
Watershed: iShed CIC – maximising opportunities created by digital content 
 
Overview 
As Watershed have introduced digital developments to broaden their audience and 
are constantly exploring new technologies, a separate compartment, iShed CIC, has 
been established to work in partnership with commercial companies to maximise 
related opportunities. iShed CIC will also establish a creative venture capital fund, 
enabling it to input flexible and early investment in new ideas.  
 
Background 
Watershed opened as Britain’s first dedicated media centre in 1982, and is housed in 
former industrial premises on Bristol’s waterfront. It is a venue for cinema, digital 
media and events and incorporates a café bar; its primary concern is the promotion 
of creativity, innovation and talent. It stands at the gateway to Harbourside – a major 
cultural, commercial and residential regeneration project in the heart of Bristol.  
 
The Watershed Group consists of three companies: Watershed Arts Trust, 
Watershed Trading, and the recent addition iShed CIC.  
 
Origins of Project 
Watershed is much more than an arts cinema. It is a cultural hub and creative 
business broker, a research and innovation facility, a social network centre and 
cultural tourist attraction. It was Britain’s first Media and Communications Centre, 
designed from the outset to bridge the creative and commercial sectors. An 
organisational and financial shake-up in the late 1990s led to the development of a 
new strategic focus, opening up new support channels through the arts funding 
system.  
 
Watershed has responded to developments in the field of creative technology, 
fostering an entrepreneurial culture within the organisation which was potentially out 
of step with the traditional arts system and charity business model. The 
organisation’s response to this was the development of a community interest 
company – iShed CIC – which allows Watershed to attract investment from 
individuals and companies, creating a social enterprise which can respond to 
demand for creative/commercial initiatives.   
 
A CIC is a relatively new type of company which sits between a charity and a full-
profit, limited business, designed for social enterprises that want to use their profits 
and assets for the public good. CICs enjoy the flexibility and certainty of the company 
form, but with special features to assist them in working for the benefit of the 
community. Clare Reddington, iShed CIC’s Producer, explained the reasons for 
Watershed’s diversification into the CIC : 
 
‘Operating at the heart of Bristol’s creative sector, we wanted to create a cross-sector 
brokerage – developing a model which allowed us to be more entrepreneurial whilst 
working synergistically with creative industries, computing and communications, but 
without the bureaucracy of a commercial enterprise.’  
 
The inception of iShed CIC opened new avenues for creative development, and an 
internal review raised the question of how to assist creatives to explore new 
territories in digital technology, and which avenues to prioritise.  
 
Objectives 
To use iShed CIC as a platform for brokerage between cultural and commercial 
sectors and the development of creative technological innovation. 



 
To thus identify potential new streams of income generation for Watershed, feeding 
into its creative venture capital fund. 
 
Process 
In the first instance, iShed examined the areas they wished to develop, and identified 
possible avenues to explore. They narrowed it down to two themes marked for 
development over a period of three years; pervasive media, and personalisation. 
Clare explained the reasons behind this focus: 
 
‘We’re moving into an age in which pervasive media will be ubiquitous, with 
connectivity between lap-tops and mobiles enabling constant interaction. It is the 
rolling out of the digital carpet – media can be distributed exactly where, when and 
how people want it. It is no longer the privilege of the screen – digital, interactive 
media is evident everywhere – what could once only be accessed with specialist 
facilities is now available everywhere from the palm of your hand to the side of 
buildings.  
 
Personalisation is key to the post-Youtube generation, and we are particularly 
interested in the ways in which audiences want to interact with content.’ 
 
The organisation has since embarked on a programme of active research, 
commissioning a programme designed to create a community of researchers in the 
Pervasive Media field. The Personalisation thread is, at this stage, more of an action 
research project than one concerned with the delivery of content, but this will evolve 
over time and feed into the creation of new projects. 
 
In the field of Pervasive Media, iShed have been running projects now for some 18 
months. They have established artists-in-residence in HP labs, developing alternative 
reality games that have been played by more than 30,000 people world wide. This 
has, admits Clare, been a huge learning curve in delivering narrative using the 
internet, and one which will continue to be developed.  
 
Clare admits that the iShed programme has encountered some problems in the 
course of its development:  
 
‘It is a complicated, evolving territory, and one in which we’re seeing an interesting 
creative economy emerging. However, there are some barriers to contend with. 
Principally, the concept can seem complex, and there are corresponding language 
problems which have at times made it difficult to get people involved. 
 
Also, the monitoring and evaluation of the project’s impact is an area marked for 
further development, and we hope to employ new qualitative tools to this end. With 
long-term relationships between creatives and businesses, cross-sector payback can 
seem quite intangible – hopefully this will go some way to addressing this.’ 
 
The iShed initiative also comes at a time when policy surrounding the creative 
economy is a key government issue, as different models, processes and avenues of 
funding are examined. iShed’s work provides a valuable resource for research into 
these areas.  
 
Resource Implications 
Funding for iShed was secured through Mission Models Money and Arts Council 
England, with start-up funds agreed for two years. This has primarily been used for 
running costs and investment in communications.  



 
The development of iShed has led to the creation of one new role at Watershed, and 
this is, Clare advised, the way the organisation envisioned it. 
 
‘We didn’t want it to become a heavily-resourced entity – it was more about 
employing consultants and freelancers for projects where necessary. There is an 
associated advisory group; the Chair of this feeds back into the Watershed board.’ 
 
Outcomes 
There have been huge benefits both to Watershed, and to the creative economy in 
Bristol, already evident since iShed’s inception. The transfer of new knowledge of 
emerging technologies generated by projects has positively impacted the creative 
network and, as Clare points out, the health of Bristol’s creative economy reinforces 
what Watershed does. These developments have also attracted new commercial 
clients, and the potential for cross-sector partnerships is growing day-by-day 
 
Watershed currently operates with only 15% revenue funding from public sector 
grants. The CIC should enable the organisation to diversify their income base further, 
increasing earned income through continuing entrance into new markets, developing 
long-term relationships, and embarking on joint ventures with investors and other 
stakeholders. 
 
Key success factors 
One thing that iShed have learned through the course of their start-up phase is the 
benefit of keeping the operation as open and transparent as possible. They welcome 
all feedback and publish case studies and research wherever possible. This ensures 
visible progression and helps sustain healthy relationships. 
 
Next Steps 
Alongside the continuing development of iShed projects, the organisation is keen to 
investigate setting up a risk and investment fund outside of public sector, 
heavyweight funding schemes.  
 
iShed will continue in working towards the creation and sustainment of a community 
of innovation and research around the city of Bristol. 
 


