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[Introduction by Beth Aplin, AMA Vice-Chair] 
 
Selena Virrels is currently Head of Marketing at Southbank Centre, the 21-acre site home 
to Royal Festival Hall and Hayward Gallery, where her work centres around delivering 20 
million visitors and 3 million attenders to over 1,000 events per year. Selena started out in 
the world of classical music.  From a close association with a number of music festivals 
across the UK she moved on to work on audience development at Birmingham Arts 
Marketing  (now Audiences Central) delivering regional and national programmes including 
one of the first major ambassadorial networking projects. After a brief spell marketing the 
City of London Sinfonia orchestra, she moved to the Southbank Centre, initially 
concentrating on the classical music product before broadening out to market the 
Southbank Centre proposition as a whole, as well as the artforms of literature, dance, 
performance, gigs and visual arts.  While at Southbank Centre in line with the reopening of 
the Royal Festival Hall, she worked on projects including the business’ rebrand, new 
website, new membership scheme, adoption of new CRM system and associated strategy, 
new research approach and the development of a world-class marketing campaigns team. 
Selena sits on the board of Orchestras Live, is a consultant for a new business on Regent 
Street and holds an MBA from Cranfield. www.southbankcentre.co.uk 
 
 
 
Earlier on this year the AMA ran a pre-conference forum to discuss how interactive thinking 
is impacting arts marketing and to consider the implications. With such a range of 
perspectives from the group in the room there was a healthy mix of opinions. I was asked 
to summarise our key findings and so the following material is very much a presentation on 
behalf of this team peppered with a healthy dose of input from my wonderful colleagues at 
Southbank Centre. 
 
So, is the role of the marketer changing? Let’s start by considering consumer insights, 
followed by marketing opportunities. Then, through a range of examples we’ll look at the 
spectrum of engagement techniques currently being adopted. After, we will consider what 
this means for the role of a marketer, and if shifts are necessary how we achieve them.  
 
Our consumers. 
There is a significant, ongoing shift in consumer culture that leading thinker Charles 
Leadbeater, illustrates in this model: 

 
Enjoy            Talk            Do 

 
He purports that people are after a mix of 3 different experiences when they engage: 
 
'Enjoy' experiences – meaning being entertained or served. So this might be listening to a 
concert or reading a great book. 
'Talk' experiences – these are experiences where the content provides a strong focal point 
for socialising. So this could be football. 
'Do' experiences. Which allow people to be creative and do their bit. 
 
 



Digital media is dramatically shifting the mix of consumers Enjoy, Talk and Do experiences. 
Leadbeater points out that, yes, the web offers new channels, to engage with ‘Enjoy’ 
experiences, but its real significance is that it allows people to adopt new habits and roles 
as collaborators, distributors, and creators of content. And so the opportunity to engage in 
the Talk and the Do experiences is massively enhanced. As too is the opportunity to, as it 
were ‘be more interesting’ and ‘tell more people’ – another current consumer trend. 
Democratic sites such as Flickr and YouTube – created by millions to be viewed by millions 
– demonstrate this vividly. 
 
Note that it’s important to see these three types of engagement as a spectrum rather than 
a hierarchy. A spectrum that is rebalancing towards ‘Talk’ and ‘Do’. 
 
The other key consumer insight that is relevant in this context is around the growing 
importance of networks. 
 
A few things worth noting about networks:  

• ‘Talk’, and to some degree ‘Do’ experiences, can only exist when we’re embedded 
in social networks 

• Their inherent goodness – if it was all bad we’d just cut our ties and the network 
would die 

• They have a memory – while people in them die, the internal flow of information has 
a resistance  

• And, most importantly for us, a growing body of research is showing that a much 
wider than originally believed variety of traits – from obesity to happiness – spread 
within them. This, of course, includes the spread of product adoption, for as we 
know, consumer’s decisions are not made purely on the basis of inherent value – 
but are heavily influenced by the ‘I’ll have what she had’ mentality discussed 
yesterday by Mark Earls. 

 
Good offline examples can be seen where venues create environments in their spaces for 
communities to flourish. Southbank Centre has undergone significant physical changes 
over the last five years in line with our mission to ‘draw everyone possible to our loved 
site’. Our destination strategy seeks to build and grow relationships with networks 
including Stitch and Bitch knitting groups, skateboarding groups and local youth forums. 
By supporting these communities in bespoke ways – maybe a free room, or, providing 
certificates to our skateboarders so their spray-cans aren’t confiscated by the police, 
these networks flourish in our spaces, feel involved and spread our brand through their 
word. 
 
