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Abstract

The use of direct marketing strategy always being sidelined in the performing arts, let alone in
theatre industry. It is perhaps due to the problem on how to determine the most accurate target
audiences or whether it could be much easier to only apply mass advertising strategy due to bigger
market coverage. Despite this confusion, the direct marketing strategy plays a very effective
role, not only as alternative medium to the conventional promotion like printed advertising,
electronic broadcast or outdoor, but it also helps build long-term relationship between audience
and organization, potential prospects and organization, providing data for effective development
and market segmentation and also to obtain quality information for systematic market study and
testing that can be systematically measured. This conceptual paper examines the role of direct
marketing strategies as an alternative medium of promotion and outlines how to develop an
effective direct marketing strategy for the theatre industry.
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Abstrak

Penggunaan strategi pemasaran langsung sentiasa dipinggirkan dalam seni persembahan, apatah
lagi dalam industri teater. Ia mungkin disebabkan masalah tentang bagaimana untuk menentukan
penonton sasaran yang paling tepat atau sama ada ia boleh menjadi lebih mudah dengan hanya
menggunakan strategi pengiklanan massa kerana liputan pasaran yang lebih besar. Meskipun
terdapat kekeliruan ini, strategi pemasaran langsung memainkan peranan yang amat berkesan,
bukan sahaja sebagai medium alternatifuntuk promosi konvensional seperti pengiklanan bercetak,
penyiaran elektronik atau luar, tetapi ia juga membantu bagi membina hubungan jangka panjang
antara penonton dan organisasi, serta prospek berpotensi dan organisasi, yang menyediakan
data untuk pembangunan berkesan dan segmentasi pasaran, serta turut mendapatkan maklumat
bermutu untuk kajian pasaran sistematik dan wjian yang boleh diukur secara sistematik. Kertas
konsepsi ini mengkaji peranan strategi pemasaran langsung sebagai medium alternatif untuk

promosi dan menggariskan cara membangunkan strategi pemasaran langsung yang berkesan
untuk industri teater.

Kata Kunci: teater, seni persembahan, pemasaran langsung, komunikasi pemasaran, pengiklanan.
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INTRODUCTION

Since the advent of computer and internet technology, the conventional marketing
in the form of mass advertising, posters, brochures, leaflets and the like, only functioned
to inform the existence of the product or services in the market. However, all these
conventional promotions have been out-of-date marketing strategies. Similarly in the
performing arts, the majority of the marketing communication strategies still apply the
theory and practice of conventional marketing communication (Lange, 2009; Byrnes, 2003;
Dickman, 1997; Diggle, 1984). Despite its out-of-date condition, all these conventional
marketing communication strategies still act as alternative strategies incorporated with
other marketing communication campaigns and implemented simultaneously. This is
due to the impacts of external factors that continuously keep on changing and have very
significant effects on the marketing communications such as consumer demographics,
economic, politic, geo-politic and socio-cultural factors.

Customers today may not be the same customers in the future. The operational cost
and expenditure to get one new customer is much greater than the cost to retain an existing
one. At every level of society, they have different perceptions, preferences, tastes and
needs and within these differences, there might be other differences in other aspects too. In
this multiplicity of diversity, the focus of this article is on the direct marketing strategies
within the context of theatre based industries. Just as other non-profit organizations, theatre
organizations currently face many challenges in the quest of generating their own income.
According to Walker (1996), due to stiff competition from other entertainment related
industries like movies, internet or satellite TV, audiences for the performing arts-based
entertainment has been reduced tremendously.

Theatre organizations can no longer rely on the contribution of marketing funds
from ticket sales or sponsor/s to cover the costs of mass marketing communications
that escalate every year. Instead, the use of direct marketing strategy as an alternative
communication is able to reduce greatly the marketing costs. There are many written
articles and journals on direct marketing strategy but the article on the use of direct
marketing strategies in arts and cultural-based organizations, particularly in the context
of the theatre industry in Malaysia or Southeast Asia can rarely be found. Therefore,
the writing of this article will focus on how direct marketing can be applied in theater
organizations as an effective long-term marketing communication strategy.

