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Rural Arts Access Action Research Project

Introduction

Buxton Opera House

Buxton is a spa town (population: 21,500) on the edge of the Peak District, which is characterised by dramatic scenery dotted with beautiful valleys and attractive villages.  The general perception of Buxton is of a thriving and affluent town with fine Victorian architecture.  In fact, both the town and surrounding area has a mixed economic profile and there are pockets of significant deprivation in outlying rural areas.

Buxton Opera House is an Edwardian theatre built in 1903, designed by the renowned Victorian and Edwardian theatre architect, Frank Matcham.  It has operated full-time as a 938-seat receiving theatre for the past 22 years and presents between 250 and 300 performances each year.  It is also home to Buxton Festival each July, the annual International Festival of Gilbert and Sullivan in August and the Four Four Time Festival of Live Music every February.

The programme is wide-ranging: drama, music, opera, ballet, pantomime, contemporary dance, comedy and concerts.  A number of companies make regular visits including English Touring Theatre, Compass Theatre Company,  Hull Truck Theatre Company, Motionhouse Dance Theatre, European Ballet, Watershet Productions, Theatre Royal Bury St Edmunds, Actors of Dionyses and English Touring Opera.  The annual Christmas pantomime is a co-production between Buxton Opera House and Channel Theatre Company.  The theatre is also hired by amateur and community arts groups such as Present Company, Peak Performance of Matlock,  Endellion Theatre Company, Buxton Drama League and The Kinder Children’s Choirs of the High Peak.

The theatre has a permanent staff of 32 including 3 marketing staff and 7 box office staff.
Abbreviations

The following abbreviations are used in this case study:

ACE

Arts Council England

BOH

Buxton Opera House

FAS

Facts About the Show information sheets

MHM

Morris Hargreaves McIntyre

PDRDF
Peak District Rural Deprivation Forum

Section 1: Planning the Project

Context

The Rural Arts Access Project was conceived as part of Buxton Opera House’s five-year strategic audience development plan. In Years 1 and 2, the effort concentrated on consolidating the core of regular attenders, whilst in Years 2 and 3 the focus was on infrequent and lapsed customers. In Year 5 the aim was to attract new attenders; this project was one of the ways in which the theatre tackled this.

Aim

· to improve and provide access to the arts for low-income households in the rural area of the High Peak

Objectives

· to give 1,000 people an accessible and welcoming first experience of Buxton Opera House

· to retain as many of these new visitors as possible by encouraging them to make a second visit

· to identify any changes required to the policy, practice and product of Buxton Opera House, to make it more accessible to people on low incomes

· to benchmark the costs and effectiveness of the scheme in order that it might become a permanent part of marketing activity

· to identify ways in which the scheme could be operated more efficiently

Timeline

The project activity took place over seven months from September 2001 to March 2002.  Taking into account the initial research and planning needed to devise the project, the preparation of a funding application to Arts Council England and the evaluation afterwards, Buxton Opera House worked on this project for a total of about 14 months.

TASK/ACTIVITY


TIMETABLE



Devising the project 

(internal discussions about working with new attenders to achieve the aims of Year 5 of the audience development plan

(discussions with Morris Hargreaves McIntyre to agree the potential for using the ‘Test Drive’ mechanism with new customers

(preliminary correspondence with ACE to explore potential for funding
May/June 2001



Funding application

(collate relevant data and finalise project proposal

(submit funding application
June 2001 
July 2001

Funding agreed


September 2001

Obtaining the data

(seek advice from PDRDF

(identify 10 most rurally deprived wards in catchment area

(commission MHM to obtain telephone numbers
September 2001

Project activity 

(preparation: selecting the shows; writing the fact sheets

(first call to customers to offer free tickets

(despatch tickets and FAS sheets

(follow up call to offer discounted tickets

(despatch FAS sheets and box office information
October 2001, for 6 months, as shows came up

From November 2001

From November 2001

April 2002

April 2002

Evaluation
July 2002

All shows in the January – May 2002 Season were part of the project. These were

1. Pirates of Penzance 28 January – 2 February

2. Emma, 12-16 February

3. Swan Lake 21-23 February

4. On the Piste 26-30 March

The project ran to its initial timetable, with the main difficulty being the absence of a marketing manager at the time, and some minor hitches with ticket orders – new bookers using fax or other unexpected communication methods – some of which got lost.

Preparing the Funding Application

The project could not be achieved without funding. The costs of the telephone campaign, mailings and allocation of free and discounted tickets would not have been affordable within existing budgets. 

