§  Turning First-Timers
into Life-Timers:

Understanding and
Reducing Churn

A wide-ranging new

study examines why

first-timers don’ t come

back—and what we can
by Rebecca Winzenried doO about it.

JUDY ISNOT A HAPPY CAMPER. SHE'SJUST BEEN TO
an orchegstra concert for the firs time snce shewasa
kid and theexperiencewasn't quitewhat sheimagined.
The mudc was enjoyable, but parking was a hasde,
shed missed dinner because of a late workday, and
there wasn't timeto get asnack or drink either before
the concert or a intermisson. Plus, shed aready
been stuck with the price of tickets for an earlier
concert that she had to miss because of work. The
orchestrarefused to make an exchange and she's been
bombarded with callsto buy a season subscription or
make a donation. H er mailboxes—rea and virtual—
are being flooded with smilar messages.
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Judy is not the real name of our §
disgruntled  concertgoer, because Zj
Judy is not a red person. Hers is®
a composite gory, drawn from £
red-life  comments
during a sweeping new gudy,
cdled the Audience Growth
Initiative,  which
barriers  that  keep

becoming concert regulars The
phenomenon is known as audience

the internationd  management

conallting firm Oliver Wyman, in
collaboration with nine orchestras across
the country, has found a stunning churn
rate anong newcomers like Judy: Over the
course of two years, more than haf did not
return from one season to the next; and
90 percent of firg-timeticketbuyerschurned
in comparison to dedicated concertgoers.
Stemming and reversing the tide calls for
a big shift in grategy, a re-examination of
long-established marketing practices, and
fresh asssssment of the orchedtrds

relationship to single-ticket buyers A page from Oliver
Wyman'’s “churn”
presentation outlines
ways to meet and
exceed audience

vs. subscribers.
Orchedtras have long recognized
the need to attract new audiences,

gathered Martin Kon, head of
Oliver Wyman'’s general
management consulting
office in New York and
focused  On |eader of the company’s
firg-time global media and
classicd-music ticketbuyers from entertainment practice,
makes a point during
the “churn” session at
the League Conference
churn, and research compiled by in Denver.

concept of churn among
subscribers,  but  hadn't
necessarily zeroed in on
sngle-ticket buyers he
brought up the subject with
marketing coll eagues. Some
preliminary checking found
corresponding trends a the
New York Philharmonic
and Atlanta Symphony
Orchedra. “We get new
people, no problem, but
we dont necessarily pass
the audition,” says Charles
Wade, vice president for marketing and
audience engagement a the Atlanta
Symphony Orchestra.

What to do about concertgoers who
actualy make it to the concert hal, only to
disappear into thin air?

It was an intriguing quegtion for M artin
Kon, who leads the globa media and
entertainment practice a Oliver Wyman
and heads its New York offices. Kon had
gudied the problem of churn in other
indugtries from themeparks
to mobile phone services,
and saw some pardlds that
weren't immediately obvious
to orchedras. “It's al about

to help expand the patron base for expectations.

underganding wha makes customers
behave the way they do. What is it that
cusomers vaue, and what's important to
them tha causes them to leave or to
come back again? Kon asks. “This is the
same thing that can be done, amusingly
enough, with theme parks retall banking,
telecommunicetions, or arlines What
is it about the experience that will make
someone decide to buy an annua passto Six
Flags or Disneyland, or fly Virgin Atlantic
vs British Airways, or decideto subscribeto
the orchestra? Yes, the people are different
and the product is a little different, but the
actua concept isnot dissmilar.”

Kon had been gpproached by Jack
M cAuliffe, president of Engaged Audiences
LLC, on behdf of a group of senior-level
orchestra marketing professionas that
included Cambron and Wade. (M cAuliffe
formed this group among colleagues with
whom he had worked during his tenure as
vice presdent and chief operating officer
with the L eague of American Orchedtras)
T he timing was serendipitous, as members
of the Oliver Wyman team had been
looking a taking on a large-scde pro
bono project. Here was something with
potentidly far-reaching implications for
orchedras in communities across the

assumed, was getting new people
in the door. Once they experienced
a concert, the feding was tha they

the future. The hard part, it was

would be so moved by the musical Repertoire . . . Exchanges

. information experience
experience that they would want to
know more, trying out subscription
packages and becoming donors. F-: 1

Never assume. In early 2007, = el el =
Ed Cambron, vice presdent of
marketing and public relations at
The Philadd ph|a Orchestra, came Don't surprise Initiate me: Let's Me tool:
. . . . . me: | want Really? socialize!: | I want flexibility
aoross an mter&stlng b“p in his pieces that Interesting to  want to have a
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. . season P
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problem was getting them to come the concer

back. Was it an isolated Stuation,
Cambron wondered? Knowing
that orchestras had identified the
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country. “We newer saw it as a marketing
sudy; we saw it asagrowth srategy sudy,”
says Kon. “If you can get right those things
that people redly care about—and not just
say they care about, but thingsthat actualy
result in them coming back or not—you
have a huge opportunity to grow your
audience, increase your loyalty, and reduce
your churn.”

