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Research – purposeful, public-focused, 

and addressing the challenges faced 

by contemporary Wales – is the 

foundation of everything we do.

We are recognised by United Kingdom Research 
and Innovation (UKRI) as an Independent Research 
Organisation (IRO), one of only two in Wales. As an IRO, 
we are able to apply directly to UKRI for funding to lead 
research projects.

The nature of our work as a museum means that 
our research outputs are more diverse than those of 
many other research institutions. As well as academic 
publications, the new knowledge we create may also be 
embodied in galleries, exhibitions and public programmes. 

Our museums attract around 1.9 million visitors per year. 
We are recognised by the museum sector as international 
leaders in learning and engagement through cultural 
participation. Our research outputs have exceptionally high 
levels of impact in society.

We hold uniquely wide ranging collections of art and 
design, photography, vernacular architecture, social and 
industrial history, archaeology and the natural sciences 
including botany, zoology, palaeontology and mineralogy. 
Our collections include oral history archives, whole 
buildings, type specimens, objects made from a diversity of 
materials, and works on paper and in other visual media.

The Stonehenge 
Bluestones
Our research continues to refine understanding of the 
source of the Stonehenge bluestones. Through our 
geochemical analysis two alternative locations for the 
bluestone sources have so far been identified in Mynydd 
Preseli in west Wales. Archaeological excavations 
there have revealed evidence for stone quarrying in 
the Neolithic period, over 5,000 years ago. This raises 
questions about why stone was being extracted 
in Pembrokeshire, and how and why it was then 
transported to Wiltshire. The research is still drawing 
media attention worldwide.

With seven national museums across Wales, and a National 
Collections Centre, we are the most distributed national 
museum on these islands. These museums are: St Fagans 
National Museum of History, in Cardiff; the National 
Slate Museum in Llanberis, Snowdonia; the National 
Wool Museum in Dre-fach Felindre, Cardiganshire; the 
National Waterfront Museum in Swansea; Big Pit National 
Coal Museum in Blaenafon; the National Roman Legion 
Museum in Caerleon; and National Museum Cardiff, home 
of the national collections of the arts and natural sciences.

Since our foundation in 1907 we have been recognised as 
a leader in research in the United Kingdom. Our discoveries 
have defined and redefined major fields in a number of 
disciplines. More recently we have developed new areas of 
expertise including culture and poverty, health and well-
being, and climate change and biodiversity.

Research 
for Wales
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Who Decides?
Art belongs to everyone but, traditionally, only a small 
number of people have been empowered to make 
decisions about what is collected and displayed, and 
how it is represented. In 2018 we invited service 
users of a charity, The Wallich – many of whom had 
experienced homelessness – to co-curate their own 
exhibition of modern and contemporary art from the 
collections of the Derek Williams Trust. This is one of 
several recent co-produced gallery projects at our 
museums.
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This defines the right of every person ‘to freely participate 
in the cultural life of the community, to enjoy the arts, and 
to share in scientific advancement and its benefits’. These 
rights provide a foundation for the development of our 
research.

As Raymond Williams said, culture is ordinary, and is 
everywhere. Building on Wales’s communitarian traditions 
and history of radical philosophy, we now have an 
expanding network of international partnerships and a 
global reputation as thought leaders in the field of social 
change through cultural participation. We are committed 
to the development of the cultural rights of every child and 
adult, and to extending cultural democracy in Wales as a 
society and a nation.

Museums and Cultural Democracy
Wales, as one of the four nations of the United Kingdom, is a signatory to the United 

Nations Declaration of Human Rights (1948).



4

This was recognised in 2019, when St 
Fagans National Museum of History 
received the Art Fund’s Museum of 
the Year Award, the world’s most 
prestigious museum prize. The chair of 
the judging panel, Stephen Deuchar, 
said: ‘St Fagans lives, breathes and 
embodies the culture and identity 
of Wales. A monument to modern 
museum democracy … this magical 
place was made by the people of 
Wales for people everywhere.’

One of the Art Fund judges Bridget 
McConnell, Director of Glasgow 
Life, said: ‘It is heartening that the 
Museum’s major supporter, the 
devolved Welsh Government, has put 
culture at its core for the wide benefits 
of everyone in the country. This is truly 
a role model museum and, thanks 
to the Art Fund Museum of the Year, 
the world will now see its ground-
breaking work.’

Innovation in Museum Practice
Creativity and innovation are the lifeblood of research in museums. Over recent years, 

the new, participative research practices developed by our learning and curatorial 

staff have been applied to the development of the galleries, programmes and 

partnerships that are at the heart of the visitor experience.

Llys Llywelyn, 
Medieval Prince’s Court
Llys Llywelyn at St Fagans National 
Museum of History is a recreation 
of a 13th-century royal court of the 
Princes of Gwynedd. The recreation 
is based on archaeological 
excavation in Anglesey by Gwynedd 
Archaeological Trust, examples from 
surviving buildings of the period 

and the advice of experts in Welsh 
history, architecture and literature. 
The interior has textile panels with 
illustrations inspired by stories from 
the Mabinogion and designed by 
schoolchildren from Anglesey. Llys 
Llywelyn now hosts sleepovers for 
schoolchildren from all over Wales.
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Our four vision commitments to the people of Wales are 
summarised as Prosper, Experience, Learn and Participate. 
Our purpose, in support of this vision, is to ‘inspire people 
through our museums and collections to find a sense of well-
being and identity, to discover, enjoy and learn bilingually, 
and to understand Wales’s place in the wider world’.

