at making scientific educational material 
accessible and enjoyable for a wide range of people 

• Powerhouse of scientific research and world’s best scientists 

This complex brand is made meaningful through seven strategic objectives, each one 
leading to the next as part of a hierarchy. 

1. Generating Knowledge 
2. Running a Major Scientific Infrastructure 
3. Providing Access to Existing Information 
4. Delivering Learning Opportunities 
5. Engaging with a Larger, Diverse Audience 
6. Creating engaged and scientifically literate citizens 
7. Inspiring a Lifelong Commitment to the Natural World 

Structure 

The museum is divided into two parts: Science and Public Engagement. The ‘magic’ 
happens where the two overlap. 

Bringing a range of departments under one big umbrella for public engagement has been 
important in forming and maintaining the fantastic relationships which are being sought. The 
mission of this group is ‘to build mutually rewarding relationships with our audiences’ with the 
word mutual being very important. 

Audiences 

It has been important to focus on 

• who the audiences are 

• the audiences which the NHM wants to focus on 

• those for whom the NHM can be most valuable 

• the audiences which are most meaningful to the NHM 

This has meant the de-prioritisation of some audience segments, which has been a big 
internal issue. For example, it was decided not to concentrate on the under 5s. 
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Key target audiences were therefore identified in line with the strategic intent associated with 
each. 

♦ Core (defend and grow) 

– Family groups (kids 5–11), 90 min drive time 

♦ Developmental (increase reach) 

– Formal learning : primary/secondary schools 
– Overseas visitors 
– Domestic tourists – particularly family groups 

♦ Experimental (test) 

– Lone adults, 25 – 59, 60 minute drive time 
– Formal Learning - tertiary 

In order to understand these groups better, motivational and lifestyle attributes were 
analysed, resulting in refined target segments which could then be prioritised with 
appropriate products and communication methods. 

Mapping these potential audiences against characteristics: out in the world vs sitting at home 
and self-centred/traditional values vs socially aware and concerned produced the following 
diagram. 

 

Three segments were outlined as having especial potential: Family Focused, Cultured 
Pleasure Seekers and Learned Liberals. 

 

 

Self centred/traditional values 

Socially aw
are and concerned 

Out in the World 

Sitting at home 

TV Junkies 

Learned 
Liberals 

Theme Park 
Purists 

17% - 5.15m 

16.2% - 
4.9m 

15.6% - 4.73m 

20% - 6.07m 

13.5% - 4.1m 

17.6% - 5.34m

Older Outdoors 

Cultured Pleasure 
Seekers 

Family 
Focused 
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Cultured Pleasure Seekers: 17.6% (5.34m) 

Students and young professionals making the most of life, male skew, aged 18-34, social 
grade AB, working full time (or students), annual income of £50k+, no children in household, 
living in South East England, still studying or educated to degree/masters level. 

• Attitudes – likes: 
cinema, pubs, new music, the arts, latest fashion, taking risks, sense of adventure, 
work is a career not a job 

• Lifestyle and social habits: 
active & sociable with a clear hedonistic streak. Spirited, ambitious and adventurous, 
outwardly focused with some superficial traits. Interested in Arts and Culture. Makes 
time for hobbies and sport. 

• Media/TV: 
Guardian/Observer/Independent. NME, Time Out, Glamour, Heat, FHM. Sopranos, 
Teachers, The Simpsons, Faking It. 

Family Focused: 15.6% (4.73m) 

Busy mother of middle class family (social grade C1) married aged 35-44, household annual 
income £30-40K, working part time or homemaker. Four person household with two children 
under fifteen, living in SE/SW. Educated to A level. 

• Attitudes – likes 
spending time with kids, quiet evenings in, special offers. Important to learn new 
things throughout life, children should express themselves freely, find it difficult to say 
no to kids, family more important than career. 

• Lifestyle and social habits 
Average middle class family. Much of leisure time revolves around children and 
family. Try to make a bit of time for hobbies. Not particularly socially aware or 
progressive as family is main priority. 

• Media/TV 
Daily Express/Mail. Good Homes, What’s on TV, Asda Magazine. Pop Idol, Changing 
Rooms, EastEnders, Coronation Street 

Learned Liberals: 20% (6.07m) 

Middle aged culture vultures, older & married aged 45-64, empty nesters, social grade AB, 
slight female skew. Highly educated (MA/PHD) earning £50K+. Living in the South East/West 
and Greater London. 

• Attitudes – likes 
the arts, other cultures, homeopathic medicine, healthy eating, recycling, holidays off 
the beaten track, ethical companies 

• Lifestyle and social habits 
cultured, liberal, socially aware and strong minded. Goes to galleries & theatre once a 
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month. Keeping fit, making time for leisure activities, spiritual, adventurous. Likes to 
be challenged. National Trust members. 

• Media/TV 
The Guardian/Independent/Telegraph. Waitrose Food, Big Issue, Economist, Marie 
Claire. South Bank Show, Grand Designs, River Cottage, Imagine. 

Products 

The work on audience segments therefore led naturally to a rethink of the product offering. 

• Stronger emphasis on adult offer 
For example, stressing the significance of Wildlife Photographer of the Year (a well 
known product of the NHM) and looking to extend and expand 

• Refocus on core family offer 
Dino Jaws – about what Dinosaurs ate 
Ice Station Antarctica – interactive exhibition appealing to children 

• Experimentation 
Diamonds exhibition – aimed at cultured pleasure seekers 
Science exhibition with artists looking at manifestations of climate change which 
resulted in a petition being handed in at 10 Downing Street 
Evening openings – with food and drink 

Mechanisms 

Mechanisms need to go hand-in-hand: capturing data, giving audiences meaningful 
information etc. 

Recently, the NHM has aimed to create a ‘virtuous circle’ which ties together the physical 
and virtual. For example, visitors to an exhibition are given access to a special part of the 
website which enables them to follow up their visit and there are also routes by which online 
presence is converted into building visits. 

The other area which is now receiving greater attention is in producing income for long term 
sustainability. Through customer relationship management (crm), a ‘ladder of giving’ is being 
produced to move the public from visitors to donors, encouraging them to think about the 
museum as a place which will safeguard their future and their children’s future. 

There is a propensity to give but there has to be the right cause for people to support. 

Measure It 

Museum outcomes are being measured using the Museums, Libraries and Archive’s (MLA) 
‘Inspiring Learning for All’ framework with impact being measured under five headings. 

• Enjoyment, Creativity and Inspiration 
• Knowledge and Understanding 
• Attitudes and Values 
• Skills and Abilities 
• Activity, Progression, Behaviour 
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Each heading has further areas which outcomes are measured against. Taking two as 
examples: 

Enjoyment, creativity and inspiration: We want our visitors to.. 

• View nature and science as a source of wonder and inspiration 

• Have a sense of the power of nature 

• Share our passion for and enjoyment of the natural world 

Activity, progression and behaviour: We will encourage our visitors to… 

• Take an active interest in the natural world 

• Make environmentally aware decisions in their everyday lives 

• Continue discussing scientific issues relating to the natural world after their visit 

• Develop a long-term relationship with the museum with increasing depth of 
engagement 

Linked to this, all research and evaluation is being consolidated. This began in 2003, looking 
at economic value. For every £1 of government grant invested, the museum generates £4 of 
economic value. 

The next big thing to look at will be the life time value of its public to the museum. For 
overseas visitors it is approximately £2.50 but for some UK people it is £250. 

Ultimately though, what is most important is to inspire people and this needs to be the focus 
of the NHM’s activity