The realting Audience Growth
Initiative, or “the churn project,” involved
an estimated $2 million in donated timeand
resources on the part of Oliver Wyman. In
addition to aNew York-based project team,
the firm asigned senior partner liaisons
to work on locaion with each of the
participating orchestras The Philadelphia
Orchesra, New York Philharmonic,
Cledand Orchedra, Los Angdes
Philharmonic, and the Atlanta, Boston,
Chicago, Milwaukee, and San Francisco
symphonies. It devsed a three-phase
gpproach that involved direct engagement

The Audience
Growth Initiative
focused on
barriers that

keep first-time
classical-music
ticketbuyers.
from becoming
concert r egulars.
The phenomenon
IS known as
audience chur n.

with executive saff and board members at
each orchestra, aswell as ongoing meetings
with the marketing-directors group that
had gotten the ball rolling. Data collected
from orchedrasin the firs phase was used
to analyze ticket purchases and to cluser
patronsinto Sx segments, from therelisble
Core Audience to the Snackers (fairly loya
subscribers and single-ticket buyers) to the
Unconverted Tridids (those firg-timers
who cameto asingle concert in one season).
Online surveysin the second phase gleaned
information about customer motivations
for attending—or not attending—concerts,
and the third phase offered both generd
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and orchestra- gpecific recommendationson
promotions that might affect ticketbuyers
decisons.

Concentrating on the years 2005 to 2007,
results of the Audience Growth Initiative
revesled a surprisngly condgtent rae of
churn for participating orchestras across
the board, regardless of budget or location:
57 percent of ticketbuyers for the 2006-
07 season were new to the orchestra—a
seemingly successful measure for getting
people in the door—but 55 percent of
cusomersfrom the previous season did not
return.

Unconverted Tridists represent 39
percent of cusomers overdl, but because
they fill only 12 percent of the seats at any
given concert, their impact and potentid is
easy to overlook. Orchedras dways knew
these were the people filling the seats at
the edges of the concert hdl. AsM cAuliffe
pointsout, “Wejus never sopped toredize
how many of them there were over the
course of al those concerts every ssason.”
One of the sudy’s key recommendationsis
that orchestras shift some of their attention
to Unconverted Tridigts enticing them
to sample ancther concert or two and
nurturing them toward becoming part of
the Core Audience.

There is a base to build upon, as those
two seemingly digparate demographicshave
one thing in common: the musc. Concert
repertoire and a desire to experience and
leern more about the musc were the
mog important elements identified by all
audience segments, with Core Audience
members and Unconverted Tridigs
sharing smilar preferences for composers
and ingruments (Beethoven, M ozat, and
piano vloiststopped thelig).

Convert Me

But where Core Audience members tend
to concentrate solely on the performance,
Unconverted Tridigs are affected by al
the periphera aspects of an ewening at the
symphony, from finding a parking spot
to the line a the bar during intermisson.
T hat'swhereour friend Judy comesinto play.
Judy makes her appearance about midway
through a presentation on the sudy's
findings that was given by Oliver Wyman
to each of the participating orchestras last
M ay, and to the orchestraindudry at large
during the L eague of American Orchestras
Nationa Conference in Denver a month
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Deborah F. Rutter,
president, Chicago
Symphony Orchestra
Association

Gary Hanson, executive
director, The Cleveland
Orchestra

later. Judy’s trids and tribulations unfold
in comic-grip syle, ending with her cry
of despair a the latest telemarketing call,
“Not another orchedtra rep!” (To view
the complete PowerPoint presentation
a americanorchestrasorg, click on
Conferences and Mestings for 2008
Conference Highlights “W hat Churned in
Denver?’)

