
Arts Marketing Association  AMA Conference 2012 

 21 

Keynote: effective public engagement 

Erica Whyman, Chief Executive, Northern Stage 

Introduction 

Erica has been Chief Executive of Northern Stage in Newcastle Upon Tyne since 

2005. She is a theatre director with 18 years' experience who has directed around 

the country including for the National Theatre, English Touring Theatre, Oxford 

Playhouse, Streetwise Opera and Sheffield Crucible.  Most recently she directed 

Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf at Northern Stage and Sheffield Theatres and was 

nominated for Best Director at the 2011 TMA awards. She was previously Artistic 

Director of the Gate Theatre in Notting Hill and of Southwark Playhouse and was one 

of the first fellows of the Clore Leadership Programme. Erica has overseen the 

completion of Northern Stage’s capital redevelopment, enacted major cultural 

change, a new repertoire and attracted local and national acclaim for the company’s 

work. 

In this keynote, Erica shared ideas and opportunities resulting from collective 

research and pilot projects across a group of ten arts organisations in the North East 

of England (Newcastle Gateshead Cultural Venues) designed to test theories about 

public engagement. 

Taking a risk 

I am a theatre director and I therefore have a lifelong interest in audiences. I was 

very impressed with Andy’s keynote [morning keynote – see above] because it 

chimes with what we are trying to do at Northern Stage and also because it 

fascinates me how we are trying to make sense of cultural experiences, especially in 

this century where audiences are more aware and more able to tell us what they like 

or don’t like about our work. 

So I’m going to ask a couple of provocative questions. Then we are going to have a 

look at a couple of case studies which I’ve led with extraordinary colleagues, some of 

whom are here, who will put me right. 

This is the question: 

Is the way we communicate about culture doing more harm than good? 

I appreciate that this is a naughty question to make in this room, because you are all 

extraordinary people and in my experience, persuading people to come to the arts is 

the hardest job and deeply demoralising so I salute you. Nevertheless, I wonder if the 

effect of the question above is more like this: 
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In fact, this is a project I’m very proud of, made with the photographer Wang 

Qingsong in the summer of 2008 to celebrate the Beijing Olympics. Wang Qingsong 

made this to show that theatres could be places of emotional healing. If only they 

were! Or maybe they are and sometimes we are shy about expressing this fact. 

I’m teasing, but it is actually a serious question and one that has become hot for a 

group of us who’ve been working together in the North East in the last few years.  

Those of you who don’t know the Newcastle and Gateshead area, it has had the 

most incredible regeneration of its cultural infrastructure over the last few years. 

Many of which you will know about, like the Baltic Centre for Contemporary Art and 

Sage Gateshead, as well as quieter projects such as at Northern Stage, which have 

been refurbished and regenerated. We now have a rather fancy and splendid 

infrastructure and the chief executives of the ten principal arts organisations have 

always taken collaboration seriously. 

Three years ago, these organisations came together with a little funding from Mission 

Money Models to form Newcastle Gateshead Cultural Venues (NGCV). This is ‘a 

formal alliance of the 10 principal cultural buildings committed to working together to 

maximise the artistic and economic potential of the cultural sector in the North East’. 

Many of my colleagues in the chief executive team were anxious about the public 

engagement bit – and wanted to stick to sharing insurance or making joint funding 

bids – so I ended up leading a suite of projects around public engagement. I am 

fascinated by the way in which we can change the relationship between the theatre 

and audiences. 

Our location gives us interesting challenges and opportunities. On the challenge side: 

• Lack of cultural confidence 

• Low participation (Taking Part studies) 
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We are in a place of multiple deprivation and also, until recently (with the expansion 

of the infrastructure), somewhere without many opportunities to enjoy the arts. 

People have not grown up with this, we are 350 miles from London and it costs a 

fortune to go there. So, we have a local population who doesn’t relate their cultural 

experiences to London – if you can imagine such a thing! 

 

But now we have: 

• A regenerated cultural infrastructure 

• 4.3 m visitors each year (to the ten venues). Our economic impact studies 

have shown that for every £1 spent on culture, £5.50 goes back into the local 

economy 

• A willingness to collaborate 

So, a group of Directors of Communications and Marketing from all ten organisations, 

with different types of artforms, experiences, ticketing etc came together to explore 

what we could do together. We argued for some time about whether we should 

concentrate on new audiences or existing audiences. I’m going to suggest that the 

received wisdom that you have to choose between two extremes is not hugely helpful 

right now. The two extremes I mean are the audience we know about – coming 

sufficiently frequent enough for our marketing to work with them – so they get more 

and more marketing from us and largely they survive this. However, we are sort of 

stalking them – we are identifying who might tolerate further marketing. If they can 

tolerate it, that’s great, they get it and respond to it and they come along. In some 

sense though it’s rather an aggressive policy that reduces the number of people we 

are talking to. 

The difficulty I’ve found in much of my practice, and echoed around that table, is that 

once you start talking about new audiences, in large part, people who devote their 

lives and have very small budgets to market to people, get afraid because it sounds 

like we are looking at the people least likely to come. The people who probably can’t 

afford to come, don’t know where we are, don’t know why they’d come, aren’t sure 

what it is we’re offering. And so we’ve got such a long journey to travel that doesn’t 

seem like a good use of resources. 

So, I’m going to ask a couple of questions. Could I ask if any of the things on this list 

would be a cultural risk for you? 

• Contemporary dance? 

