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Keynote: effective public engagement 

Ryan French, director of marketing and PR 

Walker Art Center 

Introduction 

Ryan French is Director of Marketing and Public Relations at the Walker Art Center, 

overseeing the advertising, communications, media relations, and audience research 

strategies. Prior to joining the Walker, French held a number of positions at the 

Carlson School of Management at the University of Minnesota including Director of 

Corporate Relations and Director of Alumni and Board Relations. He has directed 

marketing efforts for the Saint Paul Chamber Orchestra and a number of Twin Cities 

non-profit organisations. He holds an MBA with an emphasis in marketing and non-

profit management from the University of Minnesota and a BA from St. Olaf College. 

 

In this keynote presentation, Ryan explored how the team at Walker Art Center are 

interpreting and delivering on its mission, which ‘aims to be a catalyst both for the 

creative expression of artists and the active engagement of audiences.’ Sharing 

information and trends he’s outlined how shifting audience expectations and 

behaviours are influencing every element of the Walker’s relationship with the public. 

 

Becoming a catalyst for active engagement 

We are in the middle of the USA, half way 

between the two coasts. You might know some of 

our cultural exports such as Bob Dylan, Prince, 

Mary Tyler-Moore Show and Fargo. Our winters 

are like the ones in Fargo but our summers are 

nothing like this one in Brighton. Its 100º in 

Minneapolis right now so it’s nice to cool off. 

It’s interesting that we are half way across the 

country – it is classically thought of as ‘flyover’ country. We only have three to four 

months of tourism a year so the bulk of our visitors are local. Minneapolis St Paul, the 

metropolitan area, has a population of about 3.2m people and we are about 6 hours 

from Chicago so we don’t even pull from there much. As a result, we do have some 

challenges as we don’t have any natural tourism built in. 

The Walker Art Center is a multi-disciplinary contemporary arts centre with eleven 

galleries as well as performing arts, film, video, education programmes and the 

famous sculpture garden with the spoon bridge and cherry. 

We have about 600,000 visitors each year, half of which come to the sculpture 

garden, which is free. 
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This is the view of the Walker Art Center from above. On the left is the sculpture 

garden, in the top right hand corner are the buildings and just next to these is some 

of the green space that we wanted to animate. I will be giving you three case studies, 

one inside the buildings, one in the green space and one in cyberspace. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Why engagement and why now? 

There are wider changes happening around traditional ideas of: 

 Artist-as-sole-creator 

 Audience-as-sole-receiver (a passive receiver) 

 Curator-as-institutional-gatekeeper 

As we’ve been discussing, there are cultural shifts around the practice of art making 

and in society at large. Andy McKim [earlier keynote see above] mentioned the study 

from the NEA showing that attendance at the arts in the USA is going down, but at 

the same time people are self-identifying as ‘creatives’, as a photographer or movie 

maker for example. 

Whilst there are descending lines in institutional engagement it is increasing at the 

personal level and we wanted to capture that at, moving from ‘transactional’ – thank 

you for your money please come across our threshold - to ‘relational’. 

We therefore tried three experiments in engagement: 

 Inside: Participatory Exhibitions 

 Outside: Open Field 

 Online: Walker Website 

Participatory exhibitions 

In 2009 we re-hung our four collection galleries. This was about four years after we 

opened our new building. 

In one of these galleries was an exhibition called Benches and Binoculars. What we 

did is put some of our greatest hits from our collection (all paintings so quite 
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accessible) and put those on one wall in a classic salaam style mixing old school and 

new school together. On the other wall we put the more abstract works. We had this 

enormous space filled floor to ceiling with works of art on canvas. In the middle we 

put benches and binoculars, hence the name. 

We found that people loved it. They would sit there all day. There was the ‘wow’ 

factor because it looked amazing when you walked in. You also had the chance to 

chill out with the binoculars and look closely at whatever work of art you wanted and 

zoom in and spend your time there. We extended the exhibition for three months 

because people loved it so much. 

We also created a kiosk so that people could find out more rather than using a 

complicated gallery guide. You could bring up all the details you wanted and it tied 

into the website. Then when we were doing this we realised what we could do in the 

next phase - which we called 50/50. 

