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TEARING DOWN INTERNAL BARRIERS
Helene Toogood

Helene Toogood described the Art Ambassadors Project at the Laing Art Gallery, Tyne & Wear
Museums, and explored the idea of an audience-focused culture. She examined the flexible approach that
was adopted when working with the target audience of 16–25 year olds.

Tyne & Wear Museums is a major regional museum and art gallery service. It is a local
authority service jointly funded by the five metropolitan district councils in the county of
Tyne & Wear: Newcastle upon Tyne, Gateshead, North Tyneside, South Tyneside and
Sunderland. Our mission is to help people determine their place in the world, and
understand their identities, so enhancing their self-respect and their respect for others.

The Laing Art Gallery, Newcastle upon Tyne, is one of ten venues that make up Tyne &
Wear Museums (TWM). TWM also includes the Discovery Museum and the Hancock
Museum, Newcastle upon Tyne, Shipley Art Gallery, Gateshead, Stephenson Railway
Museum and Segedunum Roman Fort in North Tyneside, Arbeia Roman Fort, and
South Shields Museum & Art Gallery in South Tyneside, Monkwearmouth Station
Museum and Sunderland Museum & Art Gallery in Sunderland.

The Laing Art Gallery is the city art gallery for Newcastle upon Tyne and is located in the
heart of the city centre. It is named after Alexander Laing, a local wine and spirit
merchant, who had made his fortune from the city and wanted to give something back to
its people by donating money towards the establishment of an art gallery. It opened in
1904, but was unusual in that it had no collection! This was built up gradually and over
the years. Its aim has always been to build up a collection of contemporary paintings,
with particular emphasis on local artists and scenes. It now has a very large collection of
work with 1,000 oil paintings, 4,000 watercolours, 5,000 prints and 7,000 items forming
the decorative arts collection. A new extension opened in 1996, increasing gallery space,
and improving access to the building. The Laing Art Gallery, as for most of Tyne &
Wear Museums’ venues, does not charge an entry fee.

The background to Art Ambassadors

Tyne & Wear Museums has a long-standing commitment to facilitating community-
orientated activities. It repeatedly demonstrates this commitment to really ‘putting people
at the centre of museums’ through the very many schemes that take place at Tyne &
Wear Museums, all working towards the same aims ultimately, but from different
directions. This is because we would not and could not exist without our audience, our
visitors, and as a publicly funded organisation, it is important that we ensure that it is
open to all – we hold the collections in trust for everyone to enjoy.

The Laing Art Gallery itself has run a successful outreach programme for over five years.
The central purpose of the outreach programme is to increase communication,
interaction and exchange skills and ideas between members of the public, artists and the
art gallery. It seeks to break down misconceptions about the ‘elitist’ visual arts and
galleries, to increase general understanding and confidence with the arts, and to make the
visual arts relevant for everyone.



101

The Laing targets outreach work at groups who do not normally visit the gallery for
whatever reason and has involved people from all sections of the local community in
visual arts projects that they would not normally access. This has included a number of
participatory arts projects linked to exhibitions in the gallery, in activities from digital
imaging to drama. For example, exhibition and outreach work was undertaken in
response to ‘Tap, Ruffle and Shave: an installation to meddle with’ by Richard Layzell in
the summer of 1998. Volunteers from the New Ideas, New Choices group at Skills for
People took part. Together with artists Richard Layzell and Steve Jones, the group
designed and built a permanent multi-sensory room at their centre. The participants, who
communicated in ways other than words, explored a variety of sensory experiences. The
room reflects many aspects of their personalities, in the colours, objects and sensations
incorporated.

In recent years, members of the public have been invited behind the scenes to choose
their favourite artworks and objects for displays. This has involved residents from Byker,
under 5s and members of the Chinese community, to mention but a few. They have
provided their interpretation of these items and have been encouraged to develop their
creative skills in designing and producing their own material for exhibition. ‘From the
Vaults’, as the series is known, is now on its 12th episode.

