
Welcome to the ABA Summit Coming Back Stronger pre-work materials for week 1.  We’re providing these 
materials in a few formats to help you learn the necessary information with flexibility to do it on your own 
time.  This web-embedded version will auto-play the videos and provide the notes in easy reading format.  
Any technical issues or concerns?  Email memberservices@advisoryarts.com.  
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These are the pre-work materials for week 1.  We’ll dive a bit deeper into the concept of shared values in the 
arts and talk about our audience loyalty data.



As many of you heard in our kickoff session, the key question we address with the research is this.



We will go through four sections in this pre-work.  The first is looking more deeply into the question of 
audience defection risk in the pandemic.  In the second, we look into the relative value of emotional 
connection, versus other strategies we can take during the shutdown.  In the third, we look closely at what 
potent emotional connections look like.  In the last, we spend more time on the concept of shared values 
and how the strategy applies in the arts.



This page shows attendance on the Y axis and time on the X axis. We’ve estimated the length of the 
closure/social distancing period in the middle but of course we can only estimate.

More important are the blue lines. First, you’ll see the line slightly sloping down from the left from before 
2017. This represents the long-term decline in audiences, particularly subscribers. There are exceptions to 
this - most notably in theater and particularly musical theater - but the trend is generally pretty 
consistent. So we were starting with a kind of long, slow decline that meant on average we were chasing 
single ticket buyers to fill our halls.

Even if that’s not the situation you were facing, the risks on the right likely apply. First, we have the risk of a 
lot of people developing new habits and not returning at all. We assume these are from our more casual 
audiences or occasional attenders - people more easily pulled away with changing financial circumstances or 
new forms of entertainment. The question is not whether there will be a drop, but how large it will be.

The second risk is related to more loyal audiences. How much have we been able to help them maintain 
their passion during the shutdown? Will the decline in subscriptions start a steeper downward slide? The 
last downturn in 2009 in particular was not kind to subscriptions.

These two risks are why we are talking about return of audiences -now-.



This data from SMU DataArts shows the overall decline in subscriptions – the teal line on the bottom – and 
how the 2008-2009 recession impacted subscriptions and single tickets.  This gives us enough reason for 
concern.



However, we can expect this one to be worse.  When there is a full disruption – people break habits, the 
impact is larger than just slowing of consumption.  Here we see what happened to the airline industry after 
9/11.  And McKinsey’s estimates of the impact on the hotel industry (on the right) shows a similarly dire 
situation – especially for those considered on the highest end, or luxury goods.



At the highest level, one big difference between the economic downturn of 2009 and this pandemic is 
that, in the past, we rarely needed to completely shut down. I know our friends at Houston Grand Opera 
on the line have hard-earned experience with recovering from a shut down - -but one of their biggest 
priorities at the time was finding a way to continue performances, and they even rented space in the 
convention center to make sure the show could go on. Now we’re going anywhere from 9 months to 18 
months without large scale audiences. What might that do?

Here we show a few examples of how habit disruptions impacted visitor recovery in other industries. You 
can see a wide range - from 2 years for the French terror attacks of 2015 to 12 for major league baseball 
strikes and New Orleans after the Katrina Hurricane and flooding - but either way we are measuring it in 
years.

We have a few questions that psychologists ask when looking at habit forming, and habit disruption, on the 
right.

If a habit was strong and triggered by a particular context - like your morning coffee before you sit at your 
desk — then you are likely to return to it even after disruptions. On the other hand, if a new behavior is 
more frequent or rigid, then it is more likely to replace the old one. So we can imagine those who used to 
go to the theater a few times a month, now have outdoor dinners with a small group of friends and that 
turns into a stronger ritual or habit.

With the explosion of digital entertainment, we know there are many substitutes for the casual consumer of 
the arts.



Here we show a representation of our audience levels of loyalty - the closer to the center, the more 
attached the individual is to your organization. On the outside we have occasional ticket buyers and lapsed 
subscribers, in the middle our super-loyals and big donors.

The people in the center love us and we love them. If you look at the digital work that most arts and culture 
organizations are doing today, it’s reasonable to ask who within our audience base it’s for. Evidence 
suggests that there are a subset of people who love it. They are regular consumers, and they rate it highly.

But the outer rings - they are less likely to consumer our digital offer and more susceptible to distraction.

