Developed by Theatre Communications Group, with funding provided by the Doris Duke Charitable Foundation, the
Audience (R)Evolution Program is designed to study, promote and support successful audience-engagement models.
Through specific case studies, the project’s goal is to tell organizations’ stories based on institutional insight, qualitative
and quantitative data, and personal perspective.

The Theater Offensive
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INTRODUCTION
This case study describes how The Theater Offensive (TTO) implemented a series of strategies designed to increase
interaction with constituents in four Boston neighborhoods. These strategies include telephone communications, social
media activity and social events for local lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender youth and young professionals.
TCG engaged AMS Planning & Research, a national arts management consulting firm, to provide research expertise for
this project. AMS gathered data by way of institutional and audience surveys, and conducted interviews with staff, board
members and artistic leadership. Interviews were conducted in April and March 2013.

CASE STUDY
TTO’s mission includes providing opportunities for expression and a safe space for lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender
individuals. The theatre aspires to continue to engage those already working with them, increase awareness of its programs,
broaden its reach and deepen its connection with its constituency. The company’s work often provokes vibrant discussion
about the realities of being lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and queer. Through neighborhood social gatherings,
workshops, performances and open discussions, The Theater Offensive transcends traditional theatre boundaries and
opens new avenues of understanding, awareness and inclusion.
The strategies shared for this case study center around direct communication with participants via personal phone calls;
using social media and creating events to engage and connect with youth; and expanding audience engagement through
gamification. The project attached to these strategies is TTO’s OUT in Your Neighborhood program, which works with
residents, businesses and organizations in four diverse Boston neighborhoods to develop work by, for and about LGBTQ
and their allies.
The specific organizational strategies discussed for this case study were:

1. Apply targeted phone banking using an audience-tracking and management database program.
2.	Use social media to engage and acquire young leaders and the next generation of audience members
through TTO Treats, a social event.
3.	Implement gamification with social media networks to encourage audience members to share
personal information.
Of the five Audience-Engagement Strategy Clusters developed as part of this overall research effort (see Research
Approach, page 11), those in alignment with TTO’s efforts were the Segment (#1, above), Relationship (#1, above) and
Content (#2 and #3, above) strategies.
As part of the research effort, TTO completed an institutional survey sharing the goals and strategies associated with
three of its audience-engagement programs. Tables detailing this information appear in the appendix to this case study.
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CAST OF CHARACTERS
The case study included interviews with the following individuals:

Abe Rybeck, Artistic Director
Adrian Budhu, Managing Director
Tina Stanton, Communications and Office Coordinator
Greg Storella, Development Associate
Pamela Bynum, board member
Nia Clark, board member
Jessica Flaherty, Director of Programs, Boston Alliance of Gay, Lesbian and Transgender Youth (BAGLY)
Cory Yarbrough, Co-Founder and Executive Director, Hispanic Gay Coalition

STRATEGIES
STRATEGY 1
Apply targeted phone banking using an audience-tracking and management
database program.
Artistic Director Abe Rybeck reported that in years past TTO had communicated with its audience by way of phone calls.
However, the theatre had abandoned this approach. With the implementation of the OUT in Your Neighborhood program
in 2009, he felt it was an opportune time to reinvigorate this effort.
The strategy used targeted phone banking to personally invite audience members to events and shows, and to get feedback
on how the theatre was doing. Rybeck mentioned that the staff returned to some of the organization’s engagement tactics
from when it was first founded in the ’80s as a “guerrilla street troupe.” TTO set out to give focused attention to individuals
who had attended past events. The staff brainstormed patron lists together based on the themes or geographic location
of an upcoming activity. The staff then divvied up the lists, and using a “soft” script, staff members called up patrons,
signaling to them about an upcoming TTO activity situated in their neighborhood that might be of potential interest.
Phone calls typically occurred a month or two before the activity took place.
Staff used a new audience-tracking and management database, DonorPro, to manage this initiative. DonorPro helped
the staff to track attendance at TTO events and was useful when they wanted to create customized patron reports for
their targeted phone banking. Individuals were tagged in the database to capture what shows they attended, when they
attended, how much they paid for tickets, their contributions and other additional data. The database strengthened TTO’s
targeted outreach and cultivation efforts.
Rybeck described the “aha moment” when he thought of making personal calls to patrons. He reported that the organization
had spent a dozen years gathering data on donors. This effort was individualized for financial contributors, so why not do
the same for audience members? The staff realized that more time and energy deserved to be spent on cultivation beyond
major/frequent contributors, breaking apart rigid distinctions between donors and audience members. From this came
the concerted effort to reach out and talk to constituents by phone.
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The original force behind this endeavor was the artistic director. The rest of the staff took a wait-and-see attitude about
the undertaking. Once he proved successful, other staff members joined the effort. At the time of the study, about half of
the staff was participating on a voluntary basis.

