Case Study 

Roots at Leicester Haymarket Theatre

	Summary

What: 
Roots Phase 2 

When:
2002 – 2004 (initially a 3 month pilot, but extended)

Where:
Leicester Haymarket Theatre

Approach :
Building trust between a theatre and an Asian audience 

Key features:
A full-time post created

A wide ranging brief to work across and with all departments of the theatre

A free hand to use imaginative and inventive ways to reach local communities

Support from senior staff

Challenges:
Ensuring all staff had a clear understanding of the role


Finding appropriate ways to engage with different departments in the Theatre

Impact:
Significant success in raising the profile of the theatre in minority ethnic communities

A noted change in the profile of attenders, particularly for some shows

Funding:
ACE funded programme


Introduction

Dipak Joshi was appointed as a ‘Roots Phase 2’ co-ordinator at Leicester Haymarket Theatre in April 2002, to continue the work he had done whilst based at BBC Radio Leicester during the Roots East Midlands pilot project.  

The Roots pilot had Dipak, and three other Roots Co-ordinators in the East Midlands whose role was to:

· build contacts

· find projects and stories 

· link Black and Minority Ethnic communities to creative and arts activities and BBC Radio. 

He was initially appointed to the ‘Phase 2’ role for a three month pilot to facilitate community networks in the lead up to the Leicester Haymarket Theatre’s production of ‘Bali – the Sacrifice’.  His post has been extended since, and has continued through the closure, refurbishment and re-opening of the Theatre in September 2004.

Objectives

Dipak’s role was created in response to the desire for the Leicester Haymarket to:

· Re-assess its marketing activities to members of the culturally diverse communities of Leicester 

· Develop previous engagement with the Asian communities of Leicester, through the Natak programme.

· Make these communities aware of the diverse – and mainstream – performances and activities at the theatre.

· Ensure that the theatre is perceived as a valuable resource for these communities.

· Identify and explore new partnership opportunities between the Leicester Haymarket  and BBC Radio Leicester.

Developing the Work

The focus of much of Dipak’s practical activity, initially, was on the Haymarket’s initiative ‘Shared Space’.  Shared Space was devised as a transformation project and a catalyst for organisational change, creative development and public engagement, embracing all areas of the theatre’s work in a process of re-invention and re-branding.  The project started by focussing on the Foyer of the Haymarket Theatre, engaging a broad range of Leicester’s communities in a celebratory event, and continued into a rolling programme of Shared Space activities, engaging specific communities in participation and creativity, within the Haymarket Theatre, and in a range of other venues.

For Shared Space, and for the wider activities of the theatre, Dipak’s brief emerged with the following key objectives, to:

· act as a “human bridge” to Leicester’s diverse ethnic communities, and to develop contacts in those communities to share with relevant personnel within the theatre

· develop a programme of meetings/feedback sessions that build a two-way relationship between Leicester’s diverse ethnic communities and the theatre, e.g. regular community meetings to discuss programming, future plans and initiatives at the theatre

· provide input to future programming at the theatre, making suggestions for new events or opportunities for cultural access development 

· work closely with the Communications Director, advising on and researching branding and communications issues relevant to the city’s diverse communities, e.g. organise, recruit or assist with focus groups on any major communications/ rebranding campaign 

· work with Head of Learning and Development, advising on recruiting from diverse communities

Dipak’s role was quickly embraced by a number of individuals within the theatre, who sought his advice and input into their work.  He made an immediate impact on the audience development campaign for ‘Bali – the Sacrifice’, bringing the respected actor Naseeruddin Shah to the Belgrave Neighbourhood Centre, along with theatre staff, to meet and discuss issues with the community there.  

There were some initial challenges too: Dipak had to work hard to establish relationships with the staff in different departments, to integrate himself into the organisation, to create the opportunity to offer ideas and contribute to planning in different departments of the theatre.

Moving On 

2003 saw Dipak closely involved in a range of different projects based at the theatre:

· In a new project within the Shared Space programme ‘Love in the 21st Century’, Dipak worked closely with associate artists Richard Gregory and Noel Greg, to facilitate contacts within the community.  

· He subsequently took on a similar role in relation to Rennie O’Shea’s Shared Space project with asylum seekers, ‘Eat Eat’, in May 2003.  

· He sourced Bollywood movies with classic romantic themes as part of a foyer display of classic romantic movies. 

· He facilitated BBC Radio coverage, including daily romantic songs, thematically linked in to the theatre project – although by now, the links between the BBC and theatre had grown stronger, and did not rely solely on Dipak as a go-between.  