• Immersive theatre? 

• A Hungarian film? 

• Jazz/folk fusion? 

• Getting naked for Spencer Tunick? 

[About three quarters of the audience put their hands up] 

And how many of you have to persuade people to go to one of these sorts of events? 
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[A similar number put their hands up]. 

Following an unexpected theme of nudity at the conference, I thought I might remind 

you of this amazing event [picture of people with no clothes on – part of Spencer 

Tunick project], because people love to get involved and join in even when you are 

asking them to do something extraordinary. Quite a lot of the people, who took their 

clothes off in the North East, at 6am in the morning, might be reluctant to go to one of 

the events we’ve just mentioned. 

Taking this one step further, which of this list would you find risky? 

• Watching greyhounds racing? 

• Being invited to a polo match? 

• Taking a meditation class? 

• Joining a knitting circle? 

• A day at the Turkish baths? 

• Abseiling over the Tyne? 

[Most of the audience put their hands up] 

Is there anyone brave enough to tell me what is risky about any one of these things? 

I can kick us off – I have no idea what to wear to a Polo match. I just would be in a 

terrible panic – do I need to look like I know Royalty in which case I wouldn’t feel like 

myself? Or would I need Wellington Boots? And where would I stand? And how does 

the game work? I choose that one because I think I might quite enjoy it. 

Would anyone like to say why they would find one of the list risky? 

[audience member – ‘abseiling over the Tyne, because I might die’]. 

An extremely reasonable assessment of risk. So, when we talk about work being 

‘risky’, it’s an odd word to use because mostly there isn’t risk of death. Yet, I’ve sat in 

many programming meetings when people have talked about things being ‘too risky’. 

Could we have one more? 

[audience member – ‘not knowing the jargon’ – applied to knitting circle or 

meditation]. 

Meditation – I really recognise that. Meditation would probably be good for me, but I 

would be afraid of not knowing what the words meant, and if I’m honest, being in a 

room with people who are not sufficiently like me – because they are into meditation.  

Ready to engage 

We talked at length as a group of marketing communications professionals, 

interested in it from different perspectives, about risk, engagement and thresholds 

and one of our partners is The Centre for Life which is a science centre. As far as we 
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know, the only science centre in the world, to be part of a cultural partnership. It’s an 

odd division but it’s been really helpful to have science in that grouping. 

The science centre said that we needed a model for crossing thresholds because if 

you are talking about people who are anxious about coming then you want to work 

out what the critical difference is between coming and not coming. What is it that gets 

them across the threshold? So with this in mind, we worked with Andrew McIntyre 

and his team to devise an action research project that would look at people’s 

relationship to risk and what it is they meant by it. 

This (right) is an audience at Northern 

Stage taking a risk in the rain as part 

of a project by a Spanish theatre 

maker, Roger Bernart, who asks 

questions through a series of 

headsets and you have to answer 

honestly. You don’t have to say 

anything, just follow the instructions. I 

think at this point they were being 

asked, ‘have you ever told someone 

that you loved them and not meant it?’  

So, this is the journey that emerged from that action research. We spoke to 

seventeen people. It was a very small study. We knew that it would be because we 

wanted to spend a lot of time with them. They did two – three hour interviews with us, 

talking about all the things which motivate their attendance and engagement and all 

the things which prevented them from joining in, taking part, taking a bet. And what 

this is designed to describe is the potential to move people through different 

relationships with engagement and participation. 

 

 

 

  

 

 

So, you’ve got people who aren’t really coming at all or are going to other activities 

not curated by us. One of the things which the research throws up is that lots of 

people go to the aquarium or the beach and they think of those, quite reasonably, as 

cultural activities. ‘One-off treaters’ are people who place a lot of value on an unusual 

event. It might be the people who go to the Panto every year who spend quite a lot 
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money going, including a meal beforehand and all the treats and merchandise and 

won’t go during the rest of the year. I say ‘won’t’ – that’s the theatre director in me. I 

mean they choose not to go! They might also be people who have a particular 

artform they feel confident about – something they may have been introduced to as a 

child. For example, these are people who may like going to a classical concert as a 

real treat – they tend not to go to other music or crossover into other artforms. 

‘Creatures of habit’ are people who have their patterns, but tend not to (this was a 

phrase that we often heard) do new things. What really struck me about ‘creatures of 

habit’ was that they weren’t the people we were marketing to. They weren’t people 

who were coming regularly. They were coming perhaps every three years and for 

them, that was a habit. They are the people in the Taking Part survey who are saying 

that they are regularly theatre-goers and then when you ask them ‘how often?’, they 

say ‘maybe once every two or three years’. 

‘Cautious gamblers’ is where it starts to get quite thrilling. These are the people that 

the team are most interested in converting and ‘cautious’ is as important in this 

nomenclature as ‘gamblers’. These are the people who have been on your mailing 

list for a long time. They come to the big noisy events but don’t tend to come back. 

They will always see the RSC when it comes because they know it will be good, so 

when you have Propeller doing Shakespeare they might come, not many, but they 

might. So, going back to our definitions of risk, I’m a cautious gambler around 

meditation; I’ve never been but it’s definitely worth asking me because I’ve done 

Yoga. So I’m cautious about meditation but I’m a long way along this engagement 

journey. 