So our relevant consumer insights  

• Talk and Do are trending up,  
• as is the desire to ‘be more interesting’  
• and, as information is pulled through networks, traits spread. 

 
Marketing opportunities 
The shifts that have impacted consumer practices have of course impacted our marketing 
practices. May was the first month ever that social networks were more popular than 
search engines in the UK. In this new landscape of word-of-mouth on steroids, more 
consumers than ever before are forming their own opinions before you show up at their 
door. So, traditional marketing models such as A.I.D.A. are becoming less relevant. We 
need to frame our thinking differently, away from linear models.  
 



As entrepreneur, Seth Godin says, ‘pull’ is not about us pulling consumers in; it's about 
giving consumers a reason to pull us in.  They’re in control; they (not we) decide where 
they go and what they experience.  So therefore, pull means that we go to them and give 
them reasons to draw us into their personal spaces. 
 
Push marketing is what old marketers did; Pull marketing is what new consumers do; and 
so, Push marketing plus pull-enabling marketing is what new-style marketers do. Doctor 
Dolittle’s Pushmi-Pullyu sums it up. 
 
With this approach, the pull-enabling activity augments, rather than replaces push 
marketing. Delivering a level of engagement that is not achievable if ‘push’ methods are 
used in isolation. We’re looking, therefore, at the need to adopt additional approaches, 
rather than throwing out current models and making a straight shift. 
 
If we map out the range of current techniques of engagement adopted by new-style 
marketers –  
 
Inform   Consult  Involve Participate  Collaborate  
 
– we’ll see shortly that both push and pull-enabling activities can be adopted when using 
all 5 techniques. From the transactional monologue end ‘inform’, to the co-creation end, 
‘collaborate’. Again, we should view this as a spectrum, not a hierarchy.  

 
 
If we map Leadbeater’s consumer experience types onto these marketing techniques we 
can build a ‘spectrum of engagement’: 
 
So, for example, ‘Inform’ marketing techniques lead to ‘enjoy’ experiences; Participate 
techniques lead to ‘enjoy, talk and do experiences and so on ... 
 
 



Sitting across everything is consumer engagement. The key message to take away here 
is that if we want to engage consumers, we need to adapt to their shifts in consumption 
habits and broaden our techniques.  
 
To illustrate each point on the spectrum, here are a few examples.  
 
Starting at the ‘inform’ end of the spectrum, there will always be a need to give out basic 
information. Provided by the organisation, this will be pushed out, and if pushed into the 
right places, will be pulled in by consumers. The key focus for the marketer should be on 
permission; for as we know, from permission we build trust and ultimately engagement. 
 
Inform  
The contemporary art space, Baltic, run a programme to create raving fans to do their 
marketing for them – self-created ambassadors essentially. Over the last couple of years 
they have heavily invested in their front of house team – who they call, The Crew – 
enhancing their relationship with curatorial, creating time for research and artist visits and 
placing them in the Learning Department. The Crew’s aim is to specifically enhance 
repeat attenders’ experiences during their visit. By pushing rich information out, Baltic has 
begun to leverage their core consumers’ networks by building a strong fan-base that 
exists off line in the locality. 
 
Consult  
Moving on to consult we deliver on consumer ‘Talk’ as well as ‘Enjoy’ experiences. The 
role of the marketer in this zone is to not simply initiate dialogue, but to take part, or co-
ordinate the organisation to take part. 
 
Bristol’s new museum ‘M Shed’ is due to open in 2011 and will enable visitors to discover 
the history of the city. Recognising that history depends on who you were and where you 
were, the team set out to enable multiple voices to be heard.   
 
In order to deliver a democratic museum, they have worked from the beginning with 
communities to create the content and have consulted them on what the museum should 
look like. Naturally the tension between the experts view and the community voice has 
been a challenge, but they have used this tension to develop their role as facilitators of 
debate and discussion about the future of the city. With the catalyst of consultation – a 
push communication that required a response – they have positioned themselves at the 
heart of some of their future consumers’ networks. 
 