DIRECT MARKETING STRATEGY

Although theatre is one of the product categories based on services, a theatre
organization is unique in that what is offered by this industry is not the ordinary service such
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as those offered by other service based organizations like banking, telecommunications,
hospitality, transportation or so forth.

The product of theatre as a service is not ordinarily assessed by the audience or
customers, unlike other service-based organizations. Instead, the product or a theatre
production is assessed in terms of its subjective impression, abstract, aesthetic and non-
utilitarian views of the audience.

Assessment of theatre arts also involves emotional, creative, cognitive and
imagination of the audience to interpret and evaluate its own viewing pleasure. Thus,
the degree of emotional and cognitive involvement of the audience in the theatre-based
product is high and as such can determine the passion, loyalty and customer engagement
in the future although the theatre product to be produced in the future will be different
from what the audience has experienced before.

With the situation of being bound and a high involvement of emotional and cognitive
levels of audience, it is important for any theatre organization to constantly stimulate and
enhance such bounds and involvements. Within the context of theatre arts marketing,
it is a marketing strategy that targets the emotional and cognitive senses of audience
individually and impersonally. Therefore, an effective strategy in this context is through
a direct marketing strategy that is implemented through non face-to-face strategy, which
is not similar to the typical personal or direct face-to-face sales strategy implemented by
other types of profit organizations. However, even if it is not face-to-face, it is still made
personal. For instance, providing membership cards, using direct mail, distribution of
internal bulletins, mobile messaging, voicemail and telemarketing; are all made directly
between organizations and customers on an ongoing basis.

Most direct marketing strategies practiced in Malaysia at present are to solicit
feedback in the form of “moving the power to act” from customers or prospects. For
example, the objective of direct marketing targeted directly to the customers or the
prospects, is to encourage the purchase of products and services, tickets, shopping with
special offers via special coupon, or attending events with some discount offers and
some other attractive benefits. Direct marketing strategies like these are made for short-
term benefits and returns. Any of these strategies is known as direct response marketing.
What distinguishes between direct marketing and direct response strategy is thus: the
approach to direct marketing strategy is using the customer’s personal data bank that has
been pre-identified whereas, the direct marketing response strategy is more geared to the
method of marketing for mass market without the use of customer’s personal data.

Application of direct marketing as one of the marketing communication strategy for
products or services becomes one of the strategy that is very important for profit industries,
including non-profit organizations (NGOs), not only in Malaysia but also globally. It will
not only serve to raise steadily the number and chain of customers, but it also contributes
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to the upturn in revenue and strengthens the relationship between the organization and its
customers in the long run. Unlike personal or direct face-to-face selling, direct marketing
requires an organization to have a customer database that will be kept and used repeatedly
for the sales, promotion and marketing.

It is important to generate priorities and continuous organizational commitment to
the same group of customers. Among the benefits that can be derived from this strategy
is that the cost of large-scale promotion throughout the year can be minimized greatly
through the focused marketing efforts which is through systematic, more targeted and
dynamic market segmentation.

From the database, the organization can determine the target group of customers
based on the desired criteria or characteristics of particular customers for the purpose of
marketing and advertising with greater focus. Study shows that the trend to use direct
marketing techniques for profit and non-profit organizations has grown rapidly, particularly
when there are attempts to lessen advertising activities and reducing advertising cost due to
the global economic slowdown as well as the emergence of numerous new and dynamic
competitors (Basye, 2008).

DIRECT MARKETING STRATEGY IN THE THEATRE INDUSTRY

Majority of performing arts organizations operate and carry out activities as non-
profit organizations and almost all of them have a limited source of funds (Hume et al,
2007). The funds become limited due to the profit earned is relatively very small or none
at all. Therefore, performing arts organizations typically require a number of sponsors
that can support partially or the whole performing arts projects to pay for the costs. Due
to limited funding, the cost efficiency of the marketing strategy and effective marketing
communication must be planned and implemented (Sullivan Mort et. al. 2003).

