
Selby Abbey

What Selby Abbey needed from 
Heritage Compass

In recent years the Abbey has undertaken some 
interpretation and some volunteer-led work with schools. 
The appointment of a member of staff to lead on 
community engagement enabled the Abbey to consider 
more ambitious and sustainable activities. Overall, the 
Abbey wanted to use Heritage Compass to support 
them in developing a business plan and in creating 
and implementing supporting strategies. At the time of 
starting the programme, there was no vision or mission, 
no business plan and a limited knowledge of potential 
business models. The two governing groups – the PCC 
and the Trust – did not have a clear sense of how to work 
together, or how to develop a strategic vision collectively. 

There was also a really specific opportunity: an 
expression of interest had been accepted by the 
National Lottery Heritage Fund, and in order to proceed 
with an application for a significant amount of funding 
the Abbey needed to submit a business plan alongside 
the application. 

Developing a business plan and a 
strategic vision

As the team from the Abbey began to work on a 
business plan, it became apparent that they needed to 
take some time to agree their priorities, and to really set 
the strategic direction. They used an external facilitator 
to help bring the PCC and Trust members together with 
the vicar and the lead member of staff, and undertook 
a visioning session. Even setting these sessions up was 
something new: it was the first time that both governing 
bodies had worked together in this way (and for some, 
the first time they had met and really talked!). They were 
able to undertake another session recently, to build on 
the work from the first. 

The Appeals Director and Development Officer has 
been working with the support of the vicar, curate, 
PCC and Trust to develop the business plan and 
the strategic direction of the Abbey over the period 
of Heritage Compass. This has included exploring 
different models for the structure of governance and 
management and examining different funding sources. 
In addition the Abbey has been successful in gaining 
funding from Arts Council England to help them to 
develop an arts and culture strategy, and to provide 
more space for meaningful planning of activities. 
Alongside these funding relationships, there has also 
been the development of a good partnership with the 
local authority, which included large-scale townscape 
projects, cultural programmes and mutually beneficial 
engagement, (e.g. supporting the Appeals Director and 
Development Officer to learn from the local authority’s 
fundraising activities). 
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Background

Selby Abbey is more than 950 years old, originally a monastery and now a parish church. It has a fascinating past, and is 
now looking to the future to develop the way it can continue to serve and engage local communities. The church is run 
by a Parochial Church Council alongside the vicar, and there is also the Selby Abbey Trust which originally raised funds 
for the fabric of the Abbey to be restored and maintained. The Abbey currently has one member of non-secular staff 
who is employed as the Appeals Director and Development Officers across the PCC and the Trust, and who has been 
taking part in the Heritage Compass programme on behalf of the Abbey. 



How Heritage Compass has been 
useful

For the Appeals Director and Development Officer, who 
has taken part in Heritage Compass on behalf of Selby 
Abbey, Heritage Compass has been valuable on two 
fronts. The first has been to help with the crucial task of 
developing a business plan and a strategic vision. The 
business mentor has helped the Abbey explore different 
potential models for the business, from governance 
to income generation, and to help solve problems, 
driving forward ideas and really get the root of what the 
Abbey needed. Together they’ve explored questions 
about what the structure of the business could be, what 
comparator organisations there might be, and where 
there might be learning from other, similar examples: 
overall the mentoring has helped to move things along 
much quicker than they had anticipated. Modules like 
the fundraising module have helped to demonstrate 
alternatives and models of good practice for seeking 
funds from different sources. 

All the training sessions have felt relevant, and 
particularly because they have built towards a bigger 
picture – income generation hasn’t been thought of as 
separate from business planning, and so for Selby Abbey 
everything has worked together to underpin the thinking 
about what the business plan and vision should be. 
As the Heritage Compass cohorts have become more 
familiar, they’ve also been able to share examples, ideas 
and resources with each other more confidently. 

The second area in which the Heritage Compass 
programme has been useful is in building the confidence 
of the Appeals Director and Development Officer, 
particularly as a sole secular member of staff at the 
Abbey, and the only heritage professional in the local 
area. The mentors have been important in providing a 
sounding board, in developing the confidence of this 
participant in interacting with trustees and in her skills 
and knowledge in taking on new areas like business 
planning. The mentors have also been helpful in 
supporting the staff member value and manage their 
time and resources positively and not overwork. The 
modules have been useful because they have helped 
to solidify those skills and knowledge, to give her 
the confidence that those things she tried out for the 
first time with no guidance were actually okay, and to 
connect her with peers more widely. 

What Selby Abbey needs next

The Abbey has just submitted the National Lottery 
Heritage Fund application, with the supporting business 
plan. Looking beyond this, working in the future with a 
business mentor is something they would like to do. The 
organisation also lacks digital skills – it’s limited who from 
the organisation could engage with Heritage Compass – 
and so potentially exploring that further would be useful. 
The mentoring has been so valuable generally that the 
Appeals Director and Development Officer is working 
with the local authority to explore how they might set 
up a mentoring programme for early career staff across 
the local area. Working on the vision together has been 
so important, and they now plan to do this every year. 
Finally, the question of resources is always crucial – being 
able to use things like the Heritage Compass bursary 
and some of the Arts Council England funding to buy 
time to do things like business planning and strategy 
development has been crucial to get this thinking and 
planning off the ground. 

Advice for other organisations

Make sure you have the buy-in of the trustees. Try to 
get people to do it with you. I had to get everyone 
in for a visioning session and explain why we were 
doing it several times due to some negativity. In 
the end everyone had a good time, we had a solid 
action plan and everyone felt their ideas were heard. 
Participants were really positive about it afterwards!

Try and get some external advice and support. It 
helps put things into perspective and solve problems 
quickly.

Try and get funding for strategy work, e.g. Arts 
Council for arts and culture strategy. It helped buy 
some staff time for the hours which needed to be 
spent on thinking and developing the strategy, which 
in turn helped buy-in from the board and trustees. 
It also helped pay for external consultation to move 
things quickly and ensure the strategy was solid and 
knitted in with the wider business plan and initiatives.

Buy good biscuits for meetings.
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