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Alan Brown, Principal of WolfBrown 

An Architecture of Value 

Introduction 

Alan Brown is a leading researcher and management consultant in the non-profit arts 
industry. His work in understanding consumer demand for cultural experiences has an 
enormous impact on institutions, funders and agencies in the US and it provides a stimulus 
and challenge to thinking in the UK on the value and benefits of the arts. 

Opening 

Alan invited everyone to take a journey with him into the subject of value. We are familiar 
with values-based marketing, that pluck at our heart strings and open our wallets. This 
presentation is aiming for a better understanding of how our programmes create value and 
how we can employ that knowledge more strategically. This is not a discussion about 
creating better copy or brochures. The dialogue here is about value, which isn’t just about 
marketing, it fundamentally affects every area of our institutions, particularly fundraising and 
programming. 

Benefits and Value 

Alan began by asking everyone to imagine going into an elevator and being asked by a 
person, ‘What value do your programmes create?’ If you’d be able to manage a response, 
imagine if the same question were asked of your colleagues and think about whether they 
would say the same thing. It isn’t easy to talk about how art acts on us, how it transforms us. 
It’s even harder to describe how an individual’s experience can in some way benefit the 
person next to them or their whole community. 

Benefits and Value are the real outputs of arts organisations, yet why do we only talk of our 
benefits in terms of dollars and attendance figures? The reason for this is that people 
struggle with the language of benefits and value. There are subtle differences between the 
two, although sometimes they can be interchangeable. 

Benefits are positive outcomes that stem from an arts experience. Some people may have 
specific benefits in mind when they consume arts but most people don’t normally shop for 
them. Over the course of history, arts have been used for less than good purposes, to 
preserve social classes and as an instrument of colonialism. There are negative outcomes of 
arts experiences but we’re not going to talk about those here. 

Value is a more slippery idea. It is the sum of all the benefits associated with a product, real 
or imagined and it occurs before, during and after the experience. It can be experienced 
consciously or sub-consciously so you can communicate it explicitly or implicitly. If people 
experience value in your programmes, you can’t keep them away. 

We don’t really have a vernacular for when we talk about what happens to people when they 
engage with art. It’s partly a language problem but goes deeper than that. Many people are 
uncomfortable with the idea of value because it challenges the notion of art for art’s sake. It 
suggests art has intrinsic outcomes that we can talk about and perhaps, heaven forbid 
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measure. So much hinges on our ability to shape how people think and talk about art in 
terms of value and our future really depends on it. If we can’t communicate clearly and 
persuasively about how art benefits people, how can we expect other people to support our 
programmes? 

This presentation will share some ideas of how we might think more strategically about 
Value. 

Gifts of the Muse 

The Wallace Foundation (the largest funders of the arts in the United States) commissioned 
a study by the Rand Corporation (one of the US’s leading think-tanks), which resulted in a 
book ‘Gifts of the Muse: Reframing the debate about the Benefits of the Arts’. Alan assisted 
the foundation in the book’s dissemination. The book is challenging to read but there are 
some really excellent discussions about benefits contained in it. He recommended Chapters 
Two, Three and Four as the most useful. It can be downloaded from www.rand.org 

‘Gifts of the Muse’ illustrates an Arts Benefit Continuum. 

 

The problem with this diagram is that it suggests that intrinsic benefits are completely 
separate from instrumental benefits and this isn’t the most useful way of thinking about them. 
So Alan developed a different framework that might be more useful for arts managers to use.  

The framework (below) is the basic conceptual space in which all the benefits of arts 
experiences can be placed. Most importantly, it illustrates how all benefits emanate from the 
experience itself. A metaphor for it might be a pebble dropping into the still waters of the 
pond. If the pond is perfectly still, the waves go on for ever. If the water is rough, there are no 
waves. The analogy is that some arts experiences change you forever and you can still 
remember an experience that happened ten or twenty years ago because those ripples are 
still going. And then there are those experiences we sleep through. So much matters on the 
stillness of the water and our readiness to receive the art. 
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The horizontal axis reflects the social dimension of arts benefits. It goes from Individual 
through to Community.  In the middle is a level of benefits termed interpersonal. The social 
benefits including the expectation of a satisfying social exchange is often what gets people 
out of the house, because of the value people attach to that.  

