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Keynote 1: Digital content strategy: Plan, Adapt, Emerge 

Justin Spooner founded Unthinkable Consulting with Matthew Shorter in 2008 after 

eight years as the Interactive Editor for BBC Radio 3, Classical Music TV and the 

Proms overseeing the team that delivered digital experiences from 2000 to 2008. 

Digital projects for Glyndebourne, the Royal Opera House, English National Opera 

and the Barbican have been followed recently with a digital collaboration for the 

Olympics with Heart n Soul. He has been working closely with the BBC Academy and 

Arts Council England to develop and deliver training and workshop materials around 

multiplatform production. He is now working on a new linked data approach for the 

Barbican and its content. Justin was invited by the Arts Council to chair their 

inaugural Building Digital Capacity for the Arts session. 

Matthew Shorter has 15 years' experience as a producer, project manager, writer, 

editor and strategist on the web, at the BBC and as co-founder for Unthinkable 

Consulting. Current and recent projects include providing programme management to 

ITV for the relaunch of their news and sport websites, strategic advice to the BBC and 

the Barbican Centre and continuing to nurse a pet obsession about digital memory. 

Previously he ran the team responsible for the BBC’s music website working on major 

music events such as Glastonbury and the BBC Electric Proms. As manager of a wide 

range of interactive music learning projects for the BBC he brought together components 

as diverse as the BBC orchestras, web-based composition games, primary school 

classrooms and Blue Peter into a unique set of project commissions. 

This session explored the three methods they use to help organisations develop a 

flexible and open approach to their digital activity – Plan, Adapt and Emerge. 

 

Plan, Adapt, Emerge 

We are going to explore the three methods we use to help organisations develop a 

flexible and open approach to their digital activity – Plan, Adapt and Emerge. 

The plan / adapt / emerge processes or methods are interlocking and no one element 

is good enough on its own … you need to do all three. We’ve done lots of planning of 

digital projects and have come to realise that planning on its own, fails – it has holes 

in it. The adapt and emerge methods need to brought together with ‘plan’ in order to 

create a balancing act. 

In order to explain this, we’ve made a number of assumptions about ‘our world’ – and 

‘your world’ - the world of the arts marketer and the culture sector.  

Some of the assumptions we are making about arts marketing are: 

§ marketing contributes to an overall content system. We refer to this as a 

content system rather than simply the content as it is dynamic, it has lots of 

relationships within itself i.e. a poster has a relationship to a mobile app or 
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maybe a website that you produce. It’s important to remind ourselves that 

marketing is part of the content system.  

§ There is no hard line between the promotion and the experience itself   

§ Arts marketing creates experiences that complement, extend and even create 

art. Two examples of this could be the Royal Opera House’s Twitter Opera 

and English National Opera’s Mini Operas where their creators weren’t sure if 

they were creating a piece of marketing or a piece of art. Often it can be both 

and sometimes for one audience member it’s one thing and for another it’s 

something different.  

§ Arts marketing is often done by the audience – this was the case with Mini 

Operas and the Twitter Opera whereby the audience created the work and 

also the buzz around the work. 

§ The art is not sacred. Art is always formed within a set of conditions, be they 

to do with audience behaviour or economics – there isn’t a privileged space 

where the art develops on its own terms.  

The Rijksmuseum have digitised their paintings at massively high resolutions for 

everyone’s enjoyment online. They have added in elements whereby anyone can 

now download Rembrandt’s Nightwatch and ‘get creative’, chop it up online and 

reproduce it in their own way – onto a mug if they should so wish.  

 

This form of exploration and the way the content is consumed blurs together. They 

don’t want people to feel that the work is sacred but for people to feel that it is theirs 

and that they can do something with it. 

These are some assumptions we are making about digital strategy:  

§ It should describe the whole experience – we need to be aware when 

developing digital strategies of all the different points that people can engage 

with our organisation – whether that’s in our buildings, out and about, at home, 

using a website, using a phone and so on.  
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§ It should be practical – make it something usable and that staff can remember 

with an executive summary.   

§ Content is only one piece of the puzzle – who are the people in the 

organisation who can make the content? Do they have the skills and tools to 

do that? Do they have the time? Is it going to be part of their weekly routine? 

Is your data in the right form so that it can be repackaged and used in smooth 

and automated ways to generate content? Questions of design and brand are 

never far away from thinking about your users’ experience. 

