
Making Buildings Work

Exploring commercial approaches to breathing new 
life into redundant buildings and spaces
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What we’re going to do….

• Leadership approach
• RIO & story of some buildings
• Task 1 - Pros & Cons
• Task 2 - How to think about building projects
• Task 3 - Understanding products
• One to ones, conversations – if we have 

time!

• Who are we?
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The Challenges (and/or 
Opportunities)

Devonport:

• Bottom 3% of IMD

• Isolated, negative perceptions, generational & 
cultural problems 

• Community, heritage, identity & pride of place

6



7



8



9



10



11



12



13



14



• The sustainable conservation of heritage 
• Create opportunities for local people

• Reinvigorate the local economy
• Shift negative perceptions

“Inclusive regeneration”  

The problems we’re trying 
to solve:
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Phase two: Devonport Column
(and Guildhall)

£685,000
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Column Bakehouse & ESIF
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Activity Phase three: Devonport 
Market Hall

Digital Arts and Enterprise Centre 
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Devonport Market Hall: 
Research |Learning | Business | Visitors

• £7m total build cost

• Office space sold

• Commissioning & planning

• SoS – Winter 2017

• Critical infrastructure for digital & creative
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Some thoughts and key concepts: 

• Acquisition, development, sustainability

• Action & hope

• Momentum & Fun 

• Democracy & Leadership 

• Confidence & Belief 

• Transformation
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Questions, thoughts?
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Task one – assimilation exercise

What are the pros & cons of taking on a 
building project? Why and why not!
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Good ☺
Exciting & fun
High impact
Sustainable income
Reputational
Tangibility
Solution for buildings
Save tax payers money
Opportunities for jobs and 
services
Satisfying
Wide outcomes for  culture, 
sport & heritage
Freedom & independence

Bad 
High risk
High profile – stress!
Difficult - sustainability
Ego – why are we doing this?
Market failure/liabilities
Skills and capacity
Fixed and restrictive – market 
forces!
Multi-dimensional 
Mission drift
Can go very wrong



Task two – card sort exercise

Key aspects and considerations when taking 
forward a building project.

Your group has just acquired a disused building from the council, it 
needs considerable capital work to restore it.  Discuss in groups and 
arrange the key consideration/factors in order of importance, which 

one should you tackle first? 

There will be clues and a mystery factor!
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Design & Build: architectural, operations and service design; phasing and 
minor work and; legal and regulatory considerations.

Income Generation: business ideas, business case, financials, routes to 
market/marketing, traded income, CSR, partnership scheme, project funding.

Market Demand: Who are you customers? Market research, gaps in the 
market, competition analysis, demand stimulation.

Partnership: Who are the other organisational stakeholders? Could they be 
possible anchor tenants, joint ventures, delivery partners, customers & key 
alliances?
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Social Impact & limitations: What are the social, economic, environmental 
needs? What is the social change and impact you wish to make? How will 
you measure this? Who are the beneficiaries, customers, clients? Also, what 
the limitations to activity, what is your policy on what you prepared and not 
prepared to do?   

Governance, Structure & Staff: What is the best legal structure to achieve 
the outcomes you want and how is this governed? What is the subsequent 
staffing? What skills and capacity do you have, what is missing? Think about 
your interests, aptitudes and passions? The skills and staff needed for the 
development phase verse management of the business, once up and 
running are often different.  

Finance & Funding (Capital & Revenue):  Is there funding currently available 
for your idea, is it fundable or investable? What is the funding strategy and 
can capital works be phased? Is there revenue funding available, what about 
cash-flowing? Is your organisation in good financial health, do you have the 
right financial management systems in place? 



Task two – card sort exercise

Key aspects and considerations when taking 
forward a building project.

Your group has just acquired a disused building from the council, it 
needs considerable capital work to restore it.  Discuss in groups and 

arrange the key consideration in order of importance, which one 
should you tackle first? 

There will be clues and a mystery shape!
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Task two – card sort exercise

Key aspects and considerations when 
taking forward a building project.

No linear – giant rubrics cube
From scope to scale

Manage risk
Broadly three layers 
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Task three – multi-dimensional business

In developing your buildings business plan 
and activities, how should you prioritise 

these? 

Your building needs to run as a business but also create a range of 
social impacts. You and your stakeholders have a long list activities 

you’d like to do, how do you priorities these – which ones should you 
do first?
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Product / Service or Project Matrix e.g. Barkery

Product (or service) Customer Client (or beneficiary) Scalability 
D

ef
in

it
io

n

A product or a service 

which can be broken 

into identifiable 

‘units’ which can be 

costed, offered and

sold. Some scale

better than others.

Who pays for the 

product? Sometimes the 

customer and the 

beneficiary are the same, 

sometimes not.

Who benefits from the 

service and/or product?

To what extent can the 

product/service be 

scaled up? Are there 

any limiting factors here 

i.e. staff time, room 

space, etc? Is there an 

economy of scale?

Ex
am

p
le

: 
a 

b
ak

er
y 

an
d

 b
re

ad

Loaves of bread are 

the product. They are 

identifiable units, 

with a clear price. 

General public, some 

who what’s to buy bread. 

They pay for the bread 

themselves

They are also the 

‘beneficiary’ as they eat 

and enjoy the bread.

This is very scalable, 

moving from retail 

customers to whole 

sale, operations and 

production can be 

significantly expanded 

with growth, leading 

great profitability 

through economies of 

scale.



Product / Service or Project Matrix e.g. cares service

Is this a community business? 

What about social impact and strategic value? 

Product (or service) Customer Client (or beneficiary) Scalability

Support for Carers and 

Young Carers. This could 

be respite care, 

information advice and 

guidance or counselling 

support. This is a number 

of activities where the 

outcomes are around 

improved life chances for 

i.e. carers, wellbeing & 

maintenance of care.

Who is the customer here? 

It seems unlikely that the 

carer could or should pay 

for this. Who therefore 

pays?  

Often it is the government 

or wider public/charitable 

funders that would pay for 

these sets of outcomes. 

The carers and the people 

they care for.

Limited by the number of 

users, staff time, room 

space and funding.  



Product / Service or Project Matrix e.g. older people’s lunch club

Is this a community business? 

What about social impact and strategic value? 

Product (or service) Customer Client (or beneficiary) Scalability

Lunch club for older 

people. Lunches are 

provided in the café two 

days a week. Lunches are 

a clear product that can 

be broke into units and 

quantified.

There is also a services 

here – a community 

space for social activity 

The older people 

themselves within a price 

range. This is quite a 

common community 

business model.

The older people are also 

the beneficiaries.

To an extent, but limited 

by amount of customers in 

the vicinity and the 

number of covers. 



Product / Service or Project Matrix

Product (or service) Customer Client (or beneficiary) Scalability

Does it have social impact? 

Does it have strategic value? 



Task three – multi-dimensional business

In developing your buildings business plan 
and activities, how should you prioritise 

these? 

Your building needs to run as a business but also create a range of 
social impacts. You and your stakeholders have a long list activities 

you’d like to do, how do you priorities these – which ones should you 
do first?
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How to grow your organisational 
confidence through project delivery

ed.whitelaw@realideas.org

www.realideas.org

@EdWhitelaw
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