The ‘confident explorers’ are the people we’re stalking. There was a wonderful 

moment because we did some video of some of the interviews. There was this 

fantastic woman who goes to everything, by her own admission, and we checked and 

she really does. We asked her ‘how do you find out about it? What are we doing right 

because we want to learn from you?’ She said she gets all the brochures, probably 

twenty for the season all together, she makes a pot of tea, lays them out on the 

kitchen table and she goes through them. She also has a pot of money for things that 

are a bit risky. She spends a lot of money on culture but she also saves up for things 

that are a bit special. When I saw that clip, a penny properly dropped for me because 

she’s a very lovely woman, she’s a very exciting audience member, up for anything, 

but she’s incredibly unusual. She’s as unusual as the people in this room for a 

different even stranger reason. We work in the arts and she doesn’t. She happens to 

share our passion and we are marketing to her and this rather small group of people. 

Andrew [McIntyre] summed it up very well with this quotation: 

‘Audiences want to broaden their experiences and deepen their engagement with 

culture. But mass marketing doesn’t help most people, as it doesn’t meet their needs. 

Personal relationships deepen engagement, not brochures’ Andrew McIntyre MHM 
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Culture window 

Every one of the seventeen people we interviewed wanted to do more, but they don’t 

feel confident about it, they’re not sure if it’s for them, whether they can afford it and 

tend not to do these things but if they had help they would, but brochures really don’t 

do it for them. 

So we tested this last summer with a little action research project. We are now trying 

to scale this up and one of the ideas I’d like to challenge is that in order to attract new 

audiences it requires such personalised relationships that it can’t be done; if it’s what 

needs to be done then we can do it. 

We brought a group of families together, recruited across the ten venues. It was 

partly self-selected – they wanted something to do over the summer – but something 

quite structured. It was a good range of people who came fairly often, others who 

only went to one of our venues and some who said they were not interested in 

culture. 

They were asked to come along to a workshop where we talked about risk. We 

played, did the things we do well in the arts and got them engaged and then gave 

them some tasks. This was another penny that dropped for me. If I was invited to go 

to meditation and to a polo match and I was told that it was for a thing then I would 

probably do it. I’d feel special and like it’s an obligation. I love obligations. That’s the 

segment I’m in. 

That really worked for the families. They were given the task of visiting as many of 

the venues as possible and were asked these questions. 

• What do families want from a good day out? 

• What do they really think of our current offers? 

• Can they be persuaded to take more cultural “risks” and try new things  

We were very clear that we truly cared what they thought about it and wanted them 

to be honest. They got a pack with a bag and scrapbook and a stroke of genus from 

Carey Fluker Hunt at Seven Stories who ran the project were the ‘come dine with me’ 

style cards in which they had to take a picture of the card with the rating of the 

experience they had just had. Each member of the family could take part. 

Then these sorts of things started happening. I like this quotation, in which there is a 

slight slip in the language: 

“I’d certainly be willing to consider things I’d never have been willing to consider 

before…because I’d have thought the kids wouldn’t be interested, and I knew I 

wouldn’t be interested, but – I was wrong” participant, culture window. 
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That sums up somehow, this challenge. We are talking about deeply held convictions 

and they aren’t to do with anything we’ve done wrong – at least I don’t think so. 

They’re about what experiences they’d had that are positive, it’s about insane choice, 

as we’ve heard, and it’s about whether or not you’ve ever met anyone who is 

sufficiently like you to trust them that likes this stuff. If you haven’t done any of the 

above then you really know you won’t like it until you try it and it turns out you’re 

wrong. 

They made wonderful scrapbooks combining text, photos and items. One comment 

said: ‘mum was shocked to see the anatomy on display’ whereas the daughter loved 

the experience at the Baltic. 

There was a pleasure which was demonstrated in the discovery of new things and a 

confidence in letting people know about it. It’s about saying ‘I’ve discovered this thing 

I didn’t know and I want everyone to know about it’. As we already know they are the 

most powerful advocates. I was talking to someone earlier about how ambassadors’ 

programmes have often related to the people least likely to attend and I don’t want to 

stop people from doing that, but it’s a long road. This is quite quick because you 

change the minds of people who are ready to engage with us and they tell others 

immediately. 

We also suggested that they might use mind maps. The point of telling you about 

these is that what we are going to do next is listen to the different communication 

needs as well as their interests. Some liked the mind maps, others the scrapbooks, 

cards etc. 

Going back to my lady with the tea pot and the brochures, it has long been my 

suspicion that brochures have a strange effect on potential audiences which is that it 

makes them feel like they don’t want to come. We discussed this earlier in the day in 

the session on behavioural economics and we talked about the same thing – the 

bewildering choice that we have. There’s too much, so we put the brochure down. 

This is very much the experience of the families we found. 

I don’t know how many people followed the high drama at the weekend over Matt 

Burman’s piece of print at Warwick Arts Centre. Matt is, ingeniously and brilliantly, 

entitled head of programming and audiences at Warwick Arts Centre. His team had 

issued a piece of print very specifically aimed at people had stopped coming to the 

centre to engage it again. It’s very chatty, spirited piece of print. It’s clearly not a 

brochure or a listing. Some distinguished arts professionals went nuts (on Twitter) 

over the fact that it didn’t give them what they needed, which is a full listing of what 

was on and where it was. I suggested on Twitter and then Matt explained more cool-

headedly in his blog, that this print was not aimed at them. 

That print was not for people who already knew what was on and where. It was 

aimed at people who might not know what an arts centre was, perhaps went and had 
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a good experience but didn’t know that there were things they could do with their 

family or where they could be involved rather than just watching things. 

