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The Barbican Beacon Programme aimed to develop new ways to communicate with families in the Barbican Centre’s neighbouring inner city boroughs. The scheme included two festivals to encourage children and families, via local schools, to take part in activities together including workshops, education events and performances. The programme gave a taste of several aspects of Barbican activity, aiming to give families a positive experience across the entire organisation. Assuming three stages: research; pilot projects; `toolkit development’, the programme went back to ‘grass roots’ to understand the changing needs of the family audience, and helped staff at the Barbican visit other family-friendly venues and make comparisons 

about lead organisation

The Barbican, in the heart of the City of London, opened in 1982, and is Europe’s largest multi arts and conference venue. It presents, year-round, a varied programme of world-class visual and performing arts, encompassing all forms of classical and contemporary music, international theatre and dance, visual art and design exhibitions. It also offers a cinema programme, which blends first-run films with special themed seasons. The Barbican is the London home of the London Symphony Orchestra.

background

The project followed on from the Barbican having set up its education programme in the late 1990s. Barbican Education aims to provide access to high quality arts experiences for people of all ages and backgrounds. It uses its considerable resources and expertise to strengthen the arts in schools, raise levels of educational achievement and contribute to community development in the areas around the Barbican Centre.

Before the project, the Barbican commissioned research to develop a greater understanding of families, their needs and what constitutes a high-quality family programme. The researchers consulted family focus groups with attenders and non-attenders, created a marketing strategy for families, and also researched the lifestyles and entertainment patterns for families in the 21st century. They also found out more about the kinds of families living near to the Barbican and compared what the Barbican offered with other `family-friendly’ venues.

In the course of the research, the Barbican began to make links with: Corporation of London Youth Group; play centres in EC1; Neighbourhood Programme; Toffee Park Adventure Playground Festival.

aims of the project

· To deepen the Barbican’s understanding of the make-up of family units, entertainment patterns, what families are looking for and how best to communicate with them

· To improve the Barbican’s programming, education, marketing and other operations

· To explore ways to integrate the family programme with the ‘Adopt the Barbican’ schools programme: through developing links with children, their families and the broader community, the Barbican planned to offer children and their families high-quality performance experiences and opportunities to get involved, out of school hours

about the project

As well as this project’s research, it contained a number of other activities:

‘Get Animated’ was the first project of the Neighbourhood Programme. Four venues in EC1 – two primary schools and two play centres worked with animators over several sessions to make short films. Whilst the schools featured live action, the play centres worked with animation. Everyone taking part was offered free membership to the Barbican’s Family Film Club.

Two puppeteers ran half-day puppet-making sessions, King Stag workshops, as part of Toffee Park Adventure Playground’s own summer festival. The workshops encouraged adults and children involved in making puppets to visit the King Stag performance.

The performance of King Stag was the highlight of the Barbican’s summer programme. A total of 480 people – adults and children – joined in the two-day celebration of puppetry. Families were offered the chance to experience making puppets and bringing them to life and doing their own promenade performance. The event was set up with the BITE team, who programmed a range of professional puppet performers from across Europe. This event was completely sold out, after a London-wide marketing campaign.

The Godwin Photography and Poetry Project worked with the play centres in EC1 which had taken part in `Get Animated’. Also 70 children, aged 5-12, from Toffee Park Adventure Playground and the Corporation of London Youth Group took part in a poetry and photography project inspired by the retrospective exhibition of Fay Godwin’s work in the Barbican Gallery. The children, after visiting the exhibition, worked alongside a professional photographer and poet to explore their own neighbourhood.

BITE – Barbican International Theatre Events showcases theatre, dance and music rarely seen in the UK before, from around the world and brings together artists to present new pieces of work. This is now established as an annual event.

The Family Film Club programmed 70 events under the re-branded Splodge Film Club.

Using the research findings, and experience from the festivals, a full design brief was compiled to develop a new look for Barbican Education and Barbican Family programme. The aim was to create a strong visual identity within the overall Barbican brand, giving the work more visibility and creating a more coherent look across all materials. The Barbican also produced its first piece of print dedicated for the family programme as a whole.

Splodge Club was re-designed by Barbican’s in-house designer, making the printed material more child-friendly. Using stronger images, and brighter colours, the new leaflet carries a clearer grid system, making it easier to read.

about the audience

The audiences were children and their families, the target group of the project. The available demographic information has been summarised, concentrating on the three most popular postcodes for these events, where this was available.

‘Get Animated’ involved 199 participants, mostly from areas very close to the Barbican, according to postcode analysis. 

The audience for the King Stag workshops was around 90. The most popular postcodes were NW3,
EC2Y and SW15. 

An audience of 240 attended the King Stag performance. The most popular postcodes were NW3, EC2Y and N1.

Around 70 children, aged 5-12 took part in Godwin Photography Poetry Project.

Splodge Film Club attracted a total attendance of 5,447 at 70 events during 1999/ 2000. Average travelling distance of audience from Barbican Centre = 4.4 miles, equates to 20 per cent within 0.5 mile radius. (From April 2001, this figure alters to 9.4 miles from Barbican Centre, equating to 9 per cent within 0.5 mile radius).
This travel time for the Splodge Film Club compares to an average distance of 15.9 miles from the Barbican Centre for King Stag, which equates to 3 per cent of audience within 0.5 mile radius.

Audience comments included: ‘good value for money’; ‘brilliant atmosphere’; ‘well organised/ impressive’; ‘really well organised/right for the target age range’; ‘well contained; right for the concentration spans of the age-groups involved; good, friendly, and informative’.

outcomes and lessons learned

The summarised research findings were that: what was offered by Barbican Education and family activities has a highly positive qualitative impact upon participants. For teachers the main benefits were seen as partnerships with professional artists, high quality content, breadth of subject matter, and enjoyable extra-curricular activities. Overall, the Barbican was seen as delivering a high-quality service. Both adults and children felt that they did not have access to anything similar – or comparable elsewhere in London. Adults mainly saw the benefits as broadening personal scope and experience, pride in the achievements of their children, educating/ developing their children, enjoyable opportunities for the whole family, and exploring new activities for themselves. Children saw their main benefits as making friends, having fun, excitement and enthusiasm, learning, exercising imagination and creativity, engagement.

The events in this project were extremely well received by the audience, and an indication of the extent of qualitative evaluation is covered above. Allowing members of the Barbican staff to witness first hand, the extent of family-friendliness offered by other ‘family’ style attractions, in nine visits, has enable them to feed in vital information on how other attractions cater for children and families.

The programme however, took two years to complete, rather than one as originally planned. This was due to a major re-structuring, resulting in three staff changes within the senior marketing team, together with a decentralisation of the marketing function.

The third aim of the project – to engage the five Tower Hamlets schools involved in the ‘Adopt the Barbican’ scheme in out-of-school activities at the Barbican – proved difficult to achieve, and the Centre also encountered difficulties in attracting families to its focus groups. Conversations with teachers at these schools suggested that such an aim was unrealistic. It was a widespread view that families would be better served by local arts provision, considering the cultural, economic and transport barriers for many.

Whilst it recognises that its original aims were too ambitious, the Barbican has, however, been successful in developing new relationships. Encouraging families to attend the Centre events, particularly from EC1, has definitely been a ‘challenge’. A commitment has been made to address this issue, building a five-year programme of events. Through the Neighbourhood Programme, the Barbican seeks to play a significant role in the cultural development and regeneration of the area.

