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Nottingham Playhouse aimed to create a vibrant piece of new drama, based on a classic text, which would support audience development at the venue and on tour. The project primarily targeted the 10 – 14 years olds, although the campaign was also aimed at families. The programme was enhanced by a Sunday Festival (which included music and dance), Sunday performances and extensive education and outreach work. In addition, by touring the production, the venue created new touring partners.

about lead organisation

Nottingham Playhouse celebrated its 50th year in 2000. It has a 760-seat auditorium, where it carries out its prime task - to produce theatre to `communicate the wonder of theatre’. It currently delivers a large proportion of its work to young people through its theatre in education company. 

background

Nottingham Playhouse has a reputation for innovative audience development projects and was keen to build on the success of its Hamlyn Programme work, which targeted disadvantaged groups. In addition the Playhouse has an excellent reputation for its education and outreach work, delivered in the main through its theatre in education company, Roundabout.Having completed an extensive marketing audit, the organisation was keen to experiment with some of the ideas and actions proposed, and chose to design a multi-layered project that would test several aspects of programming and audience development.A potential relationship with Sainsbury’s under the “Check-Out Theatre” banner was being discussed and it was felt that there was sufficient benefit to be gained from developing one large-scale audience development project.From a programming perspective the Playhouse has been successful in building on the strength of their main stage drama productions, and had experience of programming for major cultural events such as Eid, the festival that marks the end of RamadanThe desire to restage an ancient classic (Frogs by Aristophanes) sat well with the skills and experience of the Company, who have a reputation for delivering a wide range of drama work. The piece had been developed for performing in a small-scale venue prior to the proposal, and the project would allow the company to develop the piece further for performing in middle-scale venues.

aims of the project

The project was developed to meet the following Nottingham Playhouse aims:

· To present innovative versions of the Classics with the best up-and-coming creative teams

· To develop UK touring partnerships

· To attract family groups and pantomime attenders to other theatre performances at difference times of the year

· To create work for middle scale venues for 10 –14 year olds suitable for touring

· To experiment with Sunday performances.

about the project

Programming
At the heart of the project was the main stage production of Frogs, a classic text adapted and restaged as a piece of music theatre, with many modern references. The theme of the classic: the role of the artist within a democracy is highly relevant to today’s social and political debate. A total of 23 performances were planned, running Tuesday to Sunday for three weeks during May 1999, presenting two Sunday and three Thursday matinees.

In Nottingham, two Sundays Festivals were programmed (and corresponding Sunday Festivals on Tour), the aim being to create a mini Dionysian festival where audiences were invited to sample as wide a variety of performances as possible. The festivals were programmed cross-culturally to encourage people from different ethnic communities to come to the Playhouse, and to encourage regular Playhouse attenders to sample work that may be outside their experience. The programme included: comedy, music, living sculpture, storytelling, discussions, workshops and a variety of food was offered.

A tour of three venues was planned; Bury St. Edmonds, Liverpool Everyman (at the Liverpool Playhouse) and The Stantonbury Theatre Campus, Milton Keynes.

Education
Along side Frogs, the Playhouse presented an extensive education programme aimed at exploring Classic texts and the relevance of their magic and myths to young people today.

Activities programmed:

· Post show discussion (4 completed in Nottingham and a further 4 on tour)

· Education packs (45 sent out in total)

· Workshops (16 completed in total

· Specialist Master-classes (no record of number)


Marketing
The project was primarily targeted at a family audience, with specific appeal to 10 –14 year olds.In full the target markets were detailed as:

· Families

· Panto attenders

· Schools

· Sainsbury’s staff and families (because of the sponsorship connection)

· Classical Theatre lovers

· Choirs and acappella singers (there was a large acappella element in the production)

· Music theatre attenders


A comprehensive marketing campaign was planned and implemented. It covered all aspects of the marketing mix:

· Differentiated pricing

· Print – distributed to target areas, mailed to targeted groups and individuals, in-store promotions with Sainsbury’s, door-to-door drops in target areas

· Telesales to back up print campaign

· High-level media campaign including PR and paid for advertising.


