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Is it time to acknowledge that the accepted notions about marketing new work simply don’t get results?  Time to throw them out and think of something that does?

We’ve been trying to develop audiences for new work for years now but numbers still don’t meet expectations.  And marketers still feel under unbearable pressure to achieve the impossible.  So what are we doing wrong?

What is new work?
Is this new work?

“New steps, new story, new scenery, but wholly in the form of a classical fantasy ballet…”
What about this?

“New steps, new frocks, new sets, packing a new theatrical punch, same story.” 1
Ask artistic directors, programmers and funders and they say:

· “Dance created after 1970”

· “Twentieth century music”

· “Work by a living artist”

· “Work that hasn’t been created yet”

· “Work which has been recently written or devised in an established art form or work which does not easily fit into an established art form or is creating its own art form.”
But ask audiences to talk about ‘new’ or ‘contemporary’ work and they define it as:

“Hyped” 2
“Depressing” (and include Strindberg) 3,4
“It doesn’t grip you” (and exclude the newly created dance piece that made them forget they were sitting in a theatre) 5
“It’s trying to shock us” (and exclude the bad language or the nudity that they felt was relevant to the characters or piece) 3,4
It is bad art that audiences think about when they discuss new art.

Could the label be the problem?

“The terms ‘new’ and ‘contemporary work’ are often inappropriately applied to a whole range of things.  Usually the one thing they have in common is that they are hard to sell.” 6




It certainly affects our attitude:

“ People often approach new work with a down-trodden ‘it will never sell’ kind of attitude so that the whole marketing process is apologetic.” 7
So what if we dropped it?  Does the ‘newness’ of the work mean that we have to approach it differently?

“We apply the same techniques as we would to marketing any other work.  Making a virtue of ‘newness’ does not, by and large, serve our strategic ambitions” 1
So what’s special about marketing new work?

“Not only is it a new work, but it’s a work which you will only see for the first time along with your audience - and probably with your head buried in your hands.” 6
Work that hasn’t been created yet does present some special challenges.  They are practical ones that can be resolved: you don’t have any production photographs and you don’t know what the work will be like so you can’t describe it.  The solution sounds simple.  We use our best interviewing and negotiating skills to extract a useful description from the people who do have some idea of what the result of the creative process will be. We interpret the information to tell audiences what they need to know.  We create an image that communicates the message effectively to our target audience.  This is all part of the marketing process and is to be embraced, not seen as a problem.  

But the label ‘new work’ can make the process more difficult:

“Writers/directors/artists often have this romantic idea of a work being good because only a few people appreciate it - the ‘Oh, they laughed at Van Gogh’ thing - which then of course leads them to justifying describing their work in ludicrous terms.”  6
The biggest challenge, then, is audiences’ lack of familiarity with new work.

“The most important difference is the lack of traditional “flagpoles” to hang things on.  If you are putting on Macbeth, you don’t have to worry about telling people that it’s about a Scottish king who meets some witches and then starts setting about his friends and family with a stanley knife and it’s written by this guy who appears on plates in Warwickshire.  Most people who are thinking about coming usually have this background knowledge.  

A work which combines video, drum ‘n’ bass, contemporary dance and theatre is a different matter.  For starters, what header do you put it under in your brochure?  Then, you have to start giving the audience some kind of clue about what to expect and you’re not able to use your usual benchmarks for people to refer to.”
But, this marketer goes on to add:

“This is not necessarily a disadvantage - it can make us become better focused on some of the more important issues.”  6
In fact, this issue of lack of familiarity is relevant to all arts events, contemporary or traditional:

"Many non-attenders of arts events have no understanding or familiarity with the arts.  They fear that they will not understand, feel overawed, unintelligent and inferior and have no reason to believe that they are going to enjoy themselves.” 4
The barriers to attending new or contemporary work are the same physical, social and psychological barriers which prevent audiences attending any other work.  And they can be overcome in exactly the same way.

“Existing and potential audiences are looking for new experiences, but experiences that are presented in a familiar framework.  They are looking for reassurance, points of contact, reference points that they will understand.  They need to be reassured that they are on at least partially familiar ground.” 1

“Quite often you go to see someone because you’ve heard of them and you know they’re good, so you go and you’re already receptive to them.  You wouldn’t really go to hear someone you didn’t know anything about” 14
Talk to audiences of all sorts and it becomes clear that most of the time we are not reassuring audiences and giving them reference points that they will understand:

“I would like to try more challenging stuff but I am not sure that the messages I am getting ... are enticing me to go” 16
The problem is that we assume audiences are familiar with the ideas and language of new work:

“Sometimes audiences are reluctant to give new work a try because we expect too much from them.” 5

This is because we have an in-built idea of what audiences for new work are like.

