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Preface to the Second Edition

The first edition of Running Theaters was published some fifteen years ago. Since then, the world of performing arts venues has been through tremendous ups and downs, among them: declining participation in traditional performing arts programs, the emergence of social media as a marketing and communications tool, terrorist attacks in places of public assembly, and the growing acceptance and support of the arts as economic and community development tools. Through all of this, we have kept a close eye on the men and women who manage these facilities, marveling at how they respond and adapt to our changing world. And so, when I was asked to consider updating Running Theaters for a second edition, I jumped at the chance.

The work of updating a fifteen-year-old book has been significant, but it has given us the opportunity to go back out into the field to see what’s happening and what’s working. We completed twenty-five new interviews with facility managers. Some of those were to update and replace interviews from the first edition, and some were to bring new perspectives to the various aspects and trends in facility management.

This second edition of Running Theaters will hopefully provide guidance and counsel to those currently or potentially involved in the development and operation of performing arts venues. The book still includes many insights and advice from the first edition, offered by individuals who in some cases are no longer with us. I would dedicate this second edition to them, recognizing that they and their peers were the pioneers that made performing arts centers the integral and vital community assets they’ve become today.
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Introduction

I am a management consultant to people who build and operate theaters. I decided to write a book on the management of performing arts facilities in North America for several reasons. First of all, there are no books or guides for theater managers, boards, and students that are specifically about facility management. Secondly, I wanted to do the research that might help us understand how theaters succeed on an operating basis. And finally, I wanted to understand how individuals respond to the complexity and shifting pressures of being a facility manager.

This book is offered for the benefit of those who work in theaters, volunteer in theaters, fund theaters, or are students of theater management. We will cover a broad range of topics, from the marketing and programming of performing arts facilities to their physical maintenance, from the particular issues surrounding operating historic facilities to those issues associated with facilities located on college campuses. Within a number of these areas, we will address the role of technology. We will wrap it all up with thoughts on some of the broader trends we’ve observed in the field and some words of inspiration from successful facility managers.

All of us at Webb Management Services have spent considerable time collecting stories and insights from people who currently work in the field. These pages are filled with their views on what it takes to successfully operate a performing arts facility. We also felt it was important to share different approaches and opinions expressed on best practices, which, for our purposes, are defined as a practice or behavior that leads to success. It is fascinating to see how managers approach different problems in different ways, but it is also fascinating to see a series of overarching themes: the complexity of the job, an increasingly outward focus, changing audiences, and the impact of technology on the performing arts.


I should explain the focus on theater managers in North America. Though most of our work is in the United States, I did get my start in the arts in Canada, and I can say with some confidence that the difference in facility management practices between the two countries is small, and getting smaller. But going beyond North America is another question. We have worked in Asia, the Middle East, and South America, and it is clear that the way those theaters operate is fundamentally different given their economic structures, the role of government in the arts, tax laws, marketing practices, administrative skills, and the role of theaters in society and culture. Not having any significant experience with theater managers in any other countries, we would not even hazard a guess as to the validity of our research beyond this continent.

Looking at theaters in North America raises an interesting question: How many are there? First of all, we are not interested in theaters controlled by a producing organization, which excludes lots of smaller facilities controlled by theater companies, as well as some dance spaces and even a symphony hall or two. We are interested in facilities with multiple users, where there is a management organization in place that activates a building with some combination of rentals, presented events, producing, and community programming.

Even with that qualification, it is not easy to establish how many theaters there are, simply because there is no comprehensive inventory. There are lists of performing arts centers, historic theaters, and campus theaters, but no comprehensive list exists that pulls it all together.

For the first edition in 2004, we assembled and combined various lists. We started with existing lists of facilities from organizations like the International Society of the Performing Arts (ISPA), the American Performing Arts Presenters (APAP), and the League of Historic American Theaters (LHAT). Then we contacted state and local arts councils and agencies, working through them to collect facility directories. That exercise identified approximately 3,500 performing arts facilities in Canada and the United States that fit our definition of “theater”: a performing arts venue with multiple users and a management organization.

We have repeated the exercise for this the second edition. Here are a few highlights of the updated research:


• This time around, we identified 6,331 venues that fit our multiple-user definition. We were a bit surprised at the big jump in that number, but it’s less about new venues coming online and more about information on venues now available online.

• Nevertheless, this is probably still an incomplete list, as there are likely some facilities tucked away in various communities that we just didn’t find. Most are probably smaller or school-based facilities that are available to community-based groups on an occasional basis.