Helen Dunnett, the theatre’s marketing manager, attended a seminar about funding schemes hosted by North West Arts Board (now Arts Council England, North West).  This project appeared to fit the criteria outlined in the New Audiences Development Fund.  Preliminary discussion with the ACE funding officer outlined the broad aims of the project and the likely funding requirements.  This ironed out any potential problems before the theatre spent time compiling a full application.

To make a funding application for this project the theatre needed to put together the following information:

· background: summary of 5 year audience development strategy; work undertaken and results achieved

· context: evidence of research undertaken and decisions made to arrive at the project proposal

· delivery: information about how the project will happen and who will do it (including external partners)

· funding criteria: evidence of how the project would help achieve the aims of the funding scheme

· project description: detailed project activity including a description of the process, a timetable, measurable targets and information about how it would be monitored and evaluated.

· legacy: information about how the theatre would build on the achievements of the project after the funded activity.

Project Partners

The theatre needed the involvement of several project partners:

PARTNER
ROLE

Visiting theatre companies
Provision of free and/or reduced price tickets for their performances

Additional information about show and performers to enhance information available to potential attenders

Morris Hargreaves McIntyre
Specialist advice in planning the process, defining the target group, identifying the data and overseeing the telephone campaign to potential attenders.  Analysis and evaluation.

Peak District Rural Deprivation Forum
Expert knowledge about the demographics and economics of the area; advice about identifying target group

Learning Points

(A strategic audience development plan provides direction for all audience development work

(If the plan is agreed by the theatre manager and marketing staff its aims are shared aims; programming and marketing can work together to achieve them

(Funding applications are time-consuming; preliminary enquiries to funding bodies saves wasted time later on

(Setting measurable objectives at the planning stage makes monitoring and evaluation much easier.  Make your objectives SMART – specific, measurable, actionable, realistic and with a timetable.

Section 2 Potential Solutions

This section looks at the aim of the project and considers different options for achieving it.

To recap, the main aim of the Rural Arts Access Project was:

· to improve and provide access to the arts for low-income households in the rural area of the High Peak

So, what might be the options for:

1. identifying the potential customers?

2. communicating with them?

3. persuading them to attend the theatre?

1. Identifying the potential customers

(Door to door distribution. Identify the places where your target audience is likely to live and put an offer through their letterbox. Relatively cheap.  May need help in identifying the right areas, rather than relying on anecdotal assessment.  Risk of immediate rejection because the target group may need a more persuasive and personal approach. Blanket approach may hit some people who don’t fit your defined target group.

(Buying an existing mailing list. Direct mail is a low-cost option. Opportunity to personalise your offer, but still high risk of immediate rejection because of low-level interest amongst target group. Must consider the legal requirements of the Data Protection Act (1998). Need to be sure it will reach the people you want. Good quality data can be difficult to source and expensive. Money wasted if response is poor. Data protection may prevent more than one use of the list, hindering development stages of project.

(Engaging a partner to find your customers. Find people that match your target group through existing channels eg government schemes, social clubs and associations, adult education classes.  Partner may have evidence to support your assumptions and therefore could be easier to match your target group.  Working with a partner can provide credibility, a ready-made introduction to your target audience. However, might turn out to be an arms-length approach, which could be detrimental to developing a relationship with these potential customers.

(Custom screened data.  A number of companies eg, MOSAIC, can provide data which has been extracted from their database using a range of lifestyle factors; they apply agreed and well-tested criteria in order to come up with the sort of people you want to reach.  It can be very accurate, but not surprisingly is very expensive.

2. Communicating with your potential customers

(A general letter. A circular from the theatre manager with details of your offer and how to respond. No matter how friendly you make it, there’s a high risk of rejection because the target group may lose interest before they’ve read it all. Remember, you are offering them something they think they are not interested in.

(A personally addressed letter.  One step better, if you have the names and addresses.  A letter may present problems if the recipient has any difficulty with reading or understanding forms. No opportunity to answer questions or explain any complexities.

(Third party communication.  You might employ the local newspaper in your targeted areas to champion your scheme and print offers and booking information.  This might give added credibility, but beware of the difficulties created by broad publicity if you are trying to reach particular types of people.  You will have to screen or test the responses to make sure you are reaching the people you really want and risk offending others.

All the above options rule out the possibility of feedback; you won’t know why people rejected the offer.

(A personal approach.  If you are using a project partner, it may be possible to approach your target customers personally, by attending meetings or local schemes.  This has the benefit of giving your project a human face, the opportunity to explain offers and procedures, and to answer questions.  You may also get instant feedback.  It will be time-consuming, possibly difficult to set up and therefore expensive.