Audiences for new work 

Think again …
We all talk about "the dance audience" or "the contemporary music audience" and so on.  But usually our ideas about these audiences don’t reflect reality.  Most of the available research appears to be telling us to think again.  

Research that looks at the information held on box office computer systems about how ticket buyers actually attend the arts (instead of what some of them say they do) indicates that only 20% of the people who have bought tickets for a dance event could be described as the core “dance audience".  It’s the same for contemporary opera and music theatre and for contemporary classical music - only 20% of ticket buyers attend the particular contemporary art form at least once a year.  Four out of five attend less often than once a year but they are frequent ticket buyers for a wide range of other events.10, 11, 12  Even arts attenders in general attend less often than we think with less than 43% of attenders of any performance in a theatre saying they attend more often than once a year. 13
So 80% of ticket buyers for new work are not familiar with the art form.  They are arts audiences not art form audiences.  They are not interested in the same things as the core audience.

“It was interesting to note that most of the Contemporary Music Network-user respondents recalled well the CMN concert which they had attended, but had difficulty in recalling the name of the artists and/or pieces of music.” 14
Audiences for new work are not ‘different’ or ‘special’ compared to other audiences.  

Eastern Touring Agency looked at 5,600 attenders at 28 venues and found no difference between attenders at contemporary events and non-contemporary events by age, gender, frequency of attendance or art form attendance.10   Contemporary Music audiences are spread relatively evenly between 25 and 55 years of age and are interested in the arts generally, attending symphony concerts, drama and visual arts exhibitions quite often.15  Warwick Arts Centre’s research "Nothing by Chance" into audiences for contemporary theatre, film and dance found no difference between audiences by age or where they lived.16  Research by Team into audiences for the electronic arts festival Just Visiting found that 37% of audiences were over 35, 51% were under 35 (12% refused to give their age).  The commonly held view that only younger people attend contemporary arts events clearly does not hold true.

The big difference is that audiences for new work are willing to take risk and this is unrelated to age.  Sometimes young people are less likely to try unfamiliar arts events.  18 to 25 year olds attending an electro-acoustic event in a night club were most likely to say “I only attend events if I know I’m going to like it.” And least likely to say “I attend a bit of everything, I like a change and will take risks.” 17
Risk Takers
Gerri Morris describes people who buy original, innovative artworks as: having confidence in their own taste and discernment and fashion and opinion-leaders with the confidence “to spend money on items purely for their own sake rather than as a way of conforming with the values of a majority group.”  

She makes links with marketing theory which describes people who buy into new products as ‘innovators and early adopters’.  They are summed up as “relatively younger, better educated and higher in income than late-adopters and non-adopters.  They are more receptive to unfamiliar things, rely more on their own values and judgement, and are more willing to take risks.  They are less brand loyal and more likely to take advantage of special promotions such as discounts, coupons and samples.” 21
Even the most adventurous, however, are taking carefully calculated risks.

“Most people when they go out want, not a cast iron guarantee, but they want to be pretty sure that they’re going to enjoy it because you’ve got to get a baby sitter and get the ticket and shave your legs and all that faffing about.  You want payback.” 5
Past qualitative research projects draw remarkably similar pictures of existing and potential audiences for new work.

There is a small group of die-hard enthusiasts who have a particular interest in the art form:

the Academics who like the intellectual challenge of contemporary music, are interested in their own critical evaluation of it and don’t mind if they dislike a piece of music or even a whole concert 19; or the Come What Mays who almost feel it a duty to attend contemporary dance and experience guilt if they do not see all that is available 20.

A larger group wants “to see something different” and have broad ranging tastes in the arts:

the Experimentals found at contemporary music events who actively seek out new and different arts experiences of all kinds 19; the Embracers who are proud of being risk takers and are loyal to their venue and its programme 16; and the Incidentals who choose any event in any art form if it looks particularly interesting 20.

A considerable proportion of the existing and potential audience for new work would like to be more adventurous arts attenders but lack confidence:

the Hesitants consider carefully before they attend contemporary dance, are easily put off and are not confident that they will understand the event 20; Cautious Toe Dippers are not confident in choosing to attend new work, are easily put off, and require reassurance and careful nurturing, 16;  the Fearfuls are interested in exploring new musical experiences but lack the confidence to try them out.  They don’t have a theoretical knowledge and are suspicious of abstract work which they regard as ‘pretentious’ and worry about how they are supposed to respond.