In ‘50/50: audience and experts curate the paper collection’ we took 200 works on 

paper and asked the audience to pick the works we would put on the wall. That’s a 

big gasp there from curators! Anyone from museums here will know that it can be 

quite tough turning the keys over to the audience, but we did pre-select it to some 

degree – giving them 200 works to choose from – loading them on to the kiosk during 

the previous exhibition. The top 60 were put on one wall and the chief curator chose 

the work for the other wall. 

 

The curator went quite sparse in contrast to the rather colourful selections of the 

audience on the other side. 

When the audience voted they didn’t have the actual names of the artists or titles of 

the work and it wasn’t quite curation in that they were basically just voting for the 

pictures they liked. It was a fun exercise though – giving the audience a little more 

control. 
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Open field 

So, you remember from the overhead map [above], we had this empty expanse of 

grass that we needed to do something with. Rather than fill it with sculptures from the 

sculpture garden next door we decided to make it a programmed space – to make it 

active. We still needed to root this in some kind of philosophy. 

This was to be an experiment in bringing people together as part of a ‘cultural 

commons’. We knew there was some kind of exchange of ideas and cultural practice 

happening so why not make the Walker the platform?  

Therefore, in summer 2009 we began to imagine how this green space could be a 

setting for new ways of working with artists and the public. 

We envisioned these three spheres of public, institution and artists colliding and 

when I mean artist, this meant anyone who self-identified as an artist. There was no 

judgment imposed. So, we considered how we could bring these people together 

where everyone benefits from shared resources. 

To begin with we worked on a ‘design charrette’. We brought in architects, designers, 

our staff and local artists and we spent a day talking about this space. 

We knew we needed a social space as well as platform space. There were a couple 

of things we needed to work with – we needed shade as it gets really hot. There are 

also some physical obstacles to overcome and 

we needed to find ways of encouraging people 

to cross the street from the sculpture garden. 

Beer would be important and it was crucial to 

find ways of animating the space and that 

meant constructing. 

We also knew that we needed to find ways of 

creating relationships between the public, 

artists and the institution so we got people 

writing on big sheets of paper like this one 

[left]. And encouraged people to imagine 

solutions – so do we need umbrellas for shade 

or hammocks for people to lie in? 

So we started digging and after we planted trees, creating a little grove and other 

types of shade. Seating was put in place, beverages, a grill and now this large open 

field. It looks basically the same but it’s what we are doing on it that counts. 

There are two basic core elements provided. There’s a ‘tool shed’ which is full of 

things to do it yourself: board games, iPods and iPads, hula hoops, footballs, 

croquet, drawing kits – all those things you can use yourself. Every Thursday we 
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have a drawing club where we invite artists and families. It’s usually hosted by an 

artist and people create group drawings which stay at the Walker. No ownership. It’s 

the cultural exchange I was talking about. 

We also invite the public to animate it themselves. It’s unscheduled, uncurated; you 

can show up and do your own thing – role play, violin club etc. You can be your own 

ork. 

There is some curation as well such as film nights or concert once in a while and 

there will be artists’ residencies in which a week might be taken over by them. 

What we’ve found is that it has changed some of the hard surfaces which a 

contemporary arts centre might have with its neighbourhood and the greater 

community beyond that. We might be known for our white cubes etc but we’ve 

softened it. Anyone can come, it’s free, and you can do your own thing or do ours. 

The whole concept of lowering those barriers was important here. 

Open Field also has its own website which is separate from the Walker’s so that the 

brand didn’t get muddied and it is also a place where public events can be posted. 

Everything is documented so that the story can be shared. It’s linked with social 

media so that it can be shared further. 

There are rules about Open Field (like no explosions etc) but in general you can do 

anything you want from dawn till dusk. 

Walker website 

The website is positioned more as an ideas hub rather than representing what 

happens inside. So what does that mean? 

Historically we had our first site in 1997. In 2003 we made our more dynamic site 

which was tied more to an exhibition so it was driven by a lot of content related to 

that exhibition but it wasn’t representative of the Walker overall. By 2004 we were 

closing our building to make additions so we needed to have a stronger web 

presence. The one space that was free was cyberspace. So, the ‘Walker without 

walls’ home page was created to show everyone that we were still open whilst these 

changes were taking place. 