(Telephone. You need to obtain telephone numbers legally and ensure that you can reach your target customers.  It enables a more personal approach with the opportunity to encourage and persuade.  It provides instant feedback and an immediate indication of likely success rates. You need trained staff (especially when dealing with customers who are not ‘in the know’ about your theatre).  The likelihood of failed calls (gone away; persistently out or unavailable) means you need lots of data to start with – at least 3 times as many contacts as you need. Some people don’t like receiving unsolicited calls or feel less confident about telephone transactions.

3. Persuading new customers to attend

People who never or very rarely attend the theatre don’t pick up brochures or join mailing lists.  They are likely to have friends with similar interests and values so are unlikely to receive word-of-mouth recommendations.  However, although they might never have been to the theatre, they are likely to have opinions about it. These might be neutral (eg It never occurs to me to look what’s on), negative (eg It’s for other people, I don’t think there would be anything to interest me) to downright hostile (It’s expensive, difficult to get to, and they never put on anything for ordinary people).

You need to have worked out in advance what might put them off so that you can provide solutions and make it easier for them.  Taking the target group, those in rural areas with low incomes who don’t already attend the theatre,  you might need to think about:

(Ticket offers – to ease worries about cost and provide an incentive to overcome low initial interest 

(Flexibility – the ability to vary the offer (eg the date available) to accommodate their existing commitments and interests.

(Information –about the show and the process of going to the theatre to anticipate and answer questions and allay fears about difficulties and ‘doing the wrong thing’.

(Transport – provide information about easy and safe ways to get to the theatre; in rural areas with poor public transport or difficult roads, this might mean providing the actual transport.

(Extending the welcome – extra ways to make newcomers feel comfortable, this could be anything from employing meeters and greeters to setting up buddy schemes or first-timers groups.

(Repeat offers – you may need to go back to them more than once to really engage their interest and get a positive response.

Section 3 Chosen Solution

Preliminary Research – informing the solution

Buxton Opera House did some preliminary desk research to help them identify the best way to tackle the challenge.  They identified 3 barriers which might prevent their target audience from attending the theatre: 

· transport

· perception of the arts

· assumptions about price (eg too expensive)

These factors were identified as Indicators of Social and Economic Need in the the Midlands Uplands Report from PDRDF. The BOH staff thought about how they could address these barriers.

(Transport

They looked at other rural transport schemes around the country and came to the conclusion that there was no definitive model, results were mixed and it was an expensive option which would require significant subsidy.  Information from one of the project partners, PDRDF, suggested that the majority of the target customers would have access to a vehicle, though it might be shared amongst several family members.  It was concluded that this project could not offer a direct transport solution within the resources available.  Therefore the project would go ahead without transport provision and the theatre would monitor whether this had any impact on the scheme.

(Perception of the arts

The project team knew that their target customers would probably have limited, if any, interest in attending arts activity.  Traditionally, the likelihood of attending is fairly low amongst this social group Therefore they planned an approach which would allow personal contact and include specially prepared information to help break down potential barriers to attending.

(Assumption about Price

The project was structured to offer free tickets on the first approach and discounted tickets second time round.  The intention was that attitudes about price and value for money would therefore kick in when the customers had already attended and the theatre had started to form a relationship with them.

The Solution: Test Drive

The theatre decided to use Test Drive, a tried and tested tool, through which potential attenders are offered free tickets to ‘test drive’ the experience of attending the theatre or a specific art form.  It aims to convince them of the benefits of attending theatre and gain their interest with a first, free visit.  Subsequent offers of discounted tickets encourage them to return by buying tickets and the eventual aim is, of course, that they become regular attenders, making their own decisions to purchase tickets.

However, Test Drive is usually used to target potential attenders who are more likely to attend; for example, those in the A, B and C1 social grades, those attending one art form who might be more easily persuaded to attend another, those who match the profile of the existing audience.  The Buxton Opera House project would therefore test whether this technique could be used to attract first time attenders from lower socio-economic groups, in the agricultural sector, in areas with higher than average deprivation levels.  

The advantages of choosing this solution are:

· tried and tested tool; good results in other examples

· based on a personal approach; designed to increase customer confidence

· use of specially-prepared information aimed specifically at target customers

· allows theatre to build a relationship with potential customers; not a one-hit approach

The disadvantages of choosing this solution are:

· never been used in the more challenging situation of targeting non-attenders

· risk of high rate of rejection

· difficult to set targets for take-up; no benchmark available

How does Test Drive work?

(this section is reproduced from Morris Hargreaves MacIntyre’s Final Report on the Buxton Opera House project, with their kind permission).