These pieces of research confirm that there is a small core audience that is confident and knowledgeable in its enthusiasm for the particular art form alongside a sizeable majority that is enthusiastic about exploring new experiences of all sorts but not particularly informed.  Some of the existing audience and most potential attenders are wannabe explorers who lack the confidence to give new work a try.19
Research into the contemporary visual arts reinforces this further.  Potential attenders see the art form as the territory of a trendy intellectual elite; difficult to appreciate, unapproachable and remote; dominated by 'experts' who would make them feel small and as an effort rather than an enjoyable experience or fun. Without exception, they feel uncomfortable and alienated in a gallery. 2  Potential purchasers have similar feelings:

 “Few people expressed confidence in walking into galleries, many commented on the lack of information on opportunities to purchase; fear at being exposed as knowing nothing about art and not knowing the right language to speak in the company of artists and gallery staff.” 21

Once they have plucked up the courage to give it a try and become familiar with the environment and process, they become enthusiasts:

“Purchasers confirmed the findings of gallery personnel, that once smitten it becomes easier and desirable to continue buying artworks.” 21
Managing the risk

So, how can we encourage “Cautious toe-dippers” to take the plunge and become “Embracers”?

Price

Price is not an important barrier to attendance for all but those on low incomes.

“I can’t afford to take risks ... when my choices are limited because of cash” 16
Many existing and potential attenders think that discounts mean that no-one wants to come - "it must be cheap for a reason".  There is, however, a link between the risk and the amount of money audiences are willing to spend. 

“You have to cut down ... you have to make choices” 16
“I enjoy the breadth and diversity of the Bath Festival - I attend as much as I can afford.  The £6 seats really help to get to many concerts.” 25
Price does affect frequency of attendance and choice.  Audiences say that price does not affect their decision to attend something they really want to see.  A high price, however, makes the risk of going to a new or unfamiliar event greater.  Sometimes potential attenders will choose a less risky event instead.  If they were offered a cheap ticket, they would be more willing to try it out as long as they thought the event was interesting and they were available. 3, 4, 5, 15, 16, 19, 20  

The Venue
The venue has an important impact on audiences and their perceptions of the event. 

“For some, music is an intellectual pleasure - they ‘appreciate’ it regardless of whether or not they actually like the piece.  For others, music is an emotional pleasure which they ‘enjoy’.  It may be either exciting or relaxing depending on personality, mood or the nature of the music itself... those who seek emotional excitement are more likely to be found in informal venues than in ‘concert halls’ and [those who seek intellectual interest] in ‘avant garde’ academic venues...” 14
New and unconventional work is seen to need unconventional, informal or intimate venues:
“The presentation of concerts could be more imaginative.  Rows of seating are not really appropriate to electro-acoustic music” 25
In addition, the friendliness of the venue and the standard of customer care are important in managing the risk of new work as at least some aspects of the evening are guaranteed to be enjoyable. 2, 17, 19, 24, 25
Communicating more effectively

Usually, we tell the toe-dipper about the same things as the die-hard enthusiasts.  We need to give the different elements of our existing and potential audience the information that is relevant to them.  

This means segmenting audiences better - not just mailing everyone who has been to a particular art form in the past year, but separating out the informed art form enthusiasts, the omnivorous arts explorers and the wannabe arts explorers.  And then communicating effectively with each group. It will involve a more thoughtful approach to extracting information from box office computer systems based on audience members’ frequency of attendance at the venue and at specific art forms, attendance at a range of different art forms and how recently they attended.  As 80% of dance audiences buy tickets for dance less often than once a year, there is little point in repeatedly mailing everyone who has attended dance within the past twelve months.

It means communicating simply and clearly.  In 1984 a participant in this piece of research complained:

“I’d be put off by the leaflet straightaway - it’s so pseud, so pretentious ... I’d just discard it ... and what does it mean?  ‘Intricate structured mechanisms’ and ‘metrical experiments’ ... what does it mean?  I want to be able to be told what it will be like, what I am buying.” 14
So why, in 1998, do we still find copy like this? 

“Her pared down approach produces work that offers psychological insights and explorations of subjectivity, either through the representation of private, humorously deviant but pleasurable acts or by her continued interest in language and its failures to express the intricacies of the self.”
This is genuine copy in a recent season brochure from a venue which will remain nameless to protect the guilty - and it’s not an isolated example.

Audiences also struggle with less obviously complex copy.  These are frequent dance attenders:

“- It doesn’t tell you anything.

