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Keynote Presentation: The Director’s Cut - Key Challenges for 
the Museums and Galleries Industry 

Virginia Tandy, Director, Manchester City Galleries 
 

 
 

In ‘The Director’s Cut’, Virginia Tandy reviewed the past 25 years in visual arts 
marketing, gave some details on Manchester Galleries and their current position, 
and proposed several key challenges which the museums and galleries industry 
now need to address.  
 Virginia is currently director of Manchester City Galleries. She is also a 
chief officer of Manchester City Council, chair of the City’s Cultural Partnership 
and a board member of a range of organisations.  During her career she has 
worked on both sides of the desk, as both funded and funder, and in the public 
and voluntary sectors, and been a recipient of Arts Council and HLF Lottery 
funding.  Overall she is fascinated by the alchemy necessary to make a 
successful organisation, which isn’t just about the quality of the programme. 
 
The visual arts sector 
This is a very fragmented environment, unlike the performing arts with which it is 
often compared. In particular: 

- The Nationals are not part of any funding structure but are independent 
and work directly to DCMS.  

- The local authority provision is enormous and quite significant which is 
easy to overlook.  

- There are also a range of independents (with and without collections), 
which sit outside of those national and local authority ideas.   

 
The sector also deals with historic and contemporary material and has local and 
international responsibilities. 
 Within these groupings there are different definitions of what constitutes 
success with the majority of experimentation taking place in the independents.  
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The rise of visual arts marketing 
It was a very different environment in the1980’s.  For example art galleries were 
entirely overlooked by arts marketing consortia, probably because they weren’t 
selling tickets, and as a consequence of that there was no knowledge of current 
or potential audience.  The emphasis was very much on the programme and the 
only investment available to art galleries, and only then to a chosen few, was the 
Glory of the Garden programme.  There was no specialist expertise in visual arts 
audience development.  
 In the early1990s I managed to convince Arts Council England that it 
wasn’t acceptable for the arts marketing consortia to have no visual arts 
expertise and within the northwest, the first galleries and museums post was 
created.  This was a huge first step in terms of thinking about audiences and how 
to address them. 
 
The other significant change was the impact of the lottery and the assumption 
that these huge sums of capital investment would offer salvation.  In some cases 
this has happened, but in other cases the scale of managing these kinds of 
projects has led to their downfall.  During this time income generation became 
much more critical as did an awareness of the competitive environment. 
 
Coming up to date, within England and within organisations that are members, 
Renaissance in the Regions has made a huge impact  in terms of the new money 
that is now available to museums and galleries.  That investment programme has 
really started to emphasise putting the visitor at the heart of the service, as well 
as to develop and maintain the capital projects funded by the Lottery.  There is 
also now a lot more requirements for evaluation.  
 
So there are quite a lot of challenges now in terms of whom the work is being 
done for and what it hopes to achieve.  As a result, this is a very interesting time 
for visual arts marketing.  
 
Manchester - The original modern city 
This is the strap-line for the city that is currently taking part in an enormous 
amount of branding work, supported by Peter Saville.  It is seeking to build on the 
Commonwealth Games success and the worldwide profile that this gave the city.  
It is increasingly successful at attracting both tourists but also businesses – the 
Bank of New York are about to locate their UK offices in the city centre.  It is an 
incredibly ambitious and energetic city with a clear vision.  
 Despite the success of the centre, there are a great number of poor 
suburbs.  
 Manchester now has a huge cultural infrastructure with a remarkable 
collection of museums and galleries, much of which is paid for by the ratepayers.  
The challenge is to answer how this can genuinely make a difference to their 
lives and the cultural partnership initiative in the city is attempting to address this. 
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Manchester Art Galleries 
In 1998 this had wonderful buildings, which weren’t in a good state, and 
collections that weren’t displayed very imaginatively.  As a result we applied for 
funding to re-invent the institution and I was given a once in a lifetime project to 
manage, with £35M to spend. 
 The situation internally was that the organisation was insular, driven by the 
programme and the curators.  There was one press officer and the staff were 
tired and emotional, having watched their resources being continually eroded. 
The audience were small and very loyal. 
 