The “Judy moment” legpt out a
Cleveland Orchestra Executive Director
Gay Hanson. “I saw my life in marketing
right therein front in me,” hesays Hanson's
orchestra, like others, had some inkling of
the churn problem. But here, he says was
the red headline—a graphic depiction of
how unproductive the indugry’s attitude
toward trid customers has been. “It is
tha somewhat clumsy, undifferentiated,
aggressve solicitation and the reaction to it
tha | found to be the biggest eye-opener,”
saysH anson. “T hefindingsof the Audience
Growth Initiative have had a sgnificant
impact on me, and the report will have a
dgnificant impact on the way we organize
our fund-raisng and ticket-sdling going
forward at T he Cleveland Orchestra”

League Vice Presdent for Marketing
and Membership Development RusHll
Jones agrees that the results were a bit of
a wake-up call. “It’'s a fascinating subject
in some ways, absolutely obviousin others,
to say, yeah, we havent nurtured very well
here. Or wele assumed too much. It’s
about having a more grown-up and honest
relationship with our people coming to
concerts, sarting before firg-timers have
actually madeit to the hall.”

Key ingght number two: To bring back
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sngle-vist parons, orchedras should
focus on providing a seamless end-to-
end experience. Unconverted Tridigs and
Specid Occadons (those once-ayedr,
birthday, anniversary, pedid-date types)
place a value on the sodid, environmentd,
and entertainment agpectsof ther night out.
T hey want to minimizehasdes of getting to
and from, in and out of the concert hal, and
they appreciate waysto learn moreabout the
musc. At the same time, they may not be
familiar with the venue, the neighborhood,
and the concert formats “We have to
aways remember that this isnt second
naturefor everybody,” says Susan L oris, vice
president of marketing and communications
for the Milwaukee Symphony Orchesra
“Being able to offer a complete evening-
out experience is important. It's not just
the concert, it's everything ese—finding
a babydtter, getting dinner, being able to
exchange las-minute, being able to get out
of the parking structure.”

Ah, parking. Orchestras have adways
heard about issues like traffic and parking,
but regular concertgoers eventualy seemed
to find the most convenient routes and
bet spots The churn project’s emphass
on specifics, as well as generd findings,
helped uncover particular concerns for
different locdes. “We actudly have alot of
parking, but it’s not the getting in, it’s the
getting out of it that we heard about,” says
Loris “Wow, we gill have parking issues.”
Particularly since the M SO does not own
its own hal, Loris says the findings help
identify challengestha might eesily become
barriers to the Tridist experience, whether
it's box- office snafus or bar service.

In Boston, comments about Symphony
Hdl's cramped public spaces surfaced.
“Again, none of this is rocket science”
says Kim Noltemy, the Boston Symphony
Orchestrdsdirector of sales marketing, and
communications. The BSO has long been
aware of the need to update lobby and bar
facilities “But there wasnt the feding that
it was critical to invest our time and money
and energy adding these amenities The
subscribers didnt complain, so why did we
redly have to worry about it?' The report
was an ingitutiond cal to action, Noltemy
says to think about how firg-time visitors
experience Symphony Hal and to make
aure dl ticketholders can easily find what
they need. Signage has been improved,
and drinks are now being passed by servers

www.americanorchestras.org

Bustears

Over the past few months, the nine orchestras that participated in the

Audience Growth Initiative have already begun to test promising new
ideas. Here’s a look at some of the results so far.
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in the lobby aress, to ease the concesson
backup. A link on the BSO.org home page
trumpets the changes, including the option
to order drink vouchersonline. The BSO is
conddering more extensive renovations to
address patron-services issues, but the eps
dready taken demondrate how changes
can often be rather draightforward and
inexpensive.

Extending ticket exchanges to single-

ticket buyers for a low fee is one easy-to-
implement, perception-dtering change.
The BSO now alows sngle-ticket holders
to exchangeticketsfor a$5 fee. “We've had
alot of postive feedback about that,” says
Noltemy. “People are expecting us to sy
‘No, we can't do that,” and we surprise them
with ‘yes’ So that was a chance to exceed
expectations” TheM SO hasadso ingituted
sngle-ticket exchanges and has darted
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sending athank-you postcad tofirg-timers
who do attend, expressng the orchedras
apprediation and offering an invitation to
come back—with the sweeteners of a 50
percent discount and afreedrink.

That's good news to Dave Sovie, who
became an unintentiona firg-timer test
casewhileserving asOliver Wyman'sliaison
to the San Francisco Symphony. Sovie
leads the firm's globa technology practice
and isin charge of its San Francisco office.
He atended his fird¢ SFS concert one
weekend, soon after relocating from New
York City. Sure enough, he got aphone cdl
on Monday, offering a large subscription
series. Sovie says tha a tdemarketing call,
while pretty sandard operating procedure
for orchestras, isan unexpected legp forward
to firg-timers like him. Later on, Sovie
was pleasantly surprised to get a mailing
from the SFS with the kind of four-ticket
subscription that seemed like a better fit
for his schedule and developing interest in
the orchedra of his new home town. The
SFS now ams to cusomize the offer for
each audience member, each of whom has
different needs.