The vertical axis removes instrumental/intrinsic benefits and instead refers to time. We need 
to talk about what happens whilst people are at a performance or in the gallery, as well as 
talking about benefits that happen before people walk through the door. An example might 
be of some people reading the play or studying something about the artist in advance or the 
feelings of anticipation or excitement people have whilst getting ready to go out. 

A great example is from the Atlanta Symphony Orchestra. Within the Orchestra’s holiday 
programme, they have a children’s Christmas programme with the Youth Symphony and 
Youth Chorus. The young people were dressed in jeans and sweaters for their performance, 
to keep it informal. The families then arrived dressed up in velvet dresses and ties. You can 
imagine the sense of excitement and expectation they felt when they were at home getting 
ready. But when they finally arrived at the hall, they saw the orchestra in jeans and sweaters. 
That shows a value disconnect between the Orchestra and the audience. 

The larger issue though is that the ritualistic aspect of arts attendance is really meaningful to 
people, particularly Opera audiences. There’s something about getting ready for an arts 
experience that means people would actually pay to walk down the aisle and sit down before 
anything starts. 

Finally, we need to talk about the cumulative benefits of the arts, that accrue from a lifetime 
experience of going to the theatre or seeing great art and it seems that we have a better 
notion of those benefits. 
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The Five Value Clusters 

Values held within arts programmes are divided into five clusters within the Benefits 
Framework  

8  

Each cluster contains a number of benefits  

24
 

The clusters also have a range of values, each with a mountain of research and literature 
behind them. 
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Here is a brief overview of some of those benefits and values 

Economic and social benefits 

These are the benefits that accrue to your community by virtue of having your programmes 
there year after year. They include tangible benefits like economic impact and lower school 
drop-out rates as well as intangible benefits like civic pride or social capital. Ticket buyers 
may not consciously think about these intangible benefits but they may experience these on 
a sub-conscious level, such as feeling a sense of pride about their local museum and 
therefore where they live.  

The creative workforce is also a big deal now but the arts community is missing the boat. 
Business leaders have already worked out that in ten or twenty years any job that doesn’t 
use the right side of the brain will be outsourced to India or China. The business world is 
looking to the arts and creative industries to help in developing creativity but we are just 
saying ‘No, just send more money and buy some tickets’. There’s a large value disconnect 
here that we need to bridge. 

Communal meaning 

These are intrinsic benefits that happen at the community level such as preserving cultural 
heritage and fostering an appreciation for diversity. If you run programmes that give symbolic 
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meaning to your communities, how do you message about communal meaning? Why do 
people come back to see a programme that they have seen ten times? What is the value 
there that they find so salient? Our communities are in need of more cultural rituals that 
operate on a symbolic level that help them identify and connect with their community. In 
Brazil, the carnival festivities bring a whole pouring out of creativity from its communities and 
the whole country stops for a creative event.  

Political dialogue is another benefit. A healthy community has an elevated level of political 
dialogue. Promoting an understanding of 
diversity is a form of political dialogue, and 
certainly, feeling connected to the global village 
in which we live is a core value for many people, 
rooted in a profound commitment to social equity 
and justice. So how do you message about 
social equity and justice, if those are your core 
values?  There’s a profound shift in the ideal end 
point of cultural participation from being a fine 
arts sophisticate to being a world cultural citizen. 
More and more people want to learn a little bit 
about lots of cultures in order to make sense of 
the world we live in. 

This flyer (right) is an example of transferring 
values and ideals. It allows the donor to speak 
directly to the audience about why they support 
the venue. 