Market research undertaken in 1997 showed: 

• Limited potential for growth within existing market (‘die hard’ gallery goers)  
• Low penetration of even wider gallery going market 
• Low awareness of venue/collection 
• Gallery perceived as unfriendly and old-fashioned 

 
The first changes that I implemented were to change the management team to 
ensure representation from marketing and education, and to raise the profile of 
marketing in the organisation.  Guiding principles were also established.  This 
ensured that we identified the role the galleries could play in the city’s cultural life 
(both in terms of local benefit and national profile).  It also ensured that the 
organisation was clear about its target audiences.  These were identified as 
families, the education market and older people and time was spent researching 
their needs. 
  
It was also important to check that a building wasn’t being created to suit our 
needs rather than our visitors.  Time was spent answering questions such as:  

• What did the visitors need/want? 
• Were we willing to give it to them? 
• Who were we making the exhibitions and displays for? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The results of all this were that the gallery: 

• Approached interpretation in a new way – labels were written in Ekarv*, 
audio guides were created, and we looked at how collections were 
organised to make them more accessible 

• Promoted visitor focused programming  
• Created three destination galleries 
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• Focused on welcome from staff 
 
The gallery continues to undertake a range of research on visitor learning, visitor 
profiles and the public areas.  This has resulted in some fascinating insights into 
how visitors use the gallery and what influences this. It emphasised the fact that 
many visitors use the gallery as social space rather than education space, which 
stresses again why a warm welcome and orientation is crucial. 
 The gallery now has twice as many visits from five times as many visitors.  
New users have a very different profile – more C2DE, more families, more 
members of ethnic minorities and more people without specialist knowledge.  
Overall 98% of our visitors are satisfied with their visit.  
 
What has Manchester City Galleries learned? 

• It has learned more about the balance of what is needed to make a 
successful organisation.  

• Consultation gives guidance and no more – asking people what they want 
is not going to give answers.  

• The ‘wrap around’ is crucial – if the person at the door isn’t welcoming or 
the toilets are a mess then this spoils a visit. 

• The exhibition programme is important to some but not to others – for 
more general visitors the profile of the organisation and the quality of their 
visit will determine whether they will come.  

• People need to be told what to do and what there is to do.  For example 
we collected significantly more money now our donation boxes specify £2 
rather than asking for a donation. 

 
The galleries have also recently undertaken campaigns that started from the 
audience perspective rather than the art.  The aim was to try and change how 
people may view the gallery. 
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Challenges in the Sector 
Renaissance:  

• The Education Programme Delivery Plan was remarkable in interviewing 
teachers all over the country and has hugely informed education planning 
and delivery.  

• The Audience Development Plan work is going to make a real difference 
in terms of challenging organisations to address their audiences and their 
needs more fully. 

 
Hard to reach versus easy to attract: 
The need to keep this amazing spectrum of activity going is a huge challenge, 
particularly for marketing departments.  The ‘hard to reach’ audiences, such as 
the work done within the Chinese community around the galleries, has been 
extremely labour intensive but it is having results.  On the other hand ‘the easy to 
attract’ are essential for revenue. 
 
Staff development: 
There is still work to be done both with the front of house and the curatorial staff.  
For example we are encouraging curatorial staff to work on family-workshop 
events to give them insight into the needs of families. 
 
Inspiring learning for all: 
There is so much emphasis on evaluation now and it is essential to take time out 
to see what is being done and what is the impact it is having. 
 
 Final Thoughts 
The sector approach to audience development is honourable but crazy.  It runs 
completely in the face of marketing wisdom.  It’s a huge stretch across and is 
often not the best use of resources.  But it is where the sector and the funders 
are. 
 Visual arts organisations are competing for attention in a very crowded 
leisure market with comparatively little to spend.  For example our local shopping 
centre had a £1 million for its Christmas campaign! 
 An enormous amount of work is still needed on audience focus.  How do 
we balance artistic innovation with audience friendliness?  But also how do we 
pick up on some of the trends that are now becoming apparent in society such as 
the growing desire for self-improvement and the search for authenticity?  
Museums and galleries have an enormous amount to offer here and it needs to 
be capitalised on. 
 The museum and gallery brand needs generic development.  Need to do 
more about ‘why bother’ and how this unique selling point can be sold to people. 
 
In conclusion Manchester Galleries is attempting to move from being about 
something to being for somebody.  This is how audiences can be engaged in. 
 
* For further information about Ekarv contact Sara Holdsworth (Head of Public Programmes, 
Manchester Art Galleries): s.holdsworth@manchester.gov.uk 