§ The fuller picture includes staff, skills, users, tools, process, data, design and 

brand  

§ Strategy should make clear a bias for investment – when people are making 

decisions on a daily basis, your strategy is only really useful when it has a 

clear message i.e. is this strategy about video content or going all out for 

social platforms or a certain demographic? Is it about raising revenue or is it 

about learning? Strategies should always be ‘open’ or a framework for people 

to experiment and bring their ideas and to learn from their mistakes. 

§ Set open permissions to enable delivery, experiment and learning  

§ Your strategy is not a protocol it is an aid  

§ Content is one component of the experience formula 

§ If we combine our understanding of: People + Place + Content + Functionality 

we get closer to experience that we want to create 

§ It can take a long time to develop something which at the point of launch could 

suddenly need to be changed 

PLAN 

– the combination of knowledge, process and guesswork 

It’s not just about what you know or the process you apply to generate plans but it 

also involves a huge amount of intuition. Planning has to accept uncertainty because 

it is real and present in every project. You can’t make it go away by having a bigger 

or more detailed plan. 

– ‘websites are machines not documents’ (tellart.com) 

Websites looking misleadingly similar to a lot of things we are all familiar with from 

other contexts; like magazines, exhibitions or TV channels. Many of the same 

metaphors have been applied to developing websites because people have to start 

somewhere. The key thing that differentiates digital projects is that they are dynamic 

systems. They only exist in relationship to their users. There’s an inherent tendency 

in ‘digital’ towards complexity but the idea of machines is compelling because one 

way to handle that complexity without getting over complicated or unnecessarily 

simplified is to think about the components and how they work alongside each other 

as moving parts rather than a single, rigid, linear sequence. If the parts are working 

the machine will work.  



Arts Marketing Association  Digital marketing day: 2012 

 7 

– a good digital strategy should speed up the process of identifying the critical 

components of your plan   

We’re making two distinctions between a digital content plan and a digital strategy. 

Basically a digital strategy is there to help speed up the process of identifying the 

components of a plan. It should give you a ready framework so that you don’t feel 

you are starting every project from scratch by determining what it is that you are 

trying to achieve.  

These are the components that clients are asked to identify, develop and consider: 

 

We think about ‘target audiences’ as ‘personas’ – fictionalised versions of the real 

people we want to reach out to. This can then help to describe what the ‘benefits’ of 

your project are to that persona – in their own terms, how they would say it. Only 

once we’ve worked out what the benefits are and who we are trying to reach can we 

think about the best ideas to reach them. Finally, although this often comes first when 

things are going wrong, is the delivery. Once all these things have been considered 

in order you are at the point to create an ‘experience’. 

Case study: Heart n Soul’s Dean Rodney Singers project 

This was an ambitious, musical creative project 

that Unthinkable worked on with Heart n Soul. It 

included: 

§ working with seven different countries 

around the world, 

§ working with artists with learning 

disabilities and physical disabilities and 

some without, 

§ to come together as one band, 

§ to make an album of music using digital technologies, 

§ in time for the Paralympics 

§ which would then be embodied in an installation at the Southbank Centre 

So, one of the things we did straight away was to create a series of diagrams:  
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This was effectively ‘modelling the machine’. What was the ‘content machine’ that we 

were trying to create? Each group of ‘people’ in the diagram represents a country 

(China and Germany) and the blue person to the left is Dean Rodney. It shows how 

the music Dean would make and the music made in other countries would come 

together to create content that audiences could participate in. The ‘diagramming 

process’ then enabled us to come up with a more traditional plan such as: 
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This shows actions that occur through time – at step one there was no content but by 

step six there was an album that we’d made across the countries and we were ready 

to make an installation. 

This is an example from the Smithsonian Institute which is an example of a different 

kind of plan: 

 

This is just one component taken from their digital strategy that was published on the 

internet a few years ago. It’s a scenario based on the idea of a ‘persona’; in this case 

a museum visitor – who has taken advantage of every available piece of functionality 

that the team has conceived. 

It is an ‘idealised user journey’ that starts with a successful outcome which you then 

work back from and think about all the steps that the person is going to go through. 

The trouble with this kind of plan is that you haven’t planned to fix anything that’s 

broken or looked outside your own assumptions or organisation. 

