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Seminars: Marketing Workshops 

Jon Gilchrist 

Gaining people’s interest and attention 

Jon has been Marketing Director of The Lowry since October 2011, overseeing 

marketing, ticketing and public relations for a venue with a diverse theatres, galleries 

and participation programme. He joined The Lowry having worked as Head of 

Communications for the Octagon Theatre Bolton for two years, where he devised 

new print, digital, pricing and research strategies. Prior to this he worked in the 

marketing department at Theatre by the Lake in Keswick and as Marketing Manager 

of The Dukes – a combined arts venue in Lancaster with theatres, film, visual arts 

and participation programmes. He is a member of the board of North West 

Playwrights, the regional new writing development agency, and has produced new 

writing projects with Shared Property Theatre Company. 

This workshop looked at the competition for people’s leisure time and the limited 

disposal income they have available. It explored the ways in which marketing 

communications can be made to stand out from the crowd. 

Gaining people’s interest and attention 

The Lowry is a huge arts centre on Salford Quays. The BBC’s Media City has based 

many of its activities there as part of a wider regeneration project. It’s a cultural icon 

that has drawn many other cultural services to it and it means different things to 

different people. It’s referred to as The Lowry Centre, The Lowry Theatre, and The 

Lowry Art Gallery. In some respects it is all of these things and none of these things. 

We have three theatres including those that can accommodate lyric style 

performances (e.g. Starlight Express). We have multiple gallery spaces, plus 

classrooms and workshops. We do corporate conference hires; weddings; shops and 

restaurants.  When I was writing this presentation and looked at what was on at the 

Lowry that week, there were 

twelve different performances 

across the three theatre 

spaces including a dance 

consortium tour; Birds of a 

Feather, comedy and a new 

piece of commissioned work. 

Even in our galleries we had 

several exhibitions of differing 

kinds. In the same week, we 

had lots of other stuff, including 

a dental conference.  

(Cartoon © Gary Larson) 
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For me, the elephant is the organisation you’re working for but people will interpret it 

differently. An audience member can be someone who is attending a dental 

conference or someone who’s just popping in for a cup of tea. Each audience 

member is interpreting the place in a different way. No one is right and no one is 

wrong. 

We did some research recently through a company called Indigo into the differences 

between audiences to the Lowry Theatres and the Lowry Galleries. It revealed that 

the differences between the two are startlingly pronounced in some ways.  

 

The Lowry Galleries versus Theatre attenders (source: Indigo) 

I was surprised to see only 10 per cent of our theatre audience is aged 65 and over, 

contrasting with 23 per cent for galleries. 

When we looked at the distance travelled, it became clear that our gallery audiences 

were prepared to travel much further than our theatre audiences. 20 per cent of 

theatre audiences were coming from over 30 miles whereas the figure was over 40 

per cent for gallery audiences. When we looked at newspaper readership, it was no 

surprise to see readership of The Guardian at the top as Guardian readers are 

natural arts consumers but even within this variable there are big differences; 

readership of The Guardian was much higher (37 per cent) among gallery audiences 

than (26 per cent) theatre audiences. There are some massive differences in leisure 

attendance. 

As the graph below shows, spending time with family and socialising with friends are 

much more important to gallery attenders than to theatregoers: 
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Going to the gym was extraordinarily high for theatregoers. 

What I found particularly interesting was the word clouds that were created. Below is 

one for our galleries audiences: 

 

They were asked what two words they would use to best describe The Lowry and 

‘interesting’, ‘stimulating’, ‘informative’ are all creative, artistic words that people 

associate with the venue. For theatregoers, it is an entirely different spread, as the 

word cloud below shows: 
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Theatregoers focused on words such as ‘entertaining’, ‘enjoyable’, ‘comfortable’, 

‘enjoyable’ and ‘friendly’. And it’s true – we have very comfortable seats and more 

toilet provision than most theatres I know. The artistic quality doesn’t really feature in 

this. 

One way we segment audiences is by using visualisation techniques. It’s a really 

useful way of talking to our audiences. I keep these visualisation cards in my drawer 

and when we are communicating with these groups I will actually get them out and 

ask them questions, to make sure I’m communicating in the right way.   

