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Digital Culture Award Winners – Jonny Goode 

Host:		James Akers  
Guest:	Jonny Goode

James Akers: Welcome to this episode of the Digital Culture Podcast. We're interviewing all the Digital Cultural Award Winners, and my guest today is the Digital Ambassador winner, chosen by Zak Mensah the Co CEO of Birmingham Museum's Trust. 

I'm James, one of the Tech Champions at the Digital Culture Network. I'm a white man with brown hair wearing a green jumper today, and I'm really pleased to be speaking with Johnny Goode from Blast Theory.

Jonny Goode: Hello, hi, I'm Johnny Goode. I am the communications manager at Blast Theory. I'm a white person. I've got a brown sort of auburny beard going on. People compliment it a lot. I have a cap on and a black shirt and bleached eyebrows at the moment. I do a bit of drag and it's easier to glue them down and hide them if they're bleached.

James Akers: Top tip already. So we're talking today about you winning the award for digital ambassador. So it'd be great to hear about your journey from when you first started at Blast Theory and through to what you're doing now. So if we start at the very beginning, then you joined the organisation in 2021, what did you set out to do when you first joined?

Jonny Goode: I'm not sure that I was really setting out to do much. I was just really excited to be working for Blast Theory. I studied them at university, and when the job came up, I immediately applied. And I think my first week, it was really clear that the organisation was going through a real shift in the way that they communicate with their audiences. And before I'd arrived and started working, they'd written up a new communication strategy. And my job was to deliver that strategy and yeah, very quickly became a really interesting task.

Doing a huge comms audit. And that's when we first met as well. When I seeked help from the Digital Culture Network.

James Akers: When you've got new roles, you're usually following somebody else's plan, do you feel that's transitioned over time to where you are now? Do you lead a lot of these things instead?

Jonny Goode: Yeah, definitely I think I'm pretty much owning my role and very much championing for comms in the organisation. We're really small organisation so that's quite easy to do. But I can imagine that in larger organisations it's quite difficult to champion for communications and marketing.

James Akers: What made you get in touch with the Digital Culture Network way back when and how did you hear about us in the first place?

Jonny Goode: So I'd first heard about you in my first role at Turner Contemporary in Margate. It's a contemporary art gallery named after JMW Turner. I think it's really important to tell people that I got that role through Weston Jerwood Creative Bursaries, which is a it was a scheme, I don't think it runs anymore, but it was a scheme to get people from lower socioeconomic backgrounds into the arts. Forever grateful for that scheme.

And it was my manager at the time that mentioned this kind of Arts Council type support thing. I never took the opportunity to reach out to you guys, but it wasn't until my manager at Blast Theory mentioned it and I was looking to get into data management and having a digital data dashboard. And that's when I stumbled across you, James.

James Akers: Yes, and it's been fantastic since then to see your journey. I can remember when we first got in touch, you'd started building these dashboards already, pulling different data sets together. What made you want to do that? 

Jonny Goode: Data is so important. It tells us a lot of things. If you've got a hypothesis about an initiative that you're looking to do, it can tell you whether that's working, whether it's not, whether there's any appetite for it. And I was doing a comms audit at the time and I was collecting data from everywhere.

I was recording website visits, recordings from Hotjar, Social Media Analytics, YouTube analytics, website analytics, and it was just all over the place. And I just wanted one place to put all of that data so that I could reference it when talking to other members of the team and to have it be really nice and tidy because it's everywhere.

Like the data when you work in comms is everywhere. And so to have it all in one place is a brilliant thing. And yeah, I'd started playing around with it, and I'd found these connectors where you could start to get third party data, not just through Google Analytics. And you could bring it all into one space. And I was struggling with that and the layout of it and how to display some of that data in the way that I wanted. And so I reached out to you and we've still got that dashboard today. I've made some extra tweaks to it along the way, but it's still that same one.

James Akers: Yeah, it's evolved over time, hasn't it? And I think what you were able to do, it was really great. Is that when you're pulling a lot of data, it can be quite time consuming to do those things, whereas you were straight on with how can I automate this to save me time, so then I can crack on with the actual more important things.