So what we do is sit down with clients and try to break things like that by starting with 

an existing user journey or an idealised user journey [left hand column] and asking 

what are the things that could go wrong [middle right-hand column] and what are the 

things we could do to fix this [final column]. 
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JOURNEY  BREAK FIX 

Is amazed at all the cool things on 

exhibit and had no idea that there were 

so many museums. Starts adding highly-

rated items to trip planner 

 

There may 

not be 

enough take-

up of her 

rating 

Ensure full 

range of 

editorialised 

promotion 

while user 

rating ramps 

up  

Prints out copy of trip planner and saves 

it too her iPhone 

  

Is given option to download GPS-enabled 

app – downloads it 

Amy has run 

out of time 

after all her 

planning 

Request email 

address at end 

of trip 

planning with 

offer of 

goodies 

When viewing exhibit, pulls out phone to 

learn more. App plays behind-the-scenes 

video 

WiFi, 3G are 

poor at 

certain 

points 

Ensure good 

WiFi and / or 

enable app to 

record data 

offline so 

users can 

watch later 

 

Another way to stress test the plan is something that was done with English National 

Opera’s Mini Operas. This was a project to bring together writers, film makers and 

music makers into a creative collaborative partnership in order to generate an entirely 

new art form called the Mini Opera. Each plan generated became more complex than 

the last with the final one looking like a battle plan. At this point, a group of ‘critical 

friends’ were invited to come and look at the plan. They came and tore the plan to 

shreds. They helped to simplify complexity and where wrong assumptions had been 

made, they helped change those. This is a quick and simple process; just a few 

hours could save your project. 

Chrome Web Lab is an exhibit created for Google by Tellart and situated in the 

Science Museum. It consists of robots drawing portraits in sand of people who have 

taken photos of themselves at home on their web cam and beamed it in real time to 
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the museum which is then performing a piece of technology theatre. This tells the 

story backwards and illustrates that you don’t necessarily always do your planning, 

adapting and emerging in that order. Tellart use pictures and think about objects in 

their plan in order to handle complexity and make it easier to visualise the points of 

interaction and the points of complexity: 

 

Sometimes when you do your planning you need to think about your core tools 

before you think about content. BBC Radio automated programme pages are an 

example of planning at the level of a whole organisation. It was based on a very 

simple idea that all programmes should have a stable and constant web page and 

once you’ve created the URL for a programme it shouldn’t change. At the start, these 

pages were empty of content – an empty vessel that things could be put into. 

ADAPT  

– learning what to do by doing 

You can do a certain amount of planning but there’s a certain amount that you can’t 

do as you often don’t know what you need to do until you’ve started to do it so you 

might then need to make some adjustments as you go along. 

 – noticing unplanned success 

You should also notice the good things that have happened that you did not plan to 

do. Often users will start to use the experience you’ve created in ways you did not 

anticipate and you may need to think about putting more resources into the 

experience they have created for themselves rather than what the original plan 

predicted.  
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– changing the plan to fit the world  

ADAPT allows you to fit your plan back to the reality of the world that you are living 

in. It’s a movement that has picked up pace and that could be because of the way 

that digital works. 

This is building on our plan from earlier … the plan is still there, but the observation 

and the evaluation is happening.  

 

Observation uses your intuition, evaluation is when you’ve asked yourself some very 

specific questions, you’ve got some metrics in mind and you observe it closely. As 

illustrated above, this should be able to inform any part of your plan. It could be that 

you end up saying to yourself we were aiming to do the wrong thing and we have 

learned that the thing we wanted to deliver in the world isn’t what the world wants, so 

we’ve got to deliver something else and go right the way back. Quite often, the day 

that you launch is the day you realise you should’ve launched something else. 

One of the ways we try to handle this is to create a strategic tool kit by asking ‘what 

would we need to know in 3 / 6 / 12 months’ time about the way that this operates in 

the world? How can I evaluate? Have I put in the right kind of evaluation tools? You 

are really asking yourself ‘what’s new in the world? How are our users behaving? Did 

it turn out the way we planned with our partners? Are the people in our organisation 

making things the way we thought they would? Has the technology changed?’ What 

it boils down to is looking at your components and deciding: 

§ What should you reduce?  

§ What should stay the same? 

§ What should you do more of? 
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A slightly different approach to 

adaptation is the ‘prototype loop’ – 

figuring out the plan by doing stuff – 

again, plan / adapt / emerge don’t 

always go in that order –  you might 

start at this end, make some things, 

and work out from there the right 

thing to do. This is a popular 

approach of ‘agile methodology’ 

where you make continuous small 

deliveries and you refine on the 

basis of those deliveries – you think 

by doing.  
 