This is a hot, important and urgent debate. Now that we have the possibility of many 

communication channels at the same time, design costs permitting, we need to be 

much clearer about that. We gave the families brochures with everything in it, which 

we thought was great but they didn’t like it. One of the mums said ‘I hated it’ which 

was quite a strong reaction to a piece of paper but really worth listening to. 

The task transformed what they were doing. All the families reported enjoying the 

responsibility and commitment which came with the task.  For less confident families 

it functioned as an excellent excuse to try something new ‘we have to go’ as opposed 

to daring to say ‘I’d like us to go.’ 

What’s next? 

Now we are being brave, because clearly we couldn’t keep doing this relatively 

expensive piece of action research for a small number of people. We’ve proved the 

point and we want to try it on a larger scale. 

So, eighteen organisations across the North East are coming together to pool what 

they offer to families and to engage through schools. As you may know, schools are 

very keen to have new ways of reaching families and have whole family activity and 

to encourage that for educational reasons and school relationships. 

We’re working with a range of schools of all sorts of different kinds. We’re starting 

with schools which already have a relationship with one of our artforms and then we’ll 

send a team of cultural facilitators into schools about the piece without bewildering 

them – no big bits of print – and personalised invitations to things that might interest 

them. We’ve been working with MHM on some ‘golden questions’ to find out quite 

quickly what their attitude to risk might be and therefore how we might talk to them 

about what’s on offer. There will be lots of social media opportunities for families to 

recommend things to each other but there will also be targeted e-campaigns to those 

who might respond to a tip-off. Others want more of a continuous dialogue with us 

and that’s the expensive bit. 

We have lots more partners joining in and it’s quite a range of cultural form. I’m very 

excited about it and thrilled to be reminded of Mark Ravenhill’s comments about not 

being business units because I’m passionate about trying to get arts organisations 

and perhaps other organisations to serve our publics better by not competing with 

each other inappropriately. It’s a fine line because it’s incredibly difficult to raise 

money collectively. It’s different for audiences because we need to communicate the 

distinctiveness of the brand to those people who care, but most people don’t, most 

are interested in the experience and whether it relates to them. 
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These babies are part of a project I’m very proud of at Northern Stage. They were 

three months old at the time (two years ago) and they’ve been working with us ever 

since. Forty babies were involved as part of our fortieth birthday and we owned up 

that we didn’t really know what parents of new-born babies wanted from a theatre. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

They weren’t sure what they were getting involved with and we weren’t sure either 

but we wanted to go on a journey together in the first three years of your child’s life. 

They are still with us and we’ve just re-painted the studio space and turned it into a 

crazy environment. They didn’t want plays, but creativity that’s messy. I use it as an 

example because with families you have time to get to know people and they could 

become audiences in several different ways of the course of their lives. 

The next thing for us to achieve as NGCV, is a big project for everyone including 

adults. We are working with MHM to develop Crossing Thresholds (working title) 

which is a three-year suite of campaigns designed to increase engagement across 

our venues by 20% - and this is across all the venues so some might have a higher 

increase than others. We will all be winning but it’s working because we’re able to do 

things together that we couldn’t do on our own. 

This will include: 

• A major profile raising campaign 

• Collation and  analysis of data about our current ‘infrequent attenders’ 

• A population study to measure engagement levels 

• Segmentation according to attitudes to culture and risk (MHM’s Culture 

Segments) 

• Direct action campaigns to create personal relationships and build confidence 

We will need some money and imagination but we’re ready to take a risk. 

Many people thought it was crackers to spend so much money on a metal angel (The 

Angel of the North) – they ‘knew’ they wouldn’t like it, but they were wrong.
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Erica Whyman and Ryan French 

Chaired by Beth Aplin 

This session was an opportunity for delegates to ask questions of Erica Whyman and 

Ryan French following their keynote presentations. 

Beth Aplin: Something we didn’t really talk about were the ambassadors that you 

have at Walker Art Center. I’m intrigued to hear more and am I right in thinking there 

has been an impact of all of this on them? 

Ryan French: We are fortunate to have lots of universities, colleges, museums and 

arts centres in the area so it’s a culturally rich community. So many of the people 

who work part time at the centre are also artists – the people in the ticket office, the 

guards in the galleries or the people that come to open field. Many have this other life 

of being an artist so there’s a great deal of learning back and forth and we don’t 

actually have a badge marked ‘ambassador’. Much of what happens at the Walker 

benefits from this rich network of people. 

My wife’s group happened to sing at open field when there was a cancellation. They 

said ‘who knows a singer?’ and I said ‘well my wife has a singing group of nine 

people and they’ll bring an audience too’. So they performed and each brought about 

ten people and there were forty attenders who came through the connection with this 

group. At the moment it is informal, self-selected people. These are just casual 

people who might turn up at Open Field for example and bring their entourage with 

them. 

Erica Whyman: This connects to something at Hetan Shah’s session this morning 

which is that sometimes if you formalise a monetary relationship you kill its intrinsic 

value. There was a very good example that if you were making dinner for someone 

and you asked them to pay, it makes sense in one way because they are sharing the 

costs, but if you demand it, you would kill the value both for you and them. There’s 

something in that – in that it’s better not to have a formal ambassador’s scheme. 

RF: And that’s the spirit of Open Field. We called it a ‘cultural commons’ because it’s 

an exchange of ideas and information. An audience suddenly might join in with a 

group sing and they’re a performer. I like that comparison with the dinner party. 

