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Context

1.0
This Report follows two months consultancy in Northern Ireland with arts and entertainment organisations about their needs for information from sales to inform their marketing, and about the most effective means of achieving wider access to ticket purchase.  

1.1
It follows on from work done in 1999 by McCann Matthews Millman.  This work followed a February 1996 unsuccessful Lottery Application by Belfast City Council for funding towards a centralised ticketing system for Belfast at the time of the opening of the Waterfront Hall, and a 1998 Feasibility Study into the establishment of a collaborative arts marketing initiative in Belfast, which has not been implemented.

1.2
After consultation on the future distribution of funding, the Arts Council Lottery Distribution Strategy 2002-2006 has, as a Special Initiative, an allocation of funding to develop an on-line box office network.  The Arts Council’s Corporate Plan for 2001-2004 also has actions on gathering and interpreting information on arts attendances and “to establish a centralised box office facility for the region”.  The view of the Arts Council is that they would prefer any investment in centralised ticketing and audience development to deliver benefits to the public throughout Northern Ireland.  

1.3
The City Council for Belfast has confirmed that it would like to see centralised ticketing for the arts organisations in the City and that such a development would be linked up to Northern Ireland wide initiatives and to tourist information centres.  The Arts Council has a similar commitment to tourism initiatives to deliver the benefits outlined in ‘The Cultural Sector: A Development Opportunity for Tourism in Northern Ireland’ published in 1998.

1.4
All of the above join with the Northern Ireland Government vision and strategy for the development of culture set out by the Department of Culture, Arts and Leisure.  The potential benefits outlined below will help achieve the outputs required for universal accessibility, cultural diversity and infrastructure.

1.5
By any standards, however, this requires a major investment both in computerised technology and in commitment from the arts organisations to deliver the benefits.  The proportion of as yet non-computerised arts organisations in Northern Ireland appears to be higher than elsewhere in the UK.  The costs of much of the technology should be seen as a normal cost of sales for most organisations and therefore the investment needs to be made in partnership.

1.6
At the same time, to justify the investment in ticketing systems and “centralised ticketing” it is essential to achieve public benefits in the form of increased sales and audience development.  None of the benefits are deliverable unless the arts organisations have the policy commitment, skills and resources to achieve audience development objectives.

1.7
At its most basic level, this means the benefits cannot be achieved unless all the participating Box Offices have effective staff who capture all the customer data required while using the protocols of the Data Protection Acts.  To implement effective arts marketing practices and audience development initiatives requires trained and experienced marketing staff capable of detailed market analysis and running sophisticated direct marketing campaigns.  

Research

1.8
Arts organisations fell into three categories:

Have own computerised system and varied awareness/resources for marketing. (Sell more than 10,000 tickets p.a.)



E.g.: Waterfront Hall, Opera House, Lyric, Queen’s Film Theatre, Belfast Festival, Ardhowen, Ulster Orchestra, Market Place Theatre, Millennium Forum, Burnavon, Island Arts Centre, Riverside


Most want to improve their marketing and sell on the Internet

Do not have fully computerised system but plan to acquire in the short or medium-term


 
E.g.: Old Museum Arts Centre, Flowerfield Arts Centre, Ballymena BC, Cathedral Quarter Arts Festival, Bardic Theatre, Omagh DC, Newry & Mourne DC, Derry Playhouse

Individual computerised system felt to be not cost-effective (sell less than 10,000 tickets p.a.) or can use resources of others (councils with computerised venues, touring companies etc.)



E.g.: Ards BC, Strabane DC, Larne BC, Banbridge DC, Carrickfergus BC, Cinemagic, North Down BC, Castlereagh BC, Dungannon, Cookstown, touring companies. 


In practice many of these need a computerised ticketing system if they are to capture data on their attenders and improve their marketing

1.9
Government, in the form of the Department for Culture, Arts & Leisure (DCAL), strongly endorses the need for arts organisations to collect detailed information on audiences and the character of attenders and participants, and expects arts organisations to have a purposeful approach to increasing audiences and widening the character of attenders on a socially inclusive basis.  It is clear that this is an assumed responsibility of public funding, and the failure of arts organisations to recognise the implications of this could impact on future levels of public funding.  It will be necessary to demonstrate with hard facts the increased attendances from increased funding, and to prove the reasonable social inclusiveness of arts provision.

1.10
Belfast City Council also endorses this approach.  Again audience development and the widening of access to the arts are seen as fundamental for recipients of public funding.  At the same time, issues of economic development and regeneration see the arts providing quality of life and tourism benefits which need an effective infra-structure and co-ordinated effort to achieve.  Ticketing systems and audience development could greatly assist in the achievement of this.