 

The main tool for the Dean Rodney Singers project with Heart n Soul was the iPad – 

every musician / artist had an iPad. When we had the original 6-step plan (shown 

earlier) we didn’t know how half the plan was going to work the apps didn’t do what 

we thought they needed to do. We had to hope that there would be adaptations 

occurring across the apps that we were using that would provide solutions later – 

thankfully that is what happened. The Garage Band app from Apple upgraded three 

times during the course of the project and every time it upgraded it supplied a new 

and essential piece of functionality to the project that we didn’t know they were going 

to do. Every time something like that happened we took advantage and fed it back 

into the creative process as quickly as possible. 

EMERGE  

– how can I commission what I don’t know I want?   

How does our organisation invite great ideas from the talented, creative people out 

there? How do we seek to solve problems beyond the people within our 

organisation? Do we know the right people? Do we know the developers and the 

agencies within the world that we would like to have this conversation with? Are they 

our friends? Have you invited 

them to your work? Is there a 

process to allow ideas to be 

pitched to you rather than you 

just pitching to them? This plugs 

into this part of the process and 

is about the relationships you 

have with the world of ideas 

generation and how they can 

affect the way that you deliver. 
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The BBC Connected Studios project is about inviting agencies in around a theme 

and saying we’ll combine them with BBC staff, pay them a small amount of money 

and do some ideas generation with teams all blended together. The Barbican is 

reaching out to the tech communities around it in Shoreditch and Clerkenwell, 

continuously trying to make friends because it knows that the energy they put into 

that will bring dividends as they build new things and look for new solutions. Heart n 

Soul have been fostering a relationship with the computing department at 

Goldsmith’s and when it came to building the Dean Rodney Singers installation they 

moved upon this relationship. It resulted in tiers of properties  

§ An arts organisation working with a creative university 

§ They worked with head of department who went to his students to get them to 

generate ideas for the project   

§ Who went out to a Primary School and co-created one of the interactive 

devices  

… none of that was in the original plan. But they helped to create the exciting 

installation experiences.  

The BBC includes a track listing on the Programme Page of the Radio show that you 

can click on for more information about the artist – a clickable track list. The artist 

page returns the favour and offers the opportunity for the user to click back to the 

BBC Radio Programme page and also shows other programmes that might play that 

artist. There was never any plan to include clickable tracklists – there are two 

reasons that it happened and they were to do with emergent environments. 

The BBC itself is getting better with harnessing creative ideas and while externally 

they use Creative Studios, internally there’s the idea of 10% Time. The clickable 

track lists began life as a prototype and were put together by someone, not because 

anyone had asked them to but because ‘they could’ – during their 10% time – free 

time to ‘play’. One of the components to help make this possible was the APS 

(Automated Programme System) as that’s what supplies the previously mentioned 

empty programme pages and that was where the clickable tracklists could sit.  

The Google Chrome Web Lab and the World Wide Web are both great examples of 

emergent environments. They began as a loose brief or set of protocols and have 

been adapted and emerged from the original ideas. As commissioners you are urged 

to think about the things that you need to control but to give creative freedom where 

you can – often you’ll get better work out of talented people if you can do that. 
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PLAN, ADAPT, EMERGE 

– doing three things at once    

Try not to plan away all your resources at the start 

as this makes you fearful that if you ‘muck up’ 

along the way you’re not going to get those 

resources back because you’ve planned them 

away. Make sure that when you’re thinking about 

this you try to allocate some of those resources to 

different modes rather than just the ‘plan’ mode. 

– projects don’t have to go in any particular order … they go in the order that’s 

right for them 

Sometimes you start with a plan and you emerge from it, sometimes you start with an 

emergent idea and you create a plan afterwards. 

 – use different meetings for different modes  

You could have project meetings where you think with your ‘planning hat’ on but in 

the next one you could think about the adaptations and observations and in a future 

one ask people to come with two new interesting ideas that have emerged and who 

are the two new players that we’re going to invite to our next project. 

– use different people for different modes 

Different people have different tendencies towards it. There are planners within 

organisations and there are those with intuitive, flexible and adaptive thinking that are 

natural networkers. Make them aware that you are charging them with the 

responsibility of these modes and celebrate them for it. 

– fold best thinking from projects back into the original strategy 

Don’t waste the ideas and solutions that you’ve learned along the way … add it to the 

original strategy. 

– build the space for adapt and emerge into your plan  

With your limited budgets, force yourself into a slightly different way of thinking and 

add ‘adapt’ and ‘emerge’ to your plan. 

[Tellart were thanked for their help with visual materials stories and Fitzroy and Finn 

for design guidance]