As an analogy, you can think about where money is spent in politics — not that it’s on my mind right now or 
anything.

Not that much is spent in places where the outcome is pretty well known. It’s spent in places where the 
election is close and on people who are on the fence.

We would suggest that super-loyals are like die-hard political partisans. The people who most love our 
digital are the ones most likely to come back to our venues on their own when the world opens. Our digital 
work is absolutely serving an important role keeping them engaged, reminding of the emotional connection 
that the feel to us.

There is a dependable core of people who are going to return with high intensity—high loyalty—after the 
pandemic. Our audience data suggest that this numbers is something like 35 or 40%. They are inclined to 



come back, and they are inclined to consume our digital content.

But it’s the next ring out of audiences, the people who aren’t subscribing or consistently donating that are 
most at risk of changing habits based on the pandemic. It would be absolutely devastating if a good chunk 
of those people never came back after the pandemic or decided to attend less and less frequently over 
time.
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In one of our Spotlight surveys, we asked arts organizations how they are determining what digital content 
to produce.  And the results show us that we may be in a bit of an echo chamber.

Most of the signals about what to create come from our most loyal audiences or our own intuition – and 
most of us are similar in character to the ‘loyals’ we serve.



Sadly, we can’t trust our audiences to know their own future behavior.  

This data comes from the Culture Track surveys done by LaPlaca Cohen, here in the US. They’ve been 
running the same survey every few years - and in 2009 they asked audiences about whether the economy 
would affect their ability to return after the financial crisis. 

You see those percentages on the left side of the charts - the left hand one is for performing arts and the 
right hand one is for visual arts but they are remarkably consistent.

LaPlaca Cohen then went back and looked at actual levels of return in 2011 and the results were 
striking. Even though 90% or more of respondents said they would be able to attend the same or more, in 
practice less than 50% actually followed through on that intent.

We just can’t trust them to come back - even if they have the best of intentions, and particularly if they’re 
not that attached to us to begin with.

If you put all the things we just talked about together — we see that we have a real concern with more 
casual audiences - what we like to call our not-yet-loyals



This chart looks again at time on the bottom axis, but this time our capacity is on the vertical axis. The 
colors are the same as the ‘bullseye’ page. Dark teal for the loyals. Light blue for the not-yet loyals.

The dotted line running across the graph shows what you told us is your average capacity for socially 
distanced venues—31%. The teal represents our loyal audiences. 

The punchline of this page is that, until we can come back in a non-socially-distanced way, our loyals are 
going to take up more than all of the in-person capacity we have to offer.

So, how long is that likely to be before we have a vaccine delivered across most of the population? Six more 
months? Nine? A year? More? In addition to the 7 plus months so far.



That answer will determine the point at which the audience curve you see on the page will start to ramp up 
dramatically.

It is only at that point that we will BEGIN to start engaging our not-yet-loyals meaningfully.

We put a big question mark on that light blue box because that is the big question on our plates. After 
another 6-9 months away from us, might that group find other things to do with its time?



In the middle of the page you see the tools we are using right now to engage audiences: digital content, 
limited in-person… likely outdoor concerts, community engagement and virtual education initiatives.

On the left, we have our loyal audiences. Generally, they feel attached our genre, and they feel attached 
to us as a steward of the genre.

Quick story... Many of you will know that in England, the Arts Council of England is the major funding 
body for the arts. It requires arts organizations to query arts audiences about their experience using a 
standard survey. One of the questions for OPERA attendees is - “opera is an important part of who I 
am.” For repeat bookers, that number is over 30%.  A third of their repeat audiences think of opera as a 
part of their identity. To a great extent, that’s who we’re talking about here on the left, but now, let’s look 
on the right. These are the ‘not-yet-loyals’. That’s not a bad thing, they’re just not living and breathing for 
us. And they are not as turned on by our pandemic offerings.

You’re not going to be able to hand-sanitize your way to brining these people back. We need something 
more to pull these not-yet-loyal audiences to us.





The data source on the left many of you are familiar with. Several of you participated in this survey, and we 
have already mined it for insights in our summer series on digital. 

For those who are new to ABA, this data source comes from over 100,000 people - ABA members 
generously gave their audience lists to us and 5,000 people filled out our lengthy survey. 