At the same time, ‘Bollywood Jane’ was entering the production stage and Dipak was involved on many levels.  Director Kully Thiarai sought Dipak’s support to coach the actors in their lip-syncing for Bollywood songs used in the show, and to provide input and advice about Bollywood and its history (for example sourcing videos of classic films to inspire the cast and production team).  As with his initial work supporting ‘Bali – the Sacrifice’, Dipak worked with box office staff to support customer care – for example, it was important that box office staff knew there was a potential confusion between the name ‘Jane’ and the religion ‘Jain’.  Dipak even provided a recorded message telling audience members to switch off their mobile phones, in Hindi.  

A targeted piece of print, in Gujarati, outlining ‘Bollywood Jane’ and also other highlights of the season (not just the “Asian” shows, but a wider mix), was produced, with substantial input from Dipak.  The impact of this was tracked to some extent, and a report was produced by the theatre outlining the marketing campaign’s successes.  The audiences at ‘Bollywood Jane’ were significantly more ethnically diverse than the general theatre audiences, and the most significant marketing method was word-of-mouth.  Dipak was also involved in generating word-of-mouth within the communities, and establishing contacts with community groups to participate in the launch night of ‘Bollywood Jane’.  BBC Radio Leicester were actively engaged in promoting and profiling the production, and there was spin off coverage on the BBC Asian Network and advertising on MATV and Sabras Radio.

	A survey of the audiences at Bollywood Jane was conducted.  The results seem to demonstrate a more ethnically diverse audience than the LHT’s general audiences. 

Ethnicity (% of respondents) 

· 38% were White British
· 33% were Indian
· 22% were British Asian
· 1%  were Chinese
· 1% were Pakistani
· 1% were Black African
· 4% were of Other ethnic background
The survey also explored the effectiveness of particular marketing methods used in the Bollywood Jane campaign, and concluded that word-of-mouth was the most powerful marketing tool, across all ethnic groups.  The season brochure was the next most effective tool, but was more effective for the ‘White British’ respondents than for other ethnic groups.




Perhaps the best demonstration of the impact of the partnerships and support and Dipak’s role is the outcome of what could have become a serious controversy surrounding Bollywood Jane.  Early on in the show, the central character, Jane, dropped a ‘Ganesh’ Hindu god figurine on the floor.  This was an important part of the plot, demonstrating the character’s lack of understanding of another culture.  However, after a preview performance, some community members were offended by what they saw as disrespectful.  Dipak was central to discussions held between the Director Kully Thiarai and Communications Director Ruth Doyle, and together they were able to make a small change to the action of the show, whereby another cast member promptly replaced the figurine.  Dipak facilitated communication directly with those members of the community that had been offended.  This meant that not only did they avert what could have been a PR crisis, but also they were able to engage part of the community in a positive dialogue, giving them a sense of ownership and connection with the LHT that would not have been possible before.

In February 2003, staff were surveyed to find out their feelings about the theatre, and whether it was changing; there were many positive comments about the changing profile of the audiences to more fully reflect the local population, to a greater sense that the Haymarket felt more like a space which was owned by the community. There was still some mis-understanding about Dipak’s role, partly due to the wide-ranging nature of his work, his liaison with many departments; some people were not clear where he ‘fitted’.

Surveys of local people (through the BBC) revealed Dipak’s value among local minority ethnic communities. These have been conducted regularly, and show a continuing and developing value in Dipak’s post and work.

‘He’s a liaison and a half’

‘He knows what we’re after and can focus it for us – he knows what fits where and who to speak to.’

‘He’s friendly and he gets people talking.  He’s amazing at introducing himself to anyone, and he’s very proud of the theatre.’

To complicate matters, Leicester Haymarket Theatre closed after ‘Bollywood Jane’ for six months.
Lasting Impact

The new Business Plan, which outlined plans for restructure and recovery, articulated the vision of ‘an integrated theatre’, with two key objectives:

· To produce work of the highest quality and professional standard

· To reach out, be relevant and representative of our community.

The plan specifically identified the importance of:

· Making sustainable relationships with people though partnerships and networks

· Connecting with the culturally diverse community as the raison d’etre, not in response to a policy

As a unique facilitator of relationships and connections between the diverse communities of Leicester, the LHT and the BBC, this meant that Dipak had a significant and re-energised role in the organisation.  

After the closure of the theatre, Dipak had an important role to play feeding into strategies and plans for the future, and facilitating contacts for the organisation to carry these plans forward.  He was also a vital point of contact between the Haymarket and BBC Radio Leicester, and continued to develop and contribute to the delivery of practical projects.