Art Ambassadors – plans

It is from this background that plans were drawn up in 1998 by the Laing Art Gallery for
a new project called Art Ambassadors. This was an innovative audience development
project, supported by Tyne & Wear Museums and the Arts Council of England’s New
Audiences Programme. It also received funding from Tyne & Wear Museums’ Corporate
Club, North East Museums Service (NEMS), Northern Arts, the Museums & Galleries
Commission and the Sir James Knott Trust. The project received a total of £22,000.
 
The scheme was devised following a ‘Potential Visitors Motivation’ survey, which in
1998 had demonstrated that non-visitors to the gallery are predominantly males, young
people aged 14–25 and socio-economic groupings C1, C2 and D. Not much was known
about this target audience, other than that young people are extremely difficult to target.
Desk research was undertaken and the findings showed that low youth attendance
applies to galleries nationally. There is a fall in attendance of young adults immediately
after statutory school age (J. Harland, 1995, Arts in their View). The reasons for this
include: shortage of money, removal of compulsion, lack of encouragement and stimulus
from teachers, a search for self-identity, and a need to grow and develop through the
anti-institutional rebellious stage (as above). However, there is a rise with 18–20 year
olds. Harland states that many young people come to the arts at a later age when they can
do so of their own will and choice. In terms of awareness and perceptions of art and art
galleries, personal contact is more immediate and effective than a flier (H. O’Riain, 1997,
Old Objects in Glass Cages). Galleries can be viewed by young people and youth workers as
remote, and staff as unapproachable (S. Selwood et al., 1995, An Enquiry into Young People
and Art Galleries). It’s a question of image: visiting galleries is not ‘cool’ (O’Riain) – the
perception that ‘it’s not for them’.

The aims of the project were:
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• To test perceptions about reasons for non-attendance and to break down barriers
between young people and the visual arts experience.

• To test various methods of communication with new audiences and establish
methodologies for feedback and evaluation.

• To inform gallery policy on programming, outreach and customer care.
• To develop the Laing’s audience base.
• To instil confidence and encourage new visitors to make return visits.

The scheme we designed was a six-month pilot initiative which ran from November 1998
until May 1999. A team of three Ambassadors was appointed in November 1999, which
consisted of myself as project co-ordinator, and two Ambassadors who worked part-
time. Our brief was to make contact proactively with groups of young people aged 16–25
from Tyne & Wear and to introduce them to the gallery and the visual arts through a
tailor-made visit to the Laing. Particular emphasis was given to those who might be
categorised as ‘socially excluded’ – interpreted to be anyone who did not visit the gallery
through disadvantage, disability, lack of opportunity or interest.

Art Ambassadors – in practice

In putting together the project brief, it had been anticipated that the project would be
based solely around the idea of a tailored visit for a group of young people. The
Ambassadors were to host visits at the Laing from Tuesdays to Sundays, within normal
gallery opening hours, running nine visits per week over a 40-week period – a total of
360 visits over the duration of the project. It had been calculated that each visit would
involve a group of approximately ten people, so the Ambassadors would work with an
estimated 3,600 people overall!
 
We were allotted a period of two weeks as lead-in time to begin proactively making
contact with groups, with visits starting after the two-week period. A leaflet and poster
were produced as promotional materials for the project to be distributed among youth
groups and organisations, and places where young people might visit.

But as we progressed, a number of factors led us to offer a greater diversity of activities,
and to adopt a highly flexible and responsive approach:

• More lead-in time was needed to build trust and establish relationships with groups
and their leaders.

• The time scales to which groups worked and we worked differed: activities for youth
groups are planned on average several weeks or months in advance as part of a long-
term strategy.

• Most youth groups meet during the evening and were unable to visit during normal
gallery opening hours.

• Age limits are arbitrary and exclude people. Young people are often part of groups
with wider age remits, e.g. 11–16, 14–25.

• Young people did not want a structured experience ‘like school’ – youth groups
operate on an open-access, user-led basis.