1.11
From the research and consultation this project needs to address the following strategic issues:

 For some arts organisations, the introduction of ticketing and marketing technologies so they can manage their sales and enable marketing based on actual attenders.

 For the Arts Council and many arts organisations, the collection of reliable data on attenders, attendances and sales.

 For some groupings of arts organisations, by place (Belfast, Derry), by artform (Regional Theatre) and so on, the development of collaborative marketing practices.

 For most arts organisations, the enabling of audience development practices.

 For many local authorities and tourism organisations, to make it easier to compile What’s On information and sell tickets.

1.12
It is not realistic that the provision of already expensive computerised ticketing and marketing technologies alone will enable these issues to be addressed.  Initiatives on collaborative marketing practices and audience development must be part of the implementation.  Training will be fundamental to ensure that the benefits can be obtained.

Key Purpose and Objectives

1.13
It is recommended that the key purpose of this project is:


To introduce computerised ticketing and marketing technologies to arts organisations across Northern Ireland in order to widen access to ticket purchase for residents and tourists, and to enable collaborative arts marketing practices and audience development.

1.14
This key purpose will be achieved by four separate objectives:

 The acquisition of systems by arts organisations selling tickets so that they can manage sales easily and effectively, collect data on attenders and attendances, and build databases of actual arts attenders.

 The integration of the inventory of tickets on sale for arts events in Northern Ireland so that they can be made accessible for purchase wherever possible, especially in tourist information centres.

 The development of market intelligence on the arts in Northern Ireland, building data profiles on the pattern of attendances to enable collaborative arts marketing practices either by place or artform or by type of attender.

 The provision of training to enable arts organisations to participate in this project and to deliver the public benefits expected.

Public Benefits

1.15
The public benefits to be delivered are:

 Easier access to ticket purchase, reflected in increased sales.

 Improved access to What’s On information and ticket purchase for tourists, reflected in increased sales to visitors.

 Increased attendances by current attenders from more effective direct marketing.

 Attenders from a wider socio-economic and demographic background, where appropriate and relevant.

 Attendances by new audiences.

 Increased competence of arts organisations in relating to their publics.

 Increased income to the arts from greater appreciation of value and more effective ticket pricing.

 Increased sponsorship of the arts because of the higher public profile and wider reach.

The Way Ahead

1.16
No one has argued for a ‘Do Nothing’ option and indeed there is a feeling amongst arts organisations that, in the past, this subject may have been over-consulted and under-implemented.  Some arts organisations seem to have this subject “on hold” waiting for momentum from the Arts Council.

1.17
Everything must be done to enable the introduction of up-to-date and ‘state of the art’ computerised ticketing and marketing systems in every venue in Northern Ireland.  This should include Internet Ticketing for each organisation so that the benefits of the Web can be obtained.  This will require live credit/debit card authorisation in each venue.  Provided computerisation is accompanied by basic training, this will start the process of achieving the objectives and potentially deliver some of the public benefits.  

1.18
Integration of the Ticket Inventory should be achieved at Web Level by linking all the venues via Internet connections to a portal which would provide access to all the tickets on sale through the arts organisations in Northern Ireland.  This portal could be embedded in the Arts Council What’s On site currently called www.art.ie and enable any person or organisation with an Internet browser to find out what is on, buy tickets and pay by credit/debit card.  Such an integration solution is already available for example from Oxford based ts.com using their ticketing solutions system and Artifax Ticketing have also expressed interest in developing and delivering such a solution.  This would connect venues with standalone systems, provide a browser-based solution for smaller organisations, and enable Tourist Information Centres, or other outlets to sell tickets at prices/commissions set for them.  

1.19
This integration has some limitations to functionality at present, particularly that it is not possible to select seats off a seating plan, but instead, as is common to all but one Internet ticketing engines, seats are offered according to price using a best available algorithm.  This means that some arts organisations and their local authorities may wish to “centralise” their venues on a single system.  

Belfast

1.20
Belfast is most likely to consider this an option, where there has been an argument for “Centralised Ticketing” for over a decade, mainly led by the City Council, initially at the time of the opening of Waterfront Hall, more recently to add extra tourist-orientated services to the Belfast Visitor & Convention Bureau.  This would replace the system based at the Grand Opera House which also serves the Ulster Orchestra and the Lyric Theatre.  There are venues and organisations in Belfast, especially the Festivals, which are without systems.  There is also a considerable increase in Belfast in the competition for the ‘leisure-pound’ with the opening of the Odyssey and multi-screen multi-plex cinemas.  There is a danger that arts events are swamped by more commercial offerings.  All this points to the need for an effective solution for arts organisations in Belfast.