When I started the job, my marketing brain wanted to create a formal ambassador’s 

scheme of 25 people in the way that these things are normally formulated but this 

organic way has been more effective.  

Millicent Jones, Royal Liverpool Philharmonic Orchestra: I was wondering about 

the people who go to these free interactive participatory activities and whether you 

think that is, in and of itself, a wonderful thing and all it needs to be or whether we 

need to convert them into paying customers. I agree that money can diminish it but 

ultimately we need money to be part of the transaction. Are you actively cultivating 

them or does it not really matter. 
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RF: I should clarify a couple of things. Firstly, Open Field has been entirely grant 

funded so we didn’t have to take the risk of relocating resources from somewhere 

else. We are also taking contact details for the mailing list and we’ve been trying 

‘bounce back’ passes into the gallery – thanks for coming today – here’s a three 

month pass into the gallery etc. We are also doing research this summer to 

understand the motivations of people attending and their connection with the Walker 

Center overall. The marketer in me wanted to do this sort of thing early on but we 

decided to sit on our hands a bit and see what happens. 

Jon Gilchrist, The Lowry: You talked about the isolated nature of where you work 

and I have worked in Keswick which is probably the British equivalent. One of the 

things that I noticed when you talked about 50/50 is that the people who selected the 

work were already inside the venue. Is that an issue when you’re talking about a 

cultural hub – is it harder to bring in new audiences – from harder to reach 

communities for example? 

RF: There is still potential in our twin cities market. About 20% of the Walker’s visitors 

are tourists – anyone outside of the metropolitan area. So there’s always an influx of 

new people. Even for those people who are local, we know that the participation at 

science museum is off the charts and the zoos are really high and they are good for 

families and doing things together and they have penguins. We don’t have penguins 

and we sometimes think ‘what if we got penguins?!’ The thresholds for the Walker 

Center are harder to cross because we’re contemporary white cubes. So, it’s 

important to lower those thresholds and incidentally it’s much more expensive to go 

to the science museum or the zoo than the Walker. So, there’s potential but we have 

to appreciate that people are not going to get the contemporary arts enthusiasts to 

drive more than two hours to come to the centre. We only have 150,000 people 

coming to the galleries every year and there are 3.2m people living in the twin cities. 

Sarah Boiling, The Audience Agency: A question for EW. Thinking about the 

families’ action research that you did and the mystery shopping experiences you 

talked about one of the positive outcomes was those people becoming ambassadors. 

But as a result of what they experienced and fed back, how have you changed what 

you do? How have you changed your marketing or programming decisions? 

EW: Not as much in programming as we had thought. We may yet. The only the 

thing around the programme is the way in which we are describing it. It’s a bit like 

what was just mentioned – going to the beach or aquarium was thought of as 

somewhere a family could go for a whole day and you’re convinced you’re going to 

have great fun all day. They may not stay all day, but they don’t want it to be over in 

twenty minutes. The way in which we are describing and bolting things together is 

changing. I agree that price wasn’t a factor and we were working with people, some 

of whom had low disposable income. There was a suite of discounts that went with 
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the programme and they said it was good to have them and incentivised them to join 

the scheme but they didn’t really use them. 

SB: So changes were more to do with marketing? 

EW: Yes, one of the things that is really shifting the approaches of venues involved 

was the influence of Seven Stories who are the ‘national centre for children’s books 

in Britain’ based just along the Tyne. It is essentially a gallery of children’s book 

illustrations and they’ve made it a very interactive space. Their Facebook pages are 

the most visited and interacted with of all the ten venues and they seem to be 

creating instant ambassadors. It’s the sort of ‘mum’s net’ approach – providing a 

minute to minute influence on what the programme and experience is. So we’re all 

thinking hard about how we can use Facebook better. Those of us involved in 

contemporary work are more active on Twitter and we tend to think of Facebook as a 

bit old-fashioned but it’s very important. 

The other thing which is interesting is the way in which the culture segments created 

by MHM, chime with the research which we have undertaken, for example the desire 

that certain people have to talk and interact. The most likely ambassadors are the 

ones who want to talk and we’re not talking to them. So some of the tele-prompt 

experiments that have happened around the country are really interesting. We’re also 

working on the ways in which we can generate conversations without selling to 

people. 

BA: I was just thinking about your point about families having fun all day. We had an 

interesting experience at a local arts centre which does the most amazing and wacky 

stuff. It’s cutting edge, lots of Arts Council money and very important and I would like 

to support it. 

So I am on the lookout for what they are putting on and they were talking about this 

wonderful weekend activity with some wacky French artists. You could bring your 

children. All they were going to do on the Saturday was dig a hole and see how big 

they could get it and you could join in. Then on Sunday they were going to carry on 

digging the hole and they were going to do wonderful stuff there and then they were 

going to fill it back in. There was to be cake and tea. So Sunday morning the weather 

unexpectedly turned good so we drove the 30 minutes over there with special 

trousers on ready for digging. 

We turned up at the time they were opening ready to dig, rushed over there and 

there was no hole, a few French guys standing around, a plate of crumbs and that 

was it. And we said ‘where’s the hole?! we want to dig!’ and the French guys said ‘we 

dug the hole yesterday and we filled it in yesterday … it’s finished.’ It wasn’t about 

me, it was the kids who were disappointed and so they said ‘it’s okay – we’ll show 

you a film’ so they trooped us through and we watched a film – very slow film -almost 

in real time - of them digging a hole and filling it back up again. 
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And of course we had brought a picnic so we were trying to eat our food quietly in the 

front row as we watched the film. 