We’ll only be talking about a small portion of the data here — we’ll get into it some more with next week’s 
sessions. But even with that, we won’t be done talking about it. Anyone who wants to get into the details 
of this data with me, I’d be happy to schedule time after the summit to talk in detail about what we’ve 
learned now that we’ve pored through it.

But as we were preparing for the summit and asking the question of what we can do to encourage audiences 
to return post-shutdown, we realized we had a source of data that would be incredibly helpful for these 
purposes, from our sister company Corporate Executive Board (now known as Gartner). CEB did a 
similarly monumental study of loyalty in consumer brands. What we are talking about, fundamentally, is 
increasing loyalty — and it turns out there are a lot of lessons to be learned from brands.



At the highest level, the survey tested what drives loyalty. Loyalty was defined by a combination of factors 
like intent to repurchase, willingness to recommend, price premium willing to pay, satisfaction and self-
identified loyalty. And we analyzed the data to see what actually had the power to drive higher loyalty.

The box in the middle of the page says it best - the biggest driver of loyalty for consumer brands is their 
emotional differentiation. That’s in contrast to the smaller bars to the right - their functional differentiation 
or functional concentration. It’s bigger even than being part of someone’s routine.

None of this means that functional traits don’t matter. You can see they are significant and meaningful 
here. Nike has to make shoes that fit and perform well. But emotional connection offers more horsepower 
to drive loyalty.

I mean, this passes the gut-check test, right? We know that people make purchases based on emotional 
factors and justify them based on rational considerations.



Let’s talk about what we mean by functional and emotional differentiation. An iPhone’s functional 
differentiation might be that it has a great camera, or better apps, or iMessage that lets you chat with 
people who don’t have phones.

Functional concentration is the ability to focus your resources on perfecting one or two functional 
attributes that are especially important—and differentiating—for a particular segment of customers you 
care about. Compared to other phones, iPhones are really good at ease of use, for example. They just kind 
of naturally connect with other things you want them to connect with. My parents can figure it out.

So what’s the emotional part for iPhones. Well, the biggest one is that it feels cool. When Steve Jobs was 
battling it out with Bill Gates over dominate operating systems in the mid-90s, and he said, “The problem 
with Microsoft is they have no TASTE.” That was a gig deal to him. iPhones have style, and that’s a big part 
of their emotional appeal.

Consumer brands have quantitatively proved the importance of emotional connection, and they have spent 
years cranking it up. They spend a lot more time creating emotional connection with their customers than 
arts and culture organizations do. After all, when is the last time that you learned something about the 
features of a shoe from a Nike ad?



So what is a ‘functional’ or ‘emotional’ attribute of the arts?

Here the features of the hall and content are what we would call functional.  The performers, the piece, the 
ease of access.  Even the technical details of the accomplishment.

Don’t get me wrong, excellent performance gives you emotion.  But the product is a performance, and so 
when you talk about the performance features, those are functional.

On the other hand, emotional attributes are at a level above the performance, they are about the memories 
or emotional impact of the performance itself.  Perhaps you learned something, or felt good because you 
supported the community, or created a memory that you’ll reflect on with your family.  All of these are the 
emotional attributes of the arts.



CEB research on loyalty happened to be conducted at the time of the last global economic downturn.  And 
they found that during economic downturns, consumers are even more influenced by emotional connection 
and less influenced by functional differences.  In other words, emotional connection matters even more 
during economic disruption.



Here on the page you see the impact of those three categories we talked about earlier - Emotional 
Differentiation, Functional Differentiation and Functional Concentration - but we’re looking at those who 
are relatively new to the brand - the Not-Yet-Loyals - on the left, contrasted with those who are more 
loyal on the right.

The first thing you’ll see is circled on the left. Emotional differentiation is especially powerful as an early 
push to get consumers from low to moderate loyalty. It has almost three times the power of functional 
differentiation.

This makes sense too - early customers are often less able to discern the differences between brands. They 
haven’t consumed enough to appreciate the differences.

Then on the right you see that, for loyal customers, functional concentration suddenly leaps in 
importance. As consumers get to know a brand, they appreciate functional attributes and particularly the 
standout performance on one or two functional attributes that may be too subtle for newer consumers to 
appreciate—especially when those attributes are chosen in order to appeal to a customer segment they’re 
in.

