
The National Gallery: podcasts 

Overview 

This case study looks at how the National Gallery has worked in new ways to create podcasts 
and how podcasting has helped the gallery to reach out to a wider audience. 

Background 

The National Gallery, London houses one of the greatest collections of Western European 
paintings in the world. These pictures belong to the public and entrance to see them is free, 
although entrance to special exhibitions is charged. Based in Trafalgar Square, it was founded 
in 1824 and houses over 2,300 paintings. 

Origins of this project 

The whole idea of National Gallery podcasts was couched very much as an experiment, and 
was part of a new overall communications strategy. They noticed that other similar 
organisations (general arts, museums and galleries) have been quite ramshackle in adopting 
new technology and digital media, and so saw a gap in the market for being seen as an arts 
organisation that could use digital technology well. 

Objectives 

The National Gallery have done a lot of work identifying audience groups and so have given a 
lot of thought to what might attract target audiences. Podcasts were attractive to the Gallery due 
to the fact that they could get it out onto the market through many different aggregators, not just 
iTunes. This meant that it was in the faces of people who wouldn’t normally visit the National 
Gallery website – a very good way of being noticed by new audiences.   

The Gallery were intent on spending a lot of time focusing on tone and style. They wanted to be 
inclusive and inspiring, but also sound knowledgeable. Overall, they wanted to be approachable 
more than anything. They wanted to have a mixed set of voices, and seek to overcome any 
initial preconceptions of the organisation.  

Process 

The National Gallery has a long-standing creative partnership with Antenna Audio whose 
previous role was to devise the audio guides/tours of the Gallery. The partnership with Antenna 
facilitated the podcasts somewhat as it meant the Gallery could focus on the actual content, 
marketing and so forth as they did not have to devote any time to the technical side of things.   

There is now a cross-departmental and cross-company team working on the podcasts, which is 
an entirely new way of working. This team has drawn in people from communications, digital 
media and front of house, as well as Antenna, and the content of episodes is devised from this 
group. The mix of people, interests and talents is crucial in devising good and original concepts 
for the podcasts as there are many different ideas being thrown forward from different angles. 



The podcasts themselves take on a monthly magazine format – this is a big commitment and 
requires the level of co-ordination that is currently taking place.  

The first stage in producing the podcasts is looking at events calendars, what’s going on in 
London and so forth, and starting to thrash out ideas based on this. The top ideas are noted and 
then discussed, modified or rejected by the cross-departmental and cross-company team. 
Eventually a 3 month ‘calendar of interest’ is formed. 

The content is then sourced by the most appropriate team of people from the working group, 
and passed to Antenna Audio to compile and produce. 

Resource implications 

The fact that a cross-departmental and cross-company team has been developed for this 
project shows that it is very labour-intensive and requires a certain level of commitment, leading 
to a lot of implications for staff time. Antenna, however, have been very generous in allocating 
time and resources to the project (beyond the scope of their budget) , and have seen the project 
as a learning experience for their company. 

Outcomes 

The podcast project has been a success – the National Gallery have stuck to budget, producing 
high quality content. They have also elevated the Gallery onto a bigger playing field and built an 
audience. They do not yet know whether this was the target audience (ie new visitors to the 
National Gallery) however. 

Syndication and the ability to put content out beyond the National Gallery’s own website has 
been a major plus.  

It has been a learning experience for all the parties involved:a mixed set of skills have been 
used and developed, and the whole team have been involved in a creative process. 

The Gallery have received good feedback on the project from visitors – people are referring to 
specific items within the podcasts themselves as well as generally stating that they think it is 
great that the National Gallery is doing podcasts. 

Key Success Factors 

The project is done very well on a small budget, with production values higher than the actual 
cost associated with the project. However, there are queries over whether this is sustainable – 
Antenna have donated time, and the project has also been demanding on staff time.  

The fact that the National Gallery podcast is sitting next to completely different items on iTunes 
and elsewhere is proving a major factor in the success of the project as is it is opening the 
organisation up to vastly diverse and new audiences. 



Next Steps 

The National Gallery is currently in a process of reviewing the project through surveys in order 
to ascertain where they should go next, and whether they should continue in a similar vein, as 
well as considering the idea of focus groups to gain further feedback. 

They are also considering how to use imaging within podcasts, as they have found that when 
using audio-only podcasts, paintings must be talked about and described differently. 
Audio/Video could have a big impact and as the National Gallery has a dedicated Audio Visual 
Department there may be scope for internal expertise to be used to produce this material. 

It is very difficult to keep visible on iTunes, as there is such a vast amount of podcasts, almost 
exclusively produced by major broadcasters. There is currently a University section, with talk of 
creating one for Museums and Galleries. This would obviously be very useful in increasing 
visibility. 