One example of this persona marketing visualisation is 

Bernard: 

A gallery attender, Bernard is 60 and likes to wear a 

beret which, living in Salford, makes life very difficult for 

him. He last visited two months ago. He’s a guardian 

reader and his pastimes and leisure activities are all 

geared up to art and art consumption. 

 

 

 

Here is another example of a gallery attender. I have not 

named her. She reads the Daily Mail, she is into 

gardening and is the social secretary of her local WI, 

which means that we can treat her as a group booking 

organiser. 
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Below is an audience segment matrix: 

Segment Product 
Primary 

method 
Barriers Message 

Art-lover Ben Eine 

Existing 

mailing 

lists 

Been to 

Lowry; 

Competition; 

Not my thing. 

New exhibition (not Lowry); 

Barack Obama owns one; 

There’s more on show. 

Group 

Booker 

Lowry 

collection 

Groups’ 

channels / 

advertising 

Cost; 

Travel; 

Secondary 

sale. 

Good parking, free entry, 

food offers; 

Other attractions nearby; 

Information sheets available. 

 

For Bernard, we know that he’s a frequent attender. So pitching the same old stuff to 

him isn’t going to work. So we look at pitching a new exhibition to him. The fact that 

Barack Obama owns one of the pieces in the exhibition we thought would be of 

interest to someone like Bernard. So when we are putting together our 

communication for regular users of galleries, it is Bernard we’re speaking to. The way 

we communicate to the group booker is very different. Previously, we focused on the 

artistic product but we found that the three key barriers for group bookers were cost, 

travel (by teaming up with collaborators on the Quays we are able to offer it as a 

destination in itself) and secondary sale – i.e. they are essentially acting as an agent 

for the venue: they distribute group booker sheets to other people in their networks. 

Then we look at families, which is one of the most difficult segments. Chorlton is a 

posh area of Manchester. They don’t like Sainsbury’s. They like humous and cous 

cous and saving the environment while they’re driving around in their Range Rovers.  

They have very little free time. They have kids of different ages with different 

interests in our various galleries. There is a key decision maker in the party and it’s a 

question of establishing who that decision maker is. 

[Jon Gilchrist invited delegates, in pairs, to discuss what the barriers to attendance 

for family groups at The Lowry might be.] 

Delegate: Our idea is inspired by the way you treat your group bookers and how they 

pass on information sheets to their group. What struck us about the family group is 

that you are selling to the parents but then they have to convince their children that 

it’s worth doing, that it’s not instantly something they would want to do like going to 

McDonalds. We thought you could give the parents a tag line which they could take 

and pass on to their kids. 
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Delegate: I’ve got a ten year old and he thinks galleries are boring because they’re 

not online games. If we go to a gallery and there’s an art activity in the corner, he 

thinks that’s for little kids but there’s nothing for his particular age group in between 

young kids and adults so it’s a really hard sell for me. 

JG: Don’t tell programming or artistic teams but it might be best not to bother when 

faced with those difficulties. At the Lowry, we’ve got Hit The Deck, messy play 

around stuff, but we haven’t got product which is suitable for that age group at the 

moment. It can be reductive in terms of long term strategy and audience 

development to get people along who are not going to enjoy the experience because 

they will never come back. We haven’t all got the scale of product that the Tate is 

working with. 

Delegate: We were wondering whether you could offer other things for the adults to 

do in between gallery visits and whatever other reason/s they were visiting for. 

JG: That’s a really good idea. Sometimes our offer will be to the kids but maybe 

sometimes we could offer something specifically for the parents too. 

Delegate: Some parents might be worried that their kids would run around and be 

too wild, they might even damage some of the exhibits. 

JG: We have two exhibitions coming up, one of which is Piccadilly Circus which is 

worth £5.6 million and all the imagery focuses on the quality of the exhibits. On the 

bottom of it, we’ve also got ‘family things available’ and a picture of a kid’s painting 

and these sorts of things don’t scan. I guess I’m admitting I’ve done bad marketing:  

to the serious gallery attender the message is ‘I’m going to have to see some of 

these Lowry paintings with kids covered in paint’ and to the families the message has 

been that we can’t have the kids’ grubby hands over the exhibits. We should have 

clarified and segmented the messages we were sending out better. 

Delegate: I know a gallery that has an amazing adventure playground which lures 

the kids in. 