And now, I don’t trust them. They broke their promise to me. As we were leaving, 

there were people flooding in to the car park – people were coming up from London – 

and they pissed off hundreds of people. And I got my revenge because as I was 

going there was someone doing a survey from the Arts Council about whether or not 

I had had a good experience and I said ‘right ….!’ You’ve got to be so careful what 

you promise, especially where children are concerned. You might not be in control of 

what’s going on in your park but it’s your brand. 

RF: This is tricky. If you imagine the Walker Art Center has lots of spaces but these 

have always been curated, for 74 years. But now you could be outside with your 

guitar and you’ve ‘played at the Walker’. People have also been doing paintings and 

displaying them outside saying ‘I’ve displayed my work at the Walker Art Center’. It’s 

not a problem for me but others care and it could be an issue. 

EW: Isn’t it the same as the broken promise – you can say that there is an open field 

there and people are performing – and the brand should be slightly different. 

Paul Vater, Sugarfree: I’m interested in asking about income streams. These are 

changing in this country and we’ve been looking more at the role of business as a 

source of income in the longer term. We’ve been working with business improvement 

districts and you have the tourist improvement districts model in America. I wondered 

if you had had any experience of working with these organisations and what sort of 

relationships or income streams have been built up. 

RF: Hard income streams from business are important. Of course corporate 

sponsorship is everywhere. Target Stores sponsor the Walker and their logo is 

everywhere and that can have a negative impact with some people but when I tell 

them that that’s what’s sponsoring theatre night on Thursdays you overcome that to 

some extent. There are collectives of businesses that we are part of, so we have a 

relationship with the business community. We are part of the Minneapolis City Plan 

for 2025 – we were on that planning committee – in fact we represent all arts people. 

The same with the tourism bureau – we work very closely with them. They don’t give 

us funding but we are closely aligned so we receive lots of free publicity from them. 

What really pays off is this network of all the resources. 

Carol Jones, Chapter Arts Centre, Cardiff: I was wondering what the level of 

cross-over is between inside and outside, curated and non-curated and if you have 

any strategies to encourage ‘cross-fertilisation’. 

RF: That is the new question which is being answered this summer with our research 

project. I’m really kicking myself that we didn’t do much on the pre and post situation 

– we don’t have enough on the ‘pre’ – so we’re going to have to rely on peoples’ 

memories. The point though is to study some of this crossover. 
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So I mentioned the ‘bounce-back passes’ where we give people passes to get them 

to come back another time. One of the unfortunate things about the Walker is that we 

tend to programme most of our fun activities on free days. We double up the free and 

the programming often because the grant dollars are tied together. We can subsidise 

these because the programming dollars are linked and then it’s difficult to understand 

what’s going on – are they coming because it’s free or because of the programme? 

Measuring the crossover is therefore difficult – they’re outside for the free event and 

coming into the building to use facilities and can go into the galleries. The survey is 

going to have to answer some of that. 

Chilina Madon, Birmingham Hippodrome: I was wondering about the bringing 

together of the ten organisations in Newcastle. How easy was that to do? How easy 

was it to find such a varied set of organisations? How did you find a common goal 

between you and were there any conflicts? 

EW: Very difficult. It’s taken three years to reach the point where we’re all invested in 

going in the same direction. And I suspect some people soon may think they are not 

getting enough out of the process. So we’re building a big project with clusters. Some 

of the advice we’ve received recently is that we might be being held back by our 

desire always to reach consensus. That was a real strength in the first year – to not 

move without everybody – to take time to have those conversations. One thing that’s 

shifted is the people who are around the table. It began with Chief Executives, Head 

of Marketing etc and over three years it has shifted to being the person who is 

interested in collaborating. In some cases that’s an active officer and in others it 

remains the Chief Executive. Allowing for that is important – you have to embrace a 

lot of repetition. 

One of the biggest challenges is that inside the tent there are two or three 

organisations which are purely commercial. That doesn’t mean that they are not 

interested in culture and the experience but they aren’t funded (largely). So they ask 

– ‘am I going to get anything back?’ So in a way my task is to say that what they will 

get back is for the benefit of the whole community. Real collaboration means that 

some people will get back more than others. 

BA: How are those ten organisations chosen? 

EW: It was a sort of ‘dinner party gang’ of the ten principle buildings. It does exclude 

the council led buildings like libraries at the moment. I am an advocate of having the 

libraries join us because they are a fantastic resource. The City Hall wants to join and 

that’s trickier because they don’t have that commitment to participation. 

BA: So it wasn’t a shotgun wedding? 

EW: Yes, we chose this collaboration – we wanted to work together. We have 

resisted criticism in order to be 10 organisations that chose to work together. There 

are seven work streams. The chief executives meet at 8am on the first Monday of 
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every month for three hours, so it’s a serious chunk of what we do. And I probably 

work on this project at least one day a week. 

SB: Is anyone funding this work? 

EW: There is some funding which allows us to do things like have a project manager. 

Tim Manley, Manchester Gallery: At the end of your presentation (EW) you 

mentioned the outcomes you were expecting. Could you outline those a little more? 

And you mentioned increasing engagement by 20% - was that with a particular set of 

people? How are you going to measure it and what are you hoping to achieve next? 

