YouTube for Cultural Organisations
(Written Nov 2014)
Summary
Online video gives artists and cultural organisations the potential to communicate with
audiences, visitors and each other in new, rich and exciting ways. YouTube is by far the
largest of the various video platforms
This guide is an introduction to online video strategy for cultural organisations, specifically in
relation to YouTube. It covers:
1.

Using YouTube as a video hosting platform; and

2.

Using YouTube to build and engage audiences.

As well as helping you to identify the strategy that is correct for your organisation, this
resource provides tips for achieving the best possible results for your chosen approach and
recommendations for evaluating your performance.

Key learning outcomes:
Many cultural organisations already have a YouTube account, but very few will have a strong
understanding of the potential for using the platform. By consulting this resource you will
understand:

• Two of the most common ways cultural organisations are using YouTube and which is
most appropriate for you.

• How to make the most of your chosen approach to online video on YouTube.
• How to optimise your video effectively to make it more discoverable
• Understand which metrics are worth measuring
Why is this important?
Online video gives artists and cultural organisations the potential to communicate with
audiences, visitors and each other in new, rich and exciting ways. YouTube is by far the
largest of the various video platforms, boasting some truly staggering statistics. For example:
1.
2.
3.

More than 1 billion unique users visit YouTube each month
Over 6 billion hours of video are watched each month on YouTube
100 hours of video are uploaded to YouTube every minute

As online video consumption continues to grow, so does the opportunity to reach audiences
in this way. Video production has become quicker, easier and cheaper in recent years but
still represents a significant investment. It’s therefore worth taking the time to make sure
that:

• Once videos have been created and uploaded to YouTube, they can be found.
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• You are creating or commissioning videos that people want to watch.
That way you can ensure that the return on your investment is maximised and, most
importantly, ensure that you are meeting the needs of your audience.
Who is this resource for?
This resource is aimed at people within cultural organisations who commission or create
video content and upload that content to YouTube, (or want to commission, create and
upload such content in the future)
Strategic use of video and YouTube
Creating video content and using YouTube will not be suitable for every cultural
organisation. Before deciding on creating a YouTube channel and deciding which videos to
post on there, ask yourself 4 key questions:
1. Who am I trying to reach?
2. Why am I trying to reach them?
3. Is video the best form of content to reach them with?
4. Does this match my broader organisational mission?

If the answer to these questions confirms the use of video, think about how you might use
YouTube as part of this strategic approach.
Broadly speaking, there are two ways you might choose to make use of YouTube.
How to determine your YouTube strategy
1. If you want to reach a specific (especially geographically limited) audience then you

should simply use YouTube as a place to host your videos.
2. If you want to reach a wider, online audience then you should use YouTube as a platform

for engagement in it’s own right.
Each of these approaches is explained in more depth below, with tips and techniques for
making the most of them.
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Using YouTube as a video hosting platform
This approach is by far the most common amongst cultural organisations and makes a great
deal of sense. Videos on YouTube can be placed on your own website (e.g. as Sheffield
Theatres have done – see below), and also linked to via other targeted channels of
communication such as press releases, social media updates and email newsletters.

It’s free to use, no matter how large your video files or how many people view them.
YouTube also provides the functionality of the YouTube video player itself and a set of
analytics reports to help understand how your videos perform.
Given YouTube’s large user base and the fact that videos can be found via search engines, it
is also possible that people will come across your videos when browsing the internet,
widening their potential reach. You should however think of this as a side benefit- the main
focus of this approach is the use of video to serve your specific audience.
To take advantage of these benefits you just need to create a YouTube account and upload
your videos. That said, there are some simple steps that will help you make the most of this
approach:
1.

Optimise your videos for search to increase the likelihood that people will find them
when searching online

2.

Use YouTube’s analytics to understand how people are reacting to your videos and how
they are contributing to the aims of your organisation.

How to optimise your videos
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When we talk about ‘optimisation’ we’re talking about adding information to the video page
to increase the chances that your video will show up when someone searches for a relevant
term.
The key thing to remember is that YouTube isn’t able to watch your videos and make sense
of them. You need to describe your video to YouTube so it can understand what it is about.
We will use English National Opera’s trailer for The Marriage of Figaro
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=X1cAT7CRs2s) to illustrate this.

