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Summary
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The Petaluma City Ballet is a nonprofit organization with a website, maintained by a volunteer, and two unused Facebook pages. I think the Ballet can benefit from expanding its use of the Social Web, including Twitter, a blog and online payments for donations and tickets. The benefits will arise principally from improving communication with interested parties, from providing those parties with an online venue for collaboration related to the Ballet, and from opening a new channel for financial contributors. We present here one way the Ballet can deploy a more vigorous presence on the Social Web, with rationale and measurements of its effectiveness.

The Ballet’s strengths include the dedication of the board, association with the commercial Petaluma School of Ballet, access to roughly two hundred local dancers of varying ages and expertise including about 20 talented dancers invited to join the company, and significant community interest. Weaknesses include a shortage of talented male dancers. Threats include possible declines of contributions due to local economic doldrums. Opportunities include enhanced communication with the local community via the Social Web.

The Social Web, also known as Social Media, Social Networking, Web 2.0 and other names, are a use of the Internet which opens a form of communication not available ten years ago (Shuen, 2008). The Ballet can leverage this form of communication to understand patrons better, to inform them and to provide them with better service. The patrons can use the Ballet’s Social Web presence to enhance their sense of community by sharing information with each other. These communications can result in more active community participation in the Ballet, with corresponding increases in levels of giving.

Background

Community Profile

People interested in the Ballet generally include local children, their parents and friends. They also include people interested, as spectators, in the art of dance as a cultural value. They want to encourage interest among the children in the fine arts, with emphasis on dance. They want to provide a development path for local talent, and performances for the benefit of the community. Local businesses among the patrons want to be seen by their customers as interested in and supporting the children and the arts in the community, so that the business will be well regarded. These interested people want skilled and talented dance instruction for their children. They want local dance productions of high caliber. They want opportunities for the children to perform.

(Photo: Ballet Guild of Ithaca, 2010)

Competitive Profile

[image: image3.jpg]



The Ballet competes with other arts organizations in Petaluma and the county. More generally, the Ballet competes with numerous other nonprofit organizations for charitable contributions.

Company Profile

The Ballet was founded in 1981. Artistic directors Ann Derby and Zoura O’Neill both have extensive careers in ballet, dance, theatre, choreography and teaching. The Ballet has a board of directors and a small volunteer staff. A volunteer maintains the Ballet’s website http://www.petalumacityballet.org/.

The Ballet uses the City of Rohnert Park’s Dorothy Rohnert Spreckels Performing Arts Center and a modern, capacious theatre at Sonoma State University for its annual performance of the Nutcracker and other performances. For the Nutcracker, the Ballet hires several male dancers, which is the most significant cost for the Ballet.

The Ballet sends dancers to regional and national festivals and performances.

Pricing and Revenues

The Ballet seeks donations at several sustaining patronage levels. The Ballet sells tickets to the Nutcracker and to several other productions each year, at several price tiers. An annual benefit golf tournament provides some funding. Local businesses contribute advertising for programs and some merchandise for benefit auctions.

The Ballet accepts requests for tickets online, but not payments at this time.

Summary of Reviews

I found no online reviews of the Petaluma City Ballet.

The Social Web

The number of Facebook users reached 500 million in June 2010, doubling since June 2009. More than half of American Internet users between 18 and 45, and 30 percent of boomers under 65, use a social networking site such as Facebook, MySpace, Twitter or blogs. They spend an average of 6 hours per month on these sites, up from about 4 hours a year earlier, and 85% of that time is on Facebook. They spend an additional 4 hours per month on online games, and 3 hours watching online videos. (San Jose Mercury News, 2010).

The Pew Research Center reported in February 2010 on generational differences. 75% of Millenials (ages 18-28), 50% of GenXers (ages 29 to 44), 30% of Boomers (ages 45 to 63) and 6% of Silents (ages 64+) have established a Facebook profile. In roughly the same proportions, the generations use portable devices and phones to connect frequently to the Internet. Two-thirds of all social networking users visit their sites “every few days” or more frequently. 

(Photo: San Francisco Ballet, 2010)

Social networking sites enable people to find others with common interests. They share news, messages, pictures, video, audio, ideas, activities and friends online. Conveniently, they need not be present online simultaneously to exchange communications. Their cost in time and money is very low, compared with paper. (Shuen, 2008). 
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Despite the abundant hype surrounding the Social Web, we can’t know whether future generations will consider it a transformative invention. We can’t know if they will consider it comparable to the telephone, the airplane, the automobile or the Internet. However, the Social Web does have wide acceptance. It offers opportunities for nonprofit organizations to communicate with their constituencies.

Using the Social Web, the Ballet can enhance its current online presence to cultivate a vigorous center of interest and attract a larger interested group. The Ballet can use this center to better understand the desires of the group members and to address those desires with information and activities. The Social Web can magnify some communications. For example, when a person reads on Twitter an announcement of a Ballet performance, she or he can tell all his followers and Facebook friends with two mouse clicks. If each person has an average of 20 followers, it’s possible that hundreds or thousands of people could see the message within 24 hours. 