EW: The aspiration is across the piste; not with any particular group of people. If 

what happens is that those frequent attenders that we stalk increase their attendance 

that is a win. But our aim is to look at who is close but we’re not really reaching yet. 

We are aiming for a 20% increase in visits and we also want to reach everyone in the 

conurbation once. We would like to replicate some of the good spirit that happened 

when Newcastle Gateshead was bidding for the European Capital of Culture. There 

was an amazing mobilisation of support for cultural activity and this probably has to 

be linked to activity and programme and it needs to be very ‘noisy’. 

TM: A bit like in Manchester, recreating the feel of the Commonwealth Games. 

EW: The North-East is embarking on an interesting festival next year because the 

Lindisfarne Gospels are coming back to the region for a while. So, we want to time 

this to coincide with when this is happening in June. One of the other things on the 

list of possible outcomes is our marketing. If it works, it should mean that we reduce 

massively the amount of print that we produce - sufficiently to free up some money to 

spend on telephone campaigns. This is the thing we really want to test. It could be 

about fundraising, invitations, ambassadors, addressing peoples’ confidence fears. 

We want to make a shift towards investing in those personal relationships. One of the 

other things is how we manage the data. We waste a good hour of every meeting 

about how we can’t possibly share data. We’ve just come through a very important 

gate in which we can say ‘let’s stop talking about hardware or software, let’s start 

talking about analysis.’ This is then a question of sharing what we know and as part 

of this we might share a database or two. 

Amy Aubrey, Junction Arts: In terms of sharing, would you consider sharing your 

brand? 

EW: We’ve talked about this a lot. No-one wants one organisation rather than ten. 

Everyone genuinely believes there is distinctiveness about the different brands and 

when I think about the three theatres in that gang there is clearly something useful 

about the individual identities, histories and the relationships they have with their 

audiences. What we are interested in is a public facing identity that isn’t about those 

organisations or Newcastle Gateshead but about the culture that is available to you. 
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That thing of flipping what the direction of travel of the message is. That can be really 

useful. 

It could be like the Red Letter brand where you buy the experience. You could buy a 

tour to the Baltic with a special host which would be expensive or you could buy a 

couple of tickets to the Christmas show. If you bought it as a little gift and it gave you 

ways of finding out what you needed that is the sort of thing we are looking at. We’re 

also looking at a ‘steam-driven’ version of Amazon – if you liked this you might like 

this approach. 

Ivan Wadeson, The Audience Agency: Thank you very much – a great pairing in 

terms of keynotes. Brilliant on engagement. You were both very brave, in that you 

had these ideas and you were ambitious and brave in carrying them through. It’s 

great the way you’ve challenged the collective marketing approach. Andy McKim 

talked about breaking down the organisational silos whereas you’ve broken down 

those institutional silos. I suspect a lot of people in the audience ‘get it’ and it’s great 

to hear it from a chief executive as this somewhat engaged audience can be really 

vital. And the big question it seems to me is, how do we get other chief executives on 

board? 

EW: You’re absolutely right that we go up and down and up and down and just at the 

point when everyone has agreed on something, they say ‘where’s the cash?’ or the 

ticketed venues ask, ‘how can we cope with the increased capacity?’ The glib but 

meaningful answer is that it’s about building personal relationships. When it hasn’t 

worked well is when we haven’t told the truth publicly and we’ve resented the fact 

that we don’t agree. When it has worked well is when we have surfaced what people 

really feel about these things. The more thoughtful answer is that we need to allow 

the chief executives to think that this is the prize because we are surrounded by a 

series of other goals. The way we judge the work in relation to the audience is also 

skew-whiff. Is an organisation doing fantastically well because its artistic programme 

is admired and the reviewers like it or is it doing well because it’s engaging 

audiences? Of course, it doesn’t quite work like that but many chief execs seem to 

get stuck on one or the other track and can’t see the bigger picture. We need to 

make a political pitch for describing a different type of success. 

RF: In the USA we have an association of museum directors that anyone of any kind 

of size can belong to. The whole group doesn’t meet that often but our chief exec will 

see the big institutions quite often so she has a lot of face time with them. There are 

splits between old and new guard in terms of whether visitors are allowed to take 

photos in galleries. Little things like that show how some people are not aware of 

cultural relevance. We’re all dead in the water if we’re not culturally relevant. You 

have to make ties to these communities and other artists for example. So she shares 

these stories with them. At the same time we also have this website where we can 

put these stories out there. Someone has to tell the story. If newspapers are dying 
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around us then we have to do this ourselves. We need to keep talking about the 

success of these things. It’s also important to work closely with the government, in 

our case local government is very important, ensuring that they understand what we 

are trying to do. 

EW: We have just been looking at this with AEA in terms of partnership. If we don’t 

do this, we will damage our relationship with the funders forever. 

James Baggaley, Spektrix: Do you think it can be a bottom-up movement? It could 

be a marketing officer doing a dissertation project. It doesn’t need a huge amount of 

money – little bits of time here and there and it builds that way without the chief 

executives. 

RF: It was bottom-up at the Walker. Open Field was a concept before the chief exec 

or I came on the staff. There was a demand for these sorts of opportunities to exist - 

the education department were on to this before anyone else – certainly before the 

curators. 

EW: I agree with that, but it’s important to keep the leadership on side because you’ll 

get to the point when it’s starting to work and you’re asking people to dedicate 

increasing parts of their working week which doesn’t necessarily show up on the 

bottom line and then you have to have top and bottom working together. 