A separate print campaign was implemented for the Sunday Festivals, and tour print was distributed to the presenting venues.

To assist new attenders, a brief synopsis, telling customers what they could expect from the show was included in ticket wallets, plus a guide to theatre going entitled “Checkout Theatre - its easy”

A programme of quantitative and qualitative research was planned around the project. 

about the audience

The main stage production played to a total of 4826 people (The Playhouse and the tour figures combined), this represented 25% of capacity. In Nottingham the production attracted a paid attendance of 3142 (22% seats, 13% cash capacity).Across the run the play achieved higher than average matinee attendances for the Sunday performances, which was one of the key marketing objectives.Audience survey results suggested that the production attracted a loyal Playhouse audience. From a sample of 146, 134 (92%) had visited the Playhouse before, and as a profile, 51(35%) read the Guardian and124 (85%) were aged over 25. A total of 97 bookers had no previous ticketing history at the Playhouse, assuming that they came with a “new to the Playhouse” partner, the total number of new attenders was estimated to be 194, 6% of the total.The Sunday Festivals were non-ticketed events, and a head count is available for one of the two festival dates.In total 431 people attended events on that day, and using the head count method it was estimated that 29 (6.8%), were Asian, 9 (2.1%) Chinese and 18 (4.25) African/Caribbean.There was a greater cultural mix in the festival audience than the average Playhouse main stage production.Feedback from audience members and discussion group attenders raised the following points:

· Feedback was generally positive

· Sunday Festivals were well received

· Sunday performances, even without extra programmed events, were well received

· Great praise for the show, actors and content

· The story at all times was clearly understood

· Parents seemed to be unwilling to pay the same ticket price for children 

outcomes and lessons learned

The project was successful in meeting all of its aims, although it is clear that the Company met many challenges and were disappointed by the level of ticket sales.However, overall the Company staged a challenging but enjoyable piece of work that was supported by a range of inventive and creative events, designed to encourage more involvement with more people. Although the numbers of new young attenders to the main house productions was relatively low, given the resources committed to the project, the Sunday Festival and Sunday matinee performances were clearly successful in audience development terms.The Company is able to see the weaknesses of the project and an analysis of the findings offer the following conclusions in terms of lessons learnt:The campaign was complex and multi-faceted and it clearly stretched the resources of the marketing department who dedicated considerable time and effort to the event. In terms of planning and delivery the campaign cannot be faulted.At the heart of the project was an ambitious artistic concept, that although valid, created challenges of communication and understanding. Many potential customers would assume that they needed some knowledge, and the simple point of not being able to pronounce names, or nothaving a well-known actor in the cast added to the barriers to attendance. Even the tele-sales staff experienced problems in getting the narrative across in a convincing way.The Company felt that in their efforts to attract new customers they ignored their existing drama attenders, although the research suggests that it was this loyal core of attenders who took the risk.The targets set by the company were very ambitious, both the 10 –14 youth market and the panto family market are hard targets to attract, the proposition made all the more difficult by the offer of an unknown play with unknown actors.The relationship with Sainsbury’s was described as being very time consuming and although the support received was invaluable to the delivery of the concept, the production was clearly unattractive to store staff and customers who chose to ignore all marketing and promotional efforts.The additional responsibility of delivering and promoting a tour put an extra strain on an already stretched team. The choice of venues was based on availability more than suitability in some cases, and given the very short planning time involved, it was clear that tensions developed and the tour campaign was less effective than hoped.

The Way Forward
The Company concluded the following:

· Nottingham Playhouse would aim to create further opportunities to enable Sunday performances

· The show synopsis was considered by parents with young children to be a useful devise

· Nottingham Playhouse felt that they would need to know more about non-attenders before they started planning another audience development project such as this

· Nottingham Playhouse felt that they were likely to create further productions for the 10 - 14 age group and for disadvantaged groups, but that is was unlikely that they would run them on the main stage for three and a half weeks. The most likely scenario would be a production running for five performances, with some element of participation and a training programme

· Nottingham Playhouse would continue to develop touring opportunities. 