Museums have a unique role as public centres for formal 
and informal learning and community engagement; in effect, 
our seven museums are public research laboratories of 
cultural participation. Our own work, and its effectiveness in 
contributing to change in society, is an important focus for 
our research.

The purpose of research at Amgueddfa Cymru is to achieve our vision – 

Inspiring People, Changing Lives. 

Research at Amgueddfa Cymru

The Refugee House
In 2012, with funding from Arts Council Wales and 
the support of Oasis Cardiff and Gwent Association of 
Voluntary Organisations, asylum seeker and refugee 
communities in south Wales decided to reconstruct the 
interior of a house, typical of those provided for them in 
Wales, at St Fagans National Museum of History. They 
also ‘lived’ in the spaces, highlighting issues around 
personal space and privacy, and engaging visitors and 
staff in challenging conversations about myths and 
stereotypes.

Innovative, purpose-driven museums bring greater depth 
and impact to their work by placing the human sciences at 
the centre of their research, and working across disciplines 
to achieve new insights. Our research ranges from the study 
of the experiences of refugee communities in Wales to 
methodologies for co-production of exhibitions and public 
programmes.

Public engagement, community participation and co-
production are integral to every stage of our work, including 
acquiring, caring for and using collections; developing 
exhibitions and galleries; shaping informal family and 
community learning services; public events; and formal 
education provision. Our research serves all of these.
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Social justice is at the heart of our programmes.

Challenge-led Research

Diatom Algae
The River Wye was once the most productive salmon 
river in England and Wales. In recent decades, in 
areas of conifer plantations, acidification of tributary 
streams led to a dramatic decline in the numbers of 
fish. We used the presence of diatom algae to identify 
the most acidified streams, and to monitor recovery 
after lime was added to headwaters. Over the last 
decade, the number of juvenile salmon in the upper 
Wye has increased by 416%.

Wales faces challenges in many areas of public policy 
including poverty, economic development, public health, 
opportunities for lifelong learning, climate change and 
loss of biodiversity. As a nationally funded public body, 
we cannot turn our face away from these. The nation’s 
challenges are our research challenges.

Our research is, then, Wales-facing and challenge-led. It is 
focused on delivering the strategic ambitions of the Welsh 
Government, including the goals of the Well-being of Future 
Generations (Wales) Act 2015, which sets out the nation’s 
aspirations for positive change over coming decades.
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Our Hands on Heritage project (part of Kick the Dust, 
funded by the National Lottery Heritage Fund) is the 
focus of research with partners into the use of creative 
and collaborative ways of working with young people. A 
range of qualitative techniques is being used to explore 
the experiences of young people working with us, and 
their opinions on how to improve the model.

Hands on Heritage

We established our Research 

Department in 2016. Since then we 

have achieved a significant increase 

in successful applications to research 

councils and governments for funded 

research projects and external PhD 

collaborative awards.

In parallel with this we have signed Memoranda of 
Understanding, which include a research element, 
with many universities in Wales, and through these 
partnerships more of our staff have themselves been 
awarded Doctorates. We have also run research training 
programmes for our staff to help them to bid for research 
funds and build a track record of research.

The Research 
Department



9

We will focus our research on projects that enable us to achieve our 

vision and our Ten-Year Strategic Plan, to support achievement of the 

goals of the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 and to 

take forward regional and national development across Wales.

Our Research Goals

We will increase the contribution of research to the 
development of our public programmes, to enrich 
the quality of the services we offer and to ensure 
that our research meets the needs of the public 
and the nation of Wales. 

We will develop research programmes that support 
communities, third-sector organizations and street 
level charities, to achieve positive social change in 
Wales and internationally. We will move from an 
extractive model of research towards an enabling 
one, in which we support the development of 
activist researchers, and are accountable to the 
communities with whom we work.

Fusion is a Welsh Government initiative that 
uses culture, heritage and the arts to transform 
the life chances of individuals through 
employability, empowerment, early years and 
family learning and health and well-being. It 
operates in eight areas of Wales experiencing 
economic disadvantage. In partnership with 

Fusion: Creating Opportunities 
Through Culture

the Welsh Government, we are leading on research 
and evaluation of the programme. At the National 
Waterfront Museum, Swansea, food grown by 
community partners in the Museum’s GRAFT 
garden is supplied to local charities that support 
the homeless.

We will continue to invest in the training and skills 
of staff with research potential, supporting them 
on their journey from early career development to 
leading major funded research projects. We will 
establish a framework contract between Amgueddfa 
Cymru and staff conducting approved research 
projects, and will put in place consistent and rigorous 
processes for approval, monitoring and delivery of 
research projects by our own staff and those of other 
academic institutions. 

We will seek investment to improve our research 
infrastructure, including spaces, facilities and 
resources, in order to support research by the public 
and external experts as well as our own staff.
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We in Wales will only succeed in achieving our national 
research goals, and attracting our proportionate share of 
UK, European and international research funding, if we as 
leading research institutions collaborate at a strategic level. 

A Collaborative Future

Since 2005, supported by Amgueddfa Cymru and the 
Edina Trust, school scientists in Wales have been keeping 
weather records and noting when flowers open as part of 

Spring Bulbs for Schools
a long-term study looking at the effects of temperature 
change on spring bulbs.The project has now been 
extended to schools in Northern Ireland, Scotland 
and England.

We will work in partnership with universities, the health 
sector, leading third-sector organizations, arts and sports 
bodies and other national cultural institutions to attract 
major research funds to Wales.


