MANAGEMENT AND MARKETING - A DIRECTOR'S PERSPECTIVE

Christopher J. Terry

Barcelona

July, 2001

Introduction:

This talk grew out of a research project being conducted by INTERCOM President, Nancy Hushion, with whom I had an extensive conversation on the topic.

In presenting the talk I draw on my extensive experience with the Canada Aviation Museum and my related experience with the Canada Science and Technology Museum and the Canada Agriculture Museum during the last 12 years.

I propose to give you a sense of our experience and my views on lessons learned under the general headings of: the context for marketing work at our institution; examples of marketing work we have undertaken; and some comments on results and changes in our corporate culture.

The context:

Thirteen years ago, roughly at a time when our national museums were moving towards being made autonomous crown/wholly owned state corporations, museum managements were made aware by the government of the day (from which source come most of their funds) that charging admission fees would no longer be resisted. Changes were implemented in 1989. In three of the cases, the museums inhabited new facilities, the novelty of which masked issues in the marketplace. When the novelty began to wear off and realities of the market asserted themselves, the need to understand the dynamics become clear. In cases where there was little change in circumstance, the imposition of fees generated sharp reductions in attendance (partially because of more precise counts), creating urgent needs to understand consumer behaviour.

This was the case in our environment in the late 1980's and early 1990's.

An attempt to deal with this in our organization by a market-oriented outsider brought in for the purpose was put into place. We went through a process of defining user segments, priorising and quantifying target groups and devising strategic and tactical promotional and marketing approaches in some detail and at considerable cost.

And it was a total failure. Having spent the time and trouble to do it, the results were shelved and the outsider was terminated. There was an official reason based on organizational structures but with the benefit of hindsight I would now attribute what happened to a poor fit between an organization rooted in a bureaucratic civil service culture and a marketing approach in which the impact of action on the marketplace is based on known factors of audiences and their predispositions.

The great irony was that with the exigencies of the recession of the early 1990s, steady erosion of funding from our prime shareholder, the Government of Canada and some alarming characteristics in our attendance data, we relearned much of it by trial and error, out of sheer necessity.

This was a salutary lesson because it brought home the need to take the issue of marketing seriously to many of the people on staff who previously had viewed the introduction of notions of marketing as being totally at odds with their conception of the attributes of museums. These notions recede somewhat when one's audiences are shrinking, staff people are being made redundant and all of one's collegial institutions are undertaking market research and adopting market driven approaches. And this really counts where the only "metric" used for comparison among institutions on a broad scale is reported attendance, as is - for better or worse - the case with our museums.

What we did:

Our response to these circumstances is a work in progress although it had some specific highlights. I'd like to use three of these as illustrations: market research we did on gaps between management perceptions of service delivery and perception of our clients; research on how people actually reach our facilities; and market research leading to the adoption of branding strategy.

All were useful in and of themselves and each one taught us something. The first was an attempt to determine to what extent our management had an accurate perception of client expectations and the degree to which those expectations were met by the experience visitors had during their visit. Not to go into detail unduly, we looked at visitors experience before, during and after their visit to each of our museums. We had some surprises - both good and not so good. For example, we found that visitors did actually come to see things, not just to have a generic family outing; we found that they didn't think as highly of the convenience they experienced on arrival as we did or that the welcome they received was as friendly and warm as we thought it was. We did find that our views on our pricing were accurate and that our views on the reported quality of the visit were low compared to what visitors thought. Where we fared worst was with our amenities. Our gift shops, food and the ease of locating toilets did not do so well. It led to changes.

The second example is that of investigating how visitors reached our sites. In our case, although it is possible to use public transport to all three, it is more awkward than it should be. Consequently, most visitors arrive by car. We considered it very important to understand the routes taken so that we could identify critical points for highway signage and our investigation demonstrated that because all three of our sites are outside the core of the city, we suffer competitive disadvantages.

We found that our locations are not on the mental maps of most people from the west, southwest and northern parts of our metro region, that people believe us to be further away than we are and that in order for them to reach us it is necessary to drive through the centre of the urban area rather than use the perimeter arterial routes. ln fact we found that the use of the most counter-intuitive routes was the norm rather than the exception and that routes chosen were often directly at odds with the parkway system designed to bring people past our location to the core of the city.

The last example I'll speak about is the most important because it at last provided us with a rational framework for decision-making. lt began as a renewed effort to develop a marketing framework almost four years ago and ended with our adoption of a branding approach to our institutions.

By this time, we truly needed to deal with attendance issues, optimize resources, set ROI priorities and develop a useable strategy to position our museums uniquely.

We found that we were chasing audiences we couldn't capture without huge effort.

We designed a disciplined approach that dealt with segments, competition, unique benefits, positioning statements and branding. Segmentation is critical because it focuses efforts, is measurable, accessible, and substantial.

We identified brand attributes as a web of associations and developed a brand character for each of our museums.

The brand implementation process provided a framework for strategic decisions, which affects all employees. It means doing new things, not doing others and leads to a marketing mix strategy.

Marketing mix considers product, price, place and promotion all acting in concert in a consistent way.

"Product" considers physical, programming and human attributes.

Price affects perception of value; it differentiates us and is based on a probability of purchase approach as opposed to parity by default (what is the opposition charging?).

Branding encompasses all channels of distribution whether they be the physical ones of the museum, travelling exhibitions, outreach programmes or the institution's website.

The development of slogans or "tag lines" must reinforce the brand. For our Canada Aviation Museum we adopted the slogan "Where dreams take flight" to fit in with a brand image based on the romance of flight.

We also learned that we had to become a branded house not a house of brands and that we had to brand ourselves or be branded by others.

We are now doing a brand audit. We have experienced partial success with our strategy but need to diagnose why our efforts over the last three years have not produced a total success in terms of forecast attendance growth.

Summary of lessons learned:

To summarize, the lessons we have learned include:

Do not project your own predilections.

Do market research - allocate the necessary resources.

Do not make assumptions about market behaviours.

Adopt a coherent strategic framework - branding worked for us.

Do audits after 3 years. Brands take time to build.

Staff must buy in and consistency is key.

You have to do it or it will be done for you in ways you may not feel match your views.
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