There are various relevant factors, but here are the key ones.

• Title: this should be as descriptive as possible and ideally no longer than 60 characters, or
it will be cut off in search results. ENO have managed to include the name of the
composer, the title of the production and the name of their organisation in the title for
their trailer.

• Description. With 5,000 characters available, you can take advantage of this area to be as
descriptive as possible, including as much information about the video as you can. There is
further guidance on this below.

• Tags: think of a list of all the nouns relevant to your video and add these as tags. For
example, that may include relevant people or places, the art form and any other specifics.
You will find that YouTube will auto-complete some of the more common tags.

• Category: in many cases this is likely to be ‘entertainment’ or ‘education’. It makes little
practical difference as far as making your video findable, so don’t dwell on this too long.

• Transcript: If your video features people talking, YouTube will attempt to generate a
transcript. This is to understand what the video is about and also to make the video more

Written by Chris Unitt of One Further in collaboration with Culture24

4

accessible to people. You will find inaccuracies in the automatic transcript, so you should
correct this.

Crafting the perfect description
With such a large area to fill, it is worth thinking of the description as consisting of three
parts:

• Header
• Body
• Footer
The ENO’s trailer for The Marriage of Figaro features a well-completed description that
follows this format as shown below.

The header is the area of roughly 270 characters that will be displayed under your video
before being cut off by the ‘Show more’ button. With such a small area you should be very
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focused here - know what the purpose of your video is and use this area to encourage the
viewer to take that action.
You should detail a short sentence describing the video and include a call to action. This will
usually ask the viewer to do one of three things:
1.

Follow a link to a web page (for example, to book tickets)

2.

View a particular video

3.

Subscribe to the channel

In the ENO example above, the video is a trailer for a production, so they provide the viewer
with a link to go directly to that production’s ticket booking page.
The body should be tailored to every video that you produce and should make up the bulk of
your description. This is your chance to go into detail describing the contents and context of
the video.
ENO do this very well by taking the opportunity to name the cast of the production and the
roles that they each play. There is also a mention for the composer, the conductor and the
name of the production itself.
The footer, at the end of your description should include a generic description of your
organisation and/or YouTube channel, along with links to wherever else you might be found
online.
This footer can be relatively generic and added to the end of every video. The copy here may
well be very similar to the copy you might put on your channel’s “About” page.
Again, ENO do this well, using the opportunity to refer to themselves as both ‘English
National Opera’ and ‘ENO’ (as people may search for either), mentioning the name of their
venue (which includes the city where they’re based) and listing other places to keep up to
date with the organisation.
What to measure
One of the benefits of online video is the ability to measure how people engage with the
content that you produce. YouTube provides a set of analytics reports that will tell you all
sorts of information, from how many people watched a video on a given day, to the types of
devices that people are using.
You can access YouTube Analytics by logging in to your YouTube account and going to
https://www.youtube.com/analytics . The dashboard looks like this…
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All of this information can be daunting to look at. It helps to know what you should
concentrate on, looking at the rest as and when you have the time and inclination to explore
more deeply.
When using YouTube as a video hosting platform, the aim is not necessarily to have your
videos seen by an incredibly large number of people, so there is no sense in counting the
number of views they receive.
Although you should make them easily discoverable, you will be promoting the videos to
audiences directly via your website, email list and social media channels. Therefore, it is
much more useful to focus on measuring how effective your videos are. You should
therefore consider measuring:
Audience retention: this report shows how much of your video people watch before
stopping. Ideally you will want most people to stick around until the end. This report might
reveal whether you should alter the format of your videos. For instance, if people tend to
stop watching before a key message is delivered, perhaps that message should be presented
earlier on.
You can find this report in YouTube Analytics by clicking on the link to ‘Audience retention’
in the left-hand sidebar. See screenshot below.
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You may also measure…
The effect on sales or conversions (if videos are created for marketing). This can be done in
conjunction with Google Analytics on your website, although the implementation is quite
technical and may depend on your shop or box office system. We recommend asking your
supplier for advice).
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Using YouTube to build and engage audiences
Building a channel that will grow and engage audiences will require a more considered
approach than simply uploading whatever footage you happen to have available.
This is much more akin to programming a TV channel (or, for that matter, a venue) with an
audience (subscribers) that will have expectations that you will need to set, manage and
meet.
This approach won’t be for everyone. A certain level of time, energy and resource is
required to produce video on such a regular basis. For many cultural organisations, the
benefits of tapping into a YouTube’s worldwide audience either won’t be felt directly
enough or will be too difficult to realise.
Those that do go down this route will find a great deal of opportunity for telling the story of
their organisations, co-creating content with audiences and finding new ways to engage
them.
Although this approach to YouTube is less common among cultural organisations, there are
examples of some looking to build dedicated audiences on YouTube.

