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James Akers: Hello, and welcome to this episode of the Digital Culture Podcast. I'm James, one of the Tech Champions at the Digital Culture Network. I'm a white man got brown hair, got my headphones on, and I'm wearing a nice grey jumper today. And my guest is one of our award witness for the Digital cultural Awards, Dave Yard, the Head of Marketing at the Gulbenkian Art centre in Canterbury.

Dave Yard: It's great to be here. I'm a Head of Marketing at Gulbenkian. I'm a white male in my fifties sort of curly-ish hair, slightly overly growing beard that's got white tinges, and I'm in a relatively relaxed t-shirt today.

Gulbenkian is a smallish arts centre, and we like to say we punch above our weight a little bit, so we're really well established in our area. We're based in Canterbury. We've been running for about 50 odd years as a theatre, but now we have a concert hall, we have a cinema. So like many of your listeners we're talking to many audiences and trying to get lots of different people coming to see different things. But we're a lovely and full vibrant space at our very best.

In terms of where we sit, we are actually based at the University of Kent. So the Gulbenkian Art Centre sits within part of the university called the Institute of Cultural and Creative Industries, ICCI for short. So that means my role is looking at the arts centre as audience development and as a project. But we also have other projects that we do. We link a lot with the academics in terms of supporting research. We do a lot with students, giving them experience, in the creative arts, future jobs, hopefully. But also we got some big projects like Docking Station, which is an amazing new facility that we are building in Medway on the Chatham Dockyard campus.
And when it opens tail end of next year, we hope that will be a new digital art studio, VR, AR, green screen. Lots of high tech wizardry that will have commercial use, but also, again, fantastic for our audiences and for our students to be able to access. So yeah, a whole range of things but actually for this podcast, we're talking primarily about Gulbenkian Arts Centre.

James Akers: So you were nominated as one of the Digital Culture Network Awards. So it's when our Tech Champions put forward people that they've worked with and thought this is a really good journey that they've gone on. Let's put you forward as a candidate for this award.

And you were nominated for repositioning and executing your digital marketing strategy to include innovative and fun tactics. So I would love to learn more about what that was and how your approach changed as you went through it and all the ups and downs.

Dave Yard: First of all, it's brilliant to be asked to come and talk to you and we've absolutely loved being award winners and also have a huge thanks to Ollie who put us forward, I think. And it's one of those things, maybe again, lots of your listeners will think about this, is that we've done this project and we've delivered on it. And actually to some extent, I'm not sure we would've put ourselves forward. 'cause I dunno whether it's something that we felt that was that great. But as Ollie has, and the more we thought about it, the more we realised what a fundamental shift there's been as part of this project.

And so working with Ollie and the team , I guess we've delivered quite a lot on this, but also it's really helped us change the way we look at a number of things, which we'll talk through today, I think, which is fantastic. But the nub of it was when I first started talking to Ollie, I was really keen, having worked a bit with some specific advice from Digital Culture Network, I had the idea of speaking to Ollie and then trying to put together a project that brings in a number of your experts into one thing. And that's what really worked for us and it's helped format the way we are gonna work in future as well.

Our problem really was that one of the things that we have is a cinema and as all arts centre marketeers will know, it's one of several things that we're doing. And I think over an amount of time, it's not been a priority for us. Since COVID, we've seen a dip in numbers. Over the last few years we've also had a Curzon, a very beautiful Curzon open up in our city. So we've had increased competition. And maybe really off the back of COVID, we hadn't quite recovered.

I think the film industry's taken quite a knock from COVID and a number of things as well, writer strikes, et cetera. But generally speaking, independents seem to be running at, I don't know, 75, 80% of what they were doing before COVID. We were down in about the 50th percent. So I think we've identified the need for us to take some action to do that. So that was what I discussed with Ollie. And we put together a bit of a plan and then executed a number of things.

So for us, yeah, it was about refocusing our energy. It was about putting a plan together. It was very much about digital, but digital working alongside other marketing as well. So quite nicely, it wasn't just digital focused, but I think that's where we perhaps lacked the expertise. And that's where the Digital Culture Network team has really helped us, I think with some of the things that we did.