Jonny Goode: Yeah, definitely. As I say, I was doing this audit and there was a lot of thinking going on around the way that we communicate with our audiences. The strategy that I'd adopted as I came to the organisation was one where they were moving away from a project specific way of talking about their work. They were thinking about how can we communicate what Blast Theory is? Who Blast Theory are? The artists? The work itself. They have a really rich archive of work. They've been making work for over 30 years. And so it was less about trying to get bums on seats and more about telling the story of Blast Theory and using the works to do that as well.

So I was consumed by all of that, critical thinking and dreaming of ideas and stuff like that. So I really wanted a place where I could just go in, see it straight away, or do a few clicks to change the date range, et cetera, et cetera. I didn't want to have to spend time manually pulling all of that data together. Because that just would diminish the time I could spend thinking about the strategy, about initiatives, about ideas, about getting stuff done. So for me that was really important.

James Akers: And mentioned there about getting stuff done, and one of your big projects you've had in recent times is Cat Royale. Do you wanna talk about that and how you tracked things, and how digital was involved through that process?

Jonny Goode: I guess I'd spent the time before Cat Royale really testing some of these hypotheses about doing audience surveys, testing different bits of content to see what our audiences really enjoyed viewing from us. And that was very much behind the scenes content, artist led content.

They wanted to hear directly from the artists about making the work and the development of the work. And they wanted to see the work being made as it was being made and not just this kind of here it is, here's the finish thing. It's all glossy. And like this photo, they wanted to see all the inner mechanics of what it takes to develop an artwork.

And so with Cat Royale, we very much did start telling that story from the start. Cat Royale was a project that we did back in 2023. And essentially the artist. Built a cat utopia, a purpose-built environment that was in our studio in which three cats Ghostbuster, Clover and Pumpkin, spent time inside the environment for 12 days and at the centre of the room was a robot arm that was trained with artificial intelligence to maximise the cat's happiness.

That sounds really confusing and exciting, and I definitely think that people should go over to our YouTube channel to watch the highlights of that project because it is amazing. So the computer vision and the AI would offer toys to these cats. And then the computer vision would watch the cats and determine whether that task made them happier or not happier. And so we told this story from the beginning. From the artists having discussions about the work, to the first time that we saw the robot arm that we went to Nottingham University, who we work with a lot.

And we saw the arm, being used in their lab. All the way to meeting the cats for the first time. And then seeing one of the cats, Ghostbuster, interact with that arm for the first time. And so it was a big campaign and all of that learning around data really fed into it.

We had a somewhat large budget, for us, to spend on ads on Instagram and Facebook. And I worked with you during that time to really maximise our spend by having certain triggers for example, like a 30 second YouTube view that would then anyone who watched 30 seconds of the YouTube video on our website would then go into a pot of a new audience. And then from that audience we could build lookalike audiences that would potentially be interested in also watching 30 seconds of the Cat Royale videos.

And yeah, it was hugely successful for us. I can't remember how much we spent in total, I think it was around three K. But out of that the paid campaign was seen by 1.3 million people. Of that 660,000 people engaged with the campaign by either watching it, liking it, or commenting on it.

And we had loads of amazing conversation come out of those ads, which for the artists and for Blast Theory is a really important part of the work that we do, is to make people think about the way that technology intersects with our lives. And to really think about how they felt watching the work. And that really became apparent in the comments we had over, I think over 700 comments from people being like, oh my God, I love this, I want one for my cat. To this is horrible, this is the way that our future's going. Because in the end, those cats were a proxy for us.

And. Yeah. It was just amazing to see all these people engage with this thing that we'd spent time really working out and trying to get right.

James Akers: It's such an amazing project and as you say, it speaks to that current tension we have with AI and there was a good dialogue wasn't there, throughout that whole process with your audience about whether it's right or wrong and all of the things around that.

And if people do wanna watch it, I do recommend going to your YouTube channel and watching it, because one of the highlights for me was the highlights that you narrated in a Big brother style.

Jonny Goode: Yeah. So I guess the project had two main outcomes. And one was the live stream that went to a festival in Australia. And then there was the highlights that I ended up doing the voiceover. And yeah, it was good fun. I got a lot of compliments with people saying, is this a voice actor? Who's this voice actor? And I'm like, wow, maybe I'm in the wrong industry. 