The Art Assignment is a weekly PBS Digital Studios production hosted by curator Sarah
Green. In each episode she meets working artists and solicit assignments from them that
viewers can complete https://www.youtube.com/user/theartassignment
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The Brain Scoop is a project of The Field Museum in Chicago, USA. Emily Graslie, the
museum’s ‘Chief Curiosity Correspondent’ shares items from their collection in each episode
https://www.youtube.com/user/thebrainscoop
It’s worth noting that The Field Museum also has a ‘main’ YouTube channel for hosting
marketing interpretive videos https://www.youtube.com/user/TheFieldMuseum. This
channel has much fewer subscribers and the number of views each video receives tends to
be much lower.
Tips for building and engaging an audience on YouTube
The content of your videos and how you engage your audiences will be based on the
purpose of your organisation and your knowledge of your audiences. Some organisations
will want to feature livestreams of productions, others will have curators explaining the
objects in their collections.
Irrespective of your particular approach, there are tips and techniques that will hold true.

• Focus on getting your viewers to subscribe. In the vast majority of cases this should be
your primary call to action when looking to grow your channel. Use your description,
annotations to the video and people in the video itself to encourage this.

• Consider video image quality. Whilst it’s now possible to create quality video images
using smartphones these days, it is still very important to pay attention to the
fundamentals of creating high quality video images e.g. pay attention to lighting and avoid
camera shake.

• The quality of your audio will make a surprising difference. Often viewers will tolerate
poorer quality video if they must, but poor sound is harder to bear. Even a relatively cheap
clip-on microphone can make a huge difference.
• Brand your channel consistently. Use channel artwork and thumbnails that are attractive,
clearly visible and fit with your overall branding. The Brain Scoop and The Art Assignment
examples above both do this well.
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• Try not to ‘broadcast’ to your audience all the time. Create video formats that involve
your viewers and allow them some degree of access and ownership. For example, you
could ask for (and then feature) their contributions, answer questions, and give them a say
in how the channel develops. Manchester City FC did this well in the summer of 2014
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oYk3t0y2YHE.

• Have a schedule and stick to it, allowing viewers to expect regularity (which will give them
a reason to become subscribers).

• Consider the ‘hygiene, hub, hero’ model for creating YouTube content:
• Hygiene content is content that your potential audience is always likely to be looking for
in relation to your organisation or sector. This may include videos about your
organisation, venue, important people, collection objects or the wider art form.
An example of this kind of content would be the National Theatre’s video ‘An
Introduction to Anton Chekov’ http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aKKYtByZlx8

• Hub content refers to content that you would produce on a regular, scheduled basis. For
example, behind-the-scenes access to your museum or theatre company, Q&A sessions
or ongoing series.
A good example is Anaheim Ballet’s dancer profiles:
http://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PL896555C025733094

• Hero content refers to the big events that your organisation may produce just a few
times a year. This may include season launches, trailers, livestreams or the
announcement of major exhibitions.
For example, the Royal Opera House’s popular Royal Ballet LIVE:
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5EVMjnHFg-w
For a breakdown of how Nike has used the ‘hygiene, hub, hero’ model to become one of the
most subscribed to and watched brands on YouTube, see this article here:
http://betabeat.com/2014/10/nikes-secret-to-success-on-youtube-its-not-the-viral-video
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What to measure
As discussed previously, focus is important when looking at the analytics for your videos. If
you are looking to build a popular YouTube channel then your focus should be on measuring
one thing and one thing only…Subscribers.
The subscribers report can be found in YouTube analytics via the link on the left-hand
sidebar.
Again, as tempting as it may be, you shouldn’t concentrate on views. Large numbers of
views do not guarantee large numbers of subscribers or ongoing success.
However, large numbers of subscribers do indicate a large and sustainable audience for your
videos. The reason for producing content on a regular basis (the ‘hub’ content described
above) is to give your audience a reason to keep coming back to your channel.
YouTube Analytics can also play a role in understanding which types of videos resonate with
your audience. Look at the various reports listed under ‘Engagement reports’ (see
screenshot to the right):