JG: We’ve done something similar with Jack, The Lowry’s dog. And we’ve created 

Jack’s Packs, activity packs for kids which have worked really well. Games have 

included Art Detectives where we give them a magnifying glass and invite them to go 

on an adventure. We also give out treasure maps to get families going around The 

Lowry as a building and interacting with the space. 

The product is the key. The TGI figures say that there are three million potential arts 

consumers within an hour’s drive of The Lowry and it shows our penetration levels 

are very low. We have to target the most appropriate product to new audiences. For 

example, we would not target new dance attenders with the Cholmondeleys and 

Featherstonehaughs because it’s just weird. It’s brilliant, but weird. It’s a bad 

analogy, but think of being a drug pusher; start audiences off on the light stuff and 
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then move them up. With dance, we would start people off with Matthew Bourne or 

similar then slowly convert them upwards. Often, artistic directors want you to bring 

new people to quite challenging work but it’s a question of finding the right entry point 

for audiences. 

As arts marketers we are often tasked with the challenge of encouraging teenagers 

to come by themselves on independent visits.   

[Jon invited delegates, in pairs, to answer the following questions in relation to 

engaging with young people:] 

Looking at YOUR organisation… 

 
 What product would you target them with? 

 
 How would you get in contact with them? 

 

 What would the barriers to attendance be? 
 

 What would the message to them be to break down these barriers? 

 

Delegate: At Nottingham Playhouse we have an active youth theatre. This attracts 

audiences who mix together very interestingly and the young people engage with the 

theatre. Also, we host a Poetry Collective who has the run of the building for a week. 

They curate their own events and get poets involved. We had a production of Romeo 

and Juliet recently and we invited the poets to create an intervention in the foyer, 

leaving it to them to create an event inspired by the events in the play. They caused 

a good deal of havoc and the audience loved it. It served two aims: young people 

had a good time in developing their own practice and it also integrated them with the 

‘mainstream’ drama audience. 

JG: We’ve got a young people dance ambassador scheme which we have p ioneered 

with North West Dance. It involves working with 50 young people helping to promote 

the dance programme. It’s run from the marketing department. The young people 

advocate, encourage, and sell tickets on our behalf. We send them around the 

country and around the world to see the dance works in advance. This helps them 

with their studies if they are studying dance. They help us penetrate markets. 

We have seen contemporary dance attendances by young people within that 

demographic increase by 50 per cent while we have been running the scheme. Partly 

this has been through ticket offers but it has been worth it to see the young people 

engaging. Starting as a participant, they are likely to become long-term engagers 

with the arts. I’ve been told that one of the problems with classical music marketing is 

that there are not enough young people playing instruments. When I was at school, 

everyone played an instrument whereas the next generation will be going into it blind 
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because they won’t have been exposed to it. Being exposed to performances at a 

young age can encourage people to become attenders. 

Delegate: At the National Theatre, we have used ticket discount schemes for Under 

25s. Having a small allocation of cheaper tickets per night was not enough; the 

scheme showed us that young people will not book off their own bats. Instead, you 

have to have one big night when you corral them all together and give them 

something extra. 

Delegate: Sheffield Theatres ran a very successful scheme where they have one 

night for their rep production specifically for their 16 to 24 year olds. It was really 

popular because everyone wanted to come with their friends. Whether they 

converted into independent visitors to other productions only time will tell but it was a 

good catalyst. 

Delegate: Thinking about young people coming independently, how they are actually 

able to purchase their tickets can be a big barrier. Having to deal with debit cards or 

not having the money up front can be annoying. Maybe we should take ticket offices 

out into the streets. 

JG: With youth dance, some of it is simply done on trust; there are a series of 

reservations that can be paid for on the desk and no booking fees apply. Sometimes 

people turn up, sometimes they don’t. It’s a risk you take. 

Delegate: What about using text messages as a way of enabling young people to 

pay, like some commercial organisations do? 

JG: I haven’t investigated that idea before but it may be worth looking at. Also, within 

our programmes we have a lot of comedy and music, both of which attract young 

people. But really popular comedy and music events tend to sell out before young 

people have the opportunity to buy tickets. We are currently exploring whether 

comedy could be an initial point of engagement and then move forward from that. 

The audience segmentation model still works even if you are a receiving venue. Are 

people familiar with the Benefits Matrix? I am rather obsessed with it. We do these 

matrices for all of our shows. 

