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For 70 years Tyneside Cinema has occupied a unique role in the cultural life of the North East 

and of the UK as a whole. It is an arthouse cinema showing the best films from around the 

world and also acts as a showcase for regional film-makers as well as training upwards of 

6,000 adults and children each year in filmmaking skills. It is the last surviving News Theatre 

cinema still showing films in the UK so has an historical and architectural value as a building 

as well as being an important element of the cultural and social history of Tyneside.  

 

The age of the building and its constant use by film-makers, trainees and filmgoers led, 

inevitably, to a slow deterioration in the fabric and equipment of the cinema. Moreover, 

rapid development in the technology of film production and presentation threatened to 

leave the Tyneside behind unless it could substantially update its technical equipment.  

Rather than adopt a piecemeal approach, the Tyneside decided to adopt a big bang 

approach involving a complete restoration and installation of the latest digital technology in 

the cinema, an extra screen in a modern roof top extension and a new lift to facilitate 

patrons with physical disabilities. Naturally, they only took this course of action after 

extensive consultation with current and potential funding partners and, by the time the 

public stage of the appeal was launched in April 2006, £6 million of the total £6.5 million 

target had already been identified from sources such as the Heritage Lottery Fund, Regional 

Development Agency, EU funds and several local trust funds, including the Northern Rock 

Foundation and the Shears Foundation. 

Of course, raising this much money behind closed doors represented a triumph in its own 

right. Nevertheless, for a small organisation with virtually no track record of public 

fundraising and little spare budget, raising the remaining £500,000 would be a challenge. 

Failure would risk some of the funding already in place and jeopardise important elements 

of the project.  

Mark Dobson, the Chief Executive of the cinema and Gillian Spry, Director of Fundraising, 

worked out a further programme of trust fundraising where it was felt more money could 

be raised relatively cost-effectively. However, individual giving would not be neglected and a 

twin-track approach was adopted involving potential major donors on the one hand and the 

cinema’s audience and Friends on the other.  

Customer details are not captured from door sales (a common problem with cinemas) but 

the cinema has a total of 5,200 people on their mailing list out of which nearly 2,000 are in 

the paid-for Friends scheme. First, the Cinema’s database was wealth-screened to identify 

potential major donors. The resulting prospect list formed the basis of personal approaches 

which, at the time of writing, are still ongoing. Secondly, the Cinema decided to approach 

the remaining individuals on its database (the great majority, of course) for support. 
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The database was segmented by recency and by strength of relationship (Friends at the top, 

members of the mailing list for less than 2 years at the bottom). The whole database were 

sent a specially prepared mailing pack and, in the case of the Friends, a DVD. The most 

promising prospects were to be phoned, since the cinema was confident that the phone 

would yield the best returns. The remainder received a donation form with their packs. Cost 

for the mail and telephone campaigns (excluding DVD production costs) was estimated at 

£11,000 and an income target of over £60,000 set. Costs of the campaign were covered by 

funds raised locally - in particular the production of the DVD which was supported by 

Northern Film and Media. 

It was decided that this initial campaign would focus on pure donations – either standing 

orders or single gifts. The Cinema website has also been relaunched and offers an online 

donation facility administered through CAF. The Cinema has held back other offers such as 

seat sponsorship for later in its campaign. 

 

Organising a telephone campaign proved a challenge for the Tyneside, since none of the 

outside telephone agencies would take on such a small number of contacts. Instead, the 

possibility of running a campaign internally was investigated. At this point the cinema used 

part of its small budget to hire a consultant specialising in this area who was able to confirm 

the viability of this approach and who helped in setting the strategy and structure of the 

campaign and in preparing the creative materials needed. Later, a specialist trainer was 

brought in to train the callers and supervisors. 

The cinema utilised its events manager to recruit call centre staff from amongst a pool of 

volunteers who had worked at recent festivals. A team of 3 supervisors and 12 callers were 

assembled to work paid shifts across a 5 week period. For a campaign of approximately 

2,300 contacts a small room with a few telephones was sufficient, and paper forms giving 

prospect information on which gift details and comments could be recorded were used. The 

first night of the campaign was a nervous moment for the volunteers as well as for Gillian 

and her colleagues, but it soon became apparent that the call was welcomed by all who 

were phoned and the staff soon began to enjoy the work and the surrounding social 

element. The mail campaign also worked well, in fact producing better average donations 

than the phone, although at lower percentage response. 

 

The cinema is very pleased with the results so far (fundraising continues). To date the 

campaign has raised £35,000 (including Gift Aid) from a total of 535 donors. The sums raised 

are useful contributions towards the target and it is felt to be very important that the 

Tyneside’s Friends and attenders are able to contribute to the renaissance of their cinema. 
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Learning points 

 Even a small database can be wealth-screened and produce useful prospects 

 

 Mail is a valuable tool for fundraising and can produce more cost- effective results for 

some segments of a database 

 

 Telephone campaigns organised in-house can be very effective at low volumes of 

contacts, although professional technical advice and call centre skills training is essential 

 

 Involving audiences in an appeal has a psychological benefit for audiences and staff 

alike, as well as raising funds and securing relationships 
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