James Akers: You're in the right industry. You just need to like pivot.

Jonny Goode: Yeah, maybe pivot slightly. Yeah, I think I could introduce some Channel Four dramas. 

James Akers: Yeah. So you won the award for being a digital ambassador and being a digital ambassador can be internal, which it seems like you've done a lot of that. And it can be external as well. Can you tell us about what you've been up to? In both places?

Jonny Goode: So I guess I spoke a bit about championing, championing comms internally and I guess, we're a small team, so that is easy to do. And, I think, having data, for example, is a really great way of being able to prove your worth and prove that the initiatives that you are doing are working.
Externally, I'm a big advocate for sharing experience and, that's why I mentioned about how I got into the arts because I think a lot of that is locked away. And I think it's a privilege that I was able to do that bursary with Weston Jerwood.

And throughout my time at Blast Theory I've taken part in talks. We have an event that is run by an ex artist of Blast Theory Ju Row Farr, who runs an event called Potluck, which is for young creatives and early career artists in Brighton and the surrounding areas that can come to an event we host here at the studio every 2, 3 months.

And you bring a dish and we all eat and have fun. And Ju delivers a sort of themed event. So I think the last one was techniques around book binding, which is really cool. But we've also had, other ones around making kimchi or going for a walk and thinking about audio outside. They're amazing.

But also, yeah, I've done talks at AMA couple of times, the Arts Marketing Association conference. Probably my biggest achievement is delivering the talk I did last year on the stage that Abba won the Eurovision. That for me was amazing. And yeah, I just think it's really important to continue to talk and share learnings around what you do, and especially in comms where everything's changing. Algorithms are constantly changing on social media, it always feels like we're on the back foot a bit and trying to keep up. And I think by sharing knowledge, you are able to stay up to date.

James Akers: So you mentioned at the beginning that aside from your work, you have a drag act as well. When I speak to people at events and things like that, they can't imagine themselves being on stage and talking about their projects and the things that they've done.

There's a distinct lack of confidence in doing that. Do you have any tips for somebody coming into that for the first time and presenting themselves and talking about projects in that way?

Jonny Goode: Yeah, it's interesting because when I perform on stage in drag or, as a performer or playing a character, it is very different because you're not yourself on stage. You're embodying someone else, so it's a lot easier to feel less nervous and more confident because you are pretending.

And I won't lie, doing my first conference at AMA, I was terrified. I couldn't believe that someone in my role, in my career, I'm 32 and I would've been like 29 or 30 when I first did my talk.

I'd only had a few jobs in the arts and I just couldn't believe that anybody would want to listen to my experience and what I had to say. I just thought that there were other people to do that, but now I feel like it's the opposite. I feel it's really important to hear from the perspective of different people in different roles, maybe more junior roles. And I would say to people who are nervous about doing that to go for it because I've learned so much and I've met so many cool people from doing it. As soon as you step off stage and people come up and ask really interesting questions and want to get in touch and you have meetings with other organisations and you share more knowledge and I think it's just a really brilliant experience.

But I would not think about it too much. Not get so in your head about it. Practice it a few times with members of your team and I would say try and imagine watching yourself on stage and when people are nervous and you're sat in the audience you're not thinking, oh my God, this person has fluffed everything and it is a disaster. You're cheering them on. You might be silent about it, but you're there hoping and wanting them to do their best. Yeah, don't be nervous, but it's impossible not to feel that way. But the nerves will get you through it.

James Akers: I think that's one of the thing that stuck with me over the years is 'cause I started this role, 2019 and the thought of me going on stage and talking and we're Tech Champions, specialists in our areas, but getting in front of people is hard, putting yourself out there and talking with confidence.

And we've had training over the years, which has really helped all of us across the team. But yeah, the one thing that stuck with me is that the people that are watching you want you to succeed, they don't want to be bored. They might have seen quite a few boring talks already that day, so if you can be entertaining and, get across some really tangible things, people will respond to that and they'll support you through it. 