IW: We’ve done a lot of collaborative work, consortia etc and it can happen bottom-

up but it gets to the point where marketing might have to talk to visitor services and 

that’s when the chief execs might need to give ‘authority’ for those conversations to 

happen and that’s when mission is really key. 

BA: There was an interesting point you made there (RF) which is that it started with 

the education department. That’s such an interesting point. There was a time when 

education departments were funded quite highly and you would go into organisations 

and they were almost running their own operation completely separately. There is an 

interesting ownership issue there and also the point about how it can drive things. 

EW: The family explorers project seems weirdly ground-breaking in a way that I didn’t 

expect. There were a variety of people round the table: from marketing, education, 

programming etc. And they were asking who should be at the meeting. But it was 

clear that the right people were at the meeting because it was a mixture and they 

were the ones that were interested. Seven Stories has led this project because it 

makes a difference to their core business. 

Jessica Blake-Lobb, Chichester Festival Theatre: Do you (EW) think you might 

move forward with a smaller group of organisations who might want to do something 

different? 
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EW: No, I don’t think so. I think the 10 venues will move forward together and then 

there will be some doing project a and some will do project b. These will be slightly 

different sets of people. There are certain things which we are very committed to 

doing together such as collective commissioning and sourcing new funding. Those 

umbrella projects will probably keep us together. The culture segments work could 

also see certain segments be more interesting to one organisation or another. I 

suspect we’ll work in clusters more which will take the pressure off. 

CJ: You (RF) talked earlier about cost and expense etc. Also you talked about 

feeding the beast – the constant need to find content for the website. Could you talk 

a little bit more about continually feeding that beast and whether there are any 

difficulties in moderation? 

RF: One of the reasons why Walker has had success is the quality of our actual 

artistic platform. We are contemporary and so we have lots of actively engaged 

artists with plenty to say. So there’s lots of new. They are also frequently cross-

disciplinary artists so they might be producing videos as well as painting. We also 

have very nimble staff who can edit video, use Photoshop etc – things I can’t do. The 

new generation has a different approach to social media and blogging etc. They don’t 

worry about refining it to the nth degree before they publish; they just get it out there. 

Museums also seem to save everything – we have a photo of Marcel Duchamp in our 

archives that we just put up on his birthday. As far as moderation is concerned, we 

don’t edit anything except personal attacks, profanity or something very extreme. 

Sometimes we clarify statements for people saying things about the Walker. 

BA: You mentioned earlier that Open Field is grant funded. Could you have got it off 

the ground without that? 

RF: We actually tested it before we got the grant. We tried a few small things to see if 

people would turn up and it worked. Then we got the grant and we could do the 

infrastructure. The grant allowed us to build on the experimental work we were doing. 

Jonathan Goodacre, AMA and The Audience Agency: It’s interesting RF that you 

talked about moving from transactional to relational marketing. And listening to the 

discussion, there’s an interesting thing about relationships in general - not just 

relationships between you and the audience but between the organisations, chief 

execs and funders and it seems to be about a different set of values. That’s why 

price can destroy the relationship because you’re saying that it is based on trust, and 

in your example (BA) it’s about the trust being broken. Relationships seem to be 

important in what you are doing. 

EW: I was telling a story earlier about a couple who were involved in the first piece of 

action research. They were classically interested, walking past the Sage Gateshead 

and wondering what was going on inside. We asked them if they might like to come 

to the Christmas show. They came to Peter Pan I met them afterwards and they told 
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me that they had devoted their retirement to working with recovering addicts. And I 

said that that was interesting because we had just been working with an artist who 

had been working with recovering heroin addicts and they were amazed that we had 

a connection to their world. They said – ‘we didn’t know you cared’. I said ‘what do 

you mean?’ and they said, ‘well we thought you’d only be interested in the arts.’ Then 

when they were interviewed when I wasn’t there, they said the really transformative 

thing was that someone asked them a question about them. So relationships are 

about listening as well as talking – and people would like to know that we’re actually 

interested in them. 

RF: There’s an interesting flip to this – which is this loyalty ladder which you often 

see, which is that people must be brought up this ladder or moved onwards in terms 

of their engagement. I also think we have to be okay that some people only want to 

come once a year. Every year our most successful film event is a show of UK TV 

adverts awards. We screen it 66 times to 20,000 people who sit there for an hour and 

pay premium price to watch British TV adverts – it’s out of control. I’m happy to take 

this 20,000 x $10 to the bank and let it fund other programmes. Many of those people 

are not terribly interested in the other things we’re doing I don’t think. Some people 

can be moved over but others might be interested in the particular thing they are 

interacting with. 

BA: It’s a bit like pantomimes in this country. 

EW: The infuriating thing is that people go to the pantomime and have a really great 

time but they don’t think they will be interested in anything else. 

BA: When ticketing systems came in in the early 90s, we’d show the early data to the 

excited wide eyed marketing directors and chief execs and with pantomimes the box 

office staff and front of house staff had said that people who come to the Panto don’t 

go to anything else. And we said – how do you know this? They said, the atmosphere 

is different, what time they come, what size groups they come in, what they buy. 

Everything is different. These people don’t come back the rest of the year, they’re not 

interested in coming back – and the data absolutely backed this up. And this isn’t 

seen as theatre, it’s seen as entertainment.