In 2005, when the new building was opened all the disciplines were brought together 

under one roof – for the first time we had a theatre space to show the dance, musical 

theatre and the cinema space. Previously we had to use different spaces around 

town. The website reflected this, with a number of different banners called 

‘neighbourhoods’ representing what was next in dance, cinema, theatre, music in the 

galleries. Each neighbourhood also had its own blog and ‘voice’. 

By 2010, lots of content had been collected so we launched the Walker channel, our 

deep resource of online rich media. Every lecture that has been streamed, historic 
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video, even little marketing videos we produce. We realised that the website had to 

change. So, in 2011 it was launched again. 

The principles were simplification. We had to take notice of changes in web 

technology, a little more uniformity, tighter integration of all the bits and pieces, 

accommodate the different pieces of media as video was much more common in 

2011 than in 2005. We needed to move away from the neighbourhood metaphor too, 

bringing it together to base it more on the content itself. It was based around events, 

text, rich media or the collection. 

We also wanted to make it work for the audience. Who are the users? What do they 

want? Instead of basing it on our own experience it took the visitors into account. 

There are also many people who only interact with the Walker through the website. It 

therefore wasn’t just about bringing people into the building. Like Andy McKim’s 3-1 

social media rule the website also ensure that it is as much about exploration of the 

context as about the Walker itself. We also considered scholars and the internal 

users too. 

On the left of the homepage there are details of what’s on, so that is not ignored, but 

we focused on the other four fifths of the site. This is more of a news site on issues 

around contemporary art. There are eight feature stories which flick through all day 

long and they might get swapped around a couple of times a week. It’s similar to 

Huffington Post or the Daily Beast and much of it is re-purposed content from other 

places like blogs, from the magazine that goes to members, videos from the archive 

or collection catalogues. 

If you scroll down there is also art news from elsewhere. Often they will tie into 

something that’s happening at the Walker but it’s not necessary – it might just be 

what interests a curator. 

The content flows back and forth between the website, our magazine, blogs etc. This 

is a key characteristic of the way our online material operates. 

Is it working? 

Inside, the visitor experience has changed. We’ve changed our photo policy for 

example – you can take photos in most of our collection galleries. You can’t stop the 

cameras – and I challenge you all to take this torch back to your institutions! I noticed 

mixed experiences in London this week. 

We’ve introduced the ‘guard’s choice’ in which the guards [invigilators] put a little 

sticker next to their favourite works, saying what they like about it. The curators and 

educators are also changing their policies. 

Outside, we are seeing about 20,000 people coming along to open field in the three 

months it is open each year. It’s animated the campus and engaged the artist 

community and neighbourhood and softened the threshold. 
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Online, we’ve had 40% more online visitors since launch and referrals from social 

media are up 150%. We also have an engagement measure of the number of people 

spending 3+ minutes and 3+ page views. At the moment we have 21% of people 

visiting the website doing this. 

Remaining challenges 

Open field is relatively easy because it’s open and free, but how do we bring some of 

this magic indoors? Truly embracing this spirit of engagement with our internal 

programming is hard but something we want to aim for. Similarly, how do we move 

people from free to paid events? 

Online, we have the constant challenge of continuing to create content for the 

website. This is a weekly conversation – what are we going to put on that homepage 

– we need more stuff. 

All of these challenges can be overcome if you can change the institutional elements 

around them. It’s the debate about control vs ownership. It’s not just about 

organisational charts but the working styles. The Walker Center is not that big an 

institution. There are only 170 staff members and in marketing there are nine. The 

skills and attitudes of these people is important – they’re open minded and willing to 

take a risk. 

And talking of control, you will have to give up some of this when you engage with 

the audience. The variable of the audience will be great once they are involved in 

creating content and voicing their own opinion. 

Commitment from the top is also vital. Institutional leaders need to be committed to 

your efforts for the long term. Our executive director is behind this 100%. She 

regards audience engagement as vital and has reformed teams to help achieve this. 

The board are also behind these ideas – we present to them frequently. They realise 

that engagement will take time. 

Bonus engagement example 

We find old school meets new school works very well. 

There are pieces of paper which people can fill in – 

140 characters – they put it in the box and we tweet it 

for them. ‘Finally an elegant way to slow tweet 

#openfield #lunalux’ one wrote. 

 

@french_r 

linkedin.com/in/ryanfrench
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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. 



Arts Marketing Association  AMA Conference 2012 

 77 

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 



Arts Marketing Association  AMA Conference 2012 

 78 

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.