Jonny Goode: Yeah, especially at a talk or a conference they're sat down wanting to learn something. So you've already sold them, it's not like they're coming to watch a theatre production and they haven't quite decided whether it's gonna be good or not.

They're there being like, I wanna learn something, I'm eager for you to succeed because I will walk away with something, with additional knowledge, with a new way of thinking. So yeah, think about that when you're up there, ' cause it does help. 

James Akers: So we talked about you doing talks and watching you at AMA, it was really amazing to see. A, it's a really interesting project with Cat Royale, the content was there and you personally speaking about it was really engaging. You mentioned there about talking to other people after the talk and sharing knowledge with other organisations. Is that something you do as well?

Jonny Goode: I guess less talking to other people. But within our comms itself, we have done certain series on Instagram or TikTok where we try to share knowledge around the ways that we work at Blast Theory. We're very keen as an organisation to share knowledge. And I think as a small organisation that's been working for a long time, we've a quite a unique way of doing certain things.

We've shared, for example a template budget for people to use. We've shared the way that we do a workflow when recording content, so our edit suite workflow and how we save things and how we keep things ordered. Yeah, we've done a lot of that, which I think is really useful for not only other people working in organisations, but also like artists and early career artists and young people that are looking to get into their practice a bit more.

And using some of those things in order to stay on track because it's not just about being creative, there's a lot of admin behind that kind of stuff. And so yeah, I hope that's also really useful for people. preaching.

James Akers: I can remember at that talk at the AMA you were really transparent about how much you've spent. And I think that transparency really helps people to understand and then contextualise it for themselves. Because if you're in a talk and somebody's going, oh yeah, we spent half a million pounds on advertising, you're like instantly disengaged.

'cause it's that doesn't relate to me. I've not got that type of budget. And you were working with much smaller budget, but having these really good, results from the activity you were doing because you were so targeted and sharing that journey and being transparent, I think is so important.

Jonny Goode: Definitely, and I think one thing that I try to be as much in my life and my work life is transparent. I think it's super important because like you say. In terms of ad spend for example, is part of the equation that shows you along with the results how much and how you get that stuff done.

And I think if you're not sharing all of that information, then you are still withholding and gatekeeping some of that knowledge. It's still something that you are unable to understand fully. And that goes like I was saying earlier about the series that we shared, I've been part of a couple of articles on the Digital Culture Network website and one of them was around crisis comms. And so we did a massive crisis comms plan and a lot of thinking around crisis comms for Cat Royale, because we're working with animals and we want everybody to be really clear on the way that the animals were part of that project.

And we had to be prepared that some people might get in touch and voice some concerns around that. Luckily that didn't really happen, but, as part of that article I said here's the crisis comms plan for Cat Royale. And I passed it to my manager and I was like, should we remove some of this, information around the comments that some people shared, or the ones that we anticipated.

And she was like, no, no, it should be exactly as it is. Obviously we've removed any names or anything like that, but I think that extra information in a template like that really gives you the full understanding of how to use something and how to make something work effectively.

James Akers: So if anybody wants to find out more about Blast Theory and the work you're doing, where should they go?

Jonny Goode: They can subscribe to our newsletter by going on our website, blasttheory.co.uk. And they could also follow us on Instagram and TikTok. @blasttheory. 

James Akers: Before we finish then, is there anything you've learned through this whole process in your years at Blast Theory that you're gonna take forward into the next projects you do?

Jonny Goode: Everything that I've learned is constantly evolving and constantly being brought into The new thing I'm doing. I think, all of the work that we've done around data is constantly in my brain.

And the content that we create in terms of it being more artist led and behind the scenes, that still happens and that will still happen. We still do audience surveys every year to check in on that sort of stuff and to check our hypotheses are still correct. And I tried to stay on top of, the latest trends in algorithms and stuff like that and how to combat some of that stuff.

So I think all of that thinking just, it goes with you. And I think checking in with DCN is always a good way of making sure that you are also staying on top of that sort of stuff. If you struggle with time and capacity, I think, checking your website for the latest articles, there's always interesting stuff that keeps you refreshed in this field.

James Akers: Well it's been fantastic to speak to you today and learn about your journey and really good tips. 

Jonny Goode: Thanks James. Goodbye. 
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