- Things like “exceptional stylisation and features some of the most original and telling dance images” don’t actually say anything to me about what is going to happen.” 5 
Almost all audience members need straightforward answers to three straightforward questions:

· What’s it about?

· What’s it like?

· How am I going to feel when I experience it?

They will only feel comfortable with the answers if we include links with experiences they are already familiar with (‘points of contact’ or ‘entry points’).  These might include links with previous events at the venue or by the company involved; links with other more familiar arts experiences such as cinema; a story line; familiar styles of presentation such as costumes or sets; endorsements by critics or, more importantly, other people like them - or even by the artistic director or programmer:

“I’d give it a go if there was something personal written by the person who had selected it.  I mean, someone must put this programme together, but we never see or hear from who it was or what their rationale was”. 16
‘Hype’ is not persuasive and can even be a disincentive to see an event:

“There are a lot of words which people distrust: ‘dynamic’, ‘exciting’, ‘fusion’ they found ‘meaningless, irritating and pretentious’…“It gushes a little bit, it always tells you that it’s going to be brilliant” 

All groups requested a more direct and honest form of language - “telling rather than selling”…The use of words such as ‘acclaimed’ implied - they said - that they were being desperately sold to, especially where such words were not backed up with evidence “who is he acclaimed by?”.” 16
Equally unpersuasive is the copy that seeks to place the work in its cultural context.  Few potential attenders find an arts history lecture helpful and often feel intimidated by the tone of voice and vocabulary, especially if they are unfamiliar with any of the artists’ names that pepper such texts.

“Do these critics really know or are they just baffling us with long words?” 2
A number of research projects have identified that audiences browse through a season brochure quite quickly, shortlisting events which catch their eye because they look interesting.  Images are most important at this stage. They then look more closely at the shortlisted events to narrow down their choice.  They use firstly their availability and the availability of those they want to attend the event with and then their disposable income as criteria.  Many participants talk about having to make difficult choices between two or three events and will plump for the one that they think they will “enjoy the most”.  This is usually the one that seems most familiar, that they feel they know the most about. 3, 5, 16, 22  

This decision making process means that a title, headline and images that all communicate quickly and clearly “what’s it about and what’s it like” are essential in ensuring that a particular event gets on a potential attender’s shortlist.  Audiences tell us that the copy and images used for many contemporary events fail to do this.

On the whole the images we use for contemporary work don’t communicate effectively.  Audiences respond to them using words like ‘cold’, ‘alienating’, ‘aggressive’, ‘depressing’, ‘weird’, ‘not for me’.  Existing and potential attenders find it difficult to interpret coded or abstract images.  They also tend to take images at face value, missing any intended irony or humour.  Such images often mean that the event does not make it onto their shortlist. 3, 4, 5, 16, 17
A number of action research projects have demonstrated that existing and potential attenders welcome additional information about the work, the artist as a non-threatening human being and about their creative intentions to help them make their decision to attend.

“If there was more information I may go to things I know nothing about.” 20
This information can be in the form of CDs with extracts from the works on offer; audio tapes to carry round an exhibition; information sheets and newsletters in straightforward factual language; videos of artists talking about their work; and the chance to meet actors, directors or producers and even see scenes rehearsed. 2, 5, 14, 15, 16, 23, 25, 25 
Time for Plan B?
The message from all this is clear.  We don’t need a Plan B.  We’re not consistently and effectively putting Plan A into practice.  Our message is simply not getting through to our existing and potential attenders.

So let’s stop apologising for new work.  Let’s drop the labels that condemn new work as depressing or difficult to sell.  Let’s communicate with audiences instead.

Plan A: the checklist

· Don’t just talk to a quarter of your audience.

· Don’t mail the same people all the time.

· Think about what you know about each audience type then choose who you are going to mail.

· Talk to different audiences in different ways - the “explorers” and the “hesitants” need to know different things to frequent art form attenders.

· Don’t assume that you have an informed audience - most frequent art form attenders know less than you think about companies and artists and often don’t remember the titles of the shows they’ve seen in the past.

· Communicate simply and clearly.

· Tell people what it’s about, what it’s like and how they will feel when they watch it.

· Make links with familiar experiences.

· Offer signposts such as headlines in season brochures.

· Talk about the artist/creator as a person and voice what they are trying to achieve - many “hesitants” believe the artist is trying to make them feel stupid or ignorant.

· Give recommendations - from other audience members and from the person who programmed it, not just from critics.

· Avoid hype.

· Give information - “tell not sell”.

· Give information that elicits a response rather than presents a theoretical context.

· Choose images which give information about what it’s about and what it’s like.
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