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Sarah Boiling, Deputy Chief Executive, The Audience Agency 

Visitor insights 

Sarah started out in arts marketing in the Tyneside Cinema box office. Her career 

since then has included marketing positions at some of England’s most successful 

and innovative cultural organisations including Broadway Media Centre, the BFI, Tate 

and the Barbican, as well as freelance work with clients such as Arts Council 

England, Business Design Centre and Hall for Cornwall. She is Deputy Chief 

Executive at The Audience Agency and is an experienced trainer and speaker 

regularly presenting at conferences and events. Recent international work includes 

audience development workshops in Poland, Egypt, Norway and Georgia. She is 

also an accredited Action Learning Facilitator. 

Based on research with over 10,000 visitors across 65 galleries in England and 

Wales, this session looked at the range of experiences different visitor groups are 

looking for. 

The big picture 

The Audience Agency is a new organisation formed from a merger between All About 

Audiences and Audiences London Plus. I will refer throughout this presentation to 

Audiences London because it was under their auspices that we carried out the work. 

I am going to talk about some visitor research we undertook last year across the 

country about gallery visitors. It is based on quantitative research and I hope it will 

have practical relevance to your own organisations. We wanted to explore how 

different visitors behave. 

I will focus on 

 The project 

 The national picture 

 First time visitors 

 Locals, day trippers and holiday makers 

 Discussions 

Data capture in the visual arts sector presents some challenges: for many exhibitions 

there is no ticketing so no data capture is carried out. Free admission also means 

there is no relation between the success of a particular exhibition and the success of 

the gallery. 

Many galleries judge their success by how they engage with quite a narrow band of 

people who are other curators, their peers and people in the arts world and 

sometimes the audience comes a little low down that list. Despite that, lots of people 

are doing fantastic audience research in galleries and are enthusiastic to know more 

about audiences. There is also a keenness amongst many galleries to collaborate 

and share insights about visitors. 
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At the end of our first year of data collection in London, the project seemed to be 

going really well. We applied to Arts Council England to fund a similar project which 

would take place across the country using a similar model. In parallel, similar work is 

happening in Wales. 

Our ‘national’ pilot actually took place in five English regions but it was a very large 

scale project so it has relevance even if you are outside of those five regions. The 

mechanism we used was The Turning Point network of galleries which is now called 

Contemporary Visual Arts Network (CVAN). Different Turning Point members 

volunteered to take part in the research scheme. 

We developed a set of core questions which were basic demographics (age, gender, 

postcode, ethnicity and disability) so all of the participating galleries asked all of 

those core questions. We also developed a set of standardised optional questions 

about frequency of visit, what information sources they use, what else they might do 

with their leisure time and how they rated their experience. 

The project represented a big commitment from the galleries because their own staff 

did the field work. The gallery staff also inputted the raw data. Then Audiences 

London pulled all the data together and did the reporting. We also supported venues 

with staff training and questionnaire design. One thing we learned from the London 

pilot scheme was that many galleries were carrying out research but finding it difficult 

to believe the results. So we knew a robust methodology was really important. 

The method used was assisted self completion, with gallery staff helping 

respondents. 61 galleries across the country were involved, mainly but not 

exclusively presenting contemporary work. In the mix were also some Local Authority 

run galleries and there were some craft galleries. At a glance, the scope of the 

project was: 

 61 Galleries 

London (16)  South East (9) East (3) 

East Midlands (9) South West (12) Wales (12) 

 13,445 interviews between 1 July and 30 Sept 2011 

 Overall margin of error ± 1% 

 Data weighted by gallery visitor numbers 

 Small margin of error for total sample – but caution required 
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Key Findings 

Age 

 

Combined Benchmark data versus Combined Population data: Age 

This shows that younger people are over represented amongst gallery goers and 

older people are very under represented. For ages 35+, the audience is 

representative of the population as a whole. 

When we break this age data down into regions, it looks like this: 

 

Age variable, subdivided by region 

For London, almost half of the visitors are under 34, whereas in the South East, over 

half are aged 55+, quite a dramatic difference. London has a particularly young 

population, and the South East has a relatively older demographic. We also wanted 

to know how far people travelled to the gallery and what context their visit was in.   
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The national picture – local or visitor 

London isn’t included in this so this is the whole country except London. Almost half 

are local visitors, about a third are on a day trip and a quarter as part of a holiday trip. 