James Akers: And did you have some specific aims for that rethink originally as you went through that process of actually we wanna achieve, was it just more numbers coming in or was it other things you were trying to get to?

Dave Yard: At heart it's definitely numbers. We needed to get those numbers back up. Again, as an arts centre, we have a myriad of different things we do and one of the things that's always been a commercial income for us has been the cinema. So to bring that back up then helps us then put on higher risk theatre for example. It's that usual balance. So for us there was that, we wanted to drive audiences up. We were thinking 10% initially across a year.

Being on the university campus, we have a very split audience. So we have local residents, we have some really core, very loyal local residents who come and see us. They make up our membership and come quite often. But the bit that I think we really felt we could get more out of was students. It's gonna sound crazy, James, but we're an arts centre on a campus. There are students who can come to Kent for three years and not know that we're here.

So we have that sort of mountain to get over about just getting profile going, being seen that we're here, but also again, being on university campus. The challenge slightly is being seen as a real cinema. So part of the thing I think we were chatting about with Ollie is almost like how do we set up to look like a real cinema?

And some of the focus of that was about the core of the project. We identified that our digital promotion, like our website specifically, was really set up like a theatre website. So even for the What's On, the visitor journey was much more about people identifying stuff they might want to see and looking through stuff that's coming up in future. If you go to a cinema website, it's about what's happening this week. It's about what's on that date, what time. So one of the key things we identified was just changing the way that we present our cinema listings in particular so that it makes sense for cinema audiences.

As part of the project as well, we identified that cinema gets buried within everything that we are talking about, and it's hard to prioritise films when we're talking about amazing new dance work we've got coming or this brilliant family festival that we've got.

And on our own Instagram or Facebook feeds we're really pressurised with what we can put where. And so there's only so much we can attribute to film. So it's really difficult for us to compete with someone like Curzon who can be like, we love film, look at all the film stuff. And then we're like we also love film, but it's only part of what we do.

So we identified the need for us to do an Instagram. So we've set up a cinema Instagram as part of that. And the important thing about that was giving cinema its own voice. That allows us to digitally put out quite a lot of content about cinema, but it doesn't crowd out the other stuff. It's still a work in progress, I think, but I think it's an important decision for us to do that.
And then thirdly, and really importantly, and what we really benefited from working with your team on, was just some of the backend nuts and bolts and they sound really boring, but actually they're really important. We looked at our Google Business accounts and improved that and made that really reflect what we do. Importantly that when you Google cinema or the name of a film, obviously you get a listing that comes up, and we were just not showing on that. So we weren't even featuring as a cinema.

So part of it was getting through to the right company in the right way to just put that in place. We managed to do that. There are real elements of this project that I think are almost behind the scenes back to basics if you like. But really it's about us readjusting our thinking about it.

James Akers: It sounds like you've done that foundational work of identifying these opportunities, identifying where any issues are, and then taking those steps to resolve some of those.

Dave Yard: Yeah. It is interesting talking to you now, reflecting, it's pretty much a year ago that we started the project. Again, we were aiming for September, October when all the students come back. So we're in the position now where we're reflecting and then redoing some of these things. But some of the chief success, I think that led specifically to the award was that work on students. We did a few other things that connected the digital with physical.

Our cinema is also used as a lecture theatre. It is a brilliant cinema. It's actually very comfortable because of that. If you're in there in a lecture theatre, it's a separate screen that comes down, so you wouldn't know it's a cinema. And we wanted to do this for a while, but as part of this project, we put big signs up in the front, nice cheeky signs saying, Actually, do you know you're sat a cinema?

