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The bloggers who came in  
from the cold

Eleanor Appleby  shares how the V&A used online word-of-mouth 
marketing to reach a new audience for its Cold War Modern exhibition

T
he V&A’s major exhibition in 
autumn 2008 was Cold War 
Modern 1945–1970. It was the 
first exhibition to examine 

contemporary design, architecture, 
film and popular culture on both sides 
of the Iron Curtain during the Cold 
War era.

Over 300 exhibits were on display, 
from a Sputnik and an Apollo Mission 
space suit to films by Stanley Kubrick, 
paintings by Robert Rauschenberg 
and Gerhard Richter, fashion by Paco 
Rabanne, designs by Charles and Ray 
Eames and Dieter Rams, architecture 
by Le Corbusier, Richard Buckminster 
Fuller and Archigram, and vehicles 
including a Messerschmitt microcar. 
The exhibition also explored how 
scientific advances during the Cold 
War inspired much of today’s cutting-
edge technology from iPhones to the 
internet. As a consequence we were 
very keen to engage 26–45 year olds, 
particularly those with an interest  
in the internet, technology and 
science fiction.

In order to reach that audience, 
we wanted to create an online buzz 
around the show, sparking interest in 
an engaging and intriguing way. This 

led to us to commission 1000heads, a 
word-of-mouth agency, to come up 
with a campaign that would entice a 
network of design-savvy bloggers to 
write about the exhibition. 1000heads 
undertook the planning and execution 
of the campaign, identifying suitable 
bloggers, developing and placing 
the digital and real-world clues, and 
tracking the resulting online activity.

The subject of the exhibition offered 
the perfect opportunity to work 
creatively with themes of espionage 
and coded communications. Over a 
period of a month, selected bloggers 
received instructions through covert 
coded email messages from the 
7th Syndikate – a pseudonym set 
up by 1000heads especially for the 
campaign. The ‘secret agents’ who 
cracked the codes and solved the 
clues followed a trail that invited them 
to a secret rendezvous at the Albert 
Memorial in South Kensington, where 
they discovered what the trail was all 
about and were led to an exclusive 
after-hours preview of Cold War 
Modern. As they went along, many of 
the participants discussed the mystery 
in their blogs and on Facebook, and 
on the night of the reveal proceeded 

The ‘secret agents’ who cracked the codes and 
solved the clues followed a trail that invited them 
to a secret rendezvous at the Albert Memorial in 
South Kensington, where they discovered what the 
trail was all about and were led to an exclusive after-
hours preview of Cold War Modern. 
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to review the exhibition and also the 
word-of-mouth campaign itself. One 
blogger posted: ‘I thought I’d worked 
out what was going on, but in the 
end it came as a complete surprise. I 
couldn’t believe it when we ended up 
at the V&A. They really had me fooled.’

We always have very strong visual 
identities for our exhibitions and the 
word-of-mouth campaign was linked 
to the rest of the Cold War Modern 
campaign through the same colour 
scheme (in fact it was one of the 
things that enabled some people to 
crack the mystery). Links were also 
made with wording and images: as 
well as traditional exhibition postcards, 
we distributed business cards with 
cryptic ‘spy’ messages and used 
similar messages in the clues, along 
with visual and verbal references to 
objects in the exhibition which keen 
participants could track down on our 
exhibition microsite.

Our marketing objectives for 
the whole exhibition campaign 
were to not only bring in visitors to 
the exhibition, but also to further 
enhance the V&A’s reputation as 
a contemporary and accessible 
institution and an inspirational leader 

in its field. The word-of-mouth 
campaign was very successful on both 
counts – over 30 bloggers cracked 
the clues, turned up to the preview 
and proceeded to post online reviews 
of the exhibition. The exhibition was 
mentioned in 50 different online 
‘venues’ and there were 328 separate 
posts about it – giving a total of 
90,000 trackable engagements (the 
amount of hits on the webpages 
where it was discussed), so we know 
we definitely raised awareness: 13% 
of actual visitors to the exhibition 
said they heard about it through a 
website or blog – a very good result 
comparable with other media such as 
advertising. An additional benefit was 
that, having built a relationship with 
a new group of influencers, we were 
able to maintain it by inviting them to 
previews of future exhibitions.

The bloggers really engaged with 
this intriguing and personal approach. 
One blogger posted: ‘What a fantastic 
way to organise a preview! I have 
never taken part in such a thing before, 
and was hooked from the very start. 
It’s certainly effective, and will get 
more attention than a simple spam 
email promoting the event.’

Another real bonus was the way 
it enhanced the V&A’s reputation, 
showing that we are innovative and 
experimental: ‘It’s great that the V&A 
entered into the Cold War spirit by 
running such a cool campaign’ posted 
another blogger after the event. 
‘A really good campaign and great 
exhibition, I highly recommend seeing 
it!’ said another. 

Best review and full details of the 
mystery: http://bit.ly/b5AW8C

Other reviews:
•	 http://bit.ly/btzWA6
•	 http://bit.ly/cK3DFf
•	 http://bit.ly/cPuotn
•	 http://bit.ly/cNEn5G
•	 http://bit.ly/90mfEy
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