Ruth Doyle, the Haymarket’s Communications Director, described Dipak’s role in November 2003 as follows:

‘From our point of view Dipak's role is a pivotal part of a creative partnership with the BBC, and he is a key influencer and catalyst for change within the organisation. …He must feed into as many aspects of our business as possible, to prevent diversity being sidelined as a separate issue, and to prevent his role being simply an operational feed into the marketing department.’

As part of the stabilisation process for the theatre, and its long term strategic planning towards a new Performing Arts Centre, Ruth put together a brief for the rebranding of the organisation.  Dipak fed into this brief at various key stages, to ensure that where the brief makes reference to engaging with specific cultures and communities, the information and emphasis was appropriate.

Dipak provided contacts for potential Board members from within the diverse communities.  He personally contacted around 20 individuals, and a number of these applied to join the new Board. Though Dipak’s new contacts did not directly lead to any Board appointments, although the theatre now has a Board that better reflects the demographic mix of the communities it seeks to serve. 

Similarly, Dipak fed into a major study into the fund-raising strategies for the new Performing Arts Centre.  Not only was he interviewed himself, but he also researched contacts from within the Asian business community, and a significant number of his contacts contributed to this research.

Dipak was practically involved in the recruitment of focus group participants, as the theatre began researching and creating their new audience development strategy.  He is continuing to contribute to this strategy, and to the creation of a new community development plan.  

Similarly, the theatre have developed a new ‘Company Handbook’ for staff, as they develop into a larger organisation – Dipak has contributed to employment policies and recruitment strategies, to assist the theatre in enshrining diversity in all its policies.  At the same time, Dipak retained a direct feed into the artistic policies and plans as they develop.

The responses of those consulted, whether personnel within the BBC or the Haymarket, or members of the community, demonstrated that Dipak’s work had a direct and positive influence on perceptions of the LHT as an organisation attempting to be more inclusive to and representative of the communities in the City of Leicester.

Notably, the work surrounding ‘Bollywood Jane’ was a great success on a number of levels.  It engaged with the personnel and added to the programme outputs of both the BBC and the theatre.  Significantly, it also it achieved a positive response from the audiences and communities that Dipak’s project has sought to reach.  This is reflected in audience figures at ‘Bollywood Jane’, which appear to demonstrate 33% of the audience were of Indian ethnic origin and a further 22% stated they were British Asian.  

Dipak has achieved a great deal, and a range of community contacts regard him as a contact and access point for engagement with the theatre.  However, he is just one person, and limited contact has been made with other members of the theatre team.  Though individual staff members have been out into the communities with Dipak and begun to establish rapport and contact, at this stage, without Dipak’s personal presence it seems unlikely that much of this contact would be sustainable.

Though Dipak’s role undoubtedly had an impact on ticket sales, the real success of the project has been in the long term relationships that have begun to evolve.  This is not about tactical interventions to boost sales within a specific community for a specific event or programme.  Building community relationships with the theatre is an ongoing process, and it is critical that Dipak has been retained by the Leicester Haymarket to continue facilitating this process.  

Key learning points
· The need for a substantial commitment from the top The Leicester Haymarket, as hosts, were already committed to diversifying their programming and marketing strategies, in order to attract a more ethnically diverse and representative audience.  This sustained commitment has underpinned the project from the start.  It is unlikely that such a project could be realised without this.  Dipak found his role was not always understood or valued  - and he needed great patience to win round some people- this was a challenge for him as a non-traditional worker working in a mainstream arts organisation which has been perceived in the past as “No go area” for BME communities.  
· Long term planning.  This project was part of a long-term approach to developing a relationship and engagement with the diverse ethnic communities in Leicester.  It was not a tactical marketing intervention.  Previous experience at the Haymarket had demonstrated that short-term interventions can disappoint communities’ expectations in medium term and make it harder to establish a relationship of trust between the venue and its communities in the long-run. 

· Long-term targets.  Don’t expect sustained changes to happen overnight – like all other arts marketing some ideas will work better than others and short term peaks or troughs may not be significant.

· Undo the damage.  Early in the project, the historic sense of mistrust and false promises was a major challenge to overcome.  A long-term and sustainable approach was, and is, fundamental to changing the perceptions of the target communities.

· Personal competencies.  Dipak’s personality, his enthusiasm for the theatre and his skill at making connections with people through his established network of contacts was critical to the success of the project from the start.  With a different person or set of circumstances, greater lead in time for developing relationships may need to be built in to the project.  Think about ways that you can really test the quality of an individuals existing networks in the recruitment selection process. 

· Structure.  The audience development role needs to be embedded in the main host organisation from the start, to maximise the impact.  This means: 

· clear line management

· a job description

· and good channels of communication

· the induction into the organisation needs to encompass introductions to members a wide variety of staff so that the role is understood and the links can be maximised 