The study conducted by Amold et al. (2003) indicates that the direct marketing
strategy has a significant impact on ticket sales on a seasonal basis, while other marketing
efforts could determine the performance of a comprehensive sales and fund-raising efforts.
In other research found that in order to implement high impact direct marketing strategies,
formalization of the marketing strategy in arts-based organizations should be implemented,
which is the adaptation of skills and knowledge in developing such strategies onan on-going
basis. In another study found, the use of posters and other printed materials that were made
as a promotional medium, only serve as a medium for branding which its effectiveness
could not be measured systematically and quantitatively. Although it generates sales, the

effect is not very encouraging.
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From theatre arts perspectives, most direct marketing activities in this industry
especially in Malaysia is more geared to the use of electronic media such as television
and radio as well as printed media such as newspapers, posters, buntings, brochures and
the like as a strategy for promoting the theatre performances extensively by assuming
that customers who have special interest in theatre will take part as spectators and will
buy tickets to watch such performances. By using the toll-free number (TOLLFREE
1-800), answer form, hotline or feedback e-mail, all these strategies may be successful for
some theatre organizations that already have a name and several box-office productions
and supported by activists who have a famous names in the theatre industries (e.g.,
commercial theater productions at Istana Budaya, Kuala Lumpur).

Nevertheless, for small-scale theatre organizations which aimed at a small amount
of profit or funds through ticket sales and supported by artists who are new and have no
names in the industry, the printed and electronic media communication strategy may be
a burden to them. This is due to very high promotional costs which in most cases, their
anticipated collection of money is far less from the target as expected.

This condition can restrict the development of their theatre activities due to financial
constraints that encrypting. As an alternative, activists like these can take a more focused
approach through the use of direct marketing strategy. Among the benefits of using direct
marketing strategies to promote the theatre performances are as follows:-

Selective market

Direct marketing will enable organizations to choose their audiences more carefully
and detail after identifying their interests and preferences. Selection of prospective
audience such as this can save so much of cost because only those who have interest
will react to the promotional messages and advertising which is directly addressed to
them. By doing so, the waste of exposures can be reduced significantly.

Personal

Direct marketing provides opportunities for theatre activists to create different messages
for their activities based on audience’s individual differences or group differences. A
customization process like this allows the dynamic message strategy to be able to suit
the appropriateness of each segmented group. For example, traditional theatre like
‘Randai’ — to the youth in schools, the message can be molded as a traditional folk
heritage: to literary arts lovers, the message can be fashioned as the theater of oral
literary traditions; to the theatre lovers, the message can be constructed as traditional
romance theatre and so forth. Customization of the specific groups of audience, enables

the messages to be delivered more accurately and can be understood through proper
interpretation and selection of the right target customers.
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Long Term Relationship

Direct marketing can be used to build long-term relationship with each of the current
or future audiences. For example, a theatre production can encourage trial at least
once out of three theater productions to prospective audiences to watch theatre in
order to inculcate and then build interest in them that later can be materialized after
watching for the first time. Theatre productions can even be re-packaged on the basis
of five productions at the price of three viewings. Simultaneously, feedback from the
audiences and prospects can be obtained and applied to improve the management
and quality of the presentation, gain insight into audience interests and preferences,
frequency of attendance, including loyalty as followers of the production.

Time Management

Direct marketing allows time management to be organized efficiently, more than
what advertising can do in general. For example, a production can offer to the loyal
audience the new series before the new season begins after the end of the first season.
Of this strategy, the initial feedback from the audience can be gathered to improve
the quality of the management and production before the commencement of the new
season. Through indirect audience involvement, this will increase their commitment

to stay loyal to the production.

Attention
Direct marketing is capable to get more specific attention than what could be done

by any other conventional advertising. Studies indicate that more customers respond
to advertising that are specifically and directly targeted to them compared to typical
advertising. In the context of performing arts, the audience can save time from the need
to refer to the advertisements in the mass media in order to get specific information by
referring to advertisement addressed directly to them.