• Let’s also accept that the number of qualifying facilities is a moving target. There are new and renovated facilities coming online all the time, as well as other facilities that disappear, or at least go dormant, on a regular basis.

• Here is the breakdown of venues at different capacity levels, where capacity information was available:









	Less than 250 seats
	26%



	250–499 seats
	25%



	500–999 seats
	24%



	1,000–1,499 seats
	10%



	1,500–1,999 seats
	5%



	2,000–2,499 seats
	4%



	2,500–3,499 seats
	3%



	3,500+ seats
	2%






• Here is the age range of facilities for which that information was available:









	1800–1899
	12%



	1900–1929
	48%



	1930–1959
	29%



	1960–1989
	6%



	1990–2020
	5%







• And following are the states with the most theaters. We also show each state as a percentage of the entire list, and each state’s percentage of the total US population.
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• Note that New York and Colorado have a share of the total number of venues disproportionately higher than their share of population.



The other interesting variable is that there are many different models for the operation of performing arts facilities. They are managed by governments, the private sector, educational institutions, facility management companies, and arts organizations. For our analysis, we are interested in all of these models. Not all of our topics will be relevant to all facilities, but there is a lot of common ground. Off we go!






CHAPTER 1

The Theater Manager’s Job and the Operating Context

What does it take to run a theater, and to do it well? Or, to put it another way, what is the job description for a successful theater manager? Here are a couple of recent job postings for PAC leaders. I’ve taken out references to specific facilities. The first one is for a large nonprofit performing arts center.


The President & CEO will partner with and report to the board of directors in advancing the programs, visibility, and impact of the Center. This includes leading strategic planning and community engagement activities, overseeing marketable and meaningful programs, spearheading revenue enhancement and capitalization efforts, embracing educational and outreach activities, cultivating employee commitment and longevity, and guiding overall business operations for long-term sustainability. As both an aspirational and inspirational public leader, the President & CEO will be the organization’s primary spokesperson in clearly communicating the Center Experience, advancing its public image, and increasing brand awareness regionally and nationally. The President & CEO will identify key stakeholders, cultivate meaningful relationships, and exemplify an organizational culture embedded in collaboration and community service.

Roles and responsibilities include:


• Drive the creation of a new strategic plan and community engagement process, determine capitalization needs, and ensure a mission-based approach in achieving the overall vision.


• Explore the regional market, political landscape, and demographic trends to identify a course of action that addresses future projects and programs.

• Create collaborative alliances and partnerships that result in future services for an array of diverse and inclusive audiences.

• Welcome opportunities to celebrate programs and support educational activities.

• Embrace entrepreneurial approaches beyond traditional business models.

• Perform other strategic visioning and program oversight responsibilities as needed.

• Communicate major initiatives and serve as the organization’s primary spokesperson to the community, donors, media, political leaders, and other stakeholders.

• Collaborate with community influencers, government officials, and arts advocates in attaining beneficial community outcomes.

• Convey relevant, concise, and timely information to the board so it can fulfill both its policy and decision-making responsibilities.

• Collaborate with the Board Chair to support board members in fulfilling their governance roles and ambassador responsibilities for the organization.

• Guide and support the talents and connections of the board, inspire their involvement, and ensure strong fiscal support for the organization.

• Develop opportunities for board prospecting, cultivation, and recruitment in alignment with active participation and commitment to the organization’s mission and programs.

• Guide board member orientation, education, and engagement with appropriate committee support to maximize their commitment.


• Determine ways to celebrate the successes of individual board members and the collective board, recognizing their voluntary contribution of time and their investment in the organization’s future.

• Perform other community engagement and board governance responsibilities as needed.

• Lead the strategy for and oversee the implementation of how to best increase philanthropic annual, capital, endowment, and other financial resources.

• Increase corporate sponsorships, foundation support, and government investment in the Center.

• Oversee a marketing and communication strategy that maximizes ticket sales, rental revenues, paid tuitions, and other earned revenues.

• Ensure effective short- and long-term financial plans with accountability for accurate budget development, reporting, and monitoring.

• Advocate for arts funding and policy with elected city, county, state, and federal officials.

• Perform other revenue maximization and financial resiliency responsibilities as needed.

• Oversee, advise, and guide key executives in entertainment, operations, finance, development, marketing, and education and outreach areas.

• Recommend staffing structures, facilitate employee retention strategies, and maintain an environment where diverse individuals provide various skills, abilities, and cultural competencies to achieve common goals.

• Mentor an experienced team of professionals who deliver the high-quality experience expected by audiences and artists alike.