Test Drive posits that, in relation to the arts, there are three main groups of people.  Attenders, Resistors / Rejectors and Open to Persuasion.
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Test Drive is a scheme that attempts to reach this middle Open to Persuasion group - and persuade them to attend.  To do this Test Drive must convince potential attenders that the benefits offered by Buxton Opera House meet their needs and that these benefits outweigh any perceived risks or disincentives.

The Marketing Mix chart below shows the relationship between the benefits offered by Buxton Opera House offers and benefits sought by Potential Attenders. 
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Currently the matching process is not working for Potential Attenders, if it did they would attend. 

Test Drive intervenes in the Marketing Mix in order to persuade potential attenders that the benefits they seek are ‘matched’ by Buxton Opera House. 

Potential Attenders are screened and identified, provided with information and offered free tickets to ‘Test Drive’ the experience.  This is followed up with future offers at rapidly tapering discounts, encouraging repeat attendance at normal prices.

Section 4 Action

The Process: a snapshot

Step 1

Identification of shows and target areas

(
Step 2

Initial telephone call.  Screens out current attenders and potential attenders in social grade groups A, B and C1

(
Step 3

Telephone call continues once eligibility is established. Offer of two free tickets to Pirates of Penzance, Emma, Swan Lake or On the Piste. Facts About the Show despatched.

(
Step 4

Target customers attend Stage 1 shows

(
Step 5

Follow up call to:

(monitor levels of attendance at free shows

(gather feedback

(give details of special offer on forthcoming shows including Fact Sheet

(
Step 6

Participants contact box office to purchase half price tickets

(
Step 7

Attendance of Stage 2 shows

Steps 1 and 2

Two important factors were identified when choosing which shows would be offered at the first and second stages:

· an accessible and entertaining show – more likely to appeal to new attenders

· a show with a week-long run – flexibility to offer choice of performance to fit in with customers’ own preference and commitments

The theatre presents a wide-ranging programme, but it does include a lot of one-night performances.  Also, as a receiving house (as opposed to a producing theatre), it programmes each season from what is on offer at that time.  In the event, the number of shows that met the criteria was quite small.  

Another hurdle to overcome was securing the agreement of the different visiting companies and promoters to take part in the project and make free seats available.  Generally speaking, subsidised companies were more enthusiastic. Promoters from the unsubsidised sector were less keen; they tended to operate on higher and stricter targets for ticket sales and were less willing to see unsold seats as ‘spare capacity’, but their shows were often the ones which seemed most likely to appeal to a first time attender.

Finally, the list of shows for the first stage offer of free tickets was:

28 Jan – 2 Feb
Condensed Theatre

The Pirates of Penzance

12 – 16 Feb

The Good Company
Emma

21 – 23 Feb

St Petersburg Ballet

Swan Lake

26 – 30 March
Hull Truck Theatre Co
On the Piste

Finding the target audience was equally challenging.  Defining social and economic deprivation and exclusion is complex and is measured by six separate factors: income, employment, health and disability, education skills and training, housing, geographical access to services.

As MHM explain in their project evaluation report, there is a possibility that the extent of deprivation is difficult to measure precisely, because it is likely to be hidden by the people who are experiencing it.  It also tends to be more dispersed and therefore less obvious in rural areas. MHM were concerned that the project should reach as many low-income households as possible and that the project itself would not set up barriers by preventing people from taking part because they declined to provide sensitive information such as weekly wage or housing conditions.  

It was decided to use a social economic grading system to accurately assess employment status and income and to make an adjustment to include the agricultural community who may have a higher SEG status but are currently designated as a deprived group.  The process needed to be cost-effective and efficient.

MHM consulted with the PDRDF and information from DETR Indices of Deprivation 2000 was used to identify the most deprived wards in the High Peak.  The ten wards ranked as being within the poorest 50% in the County were included as well as other wards screened for their proportion of low-income households.

Next, MHM purchased a list of telephone numbers in postcode districts which matched the identified wards.  The list is generated by Random Digit Dialling, a method widely used in the research and marketing industry.  The advantages are that the data is targeted to a specific area and checked against the Telephone Preference Service (TPS – a database of those who have registered to say they don’t want to receive ‘cold calls’).  This complies with the Data Protection Act.  Unfortunately, there is a risk of calling people who are ex-directory, as British Telecom cannot provide a list of ex-directory numbers against which to run a check.  This did lead to a small number of unwanted calls and some people complained directly to the theatre, which created some difficulty for staff.

Learning Points

· Project partners may not be as committed as you are and there may be hurdles to overcome even if preliminary discussion has taken place.