Involve  
The third technique – involve – where consumers again engage in ‘enjoy’ and ‘talk’ 
experiences. 
 
Conversations are happening all the time without us. Research by Forrester estimates 
that in the US, people's online impressions on each other about products and services, 
are equal to about 25% of online advertising impressions. As peer impressions are more 
credible than advertising, do the maths! 
 
When adopting ‘Involve’ techniques we must recognise that we’re primarily growing brand 
awareness and driving loyalty. Tate, for example, talks about the need for its next website 
to be ‘a platform for interaction that must be alive with thoughts and opinions’. So it is our 
role to create spaces, release assets, facilitate, seed and trigger conversations between 
consumers. If we can get people talking about us by encouraging and involving them, and 
recognising their knowledge, experience and critical review, then we will build loyalty and 



reach new consumers. MetOpera’s activity on Twitter is an excellent example of this. 
Or a Southbank Centre example would be our dance ‘persuadatron’. The long-term 
objective of this project was to bring in new audiences to dance; this was to be achieved 
by using existing dance fans as advocates to drive e-data capture.  
 
The ‘persuadatron’ tool enabled audiences to personalise a light hearted e-invitation 
about an event to their friends. A link to the tool was emailed out to a highly targeted 
group of dance bookers.  
 
With this targeted push it made it fun for consumers to pull us in ... 24,000 page views 
were generated with a longer than the average time spent on site. A very low bounce rate 
was recorded showing that the vast majority of the 1500 unique users found the site 
engaging. 500 invites were sent out, generating data capture at a value of about £5000. 
 
Participation 
The fourth marketing technique, ‘Participation’, enables the consumer to ‘Do’, satisfying 
the final of Leadbeater’s three consumer experience types and marking the point where, 
although we are talking here from a marketing perspective, the line between the creation 
of an artistic product and pure marketing becomes blurred. 
 
Participation is, as before, characterised by the organisation creating assets that can be 
used by our consumers. The following project was created by Southbank Centre’s 
marketing and learning departments working together to deliver the shared aim of 
increasing engagement levels with our onsite visitor footfall. 
 
We know that of the 23 million people who cross our site annually, 57% are potential ticket 
buyers.  The objectives of this project therefore were:  

• to provide an engaging, creative information point, 
• to raise awareness of our summer programme 
• to drive referrals to the SC website  
• and to capture data 

 
Users are attracted to a photo booth (essentially a small shed) with the call to ‘create their 
own summer postcard’. When they enter the booth they have their photo taken and submit 
their email address.  
 
The email that is then sent to them has a link to a mini site where they can customise their 
photo turning it into a postcard by dragging and dropping some bits and pieces that link to 
our programme – in this case Festival Brazil – and writing a message. The postcard can 
then be shared using email, Facebook or Twitter. 

By providing an interactive experience on our physical site, we create the opportunity for 
new audiences to bump into and engage with us in a light-touch creative way. By rooting 
the experience in a human one we harness the power of the audience, providing them 
with a mechanism to become our marketers.  In summer 2009 the project delivered 
13,000 photos and 164,000 flickr views.  In the first 6 days since launching this year, we 
have captured 1100 photos, and 200 customers have opted-in to SC emails. 

Collaboration 
And so to our final marketing technique – Collaboration’ which, as with Participation, 
satisfies all three consumer experiences ‘do’, ‘talk’ and ‘enjoy’ and is characterised by 
both parties working to a shared goal. 
 



The following Southbank Centre example has its roots across programming, learning and 
marketing, and delivers squarely on the marketing objective of developing consumer 
engagement with our poetry programme. 
 
The idea for Global Poetry System began with poet and artist in residence, Lemn Sissay.  
Intrigued by the idea of finding poetry not only in our Literature programme and Poetry 
Library, but all around us he set out to track down all the poems on our site. Lemn’s 
collection inspired the organisation to consider what could happen if other people joined in.   
 
Global Poetry System is a user generated world map of poetry – the poetry that is all 
around us, from gravestones to graffiti, from birthday cards to blogs, in the landscape and 
in our memories. Its ambition is to inspire people across the globe to identify the poetic in 
their everyday lives. 
  