• Many organisations work with individuals, not formal groups.
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Fortunately the aims and structure of the project were not so inflexible that they could
not be adapted. Also, the project was also a pilot – part research and part practice –
which allowed us to explore different ways of working with young people and the visual
arts. We were able to respond to group needs and concerns quickly and thereby provide a
more effective service while operational. As an organisation, we accepted that we were
unable to achieve what was anticipated in terms of numbers and that a qualitative
approach rather than quantitative was needed and would be of value. This applied to the
Ambassadors team: we changed our hours of work to suit the youth groups and
frequently worked evenings. Ultimately, the key to our success was personal contact and
adopting a flexible approach – working evenings, working beyond the gallery and
meeting young people on their terms rather than ours, designing activities and events
following the principles of youth work.

What took place?

Feedback from youth group members and leaders played a major part in the design of
activities, and informed regular strategic reviews. As a result of this, the project design
evolved as follows:

1. Outreach work
This became integral to the project and often took place during evenings, a time when
many youth groups meet as this is their only free time from education or work
commitments. They were initiated in response to requests from leaders and young
people, and in acknowledgement of the fact that more investment is needed to establish
trust and gain young people’s interest. We met young people on their own territory – at
youth and community centres – which played a significant part in encouraging them to
view the Laing and its staff as approachable. It meant that group members had a familiar
face to look out for if and when they visited the Laing. For some, it was their only point
of contact with the gallery and gallery staff.

It took the form of an informal introductory chat using information on the gallery to
raise awareness and stimulate discussion about their views on art, art galleries, and the
Laing, to practical sessions. The outreach pack included pictures of the gallery, postcards
of artwork, photos of other groups and activities they had done at the Laing. It helped us
in tackling the most frequently asked questions by young people and group leaders:
‘Where is the Laing?’ and ‘Are we allowed to visit?’ For many, not knowing the answers
had led to a negative view of the gallery. This also helped to allay anxiety about coming
into the building itself as they did not know what to expect.
 
Activities helped to challenge perceptions about art. Some felt that if they could do it,
then it could not be art. By asking them their views and what they wanted from us, we
were able to begin tackling the perception that there was nothing for them: ‘It’s not like
for young kids – it’s for people who like art’, ‘It’s boring and there is nothing to do’.
 
Personal contact was the single most effective method of communication with this target
audience; 75% of groups who met the Ambassadors at their bases subsequently booked a
visit to the gallery.
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2. Drop-in activities
We learnt from our contact with youth workers and young people that in order to
encourage young people to use the gallery and to participate in visual arts activities, they
must be free to choose their own level of engagement. This supports the work of youth
services, which aim to develop the individual’s independence and confidence to form
opinions, develop skills and make choices about everything from jobs to culture. Drop-in
activities were held every weekend between February and April 1999. The activities
differed from week to week, and always offered the participant the opportunity to keep
what they had made. They were based in the heart of the gallery, not far from the main
entrance, and not ‘hidden’ in another room.
 
They were intended to offer an informal and less structured experience for individuals.
There was no pressure of an appointment and young people could come and go as they
pleased. However, the majority of participants were aged approximately 5–15, and came
across the activity during the course of their visit to the Laing.

3. Visits to the Laing Art Gallery
Diverse types of visits were also offered at the Laing for groups who did want to take
part. These included informal pre-visits to break the ice and allow young people time to
acclimatise, before deciding whether they wanted to take part in a workshop or activity.
Sometimes this took the form of a brief tour followed by a visit to the cafeteria. Each
visit was planned in response to group needs which were discussed with the group
members before hand. Groups participated in sessions on fashion, relating to the
permanent collection, and conflict using a temporary exhibition: John Keane’s ‘Conflicts
of Interest’. Drama and movement workshops were also conducted in response to
‘Representing the People’, an exhibition of contemporary Chinese portraiture. Sessions
also covered team-building exercises, literacy and communication skills, and even
orienteering! Visits were more successful where they had not been planned too rigidly,
and allowed for greater flexibility on the day, again leaving the level of participation and
amount of time spent up to the individual.

4. ‘Later …@ the Laing’ open evenings
On 10 and 18 March 1999 the Laing held two evenings of contemporary culture
designed specifically with young people in mind. These events attempted to bring the
gallery to life, but also to address the fact that many young people could not visit the
gallery during the day. The evenings were designed along the lines of youth work ‘best
practice’: open-access, user-led activities that left the level of participation up to the
individual. Different cultural activities, such as DJ-ing and body art, were set up around
the gallery, encouraging the young people to ‘colonise’ the building and at the same time
present an integrated cultural context for the visual art on the walls. Thirty-four per cent
of those who responded to questionnaires had never visited the gallery before; 637
people visited the gallery.