1.21
During the research and consultation, most on a face-to-face one-to-one basis, it appeared that most arts organisations in Belfast regarded themselves in some way in competition within the arts market for attendances in Belfast.  The result was that most expressed a preference for a standalone system for their organisation, combined with developed marketing to raise their profile, brand recognition and relationships with purchasers to build loyalty.  During the Collective Review session in Belfast on 14 March 2003 a somewhat different view emerged in which people recognised the appropriateness of a “centralised ticketing” solution for Belfast.  It was clear that this meant a system encompassing all the venues and arts organisations plus the City Council and the Belfast Visitor & Convention Bureau.  However, once a “centralised ticketing” solution is being implemented, it could be extended to include Derry or venues anywhere else in Northern Ireland.

1.22
The solutions from Artifax Ticketing, Tickets.com and Galathea STS (ENTA) would all meet the basic requirements of the venues in Belfast.  Artifax Ticketing would have the advantage of providing on-line Internet Ticketing which enabled selection of seats from the seating plan.  Tickets.com ProVenueMax would provide the most advanced marketing functionality.  In terms of enabling full inventory access in the Visitor & Convention Bureau and other outlets, all these systems would enable this with full functionality including seat selection and the printing of tickets.  

1.23
It is not necessary for every venue or arts organisation in Belfast to join in this “centralised ticketing” solution though completeness of membership and use will clearly be a major asset in building public perceptions of a new network for buying tickets.  

Delivering the Benefits

1.24
Computerisation, Integration, and “Centralised Ticketing” in Belfast together make the delivery of most of the benefits possible, including the tourism benefits.  However, it demands greater commitment from the venues to make it cost effective.  Frankly, this is not about the ticketing but about genuine collaboration on arts marketing and audience development.  Only with a clear commitment to effective action on collaborative arts marketing could this investment be justified.

1.25
There is a need to develop a dual approach:

1.
The gearing-up of key organisations in terms of training in marketing, sales, and customer relationships, and audience development at a strategic and practical level 
2.
The establishment of an infra-structure to address the needs across Northern Ireland (requiring knowledge of market analysis, research and a high level of specialist knowledge); to support all kinds of arts organisations and, in particular, the smaller organisations, in order to develop collaborative marketing and audience development projects.  

An agency for marketing and audience development

1.26
It is realistic that Northern Ireland requires only one agency for marketing and audience development.  It seems logical to link this to the management of the ticketing project, by making it part of the same organisation.  Each element is co-dependant: the ticketing needs to deliver benefits to be sustainable (which requires the requisite marketing and audience development) and marketing and audience development will benefit from using the data from the centralised resource (and will want to inform what data it needs, data collection practices, etc.).  
This will create a reduction in overhead costs and enhance sustainability.

1.27
The agency will therefore need to deliver:

 Ticketing – managing the inventory and portal website; and any agreements with outlets, TICs, and so on, plus on-going maintenance and support; and installation of browser-based front end outlets

 Training – on-going marketing and box office training (and training at installations) at all levels, with major interventions to change the marketing and sales culture

 Marketing (organisation focused) - centralised marketing services to support the activity of organisations – mailing, distribution, advice, training, and networking.

 Market Intelligence - de-personalised information on the Northern Ireland wide picture (including trends, base-line data) for participating venues, ACNI and government.  Venue specific marketing information (benchmarked against full data) including postcode analysis, frequency of attendance, audience profiling, etc. to help inform venue marketing strategies.

 Audience development (attender focused) - using the data from the centralised system with a remit to develop additional collaborative marketing and audience development projects (funded by organisations or additionally) which seek to develop audiences.   

1.28
The marketing and audience development elements cannot be sidelined while the ticketing elements are developed.  It is crucial that marketing input exists from the beginning in relation to developing data protocols; ensuring the system is set up to deliver the required marketing benefits and starting to put services in place.  However, it must be recognised that the intelligence and potential for audience development as envisaged here will not be possible until the system has been operating for some time and a critical mass of data has been accumulated.  During this period the primary emphasis should be on skills development and putting procedures and plans in place.

1.29
The organisation will require an effective Board, a highly motivated and managerially competent Chief Executive and a sizable staff with realistic budgets to spend.  The usual means of funding arts marketing agencies/audience development on the one hand and “centralised ticketing” on the other should both have a role.  