‘One Man, Two Guvnors’ was one of the best things I’ve seen. When we work with 

The National Theatre, we recognise that they have the product knowledge and they 

recognise that we have the local knowledge and we combine the two to create an 

effective campaign. This one is a bit different because the production sold out 

anyway, but the principle applies as the campaign was planned in advance. 
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James 

Corden 

National 

Theatre 

Nicolas 

Hytner 

Five Star 

Reviews 

1960s 

nostalgia 

Knock-

about 

farce 

Discounts 

available 
Location 

National 

Theatre 

attenders 

 X X X     

Stand up 

comedy 

attenders 

X   X  X   

Schools X X  X   X X 

Other drama 

attenders 
   X  X   

Matinee 

attenders 
 X  X X  X X 

 

Different benefits apply to different groups. For example, Nicholas Hytner would be a 

good selling point for National Theatre attenders but not for Stand Up Comedy 

attenders, for whom James Cordon would be a draw. But we take this further by 

mixing it with other knowledge we have about our existing audiences which we have 

discovered through audience research: 

 Stand-up Comedy audiences… 
o A younger demographic 

o Tend not to cross-over artform 
o More likely to book online 

 
 School bookers… 

o Likely to be an English or Drama teacher 

o Tends to book with curriculum links 
o Incredibly price sensitive 
o Logistics important 

 
 Matinee attenders… 

o More tickets purchased over phone or at counter 
o Likes a discount 
o Most likely to cite the venue as a reason for attending (comfortable 

seats, friendly staff etc) 

 

The next stage in our process is that we identify the key benefit, highlighted below in 

yellow: 
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James 

Corden 

National 

Theatre 

Nicolas 

Hytner 

Five Star 

Reviews 

1960s 

nostalgia 

Knock-

about 

farce 

Discounts 

available 
Location 

National Theatre 

attenders 
 X X X     

Stand up comedy 

attenders 
X   X  X   

Schools X X  X   X X 

Other drama 

attenders 
   X  X   

Matinee attenders  X  X X  X X 

 

I asked a team member to write down a seven word analysis of how we would sell to 

each of these different groups.  This is what they came up with: 

 

National Theatre attenders The National Theatre brings you five star drama 

Stand up comedy attenders James Corden stars in hilarious hit comedy 

Schools £10 tickets for National Theatre hit comedy 

Other drama attenders Hilarious five star drama comes to The Lowry 

Matinee attenders Five star comedy drama at The Lowry 

 

So even though we are dealing with the same product, the offers are different. We 

bear these in mind in all of our communications with the different groups. We 

changed our email strategy recently. Previously it had been a self-selected service.  

When we launch our new season now, we break down the communication message 

into different groups; some people will get an email with a big comedy header if they 

have only ever attended comedy or with a drama header if they have only booked for 

drama. Some arts organisations are a bit backwards when it comes to email 

campaigns, tending to send out un-segmented emails. 

With ‘One Man, Two Guvnors’, when you see the adverts and the posters, it is the 

five star reviews that really stand out. If you’ve got good, five star reviews, they apply 

across segments because they are a sign of quality. 
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Delegate: How do you differentiate the offer to audiences when you have several 

five-star reviewed shows in a single season? 

JG: It’s the Edinburgh Festival syndrome. Apparently, Blackwatch had a six star 

review which at first I thought was a printing error but apparently Time Out add an 

extra star from time to time. The National Theatre adverts for One Man, Two Guvnors 

uses a review which says something like ‘The funniest show on the planet’, which is 

difficult to beat. 

When putting together campaigns, always try to test them to see which ones are 

most effective. Also, you will need to rank audiences as people will be comedy 

bookers, drama bookers and National Theatre bookers; you need to work out which 

is the most important to you. 

The Octagon Theatre Bolton is a regional theatre producing 8 or 9 plays per year.  