· Complex marketing projects which use data the theatre does not own will benefit from specialist consultants or agencies who have the necessary expertise and experience.  Compliance with the Data Protection Act is essential.

· Telephone campaigns can provoke negative responses from some people, even if they have been carefully planned to comply with legislation.  All theatre staff, not just those directly involved in the project, need to be briefed so that they can respond in a consistent and helpful way.

· The telephone team on the project need thorough briefing and training.  For this project they had to screen potential customers on the basis of their job and be able to enthuse in detail about the theatre and four different productions.

Steps 3 and 4

The first call to the target audience was scripted carefully.  It was important to ensure that the person being called met the criteria for the target audience and then provide the right sort of information to encourage potential attenders to take up the offer of free tickets. 

In fact, around two-thirds of those contacted had attended theatre of some sort during the past three years and most of these had attended Buxton Opera House.  Whilst this reduced the number of potential customers for the project, it was good news because the theatre had clearly been reaching these customers with its other marketing and audience development initiatives.  As anticipated, the majority of those who had not attended theatre in the past three years were in the lower social grades, illustrating the need for campaigns like this one which set out to target people who are more difficult to reach.

Once people had accepted the offer of free tickets, they were sent specially prepared information, Facts About the Show.  This provided accessible information about the show and, because these were first time attenders, additional helpful information about transport and theatre facilities.  Tickets were posted in advance (rather than held for collection on the night) to increase confidence and a stronger commitment to attend.  The aim was to make the new customers feel at ease.

The outcome at this first stage was that 59% of those who accepted free tickets actually attended a show.  As each of these 221 people were offered a pair of tickets, a maximum of 442 people saw a performance.  

In fact, less than half of the total number who qualified for the scheme, actually accepted the free tickets.  The main reasons for declining included lack of interest in the theatre and difficulties with personal commitments or evening travel (typically older people).  A smaller number were either not available on any of the dates offered or were not attracted by the shows, but remained open to persuasion.

Step 5

A second telephone call was made shortly after the first batch of performances. The aim was to:

· monitor how many participants had used their free tickets

· invite feedback about their experience of the scheme and attending Buxton Opera House

· offer reduced price tickets for a selection of forthcoming shows

Tickets at special prices were offered for:

30 May 02
Williams Fairey Band
Brilliant Brass

7 – 11 May
Birmingham Stage Co
James and the Giant Peach

16 May
David Graham Ents

Hold Tight It’s Sixties Night

26 May
David Graham Prods
Wonderful West End

Participants were asked to express a preference for one or more shows. FAS sheets with information about the show(s) and the reduced price ticket offer were posted to them.  This time, the participant had to make contact with the theatre’s box office to take up the offer.  This was a deliberate move to establish a relatively normal theatre-going process as soon as possible after the initial approach.

Almost all of the people who had been offered free tickets first time round were happy to receive information about the shows in stage two (Hold Tight It’s Sixties Night and Wonderful West End were the most frequently requested).  

The outcome of this second stage was that Buxton Opera House posted FAS sheets to 354 people. The box office subsequently recorded that 22 participants booked for a show from the stage two selection or paid full-price for another show.  In total, they booked 57 seats at an average cost of £6.91 per ticket.  

A follow-up survey reported that some participants had re-attended although the data was not captured by the Box Office (possibly due to sales on the door), so the retention rate of new customers might be slightly higher than official figures suggest.

Whilst the bald figures appear low, there are many contributing factors which make this an encouraging result:

· the target group, low-income households in rural areas, are much less likely than average to attend.

· by definition, they have limited disposable income

· the second offer followed quickly after the first – to fit within the timescale of a funded project and to maintain contact with the new customers – but two visits in a short space of time was very unusual for all of these people

A smaller follow-up survey found that most of those who didn’t take up the second offer cited lack of free time or lack of appealing shows.

Section 5 Review

To recap, the overall aim was: 

· to improve and provide access to the arts for low-income households in the rural area of the High Peak

and the objectives were:

· to give 1,000 people an accessible and welcoming first experience of Buxton Opera House

· to retain as many of these new visitors as possible by encouraging them to make a second visit

· to identify any changes required to the policy, practice and product of Buxton Opera House, to make it more accessible to people on low incomes

· to benchmark the costs and effectiveness of the scheme in order that it might become a permanent part of marketing activity

· to identify ways in which the scheme could be operated more efficiently

So, Buxton Opera House achieved its overall aim.  442 non attenders came to a performance during stage one and 57 non attenders paid to attend a show in stage two.  Interestingly, some of those who took up the offer of discounted tickets in stage two had not used their free tickets at stage one, so the project increased the tendency of all participants to attend, not just those who made a first trip using free tickets.