When we delved into a bit more detail, some interesting statistics emerged: 

 

Local or visitor 

There were a large proportion of holiday makers in Wales, which we might have 

expected. East Midlands had the most local pull while the South East had the biggest 

proportion of day trippers. 

Delegate: I’m from the Wallace Collection and we have more over 65s than the 

benchmark shows but also large numbers of international visitors and day trippers.   
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Delegate: In Oslo we have few local visitors compared with tourists but it may be 

because it is a special visitor destination. 

SB: It’s much harder to reach the day tripper and the tourist than it is the local 

market. 

The survey revealed a large proportion of first time visitors: 

 

The national picture – visited before? 

This links to the large proportion of day trippers and holiday visitors. We might call 

the 29 per cent of people who have been in the last twelve months frequent visitors.  

This data includes London, so the tourist factor will come in. 

There were some considerable differences when we drilled down to a regional level 

as the chart below illustrates: 

 

Visited before? 
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As we would expect, London has a high proportion of first time visitors but also over 

half the visitors to South East galleries were visiting for the first time. I’m pretty sure 

that reflects the number of new galleries that have been built in that region. In the 

South West, over half of visitors had visited before. 

We asked visitors how they viewed their own knowledge of art, which revealed the 

following results: 

 

The national picture – knowledge of art 

It is subjective, but the vast proportion of visitors consider themselves to have a 

general knowledge of art, rather than being specialists. This is very useful 

intelligence in terms of how we market our galleries to general visitors. 

Many galleries were interested to know what the sales potential was. The answers 

are subjective so this should be borne in mind (the respondents may be thinking of 

buying a print in Ikea, or a limited edition print from the Whitechapel) but what is 

interesting is that the majority of people see themselves as in the market for buying 

contemporary art. The questions this prompts for galleries are: do you have a shop, 

do you have an online presence, could you link up with someone who does? 

 

Interested in buying contemporary art? 
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We asked visitors what prompted them to attend an exhibition then specifically what 

was the main reason they chose to attend. The graph below clearly shows that 

wanting to see an exhibition or see the work of a particular artist is far and away the 

biggest driver in terms of motivation, both for first time and for returning visitors. 

 

Motivations (main reason they chose to attend) 

For first time visitors, other factors are at play. Having a general interest in art scored 

quite highly, as did looking at the building. This is of interest in terms of the 

messages we give out to first timers. 

The survey revealed a number of information sources people use to find out about 

the exhibition / gallery. However, the picture becomes more interesting when we look 

at what respondents selected as the main reason they found out: 

 

Which marketing tools are most effective? 

Word of mouth recommendation was the most important method. For first timers, this 

was a particularly important factor. Recommendation via social media was cited as 

one way people found out but when it came to the main reason, this method became 

insignificant. Direct mailing of the brochure was an important main method but 
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emailing doesn’t feature as a main method. This is quite an old school way of 

marketing. 

Perhaps we also need to become more sophisticated in the way we ask the 

questions to get more detailed answers, for example about social media marketing. 

The situation in London may be different but it’s difficult to extrapolate that from our 

statistics as not all the London galleries asked this question. Also, there are particular 

forms of marketing (such as tube advertising) which are unique to London. People 

also answer in odd ways; when The Serpentine asked their audience how they found 

out, some people said they had seen an advert on the Tube, despite the fact that The 

Serpentine never advertises on the tube. 

Delegate: It is interesting that every element that respondents said was effective was 

something tangible, something they could return to. 

Delegate: These statistics relate to general visits but when our gallery puts on a 

special event we tend to find social media and emailing is much more effective than 

traditional media. 

In terms of visitor experience, the ratings were very high: 

 

How do visitors rate their experience? 

We also drilled deeper and asked people how they rated particular aspects of their 

visit (such as staff, café and signs) and staff consistently came out on top, so that is 

useful to feed back to staff to show them they are doing a great job. 