STRATEGY 2
Use social media to engage and acquire young leaders and the next generation
of audience members through TTO Treats, a social event.
The theatre instituted TTO Treats, a series Rybeck described as “low-pressure events that allowed individuals to feel
welcomed into the organization’s community,” to provide an avenue for youth and young professionals to connect with
the theatre. Supported in part by the TCG New Generations Grant, the program was completely organized through social
media. Activities varied but were structured to be interactive.
The events were typically held at a lounge, where a mix of youth and young professionals—both newly acquainted with
and already familiar with TTO—had the opportunity to mingle with one another and learn a little about the organization.
At the events, staff members talked about what brought them to work in the LGBTQ and theatre community. On occasion,
the events included programming that varied thematically across the year, and sometimes included open mikes featuring
spoken word artists, short performances by queer musicians and raffles. Many youth constituents worked as volunteers
at the events, providing guests additional knowledge about the organization. Development Associate Greg Storella noted
that because many young people do not have the financial resources to spend on entertainment and cultural events, TTO
offers the events free of charge.
While TTO did allocate money in its budget to support this program, much of the food and drink were donated. Donor
partnerships served to strengthen the relationships with local businesses on whose premises events took place (typically
on nights they might otherwise see little activity). Similarly, capturing contact information from newcomers on-site at TTO
events helped grow TTO’s constituency list.
The theatre’s campaign to promote the program took place daily through Twitter (hashtags) and Facebook. TTO encouraged
its staff (including “tween” staff, interns and volunteers) to join in spreading the word. Tina Stanton, Communications and
Office Coordinator, said TTO was planning to add infographics to the campaign.

STRATEGY 3
Implement gamification with social media networks to encourage audience members
to share personal information.
Managing Director Adrian Budhu gained insight into the power of this strategy while attending the TCG Audience

(R)Evolution Learning Convening in Philadelphia, PA, in early 2013. Plenary speaker Gabe Zichermann, an author
and founder of Gamification.co, described his work on gamification and the ability of games to engage people and
strengthen institutions and communities. Gamification is a strategy used to apply models and approaches of game
design to increase patron participation and giving in organizations.
Budhu notes that young audience members are increasingly connected via social media and are attracted to the sense of
community and connection those media provide. Through gamification, TTO is being creative and having fun, increasing
opportunity for interaction and, in some cases, raising money. Coming up with gamification ideas is a staff collaborative
effort. The target for gamification efforts is teens through those in their early forties.
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Budhu shared the following example of how TTO implemented the strategy. A supporter contacted TTO and said that he
was not able to make a cash donation, but offered instead to donate tickets to a Red Sox game. TTO created a contest
that encouraged supporters to make donations that would result in their names being included in a drawing. The winner
received the baseball tickets. The contest was promoted via Facebook, Twitter and email. In a two-hour time frame,
TTO raised $1,000. By competing for incentives in the contest, supporters felt, according to staff, like they were active
participants in the organization and also felt rewarded for their participation.
Another technique for gamification has been for TTO to create graphics or funny pictures and ask people to make
comments or create captions, as in the example below.
The logic for engaging in these efforts was to secure additional financial support and to try to offer a way to connect
constituency members to TTO shows. In some cases, TTO show tickets were included in contests as rewards for giving. At
the time of the study, gamification happened on an ad hoc basis for each production. For each show, staff discussed how

LARA WOLFSON

gamification might be used and selected what activities they might put into place.