• Design management accountability measures that also address questions and concerns in keeping with a safe work environment.


• Embrace equity, diversity, and inclusion as a key factor in future audience development, board participation, and workforce vibrancy.

• Perform other executive leadership and mentoring responsibilities as needed.





And here is the posting for a university-based performing arts center:


The Executive Director (ED) of the Center will report directly to the University’s Chief Financial Officer, who reports directly to the President of the University. The ED will have overall responsibility for the day-to-day operations of the Center. This individual will work with University leadership on the development and implementation of strategies designed to help the Center achieve its programmatic and financial goals within an operating plan and budget formally approved by the University. The ED will maintain a high professional profile at the university, in the community, and at regional and national cultural presenting organizations, building relationships to benefit the Center and the University in terms of finances, audience development, and local, regional, and national visibility. The Executive Director will:


• Oversee all activities that impact the use and rental of the Center, maintaining an overall vision for quality programs that reflect positively on the Center’s brand.

• Cultivate relationships with various users to ensure a supportive environment that encourages their continued use of the facility.

• Partner with producers to bring a wide selection of entertainment, including Broadway touring, family, and educational programs, while collaborating with University departments and local arts organizations to create synergies and support mutual goals.

• Plan, schedule, contract, and evaluate a diverse array of programming activities.


• Develop, implement, and update a strategic plan for the Center, consistent with the University strategic plan, articulating mission, values, and goals as the foundation for program and facility development.

• Continually reinforce a business model that generates a substantial portion of the Center’s revenue from operating as an effective presenter and landlord.

• Act as the public face and voice of the Center, providing leadership locally, regionally, and nationally in the broader arts and cultural community on behalf of the Center and the University.

• Develop substantial ties to the university and other leaders in the community.

• Advocate for and engage with the regional arts and culture community, identifying opportunities for collaboration and partnership while cultivating and maintaining strong working relationships with faculty and university departments, with the goal of increasing campus and community involvement.

• Devise and execute strategies to identify stakeholders and define how key messages will be delivered in order to maximize visibility, brand, and broader and deeper community participation in the Center’s programs.

• Lead the day-to-day operations of the Center to ensure audiences, artists, donors, volunteers, staff, vendors, partners, and other stakeholders have an exceptional experience every time they interact with the organization.

• Carefully manage the Center’s growth and financial resources in order to protect its stability and maintain an ongoing balanced budget.

• Create a positive and rewarding work environment in order to attract and retain skilled employees.

• Facilitate programs and activities to meaningfully engage and recognize volunteers.


• Ensure a focus on facility and equipment maintenance and improvement, safety management, environmental policy, and contractual compliance.

• Confirm that organizational policies, systems, controls, and procedures are in alignment with the Center’s mission and values and are regularly reviewed for efficiency and effectiveness.



The next ED will be a diplomatic, energetic, and collaborative leader who values service to and engagement with the Center’s many university and community stakeholders. This versatile individual will be a strategic and practical thinker with an entrepreneurial instinct, strong interpersonal skills, and a passion for and sophisticated understanding of the performing arts.

Other key competencies include:


• Stakeholder Focus—The commitment to the satisfaction of patrons, resident organizations, university stakeholders, staff, donors, and volunteers, with a high value on multiple stakeholder needs.

• Leadership and Personal Accountability—The capacity to organize and motivate other people with a sense of purpose and direction while being accountable for personal and professional actions.

• Negotiation—The ability to listen to many points of view, identify and understand needs and issues, and facilitate agreements.

• Time and Priority Management—The dexterity to balance timelines and desired outcomes, effectively manage difficulties and delays, and prioritize tasks to stay on schedule.





Each of the ads goes on to suggest necessary qualifications and experience to undertake the position, which tend to include a postgraduate degree; experience in a similar position; great communications and grant-writing skills; knowledge of computers, technical theater, production, and marketing; and the ability to present a positive public image of the facility.


It’s all a little overwhelming. How could one person have all of those skills and attributes and be able to do all of those things? And how could a person ever be trained to take on such a job? Well, the answer is that there are people who are qualified and capable to undertake this work, and they have gained all sorts of skills and training from many areas of the arts and entertainment industries that have allowed them not just to survive as facility managers, but also to flourish.