Measuring the results against the specific objectives outlined at the start provides some interesting findings:

Objective: to give 1,000 people an accessible and welcoming first experience of Buxton Opera House

The campaign plan allocated 746 free tickets.  In fact, a maximum of 442 people (221 pairs) used their free tickets at stage one.  Numbers were reduced by a) the screening process, which sifted out anyone who didn’t fit the target audience, b) those who were eligible but rejected the offer of free tickets and c) those who accepted free tickets and then did not attend.  As MHM reported, only 8% of people who agreed to be questioned qualified for, and took up, the offer.  Put another way, the telephone team needed to question 12 people before they found one who could take part.

Objective: to retain as many of these new visitors as possible by encouraging them to make a second visit.

When MHM and BOH undertook evaluation in July 2002, around 57 people had paid to attend the theatre as a result of the project.  However, others had stated an interest in doing so and the return rate would need measuring over a longer period (say, 12 months) to see if those attendances had materialised.

A change in marketing staff (including a period with no marketing manager) made it difficult to undertake the detailed monitoring necessary.

Objective: to identify any changes required to the policy, practice and product of Buxton Opera House, to make it more accessible to people on low incomes.

In fact, the feedback obtained during telephone contact with the target audience found no evidence to indicate that the theatre’s policies and practices were making the venue inaccessible to people on low incomes.  At the beginning, the theatre had extended its concessions to include people on Income Support (initially Jobseekers Allowance recipients, Children and Students were entitled to concessions). There was also no feedback to suggest that the product was inaccessible to people on low incomes.  There were comments from people who couldn’t find a show that appealed, but these were due to personal taste and there were no charges of elitism.

Objective: to benchmark the costs and effectiveness of the scheme inorder that it might become a permanent part of marketing activity.

This was another objective that needed measuring over a longer period of time.  The evaluation reported that of the £5,000 invested by North West Arts Board, £393.87 had been returned via box office takings. It was the opinion of MHM that the project would pay economic and social dividends, but that this could take as long as two to three years.

Objective: to identify ways in which the scheme could be operated more efficiently.

Two issues created difficulties during the delivery of the scheme and provided useful learning points for future projects: 

Managing and processing data: whilst the process of issuing tickets and information to scheme participants was time-consuming, it was not complex and would be within the capability of a reasonably staffed venue.  However, a combination of unexpected technical difficulties and the lack of named contacts led to communication problems; some faxed ticket orders were not correctly tagged and consequently their data was not captured. The standard tag through PASS was to spply an identifying list code to each customer’s account. In its evaluation report, MHM pinpoints two opportunities for improvement:

· if a scheme is not run in-house, each partner organisation needs a named contact and deputy 

· an agreed method of acknowledging receipt of data needs to be established to avoid the possibility of scheme participants being missed

Preparing purpose-written information: the FAS sheets were a key part of the persuasion process, so it was important that they were well-written, informative and entertaining.  However, it proved something of a challenge to meet these criteria because the project manager was reliant on the visiting companies to provide good quality information about the show and performers.  Some did, but others provided standard biographies and predictable selling copy which required significant re-writing to produce the sort of text the theatre was aiming for.  The project was devised and initiated by BOH and whilst the visiting companies agreed to take part by providing free tickets and extra information, not all of them fully understood the nature of the scheme and the significance of what they were asked for.  Next time, the theatre will have examples of the FAS sheets which may help both sides achieve the desired standard.

Section 6 Scrutiny

This section takes a step back from the specific aim and objectives of this case study.  It looks at it from the perspective of the ‘bigger picture’ issues which organisations might want to think about when considering audience development work like this.

Short term project or long term plan?

The BOH Rural Arts Access work was identified, developed and planned with the framework of a 5 year audience development plan with clear, stated aims.  The theatre knew exactly why it wanted to carry out this work, where it fitted into overall policy and what it wanted to achieve.  This provided a strong framework for planning the detailed activity and setting the objectives.  

Short-term or one-off projects are valid; they can be useful to test different ways of working or the validity of approaching certain types of audience, but could lead to a fragmented approach with little chance of measuring results.  Because BOH had its audience development plan in place, it was able to design this work to progress its core aims rather than spend time and money on a ‘bolt-on’ project – an important factor if resources are limited.

Marketing fix or ongoing audience development?