We looked at what motivated locals, day trippers and holiday makers to attend and 

the results are shown in the graph below: 
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Motivations: locals, day trippers and holiday makers 

The programme or a particular exhibition is the driver for all groups, but particularly 

for day trippers. For locals, it being their local gallery and wanting to go again is an 

important driver. Holiday makers are still motivated by the programme but also by 

wanting to go again, having a general interest in art and wanting to see the building. 

It is worth bearing these findings in mind when thinking about the marketing 

messages we send out to these various groups. 

When we asked these three groups about their information sources, it revealed some 

interesting results: 

 

Information sources: locals, day trippers and holiday makers 

Once again, word of mouth and brochures were important. Clearly, locals are already 

connected with the gallery, so gallery brochures, posted or picked up, are very 

important, as is the web site. For holiday makers, basic things like the brown tourism 

signs or a banner outside the gallery really make a difference. 
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Delegate: Is there any information on what makes day trippers go to that town in the 

first place, whether the gallery is just part of the experience or whether they visit 

specifically because of the gallery? 

SB: Most of the destination marketing agencies are investing substantial amounts of 

money in finding out why people come to their areas so that information should be 

available to each of you in your own regions. Whatever the nuances, we know that 

the cultural tourism market throughout the country is huge. 

Delegate: We added a question to our survey specifically on that question and we 

found out that 80 to 90 per cent of day trippers were coming specifically to visit the 

gallery and that it was drawing them to the town itself. 

SB: That’s fantastic evidence for the local impact on the economy and invaluable 

when you are advocating for funding and stakeholder engagement. 

Delegate from another gallery: Following on from that, we asked day trippers what 

their average spend was in the local area and the results were very useful. 

SB: We know that cultural tourists spend more than non cultural tourists. There is 

some big data that shows that cultural tourists are more likely to spend money in 

interesting shops, eat in nice restaurants and generally spend more money. 

Delegate: Is there any evidence about spending behaviour of groups? We know that 

when we have group visitors from the Far East, they tend to spend a lot of money. 

SB: We did ask a question about group size. Most people were coming in pairs. 

However, our methodology may have let us down as people in large groups may 

have been less likely to respond to the survey as people in pairs or smaller groups. 

We also looked at family groups and I was surprised how low the figures were. 

Delegate: We are undertaking some research for museums and galleries in London 

and we have found it useful to establish respondents’ nationality as this will help our 

clients in fine tuning their communications strategies, such as multi-language or 

language-specific leaflets. 

SB: International tourism is very important to London museums and galleries. Word 

of mouth power can be important, such as that from hotel front of house staff. When 

we did our London specific analysis, something like 197 countries were represented 

in our data. All of the surveys were conducted in English so this is probably under-

representing the number of nationalities involved. When we looked at the visit 

patterns for London, French visitors were over-represented at galleries compared 

with the number of French visitors to the capital generally. In London, the 

international versus local visitor proportions are wildly different according to the size 

and scale of the gallery. Another interesting fact is that visitors from North America 

do not feature as prominently as you might imagine, given the population size. 



Arts Marketing Association  AMA Conference 2012 

 54 

I want now to share a couple of postcode catchment maps from the Towner and from 

Pound in the South West.  In the map below, the shaded area represents 75 per cent 

of Towner’s visitors and the darker shaded area the 20 minute drive time contour: 

 

Catchment area – coastal gallery 

When we looked at a rural gallery, we discovered to our surprise that 75 per cent of 

the gallery’s visitors were much more local. The map below still shows a 20 minute 

drive time contour but the 75 per cent catchment area is clearly within it: 

 

Catchment area – rural gallery 
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Conclusions 

If we want to change the visitor profile, the programme is going to be the most 

impactful factor. 

For first timers, day trippers and holiday makers, different factors have different 

impacts so let’s not forget to reference those social factors. 

People having a good time and word of mouth are triggering most visits so how can 

we use this to drive visits? You can use ambassador schemes or audience 

advocates. 

We still need to cover the basics of print and signage, so don’t forget those in your 

marketing campaigns. 

[At the end of the seminar, Sarah invited delegates with a particular interest – for 

example, in first time visitors, how best to use Friends schemes to increase visitor 

numbers, social media marketing – to form cluster groups and to discuss the 

marketing issues informally within each group] 