The other point I’d like to make is that the job sounds a lot more complicated than it used to. Compare and contrast the two postings above with the following one, which I used in the first edition of the book in 2005:


Executive Director: An award-winning performing arts center is seeking a highly qualified arts leader to continue its growth as a major regional arts institution. The executive director oversees, directs, and assures high quality in all operations and functions of the Center, in accordance with the bylaws and reporting to the Board of Directors. The executive director will: direct a sixty-person staff; develop and administer an annual budget of $1+ million; oversee financial and legal compliance and reporting; oversee events, resource development, marketing, and grant writing; provide local and statewide leadership and advocacy for the Center; build relationships with artists, arts organizations, business, government, education, media, members, donors, and program users; and serve as chief spokesperson for the Center.



Another point worth making is that despite the increasing effort going into describing the job and defining necessary and important skills and experiences, many theaters still manage to hire the wrong person. And this tends to happen because the board or search committee often favors someone who is known to the organization and based in the community. Sometimes the local choice works out, but more often it doesn’t. Running a theater is a very complicated job, and the lack of key competencies and relevant experience can quickly lead to disaster.


COMMON ELEMENTS OF FACILITY MANAGEMENT

The language in these job postings is often a bit over-the-top, and I suppose that’s an effective way to discourage all but the most serious of candidates. But it does accurately suggest that the job has many elements that are all quite different and demanding. Let’s consider those elements that would generally be common from facility to facility.

Facility Management

The job starts with the basic responsibility that one has for a physical space, and all that that entails—the condition and maintenance of the structure and systems, a whole set of liability issues, and the need to be a good neighbor. This also includes the increasingly important work around safety and security.

Activating the Facility

The next element is activating the facility, that very challenging effort of bringing programs into the facility, generally under one of the following categories:

Presented Events

These are events purchased by the facility or an organization associated with the facility, promoted locally, and presented in the facility. There is a huge and sophisticated industry devoted to touring arts and entertainment programs that are available to facility managers. We will devote a good deal of chapter 3 to presenting and everything that it means to facility managers.

Arts organization Rentals

Theaters are often activated by local arts organizations that are themselves the producers or presenters of the work. For this kind of use, the facility establishes rental arrangements, providing access to the facility and related services for a fee. These are very important programs and are often the reason that the facilities were developed in the first place.

Education Programs

It’s important to separate education programs from other kinds of presented and rental events in a facility. Whether it’s hosting the Missoula Children’s Theater on tour, the local symphony adding a special school performance, or running a teacher-training program, the building often plays a role in developing and promoting educational programs in the community. On a practical basis, facilities recognize that educational programs are attractive to funders in both the public and private sectors. And fundamentally, education is the key for nonprofit facilities, since their incorporation as a 501(c)(3) tax-exempt organization depends on their having an educational mission.

Produced Events

These are events created by the facility itself, such as a play or a dance or an opera whose creation is driven by the same organization that manages the building. This is not universal, but we will see that more and more facilities are moving away from renting and presenting towards a more active role in the creation of the work.

Other Community Uses

Finally, there are all of those other rental events that activate the facility and help pay the bills, from corporate meetings to wedding receptions. While these events tend not to be intrinsic to the mission of the building, they are important as a means to strengthen the relationship between the building and the community while improving financial performance.

The real challenge for the theater manager is finding a balance between all of the competing needs and uses of the space. Starting in the late 1980s and early 1990s, this balancing act became a major challenge for managers of most larger performing arts centers, as communities became increasingly obsessed with the need to book Cats, Phantom of the Opera, and their offspring, often at the expense of local performing arts organizations. The frenzy has subsided somewhat, but the facility manager still faces considerable pressures on who and what gains access to the stage.

Managing Staff and Board

Once you have a building and a program, there is the need to build and maintain a staff and volunteer organization. Both halves of this equation present significant challenges to managers. The staff of a theater tends to be a committed and tight-knit group that works very hard for very little money. There is also a tremendous diversity of skills and people needed to run a theater, from the worn-out, late-night technical director to the flashy, breakfast-meeting development director. The manager has an amazing challenge: to try to bring this group together to work as a team for rewards that are less about money than they are about other kinds of personal satisfaction. Then there is the board—a group of volunteers brought together as keepers of the mission, overseers of the operation, and fundraisers. The amount of time and effort that goes into the care and feeding of the board is often a great surprise for facility managers.

Marketing and Fundraising

Next are the functions that represent the two halves of revenue generation— the earned income that comes with successful marketing, and the contributed income that comes with effective fundraising. The other common element is that both fundraising and marketing depend on detailed information about customers and prospects. And with the emergence and advancements of technologies that allow managers to capture and use information about their customers for the benefit of fundraising and audience development, the relationship will become even more important.