Proposal

Maintain the existing website and keep it up to date as an online brochure for the Ballet. Use Twitter and Facebook to drive traffic to a blog. Make the blog the center of activity, with articles, announcements, calendar, conversations and perhaps some video clips. Link the blog to the website for information that changes infrequently. Echo blog postings to the Facebook page and Twitter. Use email for administration of these sites. After gaining some experience with the Social Web, consider revision of strategy or expansion. 

The Blog

The blog will be the center of the online social presence. Make it fun! Make the blog the online equivalent of a ballet study center combined with a continuous celebration. Have pages for announcements of events and productions, for selling tickets, for accepting financial contributions, for selling Ballet sweatshirts, for discussions, for how-to and historical articles, for photo galleries and video clips. Establish a tempo to arouse and hold your followers’ expectations by posting something new every week.

(Photo: Atlanta Ballet, 2010)

Facebook
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Facebook will be the online equivalent of meeting friends on the public street. Use short conversations, provide cheerful quick answers, link to the blog, and invite visits to the blog.

The Petaluma City Ballet has a Facebook page with two entries posted, the most recent dated February 12, 2010. Expand the use of this resource. 

Ballet companies with presence on Facebook include Oklahoma City Ballet, American Ballet Theatre, New York City Ballet, Australian Ballet, San Francisco Ballet and many others.

Twitter

Use Twitter for 140-character announcements with links to the blog. 

Ballet companies with presence on Twitter include @balletblack (Ballet Black, London, UK), @HoustonBallet (Houston Ballet, Houston, TX), @CincyBallet (Cincinnati Ballet, Cincinnati, OH), @ColoradoBallet (Colorado Ballet, Denver, CO), @BostonBallet (Boston Ballet, Boston, MA), @joffreyballet (Joffrey Ballet, Chicago, IL), @nycballet (New York City Ballet, New York, NY), @sfballet (San Francisco Ballet, San Francisco, CA) and others.

Email

An email address is the fundamental identity token on the web. Use the email address to establish the blog and the Twitter profile. Optionally, receive messages on all manner of topics from people who prefer to use email, but where you can, guide conversations of general interest to the blog.

Google Analytics

Use Google Analytics to measure how many users visit the blog, what pages they look at, and how long they linger.

Possible expansions or revisions

With experience, the Ballet may want to expand the online presence, to send out invitations to events with RSVP via eVite.com, to collect photos on Flickr.com, or other possibilities, all linked to the blog. 

(Photo: Oklahoma City Ballet, 2010)

Benefits
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Better communications, and communications with people otherwise not reached, can increase financial contributions by 10% or more, and increase attendance at events and productions. Over the long term, suitable blog articles may encourage and produce more participation by young males.

Staffing

The person who currently manages the website will be able to set up and maintain the blog with little difficulty. Because the blog and Facebook involve a continuing conversation with followers, identify two additional interested people to post articles and to respond to followers’ comments. Contemplate spending a total of two staff-hours per week, including about one staff-hour per week, probably distributed over several days, checking for and responding to messages, plus an additional staff-hour each week writing and posting a short article for the blog. 

The setup will also require some time. Ideally, the same staffers that will work it daily will also set it up. Estimate: 40 staff-hours. Allow three or four weeks of elapsed time for setup, though it may be ready for use rather earlier than that.
Costs

The new costs are the time spent by those staffing the effort. With the existing website, there are no new cash costs.

The Ballet has an existing website. At no additional cost, using free Wordpress software, the Ballet can add the blog to the same hosting service for the blog. 

A Facebook profile exists and will cost nothing.

A Twitter company profile will cost nothing.

Email accounts will cost nothing.

Google Analytics will cost nothing.

We assume the website is managed from an existing computer using an Internet service. If not, the estimated cost of computer suitable for managing the blog and profiles is about $500, and the estimated cost of broadband Internet service is less than $35 per month.

(Photo: Ballet Guild of Ithaca, 2010)

Measuring results
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Measuring performance will be indispensible to understanding and improving the effectiveness of using the Social Web. The principal benefit envisioned is increased financial contributions and ticket sales. The principal cost is staff time.  Measures provide valuable guidance for managerial judgment and decisions. 

Start with a baseline history of monthly contributions and sales for the last several years. Adjust for seasonal variations. Make a forecast. As use of the Social Web begins, continue measuring monthly. Compare the actual figures with the adjusted projection. Does the Social Web explain the differences?

Of course, many influences affect contributions and sales. Expect that these figures won’t tell the full story regarding Social Web performance.

Count the number of respondents to the announcement of a production or event on the Social Web. For example, at a performance, offer followers a free beverage, if they present a coupon printed from the blog. In that case, count the number of coupons collected.

Examine usage activity with Google Analytics. Count

1. Number of page views

2. Number of visitors

3. Average duration of a visit

Other indicators include the number of comments left on the blog page and on the Facebook page, the number of friends or fans on Facebook and the number of Twitter followers. 

By considering these collateral measures as well as the contributions and sales statistics, the Ballet can get an understanding of the effectiveness of the Social Web presence.

Measuring the amount of time staff spend writing and administering the Social Web presence will measure the principal cost.

(Photo: Costas, 1980)
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