5. Creative consultancy
This is a method of consultancy that uses innovative and creative techniques to
encourage people to consider issues and express their thoughts on a particular subject. It
was especially effective when working with the young people encountered through the
Art Ambassadors’ scheme.

Focus groups had originally been proposed prior to the start of the project to gather
evaluation material from young people who had been involved in the Art Ambassadors
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project. However, it became apparent that they were an inappropriate tool for use with
young people. The low take-up of visits to the Laing as originally offered highlighted the
need to find out more about the opinions of young people who had not visited the
gallery through the scheme and to explore the different methods of communicating with
young people.

It was undertaken in April 1999 to find out what young people who had previously not
visited the art gallery thought of the visual arts and art galleries, and to produce a video
resource for future work by gallery staff. It was an engaging and mutually beneficial way
of learning more about the target audience: the work took the form of participatory
creative arts workshops run by a team of five artists, and took place in three different
youth centres in the east end of Newcastle, introducing young people to a variety of art
forms as a means of:

• engaging directly with arts processes
• engaging directly with practising artists
• responding to examples of art as presented by the artists and created by themselves
• sharing information about the nature and place of art, and
• forming opinions about art.

The creative consultancy was designed to address a number of questions like ‘What is art
(and what is not art)?’, ‘Who makes art?’ and ‘Where do you find art?’ Each night, five
artists set up activities ranging from cartooning, graffiti boards, digital imaging with a
digicam, scanner and PC, to large-scale painting. Again, it followed principles adopted by
youth workers and clubs, that of open access and user-led activities. Young people could
sample whichever activities appealed to them and in their own time. They were free to
come and go as they pleased, and did not find the activities threatening or
confrontational.

The artists produced a brief report. In addition a video resource is being produced which
‘collages’ the comments and thoughts of the young people with images of the artworks
and sounds produced by participants. The video will be used as a stimulus for outreach
work, and will act as a peer advocacy tool with the young people as Art Ambassadors
themselves. We have also learnt a lot through commissioning the video, which will help
us to plan and budget more effectively for future video projects. The experience has also
helped us to understand where and how we might increase community participation in
the production processes.

6. Meetings with youth workers and training seminars
Group leaders control access to their groups, and their perceptions and attitudes towards
art, art galleries and the Laing impacted on the project before contact was even made
with young people themselves. Low awareness of the Laing meant that some leaders
were disinclined to use it now. Some had assumed that there was an admission charge.
Several asked permission to bring their groups. Others felt that they and their groups
were not represented in the collection.
 
Some leaders viewed the project itself in restrictive terms, that what they did had to be
‘arty’, and other ways of using the gallery did not exist. Others were unsure as to how to
use the gallery and/or art. Others were not keen to be involved on a one-off basis, and
wanted longer-term outreach work that would relate more to their programmes.
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Meetings were held with group leaders to address these issues, and further inform the
project and future work. Two training seminars were organised to facilitate the use of the
gallery by youth workers and their groups. They were also intended to address
misconceptions and negative responses of group leaders. They were promoted as a
forum for consultation with group leaders, and to provide practical training to ‘demystify’
the visual arts.

Summary

The key to our success was personal contact and adopting a flexible approach. Working
directly with young people and meeting them on their own terms, rather than ours, has
helped to build trust with young people and youth workers, establishing foundations for
long-term relationships. Organising events where young people could take part in visual
arts activities on an open-access user-led basis, in line with youth work practice, has
helped to build confidence with the gallery and in young people themselves.

We established contact with a large number of groups and organisations, increased
awareness of the gallery with the target audience, and gathered a great deal of
information in a short time. This information includes a comprehensive database on 273
groups, an understanding of how most youth groups operate (from the time scales they
work to and the dynamics within groups) to the kind of activities that work well with
young people. The target audience of 16–25 year olds was particularly difficult to reach.
The Art Ambassadors project only served as an introductory experience for many young
people which may bear fruit in the long term, but at the same time it has created firm
foundations for further long-term work with this target audience. A great deal of time
has been spent building up trust with youth workers and groups, and it is clear that the
youth groups and organisations would like to see long-term working relationships
established between themselves and the gallery.