Community Relations

Twenty years ago, who would have thought that theater managers would have to become community relations experts? The ability to understand, reach out to, and work with other elements of a community has become a critically important part of the job. Partly, it’s a matter of survival; theater managers have come to understand that they must prove themselves to be a fundamental part of the community, not just a place where exclusive elites dress up and mingle. But it also reflects a growing awareness that what goes on in a theater can have a profoundly positive impact on a community, whether that relates to downtown revitalization, improving the quality of life for all citizens, attracting companies and workers to a community, advancing issues related to social justice and equity, or building cultural tourism. And it is the manager who is ultimately responsible for reaching out to the community and making the theater responsive to and supportive of broad community goals.

General Management

Finally, there are all of those other parts of the job, including the preparation and management of budgets, the purchasing of materials and supplies, relationships with suppliers and customers, and all of the day-to-day responsibilities that come with being the boss.


We will go into greater detail in all of the above areas in the following chapters. For now, we can certainly suggest that the job of facility manager is both complex and dynamic. And we can also suggest that successful facility managers have their own approaches to the job.

It is interesting to contrast the job description of the facility manager with that of managers of producing organizations. In producing organizations, one usually finds an artistic director to deal with the creative output of the organization, and an executive director as its administrator. One generally reports to the other, or there is an uneasy partnership reporting to the board. But for facility management, there is only one leader, and that person must take responsibility for both artistic and administrative decisions. In fact, the combination of these responsibilities may be the thing that makes this such a challenging and rewarding career. And, as we will see in following chapters, the ability to manage both sides of the organization may be the thing that sets some of our facility managers apart.

DIFFERENT OPERATING MODELS

The major reason why the job of managing facilities can be so different from building to building is that the context is often different, with different sorts of owners and operators. Theaters can be owned and operated by local government, an arm’s-length agency of government, an educational institution, a private nonprofit, or a commercial organization. And, in many cases, the owner is different from the operator. Each of these various models affects the job of the facility manager. A city-operated facility is bound to involve a lot of bureaucratic wrangling. A manager in a private nonprofit will be much more engaged in fundraising. And the manager of a campus facility may spend the majority of his or her time balancing access to facilities between teaching programs and performances.

As we suggested earlier, there is no preferred model for the ownership and operation of facilities. Different models work better in different communities and under different circumstances. Our task is to consider the job of facility manager in any form of ownership and operation. And we will take the position that the commonalities between the models outweigh the differences.


EVOLUTIONARY MANAGEMENT

It is also important to stress that the way that performing arts facilities are managed can and should change over time in response to changing circumstances and opportunities. Some facilities change operators as they grow. Other facilities switch back and forth from private- to public-sector operation as economic and political circumstances change. And in other cases, the mission of the facility changes.

The very first theater I was involved with as a volunteer was the Theatre Centre in Toronto. A group of five experimental theater companies had come together in 1979 to run a theater above a Greek discothèque. In those early days, the space was managed as a cooperative. Over the next few years, we began to separate the management of the space from the groups that used it. We built a separate board and pushed the organization towards a role of attracting and incubating new groups as the original ones matured and moved on to their own spaces. Forty years later, the Theatre Centre is still at it. It has moved eight times over the years, but still acts as a home for a series of emerging producing companies. Over those years, the form and mission of the operating organization has swung back and forth, pendulum-like, from a skeleton staff that serves a set of specific users to a larger and more proactive organization that encourages and supports a much broader group, creating an identity that transcends the specific users. Along the way, the organization has succeeded in supporting and nurturing dozens of organizations from an emerging level to an adolescent one, at which point they can be gently pushed out of the nest.

FACILITY MANAGEMENT COMPANIES

I mentioned in the introduction that one of ways that facilities are managed is through contracting a facility management company. There are several companies around the country that are hired, usually by local government, to manage performing arts centers. One example is Professional Facilities Management (PFM), based in Providence, Rhode Island. This is an interesting company, a for-profit subsidiary of the nonprofit organization that manages Providence’s performing arts center. Norbert Mongeon is CFO of PFM, and has played a significant role in building the enterprise. Here he describes how and why it works:


Most of the management crew has been with Providence Performing Arts Center since 1983. By 1989 we were looking for opportunities to take our skills and apply them elsewhere. So we launched a management company, and started doing work in Lowell and Springfield, Massachusetts. Then we branched off in 1991 to Fort Myers, Florida, and 1993 to Coral Springs, Florida, and then in 1996 to Skokie, North Chicago, Illinois. In 2004, based on a lead we received from a certain industry consultant, we pursued a management account in North Carolina with the Nederlander Organization out of NYC. The eventual outcome was the Durham Performing Arts Center, which opened in 2008 and has become one of the most successful theaters in the country, winning numerous industry awards. In 2008, we also added another Providence-based facility, the Veterans Memorial Auditorium, to our managed theaters.