“Here you go: our inaugural Laugh OUT Loud caption contest. Happy Friday, folks!
THE RULES: Comment here with your sexiest, silliest captions and once a week
we’ll announce our favorite. Winners get put into a pool to be pulled in January
for TWO FREE VIP TICKETS TO CLIMACTS 25.”
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SUCCESSES
Regarding the personal phone call strategy, Rybeck stated that “personal connection is what triggers a response,” and
that for the most part he has had positive experiences. He shared that once staff was engaged in phone conversations
with their constituents, it was clearly having an impact on the individual called. He said that patrons appreciated the time
taken to reach out to them, as well as the opportunity to have their voices heard, to share feedback about what TTO was
offering and to make suggestions regarding what they would like to see. One individual commented on how special it was
to have a personal “concierge.”
The use of social media to engage youth has also been successful. While it was premature to report success for the totality
of the season’s program, Storella was optimistic. He said he intends to rebrand the program and make TTO Treats more
theatre-based, focusing on four targeted neighborhoods.

CHALLENGES
Interviewees shared challenges facing the personal phone call strategy. Making calls requires discipline. Prioritizing the list
is important. As Rybeck noted, “It’s not always a love fest.” Staff indicated that some patrons forget that they attended past
TTO events or expressed a preference to receive communications exclusively by email. Budhu added that finding the right
time to engage with people over the phone was a challenge, considering that many people work during business hours
and want to unwind afterward.
A notable challenge for TTO Treats is that the theatre must ensure that those under 21 do not consume alcohol on the
premises. Budhu noted that the organization will continue to make it clear to the venue that the events are open to the
public and that IDs should be checked diligently by venue staff. He also expressed that the organization would communicate
to guests beforehand that TTO encourages a safe and responsible social space.
While social media and gamification efforts are well suited for some constituents, Budhu reported that there is a
generational gap and not all populations enjoy or are inclined to actively participate in social media activities. In one
instance, TTO found itself in a dilemma. The theatre presented Radiate, a theatrical concert experience featuring Jomama
Jones, which focused in part on making wishes. In an attempt to build support for the show prior to its opening, TTO
created hashtags on Twitter and designed a Wishing Out Loud activity that encouraged people to place their wishes on
a virtual wishing tree. Others could visit the tree online, select wishes and act on the wish, making it come true. These
responses were collected and intended to serve as source material for the Jomama Jones live concert. The artist, however,
did not wish to use the responses for the concert; they had initially thought that audience members would engage only
in real-time wish-making at the concert. The staff’s takeaway from this experience was to make participation guidelines
abundantly clear among audience members and artists when implementing gamification, so as to not confuse expectations
around participation.
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MEASURE OF SUCCESS
TTO had identified specific measures of success and desired outcomes aligned with its personal phone call strategy.
Rybeck aspired to feel more deeply connected with the constituency they were serving. He hoped to receive valuable
firsthand feedback on how the theatre was doing and to share programming information so that those he spoke with could
in turn share with others who might be interested in TTO.
In terms of metrics, TTO has worked to track who staff talks with on the phone and to ensure they have captured useful
information from the conversations into DonorPro. Pictures were also included in their database when possible, so that
staff could familiarize themselves with patrons before going into an event. The effort has also helped TTO clean up its
patron list. Other results are largely anecdotal. Rybeck reported that people had stopped him in the street to thank him for
the theatre’s outreach. At the theatre, patrons relayed how special and included they felt thanks to receiving a phone call.
Storella and Budhu set a specific measure of success for using social media to attract youth to TTO Treats: 100 new
constituents from the neighborhoods TTO serves attending three events. They planned to review this goal every six
months. Staff reported that a pervious goal, 25 participants, had been met in the past. Storella offered that the theatre
deems a TTO Treat successful if at least 60 percent of the attendees are from the community TTO is serving. Storella said
he hoped that TTO’s efforts will result in people talking about the events and posting pictures on Facebook. Reviewing
feedback from people talking or tweeting about the events will also help them gauge success.
Staff administers audience surveys and also self-reports on the outcomes of projects once completed.
For TTO’s gamification efforts, TTO’s targeted outcome is to have more people talking about the theatre online. As Budhu
pointed out, people who “live” online have followers and those followers can help TTO expand its reach. By creating deep
and active engagement with a set of individuals who are very active online and get very excited by gamification, the
theatre turns them into spokespersons for the organization, leverages their enthusiasm in spreading the social reach of
the company and/or harnesses their engagement to introduce the theatre to more potential fans.
Organizationally, TTO measured success by both qualitative and quantitative measures. How many people did they connect
with online? Did they successfully deploy their strategies to reach those in their target communities? What face-to-face
feedback did they receive regarding their efforts? While it is not possible to track individuals on Facebook, for example,
they can track how many people respond to their messages.
The table below shows that the numbers achieved by way of social media have increased over the period of the case study.
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REPLICATION OPPORTUNITIES
As of the time of the case study, staff deemed the phone-calling approach to touch base with community members
beneficial enough to continue.
In terms of using social media to engage youth in TTO Treats, TTO intended to repeat this program, offering it three times
in the following months. They planned to offer it two to four times a year in subsequent years.
Finally, gamification efforts will repeat with drawings for Red Sox tickets or something similar in its place.