Lessons learnt

• A period of lead-in time of at least several months is needed to establish trust and
build relationships.

• Be aware of time scales – they may differ from yours. There is a danger of expecting
others to fit in with you!

• Projects establish expectations and relationships must be sustained. This can be
difficult even within a short time-span as there is a high turnover of youth workers
and also of young people. Many groups operate a rolling programme where members
move on to a different group later or leave once they have gained the skills they
needed to acquire.

• Age limits are arbitrary and exclude people. We accommodated groups who
approached us who wanted to take part in the scheme.

• Monitor a project such as this closely so you are able to adapt.
• Be flexible – the structured approach was not appropriate.
• Group numbers are often random, and members may decide not to turn up, which

means that some may view it as easier not to tackle this audience.
• Accept the value of a qualitative approach rather than quantitative. As an

organisation, we have learnt much that will inform future developments.
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• There is no one formula for working with people.

Recommendations based on the project findings

• Consult group leaders and workers before designing a project, and to gain their
support.

• Conduct desk research beforehand to discover lessons learnt previously in relation to
the target audience and the approaches that could be taken.

• It is more effective to work with all socially excluded groups. The existence of an age
limit could have excluded many people from visiting the Laing Art Gallery.

• Personal contact is the most effective means of communication and a tool for
ensuring that people feel at ease with the gallery. For it to be successful, it needs to
be very labour intensive, i.e. considerable staff time needs to be allocated to the job.

• Young people want activities to provide them with an interactive experience of the
visual arts. ‘Later … @ the Laing’ was particularly successful in achieving this
objective. Activities need to be user led, following youth work ethics.

• Adopt a long-term view to audience development. It is a slow process and needs
time. It needs to be part of a holistic approach to the whole gallery, and needs to be
fully coordinated between all departments within an organisation. The Art
Ambassadors scheme has established expectations, and young people have
questioned what the Laing can offer them in the future.

• Extend creative consultancy to other groups to raise awareness of the gallery and gain
more information on non-gallery visitors.

 
 
Beyond the project

At the Laing, information gathered during the project has been used to inform gallery
policy on programming, outreach and customer care. Follow-up work is continuing at
the Laing Art Gallery through the established outreach and education programmes.
Recent outreach projects for young people have included a project with girls’ groups in
Benwell and Scotswood, a Dodgy Clutch artists’ residency at the gallery, and a project
with young people from the Weston Spirit, Motiv8 and Inline – all groups contacted
through the Art Ambassadors.
 
Twenty-three groups have booked to take part in education activities at the gallery since
the project ended. Longer-term relationships are being established with a number of
groups as a direct result of the project. Contact is being maintained through regular mail-
outs and the video resource will be used in future work with new outreach groups.

The Art Ambassadors project has also informed Tyne & Wear Museums. Copies of the
full report have been circulated within TWM and at the Joint Museums Committee, and
also to regional and national bodies involved in museums and the arts. The Ambassadors
team made a significant contribution to the front-of-house review that took place in the
Laing and other Tyne & Wear Museums’ venues in 1999. Relationships are also being
sustained through additional work at TWM, across the whole service: ‘Objects of Desire’,
‘Making History’, ‘Tea Chest Challenge’.
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TWM are also trying to ensure that young people are aware of the facilities on offer and
are continually monitoring the situation with opening hours. Trials have been held at
Sunderland. A proposal was submitted under year 2 of the Arts Council of England’s
New Audiences Programme. This was designed to build on the success of the initial
creative consultancy work commissioned. It was proposed to extend this to a range of
target audiences in the North East over a period of 12 months. Again, this would take
the form of participatory workshops facilitated by practising artists at groups’ bases or in
the gallery. A bid has also been submitted to the Heritage Lottery Fund Access scheme
for an experimental period of late opening at the Laing.


