
The BALTIC experience

Claire Byers found that service excellence is the way to get more 
loyal visitors
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C
ontemporary visual art 
is often ‘hard’ – it is not 
always pretty and not always 
easy to understand. For 

a contemporary art gallery to rely 
purely on the ‘face value’ impact of 
a piece to engage visitors and secure 
their return would be foolhardy 
– particularly for a gallery such as 
BALTIC where the art is ever-changing 
and there are no favourites in a 
permanent collection to rely on as a 
constant hook.

Research suggests that only 22% 
of BALTIC’s visitors have an in-depth 
knowledge of contemporary visual 
art.1 It is therefore fair to assume 
that to incentivise the first visit 
and to secure returns the majority 
of BALTIC’s audience will need to 
be enticed and helped to engage, 
understand and enjoy what they 
see. How this is done – what the 
experience is like – will make the 

difference in whether a visitor returns 
and/or recommends a visit to a friend.

Concentrating on achieving repeat 
visits makes financial sense. It is 
generally agreed that it is five or six 
times more expensive to market to 
a new visitor than to encourage an 
existing one to re-attend. Building 
frequency of visits will not only 
improve visitor figures, but more 
satisfied visitors will build better 
brand loyalty and referrals. Better 
relationships with regular visitors 
also provide more readily available 
knowledge and understanding 
of them, lessening the need for 
expensive research.

BALTIC has therefore set out 
to enhance its experience and to 
cultivate more regular visitors through 
adopting some of the best practice 
processes of service excellence in 
the commercial sector. BALTIC’s 
biggest asset in this ambition is its 

staff – particularly the frontline crew. 
Many of them practising artists in 
their own right, they are far more 
than invigilators. Instead, they 
are knowledgeable and animated 
interpreters, storytellers and 
wayfinders who can bring the best 
out of the art and building as a whole. 
Engaging this internal audience was 
the first and most critical step in 
engaging the external one.

The first step in BALTIC’s journey 
was to partner with international 
service design experts LiveWork, 
who have effectively developed 
a simple process of using ‘service 
safaris’ to assist organisations to 
understand their visitors’ experience.2 
A large cross-section of public-
facing and back-office staff were 
given disposable cameras to record 
what they believed were good and 
bad service experiences over a 
weekend. They were then sent out 
in small groups on the service safari 
to destinations including a five-star 
hotel for lunch, McDonalds, a library, 
Waterstone’s book shop and a beauty 
spa. What is interesting is that the 
most disappointed group was the 
one that went for lunch at the five- 
star hotel – the experience just did 
not live up to their expectations, in 
total contrast to those who went to 
Waterstone’s, where a member of 
staff enthusiastically guided them on 
their mission to find a very obscure 
book. The message was clear – that it 
is not just the offer that is important, 
but the people and the service that 
make the difference.

Over the following two weeks the 
group came up with over 150 ideas 
to improve the visitor experience 
at BALTIC, before narrowing them 
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down to the top half dozen. These 
were then mocked up (using card, 
paper and sticky-backed plastic) and 
prototyped over the course of a day 
to gauge visitor reaction. For example, 
the donations box got a temporary 
makeover; the crew wore badges 
saying ‘Ask me a question’; historical 
quirky and interesting facts about the 
building were posted on the windows. 
The feedback was immediate and 
highly positive, and the impact 
remarkable – not just on the visitor. 
There had been no bureaucracy 
and no elongated approvals system. 
Staff had the authority to quickly 
and cheaply try things out; they 
listened to visitors, and suddenly 
realised that they could personally 
make an enormous difference to the 
experience of individual visitors.

The legacy of this exercise lives 
on. Staff have established a cross-
organisation ‘Better BALTIC’ group. 
Ideas are regularly tested on their 
peers and then prototyped. If 
the results are convincing they 
are implemented immediately. 
Numerous simple ideas have been 
put into practice at very little cost: 
the wording on the donations box 
has indeed been changed; there 
are benches in the entrance area; 
anecdotes appear in the lifts and 
stairwells; the café sells different 
coffee; and regular history and 
building tours attract paying 
customers.

So is it working? A new culture of 
visitor-centred service excellence is 
genuinely beginning to take hold and 
is endorsed by the trustees and senior 
management. Recruitment, induction 

and training processes reflect service 
as a core competency. In marketing 
and programme terms greater 
emphasis is placed on listening to 
and acting upon visitor feedback. 
Communications, marketing and 
promotional events are more finely 
tailored.

It is hard to evaluate the direct 
impact accurately – but the signs are 
good. The number of repeat visits 
has increased in the last six months 
including the number of those who 
are returning to the venue having not 

visited for more than a year, which 
in August 2008 was almost double 
the proportion achieved just over six 
months earlier. Sign-up for e-flyers 
and the regional direct mailing list 
has been wholly reinvigorated and 
we have responded in increased 
frequency in both. Ninety-two per 
cent of visitors would recommend 
BALTIC to a friend or relative, and the 
percentage of those that are ‘very’ 
likely to recommend has gone up 
from 61% to 66% between December 
2007 and August 2008.3
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‘We’re utterly impressed with the warm welcome received and how 
knowledgeable and pleasant the staff were.’

1.   Morris Hargreaves McIntyre,  
Audience Profiling, December 2007

2.  LiveWork, www.livework.co.uk
3.  Morris Hargreaves McIntyre,  

Audience Profiling, August 2008

Qualitatively, comments cards reflect the reality of an enriched engagement:

‘We asked Steve about the David Shrigley exhibition – he was so helpful 
and informative. It made all the difference.’

‘We’re utterly impressed with the warm welcome received and how 
knowledgeable and pleasant the staff were.’

‘My tour with Maria was an absolute treat – it was a pleasure to learn so 
much from someone so enthusiastic and well informed – I’ll definitely be 
back with friends.’

This is where the real legacy lies – in enthusiastic, empowered and motivated 
frontline staff who genuinely want to go the extra mile for the visitor. 
Investment in this internal audience has been invaluable in terms of getting 
more of the external one to become BALTIC ‘regulars’.  
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