LESSONS LEARNED: BENEFITS TO THE FIELD
A key lesson learned has been that people do appreciate the work TTO is doing and the services it provides to the targeted
population. Although supporters may not be able to attend all of their activities, they let staff know that they appreciate
TTO’s efforts. Rybeck also noted that what they do has “the greatest impact when people have a deeper investment.” The
organization continues to explore opportunities to engage any and all who have a desire to participate.
From a technical point of view, Stanton added, “Test, test, test—reevaluate strategies, and if they aren’t working, do not
be afraid to change course.”
Budhu said he learned that gamification works, and that TTO wants to be sure that whatever efforts they try are consistent
with the theatre’s mission/message. Additionally, while online efforts can prove successful, personal contact remains very
important to the organization.
He added that it is important to let the person the organization is speaking to dictate what approach to take. Budhu said
that connecting to a low-income community requires a different approach from connecting with those working on Wall
Street. Additionally, there is a keen awareness that what they share must be timely and relevant to the targeted audiences.
Exploring the gamification strategy has helped staff gain a better understanding of the need to be focused and concise
in their social media communication. They have also applied this insight to their approach to traditional marketing. Snail
mailings are now brief with verbiage that focuses directly on a few purposeful points. In some cases “less is more,”
according to Budhu.

ORGANIZATIONAL COMMITMENT
At TTO, audience engagement is an all-staff effort. While the organizational structure follows that of many nonprofits, with
an artistic director and a managing director at the helm, staff communication regarding audience-engagement efforts
exists across all departments. This approach results in staff buy-in. Because all parties are engaged, staff feels empowered
to actively facilitate needed action and inspired to see their efforts prove successful. While all are a part of the conversation,
different staff members are placed in positions of designing and executing the program efforts, depending on the project.
While in the past audience-engagement efforts were more compartmentalized, the current structure is considerably more
productive, according to interviewees. Budhu reported that TTO now has a “strategic plan” per show, and staff identifies
what constituents to reach out to and which business partners to engage.
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An additional note regarding audience engagement: TTO staff has adopted the practice of engaging their communities
in discussions and inviting them to participate beyond the four walls of their offices. Most staff members live in one of
the four communities they serve and actively advocate for the theatre as part of their personal lives/activities. Since
performances are mostly held at atypical theatre spaces—in housing developments, pop-up locations on the street
and community centers—TTO pushes into communities regularly to have dialogue with their partners and constituents.
Rybeck and staff also attend partners’ events, showing support for peer organizations that do similar work.
Board members Pamela Bynum and Nia Clark agree that the organization, staff and board have followed through
on a strong commitment to audience engagement. The board does not make artistic programming decisions for the
organization, but members serve on a programming committee, which has focused in part on fully understanding the
organization’s programming and therefore being ambassadors for TTO’s efforts in the community.

BACKGROUND
This case study is part of TCG’s Audience (R)Evolution Program, which is designed to study, promote and support
successful audience-engagement models. The program will take place over three years and include four phases:
Assessment, Learning Convening, Grants and Dissemination.
As part of the research phase, AMS prepared eight case studies on theatre companies that have incorporated audience
engagement as a fundamental component of their service delivery and institutional mission. The focus was to understand
“success” for these theatres’ audience-engagement efforts and to comprehend the journey and outcome of their efforts.
The eight companies are:
n Arkansas Repertory Theatre, Little Rock, AR

n Steppenwolf Theatre Company, Chicago, IL

n HERE Arts Center, New York, NY

n The Theater Offensive, Boston, MA

n Long Wharf Theatre, New Haven, CT

n Woolly Mammoth Theatre Company, Washington, DC

n Oregon Shakespeare Festival, Ashland, OR

n Youth Speaks, San Francisco, CA

More information about the study is available by emailing AudienceRev@tcg.org.

ABOUT THE THEATER OFFENSIVE
MISSION: The Theater Offensive’s mission is to present the diversity of lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender
lives in art so bold it breaks through personal isolation, challenges the status quo and builds thriving communities.
The Theater Offensive (TTO) was founded in 1989 by Artistic Director Abe Rybeck and a group of artist-activists and
served to expand the success of the gay men’s guerrilla theatre troupe United Fruit Company. A performer, playwright and
songwriter, Rybeck shared his artistic as well as administrative skills to help develop the organization. The organization’s
work has featured local, regional and nationally queer performers and has provided an avenue for the development
of new LGBTQ work. TTO’s work is described as edgy, entertaining, thought-provoking and sometimes controversial.
TTO is a 501 (c)(3) nonprofit organization with 13 staff members, 15 board members and a budget of $953,486.
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“The Theater Offensive has always gone where the people are.”
—Abe Rybeck, Artistic Director
Outreach programs have always been a core focus of the organization and an essential way to engage constituents.
Programs have addressed such issues as safe sex and AIDS education. Its True Colors OUT Youth Theater program, one
of its most popular, provides a platform for youth to write and perform original productions focused on issues relevant to
them. For youth ages 14 to 22 the program offers year-round theatre programming for lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender,
queer and questioning youth and their straight allies.
The Plays at Work program developed and presented new, local theatrical productions in staged readings and workshops.
TTO has a number of signature programs in addition to True Colors, including its annual Out on the Edge Festival of Queer
Theater. This program has successfully allowed TTO to build bridges with its community. TTO’s OUT in Your Neighborhood
(OUT’hood) program focuses on connecting with four Boston neighborhoods (Roxbury, Dorchester, Jamaica Plain and
the South End) and aims to help people “feel at home” where they live. It works to bring energy of positivity to these
communities and facilitates dialogue among the people who live in these areas. Strongly committed to partnerships,
TTO attributes its success in part to strong connections and working relationships with partnering organizations in its
communities. Other programs include:
Neighborhood Productions: Well-known local and national artists use input from community members to create and
develop their art and then present it back into the community.
TTO Treats: A meet-up event for youth designed by using social media.
Workshop Exchanges: Youth and adult activists bring OUT’Hood workshops to community-based organizations,
events and schools to create social change and movement.
Cultural Events: Collaborations with groups in the community to help create a visible LGBTQ presence at festivals
and community occasions, and to celebrate diverse moments that deserve to be celebrated.