When I worked there we carried out the first major audience research project for 

more than a decade. It looked at audience demographics, values, quality assessment 

and the wider offer. The audiences tend to come from a 30 minute drive time. Our 

artistic director at the Octagon was David Thacker who worked with Arthur Miller. He 

also worked with Fred Dibnah, who is like Elvis in Bolton. There is even a statue of 

him in the town centre. Also, we put on a play called Secret Thoughts, based on a 

book about cognitive science by David Lodge. We asked ‘what made you want to 

come and see this play?’  For Arthur Miller’s play The Price, the answer was 

fundamentally Arthur Miller: 

For The Demolition Man, you can see how much people like Fred Dibnah:
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For Secret Thoughts, what is interesting – apart from the fact that many people didn’t 

want to come and see this play – was that the main reason was that it was part of the 

season ticket: 

 

In terms of newspaper readership, we got a broadsheet readership for Demolition 

Man, but local newspaper readership was far higher for Secret Thoughts and 

Demolition Man. Direct mail was by far the most effective form of communication at 

the Octagon, at over 80 per cent for The Price. 

Looking at how people heard across all audiences: 

 

How they heard:  new audiences.   

Direct mail is much more effective for existing audiences than for new ones, 

conversely Poster and Other Web site is more important for new audiences than for 

existing ones. The results of this research are influencing not only marketing but 

programming. The season ticket represents about 25 per cent of the overall 
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audience, amounting to about a 50 per cent discount on tickets throughout the 

course of a year. 

The final case study is Our Lowry. There was a sense that we were somehow 

disengaged from the local community and weren’t giving enough back to the 

community. It’s an area of low engagement. Price is a real barrier because there are 

areas of real deprivation. We set up a scheme with the objectives to  

 Increase awareness in Salford of the range of programme 

 Increase the frequency of attendance for people from Salford 

 Increase the artistic spectrum of Salford audiences 

It was a free membership scheme to anyone with a Salford postcode. We did it as a 

text message scheme as more people had access to mobile phones than to email.  

And we worked with producers and promoters to offer a range of free and discounted 

tickets, including Birmingham Royal Ballet; National Theatre; Opera North; The 

Tweenies and John Cleese. For some of them we offered discounted tickets, or 

drinks incentives. 

We focused on family based product such as musicals and productions with a local 

interest. We worked with our Local Authority so that when people called up to pay 

their Council Tax, we got them to sign up for the free scheme. We also offered 

‘Money Can’t Buy’ offers including the chance to get free tickets to a Royal Variety 

Performance (which attracted an extra 1,500 people who signed up to the scheme) 

and an Annie Lennox Private View where she did a performance and we gave a third 

of the tickets away to Salford residents. At the moment, we have around 8,000 

members who have taken up about 20,000 tickets.  Dance audiences have increased 

by 200 per cent and dance audiences by 70 per cent. 

 

The frequency pyramid above shows a much higher level of frequency of attendance 

by Our Lowry attenders than all audiences. We are building up trust in people who 

have signed up for the scheme. 
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Questions 

Emily, Whitechapel Gallery: How did you segment your audiences?  What 

questions did you use, what database etc? 

JG: We work closely with Indigo. We print 17,000 main season brochures three times 

a year. On top of that, we print 90,000 mini season brochures. Only the really high 

value customers get the main brochure. Some people found the main brochure rather 

intimidating. So we tailor our communications based on the frequency of the attender 

and how much they paid for their tickets. When we break that down, we can work out 

the return on investment for each one we send. When it comes to targeting gallery 

audiences we have to have a broader approach because we don’t capture data on 

entry. We don’t just use our own segmentation models but also those of visiting 

companies (for example, we are doing this with Rambert). 

Delegate: When it comes to emailing bookers, what do you do with crossover 

bookers? How do you choose what message to give them? 

JG: We are currently segmenting between three categories of classical, 

contemporary and popular; that is our next step. This is more helpful to us than 

segmenting just the genre itself. What we’ve discovered is that people who attend 

contemporary work, for example, tend to have similar lifestyles, read the same 

newspapers and have the same sorts of barriers to attendance. At the moment, the 

ranking system works best for us. When we put together our season brochure, we 

have a system based on the value of the product, which informs the order in which 

they appear in our brochure and we use a similar approach when it comes to sending 

out emails. If someone has attended three drama events and one comedy event, 

they will get the drama email. 

Delegate: Does that segmentation involve tagging bookers and is it built into your 

customer database? 

JG: We’ve got an audience intelligence and brand manager who analyses this and 

segments it according to the CRM strategy. A month after sending out the brochure, 

she will analyse its effectiveness. It may not be that easy with every organisation but 

it is well worth while. 

 