• Examine specific dates and/or videos with high gains (or losses) of subscribers to see what
has attracted your audience to your channel.

• If a video succeeded in attracting a large number of new subscribers, perhaps a follow-up
would be appropriate.

• See which videos have seen the most likes, favourites and comments. These types of
interactions are signals from your audience that the content you are creating is resonating
with them.

• Determine which videos your audience is most likely to share and increase the number of
Shares via in-video calls to action.

• Also look at the ‘Audience retention’ report to understand which videos keep people
interested through to the end. If videos are underperforming, with people stopping the
video early, then try new formats to keep people interested for longer.

• Look at the ‘Playback locations’ and ‘Traffic sources’ reports to see where your audience
is coming from - perhaps there is an opportunity to reach out to the people sending you
those viewers and encourage more of the same.
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Further information and resources
For more information about YouTube best practices, tips and techniques, refer to the
following resources and tools.
Resources

• YouTube’s Creator Playbook is packed full of tips for good management of YouTube
channels. https://www.youtube.com/yt/playbook/

• Guardian Culture Professionals collated this list of expert tips from a live chat about
YouTube for the arts http://www.theguardian.com/culture-professionalsnetwork/culture-professionals-blog/2014/oct/14/youtube-arts-tips-experts-webchat

• Avinash Kaushik is a digital analytics expert and has developed a YouTube marketing
analytics success framework http://www.kaushik.net/avinash/youtube-marketinganalytics-success-framework/

• Brendan Gahan is a YouTube expert and has worked with several top brands on their
YouTube strategies. On his website he writes about how brands can use YouTube most
effectively (brendangahan.com)

• Tubefilter brings together industry news, reviews and high-profile events for those
working with online video (tubefilter.com)

• Reel SEO is a resource for news, analysis, tips and trends for the online video and internet
marketing industries (reelseo.com)

• New Media Rockstars is an online magazine that covers the new wave of influential digital
content creators, many of them using online video to reach large audience
(newmediarockstars.com)
Tools

• TubeTrackr (tubetrackr.com) - a tool for tracking search engine optimisation activity on
YouTube.

• Channel Lift (channellift.com) - a tool for optimising YouTube metadata in bulk. Includes a
free email course on video optimisation.
Multi-Channel Networks
A new type of business has grown up around online video channels. Multi-Channel Networks
(MCN’s) are companies that sign up popular channels and assist with behind-the-scenes
services such as channel management, advertising deals and access to professional
production resources.
In September 2014, Arts Council England announced the award of a grant of £1.8m to
Rightster for the development of an MCN for the arts.
• http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Multi-channel_network

• http://www.artscouncil.org.uk/news/arts-council-news/first-multi-channel-network-artsbe-set-18m-arts-c/
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Popular YouTubers
You can find lists of the YouTube channels with the most subscribers at
http://www.statsheep.com/p/Top-Subscribers and http://vidstatsx.com/youtube-top-100most-subscribed-channels.
Aside from very large brands, several individuals have used Youtube to grow their profile. A
few notable examples include:

• Charlie Mcdonnell: http://www.youtube.com/user/charlieissocoollike
• Michelle Phan: http://www.youtube.com/user/MichellePhan
• Zoella: http://www.youtube.com/user/zoella280390/
• Marques Brownlee: http://www.youtube.com/user/marquesbrownlee
• PewDiePie: http://www.youtube.com/user/PewDiePie
• Jenna Marbles: http://www.youtube.com/user/JennaMarbles

This resource was created in November 2014 and is based on the look, feel, and
functionality of YouTube, as well as referencing working links, as of that date.
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