On many occasions, arts organisations are required to carry out short-term, essentially tactical marketing activity to create instant results, for example, an out-of-the-ordinary ticket offer to boost flagging sales or a short, sharp campaign to promote an event booked in at short notice.  However, the type of work outlined in this case study really does need time to realise the full rewards.  BOH made an ambitious decision to focus on potential attenders who were very likely to reject their offer.  The immediate response was encouraging, but the campaign would need to be sustained and monitored over a period of at least 2 to 3 years because these customers aren’t likely to respond to the ‘quick fix’ methods.  Any organisation undertaking work with ‘hard to reach’ groups needs to make an informed decision about commitment and investment.

Resources – have you made a shopping list?

Complex audience development work often requires significant resources and some of those may have to be bought in.  When planning a project like this, it’s as important to secure the resources as it is to detail the activity.  The theatre’s shopping list might have looked like this:

Internal

marketing manager’s time (all through) 

box office staff’s time (all through)

telemarketing team’s time (all through)

front of house team’s time (queries on the night)

all staff (internal marketing and awareness re: audience development aims)

computerised box office (and someone who knows how to flag lists!)

computer (for correspondence and FAS sheets)

internet access (for additional snippets for FAS sheets)

photocopier

stationery and stamps

External

audience development agency – expertise, data sourcing, telemarketing management

economic development agency – local expertise, access to data

visiting companies – in-depth product information, contribution to free tickets

Monitoring and Evaluation 

Planning a project takes a lot of time and energy, carrying it out even more so, so it is not surprising that many are tempted to put monitoring and evaluation aside until the eleventh hour, when suddenly a report must be produced for the board or funding body.  See the learning points in Section 2 for how to make your objectives SMART and thereby give your monitoring a headstart.

By building in measurable objectives at the start, BOH was able to demonstrate clear results at every stage.  The fact that the outcomes of each step were evaluated and documented not only made it easier to write that final report, but also meant that the theatre gained from all sorts of additional information and learning – a real bonus for its ongoing audience development programme.  Data about its penetration into rural areas; qualitative information about the opinions and attitudes of the target group towards the theatre and the shows it presents; the pr and profile-raising benefits of telemarketing with hard-to-reach audiences and assessment of its own strengths and weaknesses in undertaking this type of project were just some of the benefits gained.

Risk Strategy

A 21st century management term or a really useful exercise?  Risk strategies do not need to be complicated or technical.  Take 15 minutes to think through the project, identify things that might go wrong and write down how you can stop it becoming a tragedy.  Assign specific tasks and responsibilities to named staff.

During the project, BOH’s marketing manager moved to a new organisation and a freelance marketing consultant provided temporary, part-time cover.  The new marketing manager took up the post at the very end of the Rural Arts Access project.  The telemarketing team, who had carried out the work on the scheme, wound down and were not in place by the time she arrived.  Not a particularly unusual set of circumstances, but it inevitably caused problems with continuity and the winding up of the project.  The tendency is not to duplicate responsibilities in organisations which are short of staff, but the answer here might have been to ensure that two or three people were familiar enough with the project to guide it through staff changes.  With the benefit of hindsight, the theatre believes that it should have involved members of the box office team working alongside the telemarketing team to learn the methodology. This would have presented the loss of knowledge and skills when the Marketing Manager left her post.

Exit Strategy

Like monitoring and evaluation, exit strategies often get left until last; yet an organisation can increase the returns on investment in audience development work if it gives some thought as to how the benefits can be maintained.  

The Rural Arts Access scheme was ambitious and required a sustained approach.  Following staff changes and the end of the funding, it was difficult for the theatre to monitor the original participants and follow them up with additional offers and information, let alone find new potential attenders to approach.  The original intention to monitor them at 3, 6 and 12 month intervals was harder to fulfil than originally planned – because it involved detailed, time-consuming work and the marketing team always has plenty of other things to do.

Continuing any sort of scheme after direct funding has ceased and absorbing what was new activity into the company’s core work is always difficult.  It pays to think about this at the start and establish some simple objectives for any continued activity, remembering to make them SMART.

Section 7 Outcomes

What did Buxton Opera House achieve and learn from this project?

As we’ve seen in the Review section above, it achieved its aim to make the arts more accessible for low-income households in the High Peak and made significant headway in fulfilling the specific objectives.  

Additional findings emerged from the process itself and from the response from the target audience. These provided useful information and helpful pointers for future audience development work.