We all know someone like this, right? I have a friend, Sumner, who is a big winter camper—he likes to pitch 
a tent in the snow when it’s five degrees out. A lot of the camping equipment I own sounds like the camping 
equipment he owns, but the attributes he cares about are on a different plane. I am looking for a camping 
stove can heat food… or perhaps a nearby Five Guys. He is worried about that shaving off that last half 
ounce of stove weight.



Anyway, back to the story. We now know the power of emotional connection in driving loyalty, especially 
for Not-Yet-Loyals.

On the one hand, that’s good news for us in the arts, something we are really equipped to do. I mean, we 
are arts organizations. We are maybe the most skilled emotional story-tellers in all society.

On the other hand, we’re at a really tough moment for connecting emotionally with our audiences. Our 
primary way to create emotional connection has always been the in-person experience, and no-one believes 
that our digital work has been able to conjure the same emotional response—with very rare exceptions.
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Now unfortunately, we don’t have the same perfect chart about arts audiences’ functional vs emotional 
needs, because we didn’t ask the same questions in the survey. But we have some pretty great indicators 
about the importance of emotional differentiation from our own results.

We looked into loyalty in a few different ways but the one that gave us the most reliable results about 
audience experience with the brand was your likelihood to recommend the experience to others. And the 
findings were really consistent with what we learned about brands.

You can see we made a similar waterfall chart here - talking about the relative impact on loyalty as 
measured by likelihood to recommend. 

The punchline is in the title - arts audiences reward emotional connection with loyalty. But let’s explain a 
few of these elements so you know exactly what we are talking about.

The first bar is the most important thing you can do to improve loyalty through the performance 
experience. As most of you know, we asked survey-takers to tell us their motivation for attending - they 
picked from a list of 26 different potential motivations, everything from ‘see art performed at the highest 
level’ to ‘have an entertaining escape’ or ‘be a part of something culturally significant.’

And then we asked them, for their top motivation, the extent to which it had been met. And it turns out 
that is the -most important lever- to influence loyalty.

And you can see why this is fundamentally an emotional thing. The motivations are typically expressed at a 



level above the specific performance the person came to see and had a lot of emotion connected to them -
things like, ‘be a supportive friend’ or ‘create a shared memory’ or ‘fulfill a sense of duty to the arts.’ 

Add to that first emotion the second bar here - feeling welcome. This wasn’t as large as the first bar but still 
significant. And again, really about your emotional connection to the experience.

Let’s contrast that with some of the later bars. The next two are functional attributes. The next one is really 
interesting - this is their objective rating of different performance elements - the functional aspects of the 
performance. They rated performers, the composition or play, the staging, the service of the staff, the 
value for money. We’ve combined them all here.

Admittedly we thought this bar would be a lot higher. And the real reason it isn’t became clear when we 
looked into the distribution of the data. Almost everyone gives the performers and composition a 5 out of 
5. I think this is where we were seeing the same thing we saw in the brand loyalty survey - most consumers 
are not able to distinguish functional quality - other than really big things - until they are already loyal.

This obstacles bar is really interesting. We asked people if they hit obstacles in the performance- things in 
control of the venue like parking, performer substitutions, high cost, poor amenities or inconvenient travel, 
or things more about the individual like finding companions or limited time. Turns out even adding all of 
these up, they really have a limited negative impact on likelihood to recommend. A lot of people said they 
had problems, but it just didn’t seem to have a huge impact on their loyalty. That one’s definitely worth 
unpacking in future sessions.
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If we know motivations matter in the arts, what are the most common or most important ones?

Here we show the 8 motivational segments we found.  We took all 5,000 responses to our survey and 
looked at how the different motivations cluster together.  We also looked attributes of people who had 
those motivations, including their values, so we could see the emotions behind their motivations.  We 
mathematically put everyone into one of the segments and you can see the rough distribution here.

We will be spending quite a bit more time on these motivations across the Summit – and beyond – but it is 
interesting to just stop and look at the many reasons why audiences attend, and what we might do to help 
them achieve those motivations.  Most importantly, to what extent are they there for the art versus 
something else they get through the art?





