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Background 

First opened in 1962, mac birmingham is a pioneering arts complex for everyone.  Our 

mission is to make art an important part of people’s live.  Located in Cannon Hill Park, just 

two miles south of the city centre, we attract over 850,000 visits every year, drawing 

audiences from across the UK and beyond. 

Specialising in contemporary work, we offer a busy programme of theatre, dance, 

independent cinema, music, spoken word, comedy, exhibitions and special events, as well 

as a wealth of practical classes in all aspects of creativity, from playing musical instruments 

to ceramics and jewellery-making.  mac is a national leader in developing work with 

children, families and young people of all backgrounds. 

Beyond our self-produced and touring programme, we work extensively to support 

emerging and mid-career artists.  Working both in our state-of-the-art building and out in 

the community, our mission is to make art an important part of people's lives. 

Plans for a major redevelopment of the site were being drawn up as early as 1992.  

However, by 2005, it was apparent that the buildings and their plant were becoming worn 

out. The growth of the centre in a series of short, unco-ordinated bursts had also led to a 

confusing and inconvenient layout with generally small spaces, many different levels and a 

lack of disabled access.  Unless mac received major investment, we would have to close. 

 

Objectives 

We faced quite a challenge: the total work required on the redevelopment was costed at 

£11.5m, and we were starting from scratch, bar an initial legacy of £50,000 left to us by 

Mollie Randle, one of mac’s co-founders. 

Thankfully, Arts Council England and Birmingham City Council could both see the need for 

investment and the positive resulting outcomes and outputs.  Their spectacular 

contributions left us with a target of £1.985m to raise, which our feasibility study, 

conducted in 2006, suggested would come largely from trusts and foundations, with some 

contributions from corporates and individuals. 

We were enormously lucky early on in our appeal, as discussions with a long-standing 

supportive regional trust had decided to wind up its operations, and offered us £800,000.  

This meant that we could reinstate an element of the project - a glorious rooftop multi-

purpose studio - that we’d previously cut on budgetary grounds…but also meant that the 

fundraising target increased to £2.23m, with the total cost increasing to £14.985m!  
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Target audience 

A key element of mac’s building appeal was to ensure 

that our loyal audiences understood why we had to 

close; came with us on that journey; supported us 

financially at whatever level they could afford; and 

came back to celebrate when we reopened. 

Additionally, we had to work with local, regional and 

national funders to convince them that supporting our 

fundraising appeal would make a difference for 

Birmingham residents, emerging and established 

artists, and for the city in terms of putting it even 

more firmly on the map. 

 

 

Process 

As with most capital appeals, we knew that we had key opportunities to communicate the 

message about our plans, and to showcase the building. 

During the period prior to closure, the Communications team worked hugely hard on the 

‘mac memories’ campaign, capturing lots of wonderful stories (and contact data!) from 

people who remembered all sorts of events from Yoko Ono’s ‘white happening’ in the 60s to 

early gigs by Black Sabbath and Duran Duran.  We also made contact with mac alumni, such 

as actors Adrian Lester and Tony Robinson. 

During closure, most people probably thought we were doing very little, but in fundraising 

terms, that was the busiest time.  Although we’d tried to warm up a lot of trusts in advance, 

most didn’t want to make a contribution until work had started and they were sure that it 

would actually happen.  We did countless site visits, finding along the way that hard hats 

and hi-vis jackets are rarely made in sizes to fit women’s anatomies.   

A telephone fundraising appeal with audiences prior to closure wasn’t particularly 

successful, in terms of ROI, but did bring in a steady trickle of income (with some of the 

donors continuing to this day) through Direct Debits.  A Seat Adoption appeal was launched 

about a year before we reopened, targeted at those who we knew had emotional 

connections with mac, and highlighting the opportunity for names to be enshrined in the 

new building.  That proved very successful, with supporters marking births, deaths and 

marriages, as well as simply wanting to be part of mac’s future.  
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Trusts were really important for our income plans, and we found that national trusts needed 

to know more about us in a wider context.  Messages of support from key Birmingham-

linked opinion formers, such as Lord Digby Jones, Sir Simon Rattle and Sir Michael Lyons 

(then Chairman of the BBC Trust) proved very influential.  In total, trusts gave nearly £2m to 

mac, with many of them continuing to support us with projects now. 

I think it’s fair to say that the final £80k was a real effort to raise, as by then we’d reopened 

and the impetus to support had gone: we were there and functioning, so why did we need 

anyone’s support.  We worked out that if everyone who’d visited over the opening weekend 

had given a pound, we’d have reached target.  And boy, did we try!  We will be eternally 

grateful to The Monument Trust, which completed our appeal in summer 2010, and 

continues to underpin our Next Generation work. 

 

Outcomes 

After just over two years of closure, mac birmingham reopened 

to the public on 1 May 2010.  In the first year we had more 

visitors than Gracelands, and now rank amongst the top twenty 

free entry ‘tourist attractions’ in the UK, in terms of visitor 

numbers. 

mac exists to promote innovative, creative arts activities in 

ways which help to establish them as an important part of people's lives.  It is critical to the 

success of mac’s role that its users reflect the population and character of the surrounding 

city and region. Research has shown that, uniquely among arts organisations nationally, the 

profile of mac’s users actually does reflect the demographic make-up of its catchment area. 

While this is a cause of celebration, providing equality of access is a dynamic process that 

can never be set in stone, but has to be continually sustained, modified and developed. 

 

Key points for effective practice 

Despite being pretty experienced already, we learned a lot during the campaign.  Firstly, no 

time spent on planning or research is ever wasted.  Our fundraising feasibility had identified 

our key areas for income, and that dictated the time we spent on each area.  I spent hours 

pouring over Google to find out about potential major donors, even getting to the point that 

I’d recognise them in the street and mistakenly greet them with a very friendly ‘hello’, 

despite never having met them before. 
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It’s vitally important that everyone is fully briefed and playing their part.  Because of that, 

communication is key, both internally and externally.  We did a bi-monthly newsletter 

throughout the build process, which was as much an opportunity for us to stop and realise 

what we’d achieved as sharing our news with key stakeholders. 

And I really can’t emphasise enough how important it is for the most senior member of staff 

– here the redoubtable Artistic Director and Chief Executive Dorothy Wilson MBE – to lead 

from the front, and for the Board of Trustees to be fully involved, including by donating 

money.  All of mac’s trustees made a contribution, including two student members of the 

board, who jointly adopted a seat, paying by instalments of £7.50 each month.  Very 

humbling indeed!  All senior staff also made financial contributions, and this impressed 

donors and potential supporters alike: we know it clinched a deal on a number of occasions, 

and quite right too…it’s unfair to ask someone to do something that you wouldn’t do 

yourself. 

 

Conclusions and recommendations 

Capital fundraising certainly has a different rhythm to revenue and project work.  Clearly, it 

takes longer, but it does give you the opportunity to be more strategic in approaches to 

funders, targeting some several times, and others only once.  The flip side of that is that 

there can be relatively long periods when little money is coming in – you certainly have to 

hold your nerve! 

If I ever doubt that it was worth it, I only have to walk the floor at mac, and see the people 

of all sorts of ages, backgrounds and cultures hanging out with their friends, going to the 

cinema, carrying their artistic portfolios on the way to their classes, laughing as they emerge 

from a comedy show, continuing the post-theatre discussions in the bar…and so on.  I often 

joke with friends that there’s a bit of me within the walls of mac: blood, sweat and a few 

tears, for sure, alongside a huge dollop of pride. 

Additional information 

www.macbirmingham.co.uk  
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