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Rosemary James from Tramway writes about the Footprints 
audience engagement project 

I
n the last two years Tramway, 
a major contemporary art 
exhibition and performance 
space in Glasgow, has renewed, 

revitalised and refreshed its 
relationship with audiences new 
and old. They’ve done this with a 
combination of challenging and 
exciting new programming strategies 
across the venue, new marketing and 
communications output and a holistic 
approach to audience experience at 
the venue.

Underpinning and supporting these 
developments has been Footprints, 
an audience engagement project, 
now in its final stages, which is 
showing clear signs of success at 
increasing attendance at the venue. 
The project was recognised in 
February this year with two Scottish 
Cultural Sector GaGA Awards 
celebrating the achievements: 
‘Intelligent Research’ for the 
Footprints project, and ‘Leadership’ 
for Tramway’s Creative Director, Sarah 
Munro.

In 2008 Sarah joined the Tramway 
team, responsible for leading on 
both the visual and performance 
programmes, but perhaps more 
importantly for embedding strategic 
approaches to developing audiences 
at the venue, which had historically 
had chronic underinvestment, despite 
the venue’s legendary status. The 
Footprints audience engagement 
project was devised as a core strand 
of a wider change programme for 
Tramway.

Footprints is an 18-month action 
research process developing 
audience engagement at Tramway. 
Externally this has involved four 

groups, from targeted sectors 
of the public, contributing their 
ideas and feelings about Tramway 
through a series of workshops. 
Internally a core Footprints 
team, consisting of Sarah Munro, 
Sam Harrison (Action Research 
Consultant) and Rosemary James 
(Audience Engagement Officer), have 
developed and implemented ideas 
from these workshops through new 

programming, staff engagement, 
communications and marketing.

Action research is at the heart of the 
process: considering and responding 
to suggestions and concerns voiced 
by the Footprints participants, who 
in turn represented family audiences, 
young people (under 25), the local 
BME population and core arts 
attenders. New actions, in areas such 
as programming and communications, 

Reaping rewards
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were followed by new questions and 
priorities developed by the core team, 
which were then examined with the 
next group. This has allowed audience 
experience of the programme, 
venue and communications to be 
considered holistically, and helped to 
create a culture of experimentation, 
evaluation and development in  
the organisation.

The project is now in the final 
stages, having run from October 2009, 
and the Footprints team are drawing 
together the research conclusions 
in preparation for a public report 
launch in June. The aim of this project 
was to reach out beyond Tramway’s 
core audience and engage with a 
wider public to significantly increase 
attendance in the programme and 
venue. It is clear that Tramway has 
achieved, and in many respects 
surpassed, what it set out to do.

This project has had impact on 
the organisation that extends far 
beyond simply raising awareness 
of the venue and its programme. It 
focuses on making changes that will 
impact audiences long-term and has 
offered the opportunity to measure 
the impact of the organisation in a 
systematic and strategic way, across 
all of its activities, not just those 
relating to the Footprints project. 
The impact of the action research 

process has been a renewed interest 
throughout the institution in its role, 
its relationship with audiences and the 
value that it offers those that interact 
with it. It has also led to a more fluid 
understanding of how the venue 
operates as a whole, with future 
development potential that crosses 
between programme, marketing  
and operations and between the 
different groups and organisations 
that use the building. 

Using social networking as part of 
the project, Tramway has built up a 
following of over 10,000 subscribers 
across Facebook, Twitter and YouTube. 
This in turn translates into a greater 
use of Tramway’s core marketing 
activity including the website (views 
have increased 25% on last financial 
year) and print programmes.

The project’s focus on gathering 
available data and increasing 
awareness on who the institution’s 
audiences are and what they think 
of the venue and our programme 
has led to a much greater capacity to 
make strategic, informed decisions to 
positively change the organisation to 
meet its objectives. Tramway is able 
to show that visual arts audiences in 
the last 12 months are up 62% on the 
average 12-month period between 
April 2003 and October 2010. Box 
office data shows us that in 2010/2011 

ticket sales are up over 40% compared 
with 2009/2010.

The events programmed as part 
of Footprints have brought in 7,500 
visitors to the venue. Around 3,000 of 
those are children under 12 years old 
who attended Family Day events. 

The greatest impact of this project 
has been on the re-evaluation of 
the public spaces in the venue as 
part of the overall arts experience 
offered by the organisation, and 
the consideration of Tramway as a 
mechanism for social development 
across and between audience groups.

Positively, in these economically 
challenging times the learning 
outcomes of this project clearly have 
applications beyond Tramway and 
more generally in arts organisations 
across Glasgow and the UK. The 
project team will be sharing their 
findings in a publicly accessible report 
available from mid-June 2011. 

Rosemary James (above left)

Audience Engagement Officer, Tramway
t	 0845 330 3501 / 07545 166 487
e	rosemary@tramwayfootprints.org.uk
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 Box office data shows us that in 2010/2011 
ticket sales are up over 40% 

compared with 2009/2010.
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