This is the same data from CEB about loyalty. In addition to understanding that emotional connection is 
the most important thing to drive loyalty, the survey showed that the highest loyalty brands own something 
called “shared values” – a higher order emotional attributes than just the emotional features of the product.  
In other words, while emotions drive loyalty, shared values drive loyalty more than other emotions.





There are levels of emotional connection you can achieve with customers. You can think of it as a pyramid 
of emotional intensity.

At the bottom of the pyramid is emotional expression of functional traits. Think of every infomercial 
you’ve ever seen. They are talking about functional aspects of the products they’re pitching, but in an 
emotional way. Think how frustrating it is when your dry fryer leaves raw spots!! And here we have 
George Foreman, who sold us all a lot of indoor grills by enthusiastically reciting functional benefits. So 
that’s level one - emotional expression of functional traits.

The next level is focusing on the emotional benefits rather than functional benefits. It’s not that your anti-
perspirant has effective ingredients. It’s that using the right anti-perspirant gives you confidence. That’s 
level 2 - connecting functional benefits to emotional benefits.

And at the top of the pyramid is connection with higher-order values above that are above the level of the 
brand. We all know of brands that manage to stand for something that’s bigger than the category they’re 
in. We’ve named this concept “shared values” — you may have heard it referred to as a ‘brand 
purpose.’ What does the brand stand for, above the level of the product category itself.

A shared value is a belief that both our organization and our customers have about a higher purpose, 
passion, or philosophy that has meaning in our lives beyond our specific genre or the arts in general.

Ben and jerry’s is about saving the planet, Volvo is about protecting your family. Their products become just 
one manifestation of that higher-order value that they share with their customers.



If you can connect with customers at that level, you are able to get higher loyalty. For those consumers, 
the brand feels like part of their identity. That’s very powerful.
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CEB research found these five characteristics of a shared value.  We will go into these in much more detail 
in week 2, but this should give a greater sense of exactly what a shared value is.  

It is emotional: in particular, it resolves an emotional tension the consumer is feeling – maybe they can’t 
live their lives the way they want.

It is higher order: it is above the category.  Nike’s shared value isn’t about the performance enhancement of 
shoes, it’s about believing in something even if it means sacrificing everything.

It is relevant: something about the current social or political environment particularly raises the importance 
here – but at the most basic level, it is something the consumer cares about.

It is credible for you to be talking about it.  Authenticity matters a lot here. It should point back to 
something you’ve genuinely embodied in the past.

Last, it is differentiated.  This means ideally it makes people think about your brand because you are 
naturally associated with this shared value.  It stems from what makes your brand unique.



You saw this video in the kickoff session – or a slightly shorter version.  Here we use it to show what a 
shared values message should include.  You can skip forward if you’ve already seen this video using the 
button on the bottom left.



Here we show how Dove’s message meets the criteria of a shared value.

The emotional tension it resolves is the fact that consumers feel unattractive and need to recognize their 
own self-worth.

It is higher order – never was there a mention of soap.

It is relevant – media beauty standards are particularly high.

It is credible – because Dove came from a history of natural products and gentle cream to help your skin, 
people think of them as a brand that helps bring out inner beauty.

IT is differentiated because the message leads back to Dove’s unique brand attributes – quality ingredients 
and at a reasonable price.



Oreo recently released this video.  They partnered with PFLAG - Parents, Families, and Friends of 
Lesbians and Gays - to create the video you see here about accepting your children no matter who they 
love.

How does this video compare to the Dove video?  Do the videos together help us understand a shared 
value?



Now we shift to thinking about implementing shared values in the arts.



Shared values is fundamentally about helping your consumer – or audience – understand the deepest 
emotional attributes of your organization, what you stand for. Some portion of your audience understands 
the art as standing for something in itself.  But for many audience members, the art is not a fundamentally 
emotional thing.  It’s not a value in and of itself.  So we need to bring them in and secure them as loyal 
customers by talking about the values you all share at a higher level.



There are two parts to shared values – you, and the audience. 

Fundamentally, shared values start with you.  You need to examine your unique gift to the world, that you 
happen to show through performances or exhibitions.  This requires a look back at your origin story, your 
distinctive value.  By the way, this is –not- the same as strategic planning.  A shared value is a –single-
statement about what you stand for, above the level of the arts.

On the other side, you need to have an understanding of your audience too.  What values do they hold that 
may be difficult to achieve? What will speak to them in this moment?