On the back of all the seats, we just put a QR code saying, at nighttime, I'm a cinema, click here to see. And we used QR codes to take people through to the new cinema listings that we developed. And actually that was super successful. In the first few weeks, we had hundreds of clickthroughs. And actually I think that was our regular audience, just using it for the listings as much as our students. We've run that through, but we will be repeating that again specifically in September, October.
And that kind of interface between physical messaging and then using the digital to get back to the way that we presented it worked really well and we got some really good feedback about that. And certainly over that first time period, up to Christmas into January, we saw a 75% increase in the number of students who were coming through the door, which was just brilliant.

That section really worked for us. We're still working with your team, and I think the next stage for us for this year is to then look more about using digital to get the word out to the local population. But certainly on campus it worked.

We badged that within a project that we called Your cinema on campus. Alongside that digital, we also had screens and posters across the campus that pushed people towards the new website interface for bookings.

I think that's the element that seems to work for us really well. And working with Ollie on how we put everything in place. Get it all sorted before we then launch it as a campaign.

James Akers: And you mentioned there about the revamp of the website and the new listings. What's the difference between how it used to look as a theatre-based website to what you've got now?

Dave Yard: In a very basic or straightforward way, our listings used to be tile focused. A little bit like looking at your Instagram grid. We'd have the events in tile and they'd be in date order, but with cinema, it doesn't work quite so well 'cause we might have a film that is with us for three weeks as a chunk, or it might be three screenings across three weeks. So it doesn't really show very well. And also when you're looking at the tile function like that, if it is a bit of theatre, you've got the, oh, I'm really interested in Hamlet, i'm gonna look in and then you can check the dates. Whereas I think the mentality of cinema is partly that, but it's also, let's see what Gulbenkian's got on this weekend.
So we shifted it so that it was a straight listing and under each film it had the times and the dates right there for you. So it was much more immediate about being able to see what was on and when. And that's worked really well. So you can click straight through. We worked with our designers at Cog Design, and they were a key part of this as well. We talked to them through it, they looked at how we could do it and then brought that in. They've worked with other sites who have a similar issue, and so we could learn a bit from them as well.

One of the next stages for us, James, actually, is to work with you to just get our analytics set up properly so we can really see how that's working.
So it's a project that's not ended yet.

James Akers: That's great. I'm really excited about that. We spoke a few months ago, didn't we? And you started to build out a Looker Studio report with all the cinema stuff in it. We had one call and then you went away and did some work and came back and showed me this beautiful dashboard.

It was really amazing how quickly you'd picked up the skills to do that and present that information in something that's gonna work well for you. 

Dave Yard: That was great actually. Thank you very much.

It was a really good tip, and we did that. We worked with a student at the uni, with you and watching some of the videos you've got on it as well. 

Also for us, again, your listeners will hear this, we wanna be data led, but data can be really time consuming and getting those systems set up is really important. Part of that is just making sure we understand how Instagram's working, it's understanding how we are growing our mailing list for cinema as well, which is steadily growing.
And also how that site is working and how people are going through and how the bookings are working. So yeah, I mean it's still a work in progress. As I said, I think we cracked the students thing and that was really successful and we're running that again this autumn.
We haven't yet quite cracked the wider local population. And so I think we'll be working again with Ollie to see how we can make that work. We have a pretty basic sales funnel approach to our audience development, we need to be there right at the top, we need more people to hear about so that they can find that website and then find the films they love.

We're focused a bit on that, we're doing a lot more working with Katy from your team on our socials to drive people in, and then using that Canterbury's independent cinema to try and do that.

So over the next year, hopefully there'll be further results from it as well.

James Akers: It seems that targeted approach has really worked for you, with a 75% increase in students.

Dave Yard: Yeah, they've traditionally been about 15 to 20% of our audience. They're up to at least a quarter now overall. We still maintain a really good, local audience who were regulars to us.

From a cinema point of view, we've also shifted the way we're programming, which is just great that we had this setup ready for that. 'cause we've also moved programmers and we're working with a much more on being like a, like a first run cinema, as in previously, 'cause we've only got one screen, we'd get films in week three or week four. And now we've found a way to take many films when they're first out. So it is even more important for us to be able to show exactly what time things are on and to operate like a cinema as well. That's been really good.

