
 

  
                                       
V&A Research Strategy 
 
Introduction 
 
The Victoria and Albert Museum (V&A) is the world's leading museum of art and design. The 
Museum holds many of the UK's national collections and houses a permanent collection of 
more than 2.3 million objects spanning more than 5,000 years of human creativity. The V&A 
offers some of the greatest resources for the study of the fine, decorative, industrial and 
performing arts; and our scholarly resources include curatorial experts, conservation 
laboratories, the National Art Library, the Archive of Art and Design and the Clothworkers' 
Centre for the Study and Conservation of Textiles and Fashion. The V&A’s mission is to enrich 
people’s lives and inspire designers and makers through the display, study and preservation of 
the designed world. 
 
Research is a core activity at the V&A.  The first national museum to establish a dedicated 
Research Department, the V&A has long-standing partnerships with major educational and 
cultural institutions, both nationally and internationally, with activities that include 
collaborative research, shared teaching programmes and exchanges of staff and students. It is 
home to the world's premiere postgraduate programme in the History of Design (delivered 
with the Royal College of Art), and holds Independent Research Organisation (IRO) status with 
the Arts and Humanities Research Council. As member of the AHRC’s Collaborative Doctoral 
Partnership and an external partner in 7 of the UK's 18 AHRC-funded doctoral training 
consortia, its staff are actively involved in the co-supervision and professional training of PhD 
students. In addition, it offers opportunities for postdoctoral research and hosts a number of 
Joint, Visiting and Honorary Senior Research Fellowships and secondments from internal staff 
working on major research projects such as exhibitions or publications. Most recently, the 
Museum has launched the V&A Research Institute (VARI) with generous funding from the 
Andrew W. Mellon Foundation: a five-year programme of research and teaching designed to 
foster experimentation and collaboration and to improve access to our collections and 
expertise. 
 
World-class collections combined with a rich seam of object-based expertise mean that the 
V&A is a research leader in the fields of art, design and performance; conservation, 
conservation science and collections management; and interdisciplinary object-led, museum-
based inquiry.  Moreover, being both a public-facing museum and a centre for teaching and 



 

research, it offers a unique environment in which museum professionals, academics, makers 
and practitioners can work collaboratively to develop new approaches to the study and 
understanding of material and visual culture, educating and inspiring audiences that these 
groups could not reach on their own. 
 
Context 
 
The V&A has entered a period of unprecedented expansion, involving collaborations with 
partners in higher education, the heritage sector, the creative industries and policymakers 
across the UK and abroad. The next five years will see the creation of a new public entrance 
and exhibition hall on Exhibition Road, the V&A Museum of Design in Dundee, a pioneering 
design gallery in China, and a major new museum at the heart of the cultural and educational 
quarter on the Queen Elizabeth Olympic Park. It will also see the move of our stored collections 
into a new collections centre and major renovation and redisplay projects at both South 
Kensington and the Museum of Childhood. Additionally, it will see the transfer of the Royal 
Photographic Society collection to the V&A, creating the world’s leading collection for the Art 
of Photography and paving the way for the creation of a new International Photographic 
Resource Centre. 
 
Research will be crucial to the effective delivery and ongoing success of these projects, each of 
which plays an important role in achieving the Museum’s overall objectives, set out in the 
Strategic Plan for 2015 – 2020: 
 

 Create a world class visitor and learning experience across all V&A sites and collections 
 Focus and deepen the relevance of our collections to the UK creative and knowledge 

economy 
 Expand the V&A’s international reach, reputation and impact 
 Showcase the best of digital design, and deliver an outstanding digital experience 
 Diversify and increase private and commercial funding sources 

 
This Research Strategy builds on the V&A’s historic strengths and sets out our ambitions for 
the next five years. It complements the Museum’s policies relating to acquisitions, collections 
management and public programming, and provides direction to Keepers, Heads of 
Department and individual members of staff—as well as our partners and publics—in shaping 
priorities and fostering a research culture throughout the V&A, the Museum of Childhood and, 
as they come into being, the V&A Museum of Design Dundee and V&A East. 
 
Research Priorities 
 
Research priorities for the next five years will be guided by the major projects and areas to 
which the Museum is committed. Our strategic objectives for research at the V&A are to: 



 

 Increase and improve access to the V&A’s collections and expertise, making them more 
visible to researchers and research funders as well as the wider public 

 Expand our partnerships through mutually beneficial collaborations with academics 
and practitioners in teaching and research 

 Widen the pool of research-active staff in the Museum 
 Bring research to bear on the development and delivery of our major capital projects 

and a vibrant, scholarly and popular public programme 
 Experiment with innovative modes of work that cut across departmental, disciplinary, 

institutional and social divisions in bringing our collections to bear on pressing issues 
of contemporary life 

 Diversify and increase sources of support and work towards creating sustainable 
models for embedding teaching and research within the Museum 
 

We invite ideas for projects and partnerships—from internal colleagues and external 
collaborators—that will help us to make the most of our opportunities and ensure that we 
maintain and enhance our collections for the knowledge and inspiration of future generations. 
We have a particular interest in proposals that speak to the following topics: 
 

 The history of collecting, and the place of collections in intellectual, economic and 
political life  

 The relationship between past and future in the field of design 
 The interface between physical objects and digital tools in the contexts of study, 

exchange and dissemination 
 The connections between hand, eye and mind, and the place of endangered or invisible 

skills in the history of making 
 New approaches to material culture, including emerging technologies and especially in 

global contexts 
 
Aspirations 
 
Our overarching objective for the next five years is to build on the V&A’s position as an 
international centre of excellence and to become the partner of choice for museum-led 
research on all fields related to art, design and performance.  We will measure our progress 
quantitatively and qualitatively through: 

 Research grants brought into the Museum from Research Councils and other grant 
awarding institutions, developed where appropriate in collaboration with high-quality 
partners 

 Major research projects or programmes whose outcomes transform access to and 
engagement with the V&A’s collections, particularly those currently not on display or 
difficult to access 



 

 Increased promotion and dissemination of research through publications, conferences, 
displays, talks and other public-facing activities 

 Increased use and visibility of expertise to inform and stimulate debate and policy 
 A rich and varied portfolio of focused, strategic partnerships for teaching and research, 

involving the academic, creative and museums communities  
 A thriving postgraduate culture 

 
Management 
 
Research activity is coordinated by the V&A Research Department and is overseen by the 
Museum’s Board of Trustees through the V&A Research Advisory Committee. The Research 
Department hosts VARI and coordinates all postgraduate teaching. The Museum’s research 
grant applications to national Research Councils, charitable foundations and other funding 
bodies are managed by the V&A Research Grants Manager and reviewed by the V&A Research 
Application Review Committee. 
 
Ethics 
 
Our research is guided by the V&A Research Ethics policy. This is designed to ensure that 
research carried out at the Museum is conducted in an ethical and accountable manner, and 
aims to ensure the delivery of high quality research, to safeguard all stakeholders, to meet the 
requirements of relevant funding bodies and to manage risk in relation to Research 
Misconduct. All internal and external researchers undertaking research at the V&A are 
expected to comply with it. 
 
Further Information 
 
Further information about the V&A’s research culture and the policies that guide its activities 
can be found here: 
 
https://www.vam.ac.uk/info/research 
https://www.vam.ac.uk/info/research#the-research-handbook 
https://www.vam.ac.uk/info/about-us#our-mission 
 
Contact 
 
Bill Sherman, Director of Research and Collections  
Email: research@vam.ac.uk 
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