The projects marketing objectives are to 

• Reach new audiences for poetry by engaging them in user generated content 
• Position Southbank Centre globally as a strong poetry advocate 
• Deliver a global digital project in preparation for the Cultural Olympiad  

 
The poetry sites functionality is very simple, people can photograph, video, record or write 
it down; they then map it; and then share it. 
 
Since going live 9 months ago, there are now 1,000 poems uploaded to the site, spanning 
35 countries and covering all continents with 18,000 unique users.  We plan to continue 
building engagement in line with our poetry programme on our physical site, culminating in 
2012. 
  
The following video uploaded in Maryland, USA shows how GPS has for this person 
become part of the creative process of writing. 
http://gps.southbankcentre.co.uk/poems/1200/weve_always_distressed_the_writing_proce
ss 
 
 
So we’ve come from the Baltic Crew at one end to GPS at the other.  Whilst demonstrating 
a range of different marketing techniques, what they all have in common, is that each 
benefits from the combination of both push and pull-enabling methodologies. 
 
So, what does this spectrum mean for us in our roles as marketers? 
 
We would argue that the fundamental principles have not changed.  We need to drive 
consumer engagement in order to deliver on our organisations financial, artistic, social and 
educational objectives.  However, whilst human nature is human nature, the tools around 
us have shifted.  In line with this shift, we need to develop the ability to work at every point 
on this spectrum.  This requires us to adapt in six key areas: 
 
Shift 1 
We need to understand our consumers even better.  In our new environment, where 
pull-enabling marketing is a central part of our activity, we have to shift to a greater point of 
understanding.  Consumers expect it.  If we want them to discover us, we must first 
discover them, so we know when and how to engage with them in their spaces. 
 
 
So, for example, at Southbank Centre, our powerful attitudinal segmentation model has at 



its heart data on how consumers want us to engage with them.  By communicating with 
them in the right space, at the right time with relevant material, we might have to hyper-
target, but by doing so, we will deepen engagement.  
 
A useful tool when considering how much your audience might want to be engaged is a 
‘ladder’ developed by Forrester as part of their excellent book, Groundswell which I’d 
strongly recommend. 
 
Shift 2 
If we want to build from a permission base through to trust and engagement, we must be 
more brutal with ourselves and focus harder on being relevant.  Consumers now more 
than ever before expect relevance and pull-enabling methodologies require it.  The dance 
persuadtron, is a good example of how to earn engagement with a target market. 

Of course, what is relevant to your consumer does not boarder neatly at your 
organisation’s perimeters.  We don’t exist in a bubble and so we’re missing an opportunity 
to engage deeper if we don’t broaden topics of conversation out from just ourselves.  
MoMA, with their 340,000 facebook fans for example, talk about big topics in order to 
maintain a quality feed.  Or, for example, the Rijks Museum in Amsterdam debated about 
art of hype after Damien Hirst’s diamond skull exhibition. 

 
Shift 3.  
We must focus on excellent rich content, and build this consideration into the early 
stages of campaign planning. This could be either the capture or creation of content, and 
could involve the marketer as the originator or co-ordinator of the asset. 
 
What this means in practice is a blurring of the line between the artistic and marketing 
teams.  At Southbank Centre we have developed a much closer relationship with our 
programming and learning teams, the result of which has been projects such as the 
photobooth.   
 
As with any relationship, the information flow needs to be two-way.  So whilst the marketer 
is becoming involved in the co-ordination or the creation of assets, the programmer needs 
to be developing a more sophisticated understanding of the audience.  By sharing skills 
and knowledge, the marketer can be more confident with processes that enable 
unmediated audience contact for programmers, such as blogging, or can rely, for example, 
on programmers for the capture of valuable content. Such as sending the Music 
Programmer off with a flip camcorder on his latest trip. 
 
 
Shift 4 
We must reconsider our attitude towards assets. Rather than being the most fortified 
star we need to focus on becoming the brightest.  Portals are old school and the basic 
premise of the web is openness.  So our focus therefore needs to be on creating formats 
and playing in spaces where we enable distribution and openness. 

So rather than focusing on driving traffic to your website via display ads, affiliate marketing, 
search marketing, etc , the focus has shifted to using our websites as a beating heart 
pushing content out and engaging customers so they pull you in. So this might be, blogs 
by programmers asking what your favourite royal festival hall gig of the noughties was; or; 
Social network brand pages running discussions and competitions.  These are outward 
facing. 