Our research gives a hint about what audiences might value.  If you remember back to our 8 motivational 
segments, if you squint and look a level higher, you realize that for 1/3 of your audiences, they love you for 
you.  The functional is inherently emotional.  They are people who say ‘[opera] is part of who I am.”  They 
appreciate the finer functional differences in the art.  But these aren’t typically the ones where we need to 
worry about their loyalty. 



For the remaining 66%, they are looking for something further from the stage.  That means it requires 
translation to really understand how it meets that motivation.  And translation to an emotional pull.  What 
might that look like?



Here is how we might translate the same emotional pyramid we discussed earlier, to the arts.

At the level of functional benefit you have real excitement about the performance itself.

One level higher than that is to talk about the emotional benefit of the art itself.  We have an example here 
from Utah Symphony and next week will be talking about exactly how they do that.

The highest level is connecting to beliefs.  Here we have an example from Ballet Austin.  They learned 
through their Wallace grant about the emotional connections their audiences have – at the social, 
kinesthetic levels.  So they combined those into a single message: “be well” and provide content under that 
umbrella. They offer videos about health, exercise and mental wellness, all aligned under categories of 
wellness. Simply aligning your work under a single emotional umbrella will have impact on your audience 
loyalty.



You can see here how Ballet Austin’s “be well” message and accompanying activities meet the definition of 
shared values.



And shared values are not just an advertising strategy.  Ballet Austin uses the Be Well message to offer 
community support, digital content to help keep you healthy and free or low-cost resources to support the 
value.



Shared values are not the same thing as your vision, mission and values, although they are related.  Here we 
show through example how they work together.  Your shared value is a belief statement about what you 
stand for.  A vision is a direction you want to head in as an organization.  The mission is the way you’ll bring 
that vision to reality, and values are the behavioral principles your people will adhere too.



We researched the many potential emotional levers you could pull for your shared values strategy, and 
found they fell into 9 categories of identity.  They are surrounded by some of the fears or anxieties cause 
emotional tension that you would resolve with your shared value.



A shared values strategy is always a powerful tool.  But it’s particularly important during these times when 
we don’t have the large, live performances to act as our emotional bond with audiences.

There are a few really simple things you can do to take advantage of this insight. Arts organizations are 
non-profits, after all - we have a purpose, and we do tons of community engagement. We need to take 
that purpose, raise it up above the level of the performance itself, and align the various communications and 
marketing activities we are already doing underneath that umbrella. Then tell audiences more about the 
community work you already do and how it supports that umbrella. 



Shared values can be as big as you are willing to commit to. If you just focus on a single shared value in your 
communications, you will get benefits (and by the way, you can still talk about other things – just try 
whenever possible to look at things through the lens of your shared value). 

However, the real opportunity is to make it bigger and become a purpose-driven organization. That’s not 
about revisiting your strategic plan or mission and values statement — it’s about making choices about what 
you stand for - above the level of the performance but more specific than ‘excellence’ or ‘joy’ - and 
starting a movement to help your audience members and all stakeholders achieve some outcome they want 
but cannot achieve. 

To do this requires consistency across your organization.  Nothing kills a shared vale like hypocrisy.



This page will be sort of a roadmap for the summit - it will show up a few times.

It looks a little confusing now, but it will become more and more clear as we go through - and it’s the visual 
overview of what we’ll accomplish together.

We’ll spend this week talking about the concept of shared values and digging into our data a little 
further. Think of that as the blue circle in the center—what would it mean to have that?

Then in week two, we talk about how to build your shared values statement. That’s the blue funnel leading 
to the shared value. What do you need to know about yourself, and what do you need to know about your 
audiences in order to find yours? We have a fun case from Utah Symphony as part of that that.

Week 3 we’ll work on bringing your shared values to life in everything you’re doing right now - in engaging 
audience, staff and community, and in your partnerships. That’s the yellow funnel. It turns out there are 
some simple things we can do right away to ramp up the emotional current on activities we’re already doing.

We’re so excited to be partnering with you at a time when it really matters. You can use this time — and 
your skills as master storytellers — to explain how your gift of the arts serves a higher purpose. Not just in 
the way we justify our education programs or community engagement — but as a way to attract people to 
our brand and help them feel truly connected to us. That’s the core concept of shared values.