The outcome with the students is brilliant for us. It's brilliant for us 'cause we're part of the uni so for us to be able to turn around and say, oh look, this is the value that we're adding to the student experience. It's really fantastic. Next stage is to do that for the wider population as well. 

Instagram's an interesting one as well though, James. And actually in conversation with Katy, it's really interesting, and I completely agree with this, the best advice there is don't stretch yourself too thin. And I would say we did absolutely, we started a TikTok because we particularly wanted to reach students and all the students we work with said, you have to be on TikTok.

And actually I have to say we're getting to a point now where we're reconsidering that . We're finding it very resource intensive to keep that going. But I think the decision to have a specific Insta for cinema is really good. So we are growing, we've got several hundred followers now.

We do want to grow that to be much more. I do think that's of importance if you want the cinema to have its own voice, which we do. 

James Akers: It sounds like you're really open to adopting a test and learn cycle. Testing out TikTok for a while, see if it works. And obviously you test out Instagram and it has worked. It's great. That approach, is that gonna feed into any other areas of the organisation and stuff you might do elsewhere?

Dave Yard: Yeah, I think, there's a couple of things on that. To some extent we're lucky in a way, we're not National Theatre or Southbank who's, everything's watched. So I think, especially as a university arts centre, we have the opportunity to take some risks and try some things. Testing stuff is fine for us, and our audiences really accept us trying lots of different things.

The next element that we really want to test, working with Jacqueline, as part of your team really is looking at the way we present ourselves and our email focus.
We have been working with Morris Hargreaves McIntyre on their audience segmentation, Culture Segments, and so for us doing a bit of A/B testing around different e-shots to different audiences. Again, I think it's something we would love to do more of, but we are such a small team. But again, having the support in there will help with that.

And then with cinema more generally, it's an area that we're testing, so we're testing what films work. We're going out to our audience and seeing what they think about the new way that we're programming it. 
I do think that the resource thing is really important And I think I've said this before and again as part of the awards thing, that the ability for us to work with Digital Culture Network has been great for two reasons. One is, obviously the expertise is great. We're a really small team. I feel like it's almost impossible for us to be experts in all these areas. So that access to that is brilliant. But also that concept that I mentioned about helping us run through a project, if that makes sense. So the idea that we might work with Jacqueline on emails is brilliant 'cause we can book in to see her every so often.

We agree stuff with her. We give it a try, come back and discuss it. So for me, as a small team where we're constantly juggling things, that ability to have somebody that you check back in with. To keep us rolling is really great.

One of approaches we've got is that testing and learning. Email's definitely next.

James Akers: So you've already said quite a lot of nice things, but based on your experience with the Digital Culture Network, what would you tell anyone thinking about getting support from us?

Dave Yard: We've benefited so greatly, so we're massive exponents of the Digital Culture Network. I can't imagine how busy you guys must be and how many requests you must get, but I always feel like the process is incredibly good. Our ability to book in and then maybe chat with a specific expert on two or three occasions to carry through a project works really well for us.

I would say actually I hadn't thought about this, but checking in first with say, Ollie, about the overall strategy worked really well for us. Just to take a step back and not rush into the kind of the delivery. But actually just get it all right first. He was really great at saying here's a list of five people you should book in to talk to. So it seems to me that you were really well coordinated as a team. Yeah, we benefited from both of those.

And I suppose I would say, go for it. Who knows? You might be an award winner.
James Akers: There you go. Brilliant. Thank you Dave. It's been fantastic to speak to you today and learn about your project. And congratulations on winning your award.

Dave Yard: Thank you very much. It's a pleasure and really thank you very much for all your help.

James Akers: If you want to find out more about the Gulbenkian, you can go to thegulbenkian.co.uk Gulbenkian is spelt G-U-L-B-E-N-K-I-A-N, and you can find them on socials @thegulbenkian.

If you've enjoyed this episode and wanna find out more about the Digital Culture Awards and the winners, you can go to digitalculturenetwork.org.uk/awards.
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