 
Shift 5  
 
We need to learn to deal with greater complexity whilst maintaining coherence across 
channels.  Apple is often cited as a great social networking success, this is largely due to 
its excellent brand coherence.  Elements of the commercial world manage seamless 
integration between on and offline because they identify with the research that shows that 
multiple channel shoppers spend more.  We need to get smarter in developing an identity 
and tone of voice that is coherent from the programme seller to the Sunday morning 
tweeter. 
 
Greater complexity for us has come with the fragmentation of data.  Following years of 
work pulling together a coherent CRM system, we’re shifting in line with audience 
behaviours to multiple data sets – held on facebook, twitter, etc and short term data 
collection initiatives for festivals, SMS campaigns, etc.  Managing these alongside our e-
lists which act often as augmenters to sensitise customers, is extremely complex.  
Information dissemination needs to be planned and traditional hierarchies challenged.  For 
example, disseminating exclusive information to fan sites rather than traditional press in a 
flat rather than cascading model.  A nice example from Mima is where they enabled 
children rather than the press to interview their experts.  At Southbank Centre we’re in the 
middle of using metrics to influence the activity our press team undertake. 
 
Shift 6 
We need to become more agile and smart. If we are to adopt all 5 marketing 
techniques, we must get feedback loops in place pre campaign launch, so that we’re 
always in a position to interrogate, learn and implement changes in real time.  An obvious 
example of this would be shifting a google adwords search campaign in line with live 
consumer activity or say, a press story that’s about to hit. 
 
Existing technology – notably Google analytics – enables us to focus on our outcomes not 
simply outputs such as size of fan base.  Recent US research showed that Dunkin Donuts 
has 80% fewer Facebook and Twitter followers than Starbucks, but its fans were 35% 
more likely to recommend the brand; the key metric here is a combination of the number of 
fans and the level of engagement, so it’s important to be tracking a set of metrics. 
 
A standard dashboard might contain outcomes including: 
referrals 

• conversion rates 
• number of  followers 
• number of views 
• level of engagement – videos viewed, page visits, time spent, interactions 
• social media buzz aggregators 
• and of course, ROE 

 
As well as measuring the outcomes, we need to identify the relevant insights swiftly too: 
reading the story behind the numbers.  For example, at SC there has been a recent 
sustained effort to gather and archive live event photos – this has been accompanied by a 
surge in interest in Flickr, but the important insight for us is that we are also getting posts 
on our Facebook, where we’re recording a peak in user interactions. 

 



The positives around everything speeding up is that suddenly the long term is now the 
medium term and monetising loyalty is a realistic proposition.  This is demonstrated by the 
metrics that show us that Facebook and twitter are performing by conversation rate as 
strongly as email for us. One would imagine that Ben and Jerry’s stats must look similar 
when they announced last week that they were going to shift all e-marketing spend to 
social media. 

This speed requires a shift in internal culture. Coca cola’s Marketing Director said she 
needed people who learn within a quarter not a 3-year period.  And Ed Sanders of 
YouTube says ‘we’ve never launched a product that is ready or finished’.  We must be 
agile in our continual beta world where things are going to be dirty and fluid.  And we must 
balance this agility with being data savvy: without analysis and evaluation in place, don’t 
do it.   
 
So, to summarise, in order to work across the spectrum of 5 techniques we need to: 

• Understand consumers 
• be relevant 
• focus on content 
• be open 
• maintain coherence  
• be agile and smart 

A lot of this is not new, which is why we’re referring to them as shifts.  But we do need to 
shift fast, so how do we achieve this? 

 
Good management 
Good management sits at the heart of achieving these challenges.  Management with both 
a short and long term focus, on outcomes not outputs, and importantly, management 
upwards – as it will often be the older members of the exec team that need influencing.  
We’ve boiled ‘good management’ down to 4 key ‘how’s’ 
 
Priotise 
The first ‘how’ is around prioritisation. If we are to adopt a broader range of techniques, we 
will have to set boundaries and prioritise.  Boundaries are particularly important because 
pull-enabling techniques and those on the right of our spectrum are about human 
interaction, and these, unlike printing a poster for example, are limitless in their use of 
resource. 