1.30
“Centralised ticketing” is usually paid for by variations or combinations of:

 Funding from the local authorities

 Annual service charges to each participating venue

 Per ticket fees charged to the venues

 Transaction/Per ticket fees charged to ticket purchasers


In some situations there is a low set annual service charge and then a small per ticket fee (under 25 pence) so that organisations with high volumes of ticket sales pay more than those selling few tickets.  Transaction or per ticket fees to ticket purchasers may be charged only in certain locations, or may be higher in certain locations, such as Central Ticket Shops, Tourist Information Centres, or only for cross-sales, so that when a venue sells its own tickets to its own ticket purchasers there are no imposed charges.

1.31
Arts Marketing/Audience Development Agencies are usually funded by variations and combinations of:

 ‘Membership fees’ or subscriptions from participating arts organisations

 Grant aid from local authorities

 Grant aid from the Arts Councils and their regional offices

 Project grants from many sources


In some situations ‘membership fees’ or subscriptions are set according to the annual earned income or turnover of the organisation; in some they vary as to whether the organisation is a ticketed organisation or not.  It is important to clarify that local authorities can find themselves expected to pay to be a participating organisation while also grant aiding the agency.  In England, Wales and Scotland, the Arts Councils have typically matched the local authority funding in the formative years, though local authority funding is often the larger in the established agencies.  In practice, many agencies receive project grants from local authorities and the Arts Councils for specific additional audience development projects.

1.32
It is recommended that to secure realistic income there is a combined annual service charge for “centralised ticketing” and subscription to the agency, plus an internal per ticket fee.  At first the major proportion of the per ticket fee should be applied to making a capital contribution to setting up the project.  This is a realistic way of paying for the cost of sales, providing it is in practice a modest charge and invisible within the overall ticket price.  It seems realistic to aim at a charge in the range of 10p to 25p per ticket sold to ensure that costs are more fairly charged for higher volumes of tickets sold.  If some research was conducted on optimal pricing in order to improve the price offer in venues to maximise income, it is likely that this per ticket charge would be well covered by increased earned income.

Costs for each venue

1.33
For any organisation to computerise and integrate at web level there are entry-level costs.  These include:

 Physical accommodation and furniture

 Telecommunications, including Internet connectivity

 Hardware such as computers, routers, printers, card readers, cash drawers, etc.

 Software for ticket sales and telephone management

 Credit card authorisation (usually additionally licensed annually)

 Merchant facilities for on and off-line sales

 Postcoding software (usually additionally licensed annually)

 Installation

 Training

 Support (usually additionally charged annually)

1.34
It is clear that any arts organisation which has tickets to sell faces a cost of sale such as staffing, etc. and an entry level investment for achieving effective ticket sales, and it is realistic for most of these costs to be borne as a routine budget cost to the organisation.  There will be immediate benefits from experience elsewhere.  To obtain the benefits of full integration and an agency for marketing and audience development will attract some public funding but will still need support from each arts organisation.  
It is estimated that the likely charges faced by an average arts organisation from the implementation of this project would be (note that hardware and software costs are based on an average full installation and are likely to be less for many arts organisations):


Small scale Browser-Based
Hardware
£500



External hardware contribution

£1,500





Software
Nil



External software contribution

£7,800



Recurring
Agency Subscription
£500



Recurring
Levy
25p per ticket



Recurring
Internet connectivity



Recurring
Staffing


Medium Scale Standalone
Hardware
£4,500



External hardware contribution

£4,500




Software
£12,000



External software contribution

£18,000



Recurring
Agency Subscription
£3,000



Recurring
Levy
25p per ticket



Recurring
Internet connectivity



Recurring
Staffing


Large scale 
Hardware
£10,000



External hardware contribution

£10,000




Software
£20,000



External software contribution

£30,000



Recurring
Agency Subscription
£9,000



Recurring
Levy
25p per ticket



Recurring
Network connectivity



Recurring
Internet connectivity



Recurring
Staffing


Centralisation will probably require an additional £100,000 investment to which external funding could contribute £50,000.

Benefits for each venue

1.35
The benefits of computerising ticketing are usually seen immediately in reduced costs of ticket sales and staff time in accounting and reconciliation before the major benefits of being able to carry out more sophisticated pricing and marketing practices.  Combine these with the introduction of an arts marketing and audience development agency and the benefits are valuable.  The principal benefits are:

 Accuracy of sales records and ability to analyse sales over time, helping optimise pricing and maximise earned income

 Capture of data on actual attenders enables list building and understanding of audience behaviour, frequency of attendance, what seen and when to enable more targeted marketing

 Direct marketing by a variety of methods at lower cost, increasing responses

 Profiling of attenders and tailoring of campaigns and offers, ensuring attenders only receive appropriate marketing information

 Increased attendances, increased frequency of attendance, increased income

 New audiences from Internet Ticketing and improved access to purchase

 Market intelligence on the arts marketplace enabling better planning

 Cross-fertilisation of audiences in the arts marketplace so tastes and appreciation can be developed.