These days, we manage six theaters, promote in one arena, co-promote Broadway in three separate markets (Waterbury, CT, Worcester, MA, and Kalamazoo, MI), and consult on programing in Aspen, Colorado. Our newest endeavor is a Broadway Co-Presenting agreement with the Steven Tanger Center for the Performing Arts in Greensboro, North Carolina, another collaboration with the NYC-based Nederlander Group. The new Tanger Center is scheduled to open in the spring of 2020 with the Broadway hit Wicked.

Our usual approach is that we come in and offer to take the “headache” of running a facility away from local government. So we are entirely responsible for the building. We get some sort of a subsidy and a management fee, and, if we’re profitable, we split the bottom line with the entity that owns the facility.

It works because these entities don’t really want to be in the business of running a theater. I think they are relieved to be able to hand off a facility to someone else who can deal with the things that come along with it—not just facility maintenance. It is a unique business, and it is not something that municipal entities deal with well. It also requires more wheeling and dealing than municipal entities are used to, or in many cases have the flexibility to be able to accomplish. Assuming the entity that is running it is successful, it is win-win for most public entities. Our contracts have extended over decades, so we must be doing something right.

Facility management companies are interesting and are sometimes a good option for facility owners. But we do not believe that they are about to dominate this sector and, in any event, they face the same challenges as other types of facility managers. So, from this point on, we’ll consider facility management skills, challenges, and practices from the perspective of the individual manager or leader in a performing arts facility, whether he’s working for government, a nonprofit, a college, or a facility management enterprise.

THE SCALE OF OPERATIONS

As noted in the introduction, there are performing arts facilities of vastly different shapes and sizes. We often think first of the multi-hall performing arts center, but there are a number of very successful one-room centers managed by very small organizations. One great example is the Astor Theatre, a 102-year-old theater of 358 seats in the town of Liverpool, Nova Scotia (population 30,000). The Astor is a successful hall, with local renters, a presenting program, school programs, an annual theater festival, and weekly film screenings. The hall is managed by a full-time staff of one, serving as manager, marketer, technical director, and fundraiser. We met Chris Ball in 2004, and he described himself as: “the guy selling you the ticket, and then running back around and taking it from you.” Here he explains how he arrived in this position:

I was working at the paper mill, and got disenchanted with my job and quit. I started volunteering my time here at the theater, and when the position came up, the board of directors knew I had the interest and asked me if I wanted the job. I took it, and gave myself a crash course on the arts. The hardest part was that I had no concept of how to book a show. I had no concept of dealing with agents and managers. I knew absolutely nothing walking in the door.

Now, I should say that the theater at that point was in such bad shape that anything I could do would have been an improvement. It was about a month away from closing when I started, as it was severely in debt. The managers had lost interest, the board of directors had sort of lost interest, and I didn’t know what I was getting myself into. Since I had no other job waiting for me, I decided I wasn’t going to let it close. And actually I think it was kind of a benefit not having any kind of an arts background because I invented everything as I went along. I found out what worked and what didn’t and created my own way of running the theater, and it seems to have worked.

At the other end of the spectrum, at least in Canada, is the National Arts Centre in Ottawa, a huge complex with performance halls ranging from a 2,300-seat multipurpose hall to a 175-seat black box theater. The organization includes its own orchestra, a dance company, English- and French-language theater companies, and educational programs. And then add to that its mandate to serve a national constituency! Recently retired president and CEO Peter Herrndorf described his job as follows:

We are national in character. I think it’s exhilarating, but it adds a level of complexity to the task. I’ll give you a case in point. Last year we did the first Canadian production of Copenhagen. It was a collaboration between the National Arts Centre and the Neptune Theater in Halifax. So we presented the show in Halifax, we presented the show here in Ottawa, and then transferred it six months later to a commercial theater in Toronto. So that gives you an idea of the range of things we will do. We will commission material, we produce, we co-produce, we present, we transfer; we do all of it. We are an organization that has a great many creative and entrepreneurial balls in the air all the time.

The differences between the Astor and the National Arts Centre are vast. But they are still both in the business of selling tickets, soliciting support, and caring for facilities.