So in order to choose our campaign tactics we need to use metrics and to set our targets 
and boundaries.  If we are not clear why we have made the decision to use a certain 
technique but action it anyway we’re making a choice to stretch our thin resources without 
knowing what success looks like or knowing what the impact might be. 
 
At Southbank Centre we’ve not taken the approach of just playing in spaces and seeing 
what happens. We don’t do it at all if we are not sure we have the resource to do it 
effectively and sustain it in the long term. This has meant we’re rarely innovators but more 
typically, early adopters. So, for example, smart mobile is an area we’re only just about to 
enter, because our consumer stats for mobile usage were simply too low to consider it 
before now. Or for example, Foursquare – the social site that links people to places – 
we’re actively monitoring and have got involved in a very light-touch way, but we will not 
commit additional resource until we’ve spent longer ‘listening’ and understanding this new 
environment. 



By prioritising our activity using metrics alongside our appetite towards risk, we can make 
decisions on cutting current activity. For example: 
- Our volume of DM has been going down 20% year on year, as has our volume of print.  
Neither has been an overarching strategic decision, but instead has come about on a 
campaign level where tactics for a specific event or exhibition have simply been 
prioritised; 
- A more strategic example would be cutting event budgets to enable greater spend on 
our broader site-wide and destination messaging, in a more networked landscape, this 
delivers higher ROE for us, than individual campaign activity. 
 
Planning 
The second ‘how’ is planning. To deliver these challenges and play in a pull-enabling world 
we need to plan better.  Push could be done quickly, it was the act of doing it rather than 
the act of thinking about how to do it that took the time.  Pull-enabling techniques however 
need more care, thought and nurturing.  We must plan well crafted, excellent campaigns 
that focus on the campaign objectives, not on an output that involves a shiny new toy.  For 
example, we do not run caipirinha or sushi making workshops to drive negligible profits, 
but rather to deliver increased engagement (between audiences and with us) and 
therefore retention within our membership scheme. 
 
Integrated 
The third ‘how’ is around being more integrated.  Integration needs to occur within the 
marketer’s campaign - i.e. Pull-enabling initiatives should not be seen as an add-on, but 
central and prioritised appropriately.  Plus integration also needs to occur at an 
organisational level.  Here the marketer’s role across the organisation is to co-ordinate; 
lead; empower and develop skills with the use of clear guidelines for blogging, for 
example.  For integration to occur at an organisational level, buy-in needs to be achieved 
at the early planning stages, or alternatively a stealth approach, until data is available that 
can support a debate. 
 
Resource 
And the final ‘how’ – resourcing. The need to adopt the 5 marketing techniques across the 
spectrum; to implement push and pull-enabling methodologies simultaneously; to listen to 
the consumer more; to learn new skills; to co-ordinate; to work more closely with 
programming... These all point to the need for more time. 
 
Furthermore... The spend on social networking versus online advertising; email shots 
versus direct mail; online buzz PR versus print advertising; collaborative projects versus 
marketing projects ... These all point towards savings on marketing budget lines. 
 
At Southbank Centre our approach therefore has been to test the theory that we can 
maintain standstill expenditure budgets but deliver better ROE by shifting budget from 
campaigns to payroll.  We’ve taken two approaches for two different roles.  One we 
outsourced for 6 months and the other we created a 6 month internal contract.  Both roles 
were paid for out of campaign budgets and had a heavy emphasis on KPI tracking 
imposed upon them. The result now is that as a management team we have a solid 
business case for creating two full time roles from campaign budgets, that we are 
confident will deliver an increased ROE. 
 
So to summarise our view: 

• DM never replaced print advertising in the 90s; Email never replaced DM in the 
noughties and pull-enabling techniques will not replace push techniques this 
decade.   



• Those who will win are those who learn to work effectively across informing, 
consulting, involving, participating and collaborating techniques with a combination 
of push and pull-enabling approaches. 

 
We need to shift to: 

• Understand our customers better 
• Being brutally relevant 
• Placing content at the centre 
• Adopting an open mindset 
• Being coherent  
• Being agile and smart 

 
This will be best achieved through good management of: 

• Priorities 
• Planning 
• Integration 
• and Resources 

 
With that in mind, myself and the team want to leave you with 2 challenges... 

• Are you combining push and pull-enabling techniques as much as you think you 
should be? 

• And, how active are you at each point on the engagement spectrum? 