 Opportunities to develop skills and improve practices from collaboration

 Audience development initiatives can be started based on longer term returns, tackling harder to reach market sectors.

 Tourism and related markets can be accessed and attendances increased from visitors to all types of organisations

 Improved public profile from collaborative arts marketing activities.

Funding

1.36
The potential sources of income for the combined initiative proposed are as follows:

 Entry level charges

paid by venues; 





grant aid could be available

 Outlet entry charges

paid by outlets





grant aid could be raised

 Annual service/subscription charge
paid by venues





subsidised

 System wide per ticket charges

paid only by venues

 Call centre service charges

paid only by venues

 Outlet per ticket charges

paid only by outlets

 Lottery grant aid

 Local authority grants (separate from any participation charges)

 Tourism grants

 Partnerships and sponsorships

1.37
From experience elsewhere, these sources of funding should enable sustained operation of the combined operation proposed.  It is clear that there is strategic interest from the Government, Arts Council, Tourist Board, Belfast City Council and some other local authorities, plus a majority of arts organisations, for this project to move forward and many have suggested a willingness to commit to financial support.

1.38
However, no levels of charging or subscription have been tested on the arts organisations in Northern Ireland and many showed low awareness of the current costs of computerised ticketing.  The ‘Catch 22’ is that unless the arts organisations in Northern Ireland are willing to invest at the level required to achieve both audience development and effective access to ticketing, their continued grant in aid may be jeopardised.  Their partnerships with their current funders and stakeholders may turn on being seen to build arts attendances in Northern Ireland.

1.39
The funding required by the arts organisations to enable them to implement this plan is estimated as shown below, excluding the cost of any training interventions before the start of any implementation.  


Potential sources of funding:


Arts Council Lottery

£350,000


Per Ticket Levy from the Agency over 3 years at 10p
£300,000


To be funded from other sources

£363,500


(Leapfrog, NITB, Belfast City Council, etc.)


Recurring revenue support for the Agency
£120,000


Arts Council support

£60,000


To be matched by other sources

£60,000


(NITB, Belfast City Council, local authorities, partnerships, sponsorships, etc.)

1.40
There are of course mix and match options for how funds are applied.  For example, if the revenue funding for the Agency was larger than quoted above, then a greater proportion of the per ticket fee could be applied towards the capitalised costs of the “centralised ticketing”.  Each 10p is conservatively estimated to generate £100,000 in year one, £150,000 in year two and £200,000 in year three.

1.41
The next stages of the project will require funding to move ahead and could be undertaken on a step-by-step ‘action-research’ basis in which progress is completed by the satisfactory completion of each step.  Funds could be drawn in from other sources to progress the planning of the project.  It is also clear that this initiative will require continued grant aid from multiple sources to keep it running within the present earned income equation of arts organisations in Northern Ireland.  This situation might itself be changed long-term by this initiative.

Implementation Plan

1.42
It is recommended that the implementation plan is carried out on an ‘action-research’ basis, with clear steps to be completed at each stage, which in themselves help determine the next step.


Step 1
April/May


Consultation with Belfast and the Northern Ireland Tourist Board on the specific proposals; consultation with Belfast venues, with medium scale organisations and local authorities on the detailed proposals.  


Allow one month for meetings and feedback.


Review key financial parameters, sources of funding and prepare a training plan


Form combined ACNI & constituency Steering Group


Step 2
May/June/July


Prepare a Business Plan for the Agency


Produce and issue a detailed tender Brief for systems


Submit applications for funding


Step 3
July/August/September


Start training programme


Seek to establish the Board and recruit the participating membership for the Agency.  Go on if appropriate to recruit the initial staff.


Step 4
July


Select the preferred ticketing supplier and agree a project plan for system installation.


Step 5
September/October


Staff induction of initial staff


Start system installation


Step 6
October/November


Complete recruitment of staff


Go live for standalone venues


Plan and develop collaborative arts marketing services


Step 7
November/December


Go live for small-scale browser-based system


Implement first phase of web integration


Start detailed data capture.


Step 8 
December to April


Phased go live for Belfast centralised system


Connect BCVCB and TICs


Complete staff induction and start collaborative marketing projects


Step 9
January to April 2004


Prepare detailed audience development strategy


Run collaborative arts marketing campaigns


Step 10
April 2004


Implement audience development strategy
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