Survey
With the available data of audiences, a production can make some tests on the use of

alternative media for promotional purposes, the survey on prices, messages, frequency
of feedback and others more effectively because each response from the audiences and
prospective can be quantified and measured more systematically and effectively.

STRATEGY TO ACQUIRE AUDIENCE DATA

The datum of audiences is a very valuable source of information and strategically
important for marketing purpose, testing process, strategic decision-making, determining
the direction of the production and development of campaign strategy. Therefore, theatre
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organizations need to plan how to obtain such data and thus, make the transformation of
the data to valuable knowledge and information and also yielding.

Nevertheless, acquiring data from those who have a particular interest in theatre
arts may be somewhat difficult to do by any theatre organization operating for the first
time. A customer data bank to be developed comprehensively should be produced from
a variety of sources and activities. Among them are as follows:

a. The data that was recorded manually as a result of standard business transactions
such as the sale of show tickets at the counter and the electronic transaction forms
from the website.

b.  Data from secondary study through interview with audiences or the general public
using questionnaires.

c. Data obtained from third parties such as associations, clubs, local performing arts
schools, higher education institutions or companies through the appropriate data
screening which is done in partnership or independently.

d. Data obtained from electronic registration for free membership campaign from the
internet.

Unlike selling of a physical product or a regular commercial service, the theatre
audiences and fans usually last longer because theatre arts is not so bound to market needs.
It is not like the market for commercial goods and services that require continuous invention
and innovation from time to time. This situation brings the advantages for data collection
efforts because the collected data can be used repeatedly.

DATA USAGE STRATEGY

Direct Mail

Direct mail in the theatre arts is used for purposes such as promoting the sale, usually
to members who have registered; to get early feedback from the audience, for example,
via feedback cards provided alongside with direct mail; to communicate about current
development or the latest news such as special performances or award presentation; and as
a gift of appreciation by giving a special discount coupon to attend certain performances
or the like. In a study conducted in Chicago, USA to 500 activists and performing arts
artists found out that the use of direct mail has surpassed other marketing communication
strategies in terms of its effectiveness, followed by paid advertising, free promotion,
online marketing, posters, brochures and direct sales strategy.
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E-Mail

In addition to the use of direct mail campaign, e-mail can also play an effective role,
especially in terms of the efficiency of its delivery, acceptance, and cost effectiveness.
Carr (2007) proposed that an e-mail sent to an audience or prospective should use the
“E-mail” as an attachment to a regular e-mail, so that messages to be delivered become
more attractive and have a visual that can be leveraged by an audience for consideration.
Carr also suggested that “e-post-cards™ to be used for the purpose of getting feedback
from the audience as well as offering discounts as a sideline for additional attraction
for the purpose of obtaining the consent of the presence of an audience. “E-Newsletter”
can also be used to deliver comprehensive information on the latest developments in the
world of performing arts in a visual format.

Online Marketing

After the campaign through direct mail and e-mail is done, the use of online
marketing or telemarketing can be used to access the theatre arts fans that do not provide
their feedback. Online methods of marketing can be made in-house or outsourced to
independent direct marketing companies with some percentage of sales commission,
usually between 20 to 30 percent of total sales. However, if the cost of using outside
professionals is not able to cover the cost of sale of tickets at the counter, the use of online
marketing methods which is executed in-house, can be implemented. However, the main
problem in this strategy is that the percentage of success can be very high and may result
in the situation to become out of control due to the long list of names and is not filtered.
Therefore, the list of potential audience screening should be executed carefully with some
quality control measures for the purpose of subsequent online marketing activities.

Social Media Networks

Social media networking via the internet focuses on building online community
among those who share interests and / or activities. Social networking has created a way
how people are now communicating and share information.

Social media networks provide opportunities for business organizations to
communicate with potential customers on the latest products on the market, promotion,
increase traffic to a website and at the same time, build rapport with prospective customers.
Although online messages, conversations and interaction cannot be proven in terms of ROI
(Return on Investment), the fact is, more and more people around the world connected via
social networks to chat, provide a wide range of connection or a link to a favorite website,

blogging, etc. (David et al., 2010).