ANDREW MACFARLAND

www.thetheateroffensive.org
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ABOUT AMS
AMS Planning & Research, a national arts management consulting firm, has been engaged by TCG to provide research
expertise for this project. For more than 25 years, AMS has been supporting the success of the arts and cultural sector
through applied research and strategy development. AMS prepared eight case studies on theatre companies that have
incorporated audience engagement as a fundamental component of their service delivery and institutional mission and
have adequate results to support their assertions of success. The companies were selected based on a review of research
data and recommendations by TCG leadership. AMS compiled research data on each theatre, studied grant reporting and
conducted site visits to interview a broad array of staff, lay leadership and audience-engagement program participants.
www.ams-online.com

ABOUT TCG
Theatre Communications Group (TCG), the national organization for the American theatre, was founded in 1961 with
a grant from the Ford Foundation to foster communication among professional, community and university theatres.
Today, TCG’s constituency has grown from a handful of groundbreaking theatres to nearly 700 Member Theatres and
Affiliate organizations and more than 12,000 individuals nationwide. TCG’s mission is to strengthen, nurture and promote
the professional not-for-profit American theatre.
www.tcg.org

APPENDIX
I. RESEARCH APPROACH
Earlier in the research process, based on an extensive literature review, AMS defined five Audience-Engagement Strategy
Clusters, designed to organize a theatre’s tactics, support more productive collaboration and suggest underexplored
approaches. While a theatre’s strategies may be represented by more than one group (two is most common), the majority
of strategies deployed are dominant in a single one. The five Audience-Engagement Strategy Clusters are:

1. SEGMENT Strategies
Defining and refining the intended people to be served by the institution’s work.

2. VENUE/PATH Strategies
Rethinking the place where people engage with the organization’s work and the road they follow to find it.

3. RELATIONSHIP Strategies
Building or enhancing the personal relationships the organization has with its community.

4. INCOME Strategies
Redesigning the financial exchange: who pays, how much, for what, for whom.

5. CONTENT Strategies
Doing different work, rather than doing current work differently.
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II. INSTITUTIONAL PROGRAM SURVEY TABLE
These tables, which were provided by the theatre, indicate which specific strategies from among the five
Audience-Engagement Strategy Clusters apply to each of the programs covered in this case study.

PROJECT 1
The Theater Offensive: OUT in Your Neighborhood works with residents, businesses and
organizations in four diverse Boston neighborhoods to develop work by, for and about

GOALS

LGBTQ and allied experience there.

1.	Increase the number of audience members of color at our
OUT in Your Neighborhood activities by 13 percent.
2.	Increase number of youth audience
ages 26 and under by 4,800 youth.

STRATEGIES
1.	Redesign TTO website to make it more dynamic
and user-friendly.
2.	Switch audience-tracking database from Filemaker
to a combination of Filemaker and DonorPro for more
accurate data gathering. Switch marketing tools from
PatronMail to Constant Contact.
3.	Implement targeted phone banking to personally
invite audience members to events and shows using
the new audience-tracking and management
database DonorPro.
4. Initiate TTO Treats: a meet-up event designed
specifically by using social media to engage and
acquire young leaders and the next generation
of audience members.
5. Implement gamification strategies with TTO’s social
media networks, such as raffles, to get more audience
members to share our information through their
personal social media networks, like us on Facebook,
follow us on Twitter, share pictures and videos on
Instagram, Vine and YouTube, and even to donate.
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