MULTIPLE FACILITIES

One of the recent trends is that managers are being required to manage multiple facilities in a community. Steve Loftin is the president and executive director of the Cincinnati Arts Association, which runs three separate buildings in Cincinnati, Ohio: Cincinnati Music Hall, Memorial Hall, and the Aronoff Center for the Arts. Loftin says that the management merger of those three facilities came about during the early 1990s, when plans were under way for what would become the Aronoff Center. The 125-year-old Music Hall had been run by a separate nonprofit corporation, and the group of people interested in building a new performing arts facility decided it would be in the best interest of Music Hall and the new facility to merge administrative efforts. They formed a joint organization to assure that the new hall would not jeopardize the Music Hall in programming or fundraising.

The management of that joint nonprofit established parallel priorities for both facilities, and as new staff came online, they were given administrative responsibilities for both halls, including marketing, fiscal management, and organizational administration. “It was clear that there would be some cost-saving opportunities for some things that could be combined, as well as broadened opportunities for facilities rentals when you could market more than one facility,” says Loftin.

The Aronoff Center for the Arts in downtown Cincinnati opened in October of 1995 with a full administration and operations staff, and both halls have been managed since then under a joint organization. During that process, Memorial Hall was also brought under the joint management with Music Hall and the Aronoff Center. Memorial Hall is an historic theater that had fallen into disrepair, so a local organization decided to oversee its cosmetic renovation and then find an operator. Joining the management structure already in place for the other two facilities was an easy choice, since Memorial Hall was not as sophisticated a facility as the other two, but it filled an important niche in the city’s performing arts venue inventory. Loftin believes this kind of multiple-facility merger makes sense:

I’m sure there are exceptions, but it is so difficult in any environment for a single performing arts entity to succeed. You have to make ends meet from a physical standpoint, but there is never enough fundraising, there is too much expense, and there is never enough manpower. Hall management always requires a lot of pieces, including presenting, rentals, resident companies, concessions, merchandise, and ticketing. It is all of those things combined, and any one of them is vital to the final solution of how to run a building. When you collaborate among various facilities, there is an incremental savings and an incremental increase in efficiency. Joining two halls under one management umbrella may not be fully half as expensive, but they are certainly not as expensive as one plus one. Moreover, I think that community leaders are looking for collaborators—people making the most efficient use of resources— and if you can have one less accountant, one less marketing person, and one less operations manager in the whole scheme of things, then the money saved can be spent on the upkeep of the facilities, programs, or user subsidies.

Rae Ackerman, who worked for the city of Vancouver as their manager of civic theaters, was responsible for the 2,929-seat Queen Elizabeth, the 2,780-seat historic Orpheum, and the 668-seat Vancouver Playhouse. As he says, this combination of facilities is a good thing:

If you’ve only got one building you are stuck, but with three buildings you’ve got some flexibility. We have open dates in different buildings. If someone comes along, she can come to us and say, I need a big theater. Well, I’ve got two. What night is your show? We can look at either theater. We don’t have a date here, but we have a date there, so we can move stuff around that way. That’s a lot more interesting. When this organization added the Orpheum, it did not add any staff. We could add another theater now and all we would need is another stage door person, maybe a couple of stage technicians. Once you have the infrastructure to run one theater, it doesn’t make a lot of difference to add two or three or four more.

IT WAS NOT ALWAYS THUS

Thirty years ago, the job of running a performing arts center was very different and much simpler than the one we’ve started to describe. Facilities usually survived with a small operations staff and a manager principally concerned with booking rentals. What has happened?



• Local arts audiences want to see the best shows and artists in the world, requiring facility managers to become much more adept at picking and promoting touring entertainment.

• Performing arts facilities face intense competition from other activities competing for shrinking leisure time, requiring facility managers to market their programs in a much more aggressive and targeted fashion.

• Performing arts facilities are much more expensive to build and operate, raising the stakes of the enterprise.

• Public- and private-sector funders are much more focused on measuring and evaluating the their return on investment (ROI) in facilities. Though it is hard to quantify an ROI in traditional terms, venues must express a value proposition and demonstrate ongoing positive impacts.

• Communities that support performing arts facilities now do so with the expectation that these facilities will contribute to the life and prospects of the community on an ongoing basis.



What all of this means is that we are describing a kind of job that did not really exist thirty years ago. So, part of our challenge is to imagine what the job might be like thirty years hence. In the following chapters, we will examine the increasing complexity of facility management and how it might develop in the future.






