SHARE Front of House Forum

Sainsbury Centre for Visual Arts Centre, University of East Anglia, Norwich
19th October 2015

Apologies

Annette French, SHARE and Kate Correno, Fitzwilliam Museum
Kathy Moore, SHARE, thanked Sainsbury Centre for Visual Arts (SCVA) for hosting the event
Rosie Evans, SCVA, Visitor Services & Hospitality: Welcome
Spoke about the challenges of working in visitor services.

Emphasised the importance of managing visitor expectations and ensuring the whole team is fully switched on and up to speed with everything (from venue changes to parking).

Chad McGitchie: Building Visitor Teams

Recruitment across The Whitworth and Manchester Museum.

The new setting of the Whitworth required a new visitor services team to deal with new layout (including lifeguards for an exhibition including large amounts of water), and the different needs of visitors (15,000 on the first day and 33,000 over the opening weekend).

Interacting with visitors:

It’s Personal: how visitors are welcomed and how that makes them feel

It’sIntellectual: how knowledge is shared and how visitors are engaged with (interacting with visitors on the appropriate level)

It’s Playful: how the team approaches everything

Whilst the space was being renovated, the visitor services team put on a programme of outreach events including family activities and pop up galleries. This required the team to leave the safety of the gallery and engage with the public in different locations around the city 
Customer service training:

· Disability awareness

· Mental health training

· How to interact in a gallery setting

· Engaging consultants to deliver bespoke sessions

Custom designed uniforms created

Morning briefings:

Members of the team chose an object or subject to research and share their knowledge with the rest of the team

Team playlist

Need to talk about the building intellectually and confidently

Give independence to visitors

Act as a champion for the site

Social media:

Handled directly by the team

Tone of voice authentic

'Works of the week' with the blog sign

Personal approach, individual interaction

How the team was recruited:

· Changed everything

· Wanted to attract people that would not normally think of applying

· Changed the way advertised: removed jargon and simplified role profile, added personality to adverts, got the word out through social media and training organisations, encouraged all types of people to apply

· Met candidates in open sessions (day and night), setting allowed applicants to get to know the organisation and encouraged them to ask questions, designed like a mixer

· Up skilled panel: body language, active listening

· Group exercises and presentations, Q &A with everyone, individual interview left to the end, questions conversational and open  eg what are you most proud of achieving, favourite thing in the museum etc
Feedback: positive

Questions:

Clare (Museum of Technology): How could this be translated to volunteer reliant museums?

CM response: A lot of training can be sourced for free, it is important to haggle

C: How big is the team?

CM: 15 permanent members of staff (8 full time, others part time or zero hours contract). 14 people needed to run a day. 4 from the original Visitor Services team. 4 of the new team  have left since opening.

C: How many volunteers?

CM: Everyone is salaried on the Visitor Services team. Volunteers are in place for separate work (collections based mostly).

Kayleigh Boyle: What is the age and skill range of the team? Have you got a diverse range of people?

CM: Aged between 20 and 65. Oldest member was a set designer interested in creative art. Good to have different background knowledge to create conversations with visitors. Encourage members to learn more through 'works of the week'.   

Top  tip: Important to remember to fit the right people to the right roles. No point hiring people just to tick boxes. There was no difficultly in diversifying the team as it is a multicultural area.

Visitor experience survey:

Didn't want to just measure numbers, quality important. Used a slider scale for visitors to record how much they enjoyed their experience.

Bernard Donoghue: Keynote Speaker
Commerciality versus core values

Although tourism is the 5th largest industry and the 3rd largest employer (a new job every 8 minutes) in the UK, it was not mentioned in any of the manifestos for the general election.

The industry needs assertive campaigning at a national level.

Advertising must take on new forms. An actor dressed as Henry 8th touring parts of the centre of Manchester for 24 hours to advertise an exhibition went viral at a very minimal cost.
Entry fees:

There is no political appetite to reintroduce charges at national museums. The idea is considered toxic at the highest level. Although the original aim to diversify visitors to museums, the visitor profile has not changed. The people who have most benefited from free entry are the ‘cultured middle’ and this issue needs to be addressed.
For Local authority museums at risk of closure because of lack of funding, charging is a genuine issue to be considered. People will pay and the audience is there. 
The greatest growth market is the charging exhibitions at national museums. Both the Alexander McQueen and Celts exhibition broke records and had huge media attention.

Who is succeeding:

· Those taking stronger ownership of the commercial offer.

· Encouraging loyalty and repeat visits.

· Brand stretching.

· Shop offer: local, authentic.

· Provocative exhibitions.

· Introducing social clubs, bragable value.

· Local food, produced on site – show the chefs! 
· People seek physical links with the past.

Poppies at the Tower:

· Nearly cancelled 24 hours before due to open
· 18 versions of the poppy.

· No political interest when approached at the beginning. By the end there was a fight to plant the last one.

· Clever marketing: free Wi-Fi turned visitors into the marketing team

Nostalgia in a recession:

· New interest in learning skills.

· Drawn to the physical instead of the virtual.

· Local artists and producers.

Visitor service quality:

· Brings a place to life, energetic ambassadors.

· Staff most often remembered and mentioned (Trip Adviser).

National Theatre, Theatreworks with Clare
· Work with people to improve communication skills.

· Share techniques for speaking to and interacting with the public

· Bringing the idea of rehearsal to situations other than acting.

Activities:

Letting go of habits: 1,2,3 click, clap, stomp

Communication

Improvising

Talking for one minute

Role playing and active interactions

News roundup:

Next Forum will be at the Fitzwilliam Museum and will be a joint session with the Retail Forum on 1 February 2016.
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