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How to use stewards to build
relationships with audiences at
outdoor events

The right stewards can make or break an arts event, especially when
your audiences are not traditional arts attenders.

Jan Lennox from Watermans in Hounslow shares her top tips for creating a friendly and
welcoming space.

Watermans is a major arts centre in West London and the lead partner for Creative People
and Places Hounslow, with a ten year vision to build a confident, creative and colourful
borough.

“We set up a partnership between Watermans and the London
Borough of Hounslow to develop a pilot of pop-up events in town
centre. The audience feedback was really positive, and suggested an
opportunity for development.”

As part of its Creative People and Places programme, and with support from the local
authority, Watermans now programmes 20 events a year in Bell Square in the town centre
of Hounslow, one of London’s most diverse boroughs.

“Outdoor events often use stewarding companies and the stewards
can end up being glorified security and not very helpful, which was
absolutely not what we wanted! Trained customer relations staff are
more likely to extend their skills and make connections with people
in the street.”

With this in mind, Jan shares her top tips for stewarding free outdoor arts events in a
friendly and helpful way:

1. Quality is key

We were convinced that the work had to be high quality — we didn’t want to fob off
inexperienced audiences with work that wasn’t great, on the basis that if this was a new
audience, then if the work is good they will come back! So we programme a wide range of
high quality UK and European work.
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2. Be welcoming —to everyone

Building an audience in this context requires good strategy and a joined-up approach. A
key success factor is breaking down barriers to engagement. Essentially, event stewards
need to create a warm and welcoming space, to bring in as many people as possible, to
ensure that people feel able to stop and watch the performance, perhaps for the first time
ever, or for the first time in a while.

3. Trust your staff...

We use our own customer relations team as stewards, not security people or stewarding
companies. Our venue customer relations staff are trained to be welcoming, and we
wanted that same ethos, but even more so! They are dealing with the public on the street,
not with people who’ve made a choice to come to an arts event in a venue.

4. ...but identify gaps in training

We also recognised that extra training was needed. Each day that there’s an event, we
start with a briefing, but as well as going through the usual health and safety, security,
traffic management, operational stuff, we emphasised that their role is to create a warm
environment.

5. Brief stewards properly

The stewards talk to passersby about events that day — they have to be good at lots of
short and snappy explanations. We keep it very basic — there’s nothing that’s hard to
understand or using ‘artspeak’. And, of course, it's all free. We encourage them to come
back for performances and, generally speaking, people do.

If you remove the obvious barriers — telling people with young children that it’s suitable for
children etc. — then they will come. The programme is designed to be suitable for anybody.
There’s nothing text-based because that requires knowledge of a particular language.
Hounslow is very diverse and has lots of recent arrivals.

6. Put in the time

We have around 20 events a year, and | reckon we have about 300 chats every time — so
that’s 6,000 conversations a year, some short and some really long. We chat about shows,
but also about individuals. It's a really intensive way of doing audience development, but it
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actually works. There’s an immediate, tangible effect — talk to people and then see them in
the audience later. You can see that it's working!

/. Talk to people after the event too

Afterwards, we try to talk to as many people as possible, to thank them for coming and tell
them that we hope they enjoyed it. People are coming back regularly — we have quite a lot
of regulars! We have lots of single men, just coming along, which is very unusual in an arts
context. A little while before every event, a group of older Nepalese people come — they
have no English at all, so we can’t talk to them about it, but they’re there every single time,
ready and waiting, which is great.

8. This work Is vital

The stewards’ welcome is really important — it's essentially a role to convert confused or
anxious passersby into willing and active audience members. We think a lot about barriers
to engagement in the arts, and cost is a big one — people are surprised that our events are
free — or people feel that they don’t have the time, or the arts aren’t for them.

The steward role is very much the first person, one-on-one breaking down those barriers.
The stewards are always emphasising that the events are free, that everyone is welcome.
That includes the whole community — homeless people, non-English speakers, older
people, children. The events are in a public space and they have to be genuinely for
everybody. We treat absolutely everyone the same.

9. Build it and they will come...

The feedback is basically: we love it, give us more! We thought people would be more
critical in the second year, but it they really haven’t been so far. People just love it. And the
stewards enjoy the work — they have a really appreciative audience, which is nice. These
are often groups of people who are very unlikely to go to mainstream arts events, and the
stewards talking to people need to be aware of that. They also need to emphasise that this
is an arts space, so that when people see an event they understand that it's part of the
arts, that they have engaged in the arts. It means people start to think, actually | enjoyed
that last time, which makes them more likely to engage in another arts event in future.

10. And finally...

The three key things we want staff to remember are that the events are all free,
everybody’s welcome, and to smile, smile, smile — it's as cheesy as you like! The important
thing is for the stewards to be as approachable as possible.
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What is Creative People and
Places?

Creative People and Places is about more people choosing, creating
and taking part in brilliant art experiences in the places where they live.

Creative People and Places takes place in areas where 21 pl
evidence shows that people are less involved in arts and places
cultural activities than elsewhere in England.

As an action research programme, we will take risks, Over 1 million
reflect on what worked and what didn’t, gather evidence peop|e engag edin

and share our learning widely. over 1600 events*

Developed by Arts Council England with an initial
investment of £37m from the National Lottery, the first 0 ..
phase of the programme will run between 2013 and 2016. 50% of participants

from least engaged

There are now 21 independent Creative People and audience segments

Places projects in areas where people have traditionally
had fewer opportunities to get involved with the arts.

By talking to people about what they want to see happen 10 year vision
locally, each project is creating a distinctive programme
that’s unique to the people and places that have shaped it.

Local people are involved with Creative People and Places projects in a myriad of ways —
as participants, decision-makers, artists, producers, volunteers and of course audiences.

Projects are being developed with a diverse range of partners including health authorities,
local businesses, schools, transport companies, community and voluntary groups, sports
clubs, housing associations, local authorities and many more.

Find out more

www.creativepeopleplaces.org.uk

*From 2013 til the end of September 2015
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