CHAPTER 2

Facility operations

Performing arts facilities are large, complex, and potentially dangerous places of public assembly. In addition, they are often grand and architecturally significant showplaces in the community, seen as a point of pride and a community gathering place. So the job of facility manager starts with responsibility for the physical care and maintenance of a structure, and the safety of those who come through its doors.

In this chapter we will address how performing arts facilities are operated, maintained, and secured. Let’s split the discussion (as we often split the building) into two elements: what happens in front of the stage (front-of-house operations) and what happens onstage and backstage (backstage operations). We’ll also address the issue of capital planning and then hear some opinions on what’s coming in the area of technological innovations and performance equipment.

FRONT-OF-HOUSE OPERATIONS

There are several key elements to front-of-house operations. They are public safety; the management of the box office, ushers, and house staff; food service; and the physical maintenance of public areas.

As an introduction to this discussion, let me relate the experience of the New York Philharmonic in Avery Fisher Hall (now Geffen Hall). The Philharmonic, one of the great orchestras in the world, is a rent-paying tenant of the Hall, which is managed by Lincoln Center, Inc. The orchestra has always had a contentious relationship with the building and building management. There have been well-publicized complaints about the acoustics of the hall and repeated attempts to correct these problems. Some years ago, after almost forty years in the building, it was clear that physical improvements were required. Thus, improvements to the Hall were budgeted to be a part of the Lincoln Center Redevelopment Plan. Internally, members of the Philharmonic staff and board began discussions about how they might approach the redevelopment project as an opportunity to redefine their relationship with the building.

It was in that context that we were hired by the Philharmonic to analyze the operational and financial aspects of taking over the operation of the Hall. It was a very interesting assignment, as it allowed us to consider how a more dominant role in the facility might affect the operating budget, as well as the fundraising demands on the organization. But the most interesting and revealing part of the work was our consideration of how the Philharmonic, as manager of the building, might affect the quality of its customers’ experience when attending a concert.

To address that issue, we assessed the quality of house operations, the box office, the physical maintenance of the space, and food service in the building. And we compared it to the operations of other large halls. We determined that while the building was operated in a satisfactory manner, there were shortcomings and compromises that affected the quality of the experience of Philharmonic patrons. The training and dress of ushers was inconsistent and a bit sloppy. The box office staff was generally overburdened and somewhat prickly. Food service (concessions and the restaurant) could have been more abundant and better quality. And the basic appearance of public areas and the state of repair in areas like public restrooms was not what it could be. It could not be said that Lincoln Center was being negligent in any way. They were simply managing scarce resources (human and financial) as best they could. And we could not say with any certainty that the Philharmonic could suddenly step in and achieve a higher level of customer service for the same amount of money. But it was clear that the Philharmonic could take on these responsibilities and upgrade the experience of customers through better service, and that there would most likely be a positive financial return to the organization as ticket sales rose, renewal rates improved, and donations grew along with the level of patron satisfaction.

The recruitment, training, and management of staff is at the heart of these customer satisfaction issues, affecting the level of public safety, box office operations, house staff, and food service. For some facilities, the big question is the extent to which volunteers can be employed in these areas and still provide a high level of service. From our research and observations in a number of facilities, the issue is not whether the staff is paid or volunteer, but how well they are trained and managed in the areas of safety and customer service. We will come back to these issues in chapter 9.


Another interesting debate in performing arts facilities is the question of providing more and better food service for patrons to enhance their experience and potentially contribute to the financial operation of facilities. Having a meal, drink, or dessert before or after a performance is often seen as an intrinsic part of the experience. And as we will review in chapter 12, food-based activities can have positive economic impacts on the community.

For facility managers, the question is how much of this food service should be inside and managed by the building, as opposed to outside or contracted to another operator. Most of the facilities we’ve observed and managers we’ve interviewed have stressed the importance of high-quality concessions and the inclusion of catering facilities in the building. Philip Morris, president of Proctors, says:

After the renovation, we reopened with an outside contractor to run food and beverage (F&B). This was a disaster, mostly because the service was uneven. So we eventually bought out their contract and took over these operations. We like having all staff governed by one set of policies, and we can quickly fix any quality or service problems that arise. For catered events, there is an exclusive caterer for our one main event space. But for other spaces there are a range of options. We even self-cater some smaller events (up to 150 people) out of our café, which is open every day from 8AM until 8PM or end of show.

This question of inside or outside operations is important. Bruce MacPherson, who runs the Eisemann Center in Richardson, has a good outside contractor:

We are not functioning the way most PACs operate when it comes to F&B.
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