Still, holding back on telemarketing
involves red discipline on the pat of
orchestras, according to Chicago Symphony
Orchedra Presdent Deborah F. Ruitter.
Thefirg regponseisto grab hold of brand-
new names before they get away. Rutter
saysthe CSO has gained a new confidence
torethink such entrenched industry policies
and focus more on relationship building, or
“gettingthem addicted.” Sherelatesit tothe
barrage of cdls and emails she got during
the run-up to the presidentia eection. “I
didnt mind because | cared passonady
about the dection. But if | didnt, I'd
be angry because of the perssence of
communication,” she says. “W hat we want
to do is devdlop more reaionships that
arein that sort of addictive behavior where
people can't get enough of us”

Not that it isnt important to contact
firg-timers soon after they atend their
firg concerts Howew, Unconverted
Tridigs regpond better to discount offers
and promotions for additiona sngle-ticket
purchases. Best of dl: the“killer offer,” with
its deep discounts (haf-off is a particular
incentive) for prime seats on prime nights
(weekends, not just undersold weekday
ewenings) and programs that have a mix
of music Tridigts know and enjoy, perhaps
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with some specia indghts from musicians
or conductors, topped off with afree drink
coupon or “Bring a Friend for Freg” bonus.
Killer offerscan reduce churn by 40 percent
among Unconverted Tridigs. And the
more single-ticket purchases they make
for concerts with enjoyable programming,
good seats and socia opportunities, the

Newcomers
place a value
on the social,
environmental,
and
entertainment
aspects of their
night out.

more Tridists may begin to recognize the
appedl of subscription packages.

“We forget how big a factor price isin
people’s decisons to try us out for the firgt
time or to become regular atenders” says
David Snead, vice president for marketing
a the New York Philharmonic. “And
coming back to them &fter they've been the
firgt timewith some compelling ‘Youd have

www.americanorchestras.org

to be crazy not to take thig’ kind of offer
really could work. You could say, ‘Well, of
course, telling somebody they can save half
off and have a free drink—why wouldn't
they go? The fact is for some people it
doen't matter.” T he Philharmonicincluded
Core Audience members in one test it
conducted at theend of last season. W hilea
50 percent discount and drink coupon were
powerful incentives to bring Tridists back
for the June concert performance of Tosa,
Core Audience members who received the
same offer (their regular subscriptions had
ended) were not tempted.

The 2008-09 seeson will likdy become
known as the “Year of the Unconverted
Tridig and the Killer Offer” as orchedtras
tes, meassure, and andyze new targeted
offers. A dearer picture of results will not
likely emerge until subscription sdes for the
following season or two get underway. But
Audience Growth I nitiative participantshave
noticed ashift in their thinking, asthey weigh
effortsunder condderation againg wha they
have learned about cusomer behavior and
the nead to provide a more holigic patron
experience. “What's redly great about this
study is the way it’s sort of worked its way
into the psyche” ssys Shana Mathur, vice
presdent of marketing and communications

a the Los Angdes Philharmonic. She's had
discussons with  Philharmonic  colleagues
about the larger implications aoross
departments as parons tack from one
audience cluger, or ssgment, to another. “If
they'rean Unconverted Tridis now and they
move into the land of Snackers | want to
know when that change happens” she says
From there, wha will be the expectation of
tha same patron's migration to subscriber,
and on to donor? And wha will be the
messure of successfor that migration?

Ed Cambron, whose sudy of trends a
The Philaddphia Orchedra kicksarted the
whole examination of audience churn, has
recognized that he may need to exerdse a
bit more patiencein nurturing Unconverteds
on their journey. “Those consumers dont
view themsdves as ‘I'm a subcriber, I'm a
sngle-ticket buyer.” They're a patron, period.
They don't understand the departmentsthat
we organize oursaves in,” he says “I think
there's going to be some ongoing discusson
about how cultivating these people as donors
fitsin. Tha’sthenext kind of wave Therésa
lot weregoing to learn.” E:}

REBECCA WINZENRIED, aNew York-based
writer and editor, isthe former editor in chief of

Symphaony.

The findings of the Audience
Growth Initiative were
presented at a well-attended
session, entitled “Turning
First-timers into Life-timers:
Addressing the true drivers
of churn,” at the League’s
National Conference in
Denver, June 12, 2008.
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