Here is a summary of the outcomes which were detailed in the evaluation reports by the project manager and by consultants, MHM:

60% of the people telephoned had visited Buxton Opera House in the past 3 years.  They were therefore not eligible for the scheme, but it reveals an impressive penetration of the local market and is most likely a result of the previous initiatives undertaken as part of the five-year audience development strategy

Looking at those who had not attended before, 19% were in the ABC1 social groups and 52% were from C2DE social groups.  This illustrates the value of projects such as this one: non-attenders are very likely to be in the C2DE groups; a focused approach which takes into account their needs is required to improve access to the arts

More than half of those who were offered free tickets at stage one did not accept them.  The reasons why added useful detail to what the theatre already knew about this target audience: 

· around one-third were what MHM defined as ‘Theatre Rejectors’ – they declined even this free offer because they are not interested in the theatre.  Clearly, it is unlikely that anything would convert these people  

· another third cited personal reasons (work commitments, moving away, reluctance to travel to Buxton Opera House at night).  It was not in the power of the theatre to overcome these individual reasons and it had already rejected the idea of subsidised travel in the planning stage.  

· Others were simply not free on the dates or didn’t fancy any of the shows, but remained open to persuasion, so the theatre had the option of continuing to contact them with appropriate offers.

The Test Drive model, previously only used with frequent or lapsed customers, was an effective method of screening and recruiting potential new attenders.

More than 400 people enjoyed the experience.  The decision to approach non-attenders had a high level of risk attached to it.  In the event, a significant proportion of those contacted took up free tickets and the response was positive producing enthusiastic feedback from the participants:

‘Absolutely brilliant…… Great info ….. Lived in Buxton all her life but never been to BOH before ….. Lovely building …..Never been to ballet before, would go again …. No problem with scheme, gave me the push I needed to attend ….’

Almost all the people who attended stage one said the experience made them more likely to attend in the future and participants were happy to be called again with more information.  Indeed, some did attend again either as part of stage two or independently.

It is impossible to quantify, but this project undoubtedly scored some positive public relations hits for the theatre, an added return on the investment.

The lack of transport in rural areas, particularly in low-income households, is a real problem.  This scheme could not provide a solution.  Non-attenders would need assurance that undertaking a trip would be worth their while.

It is more expensive and more difficult to recruit attenders from this target group.  The costs involved and effort required is greater than similar schemes targeting potential attenders who have a greater tendency to attend theatre or targeting new individuals with a similar profile to your existing customers.  It is important to recognise this when setting targets and agreeing aims for your project.

It follows that the people in this target group take longer to convert and are harder to retain.  They are less likely to attend theatre in the first place and have less disposable income.

It takes longer to break even.  Developing this target audience should be viewed as a long-term benefit, not a short-term gain.

The concessions policy was broadened to extend Y2 price seats to people on Income Support. An effort was made to extend a concessionary price to more shows than previously – quite a challenge for a receiving theatre.

Learning Points

If you are considering a similar project, these are the recommendations:

· Allow more time between the first and second attendance.  First time attenders are unlikely to want to attend twice in a short period, so it might be better to offer tickets for a second experience around six months later.

· Therefore, increase the budget in order to make two separate calls: one to take feedback after the first visit and another a few months later with the second offer.  In this project, feedback and second offer were dealt with in the same call.

· Don’t use spare capacity in less popular shows.  First time attenders are more likely than anyone else to want the most accessible shows.  If you are working with promoters from the commercial sector you will need good negotiating skills to secure free seats.

· Tell promoters exactly what you are trying to achieve with the FAS sheets, but still expect to re-write what you receive.  Tour promoters are busy, may not understand.

· If you are using an agency to undertake the telephone work, agree and test the procedures for recording and processing scheme participants, including passing data back and forth.  This will avoid mistakes being made with ticket allocation and information despatch.  It is also important for the participants to feel confident; first time attenders may be wary and think that the telephone call was a hoax if they do not receive their tickets within a few days of the first call.

· The project may be centred within the marketing department, but it may not be the marketing staff who take calls from potential participants or greet them on their first visit.  Make sure all staff are briefed about the project so that they can deal with enquiries or complaints in a sympathetic and informed way.

Impact
Emphasis has now shifted within the theatre towards taking work out to people, rather than getting them to visit the theatre. There is now have a full-time Education and Community Officer, and a regular programme of affordable workshops and performances taking place both in the theatre, in other venues, and out in the region. The theatre is working on an audience development project to expand audiences for drama – results should be available early in 2005. They are looking to enhance the quality and delivery of the drama programme in the long term, and are currently in receipt of Theatre Review funding to support this aim. Audience development efforts have also been informed by programme. In 2003 a brand new festival of jazz, folk and blues music was launched, called The Four Four Time Festival of Live Music. The emphasis is on cultural tourism – getting people to visit the theatre out of season in February. It is about to enter its third year and is enabling the development of a strong live music audience.
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