Human Interaction 

Benefits in this cluster include family cohesion and more satisfying relationships.  When the 
lights go down in a theatre, it is a personal experience but it happens in a social context. 
There are intrinsic social benefits that occur by virtue of sharing an experience with people in 
a common space. In interviews with subscribers, people cited that they booked tickets for the 
theatre so as to ensure they get a night out with their spouse. Don’t underestimate the value 
of that.  

Alan played an audio clip of a radio advert for a production of ‘The Color Purple’. In it, a 
woman talked about wanting to do something special with her sister who was visiting and so 
she chose to book tickets for ‘The Color Purple’. The woman speaks of a wonderful and 
intense experience and quotes her sister as saying ‘We really have to see each other more 
often’. 

The advert didn’t include anything about the plot or the artists. It might offend people a little, 
but it is a very shrewd, calculated values-based message about more satisfying 
relationships. The show has just transferred to Chicago and is doing really well. Several 
Broadway producers are now jumping on the bandwagon of this type of messaging. 
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Personal development 

These are benefits that relate to the growth and overall development of the person. You 
should be able to talk about these benefits at the drop of a hat and to feel them in your 
bones. They not only improve the individual but society as a whole since creative well 
rounded and mature individuals are the building blocks of community. These are often only 
realised through cumulative experiences over months and years, although a single event can 
change a life forever. How we talk about these benefits is so important because they need to 
resonate with non-arts advocates – business leaders, parents, elected officials. 

Let’s talk about character development, emotional maturity, problem-solving skills, creative 
competency, keeping a sharp mind. Whatever the vocabularies, develop it for yourself, use it 
over and again and get really good at it. Ask yourself what is it about your programmes that 
makes people better human beings? There’s probably a great deal. So start developing your 
own language, working it into your messaging because you’re not in the business of 
presenting art but of realising human potential. 

Minneapolis Children’s Theater has re-worked its marketing recently and has done some 
fantastic work. This is a page from its latest brochure: 

 

 

And it is paired with this image: 
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It’s a very potent image. Think about what it says to you. 

Imprint of the arts experience 

These intrinsic benefits happen simultaneously with the arts experience and in some cases 
right afterwards. The imprint of some experiences last a lifetime and of course there are 
those we sleep through. Captivation or ‘flow’ is a key concept. It’s an essential benefit for 
everyone to understand and appreciate. 

Alan recommended a book called ‘Flow: The psychology of optimal experience’ by Mihaly 
Csikszentmihalyi. Flow is a state of consciousness when you are completely absorbed in the 
moment and in a state of mental openness, and as such it is a pre-condition for other 
benefits to happen. If you are not captivated, all the other benefits really can’t happen. The 
achievement of flow is a benefit in and of itself. For a lot of people, that’s one of the reasons 
they go out – to achieve a state of flow. People talk about getting lost in the moment or losing 
track of time and that is flow. What can you and your colleagues do to maximise the 
probability that your visitors and audience will achieve flow? It can be anything from the 
temperature in the theatre to the greeting from the ushers – any number of factors that will 
help people become ready to receive the art and achieve flow. 

Emotional resonance is another intrinsic benefit and we are all pretty good at messaging 
about emotions. What emotions are audiences likely to experience? It’s your job to think 
about the range of emotions that you have to sell and communicate that. There are 
numerous brochures that say a production will be an emotional roller-coaster but a lot of 
people don’t want to go on an emotional roller-coaster. Most people idealise a more passive 
experience. It’s hard to message about emotions because you have to communicate subtly, 
evocatively and accurately. That is why it’s so important for marketing people to go and see 
the productions that they have to market. You need to be able to speak with personal 
authority about what you’re messaging so you can help people understand what emotions 
they are likely to experience. 
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Spiritual value is a critical aspect of arts experiences, sometimes overtly and sometimes in a 
more new age sense of spirituality. A big study in the States asked people if their faith or 
religious beliefs act as a filter on the cultural events they choose. That variable drove a whole 
segment of ticket buyers, suggesting that some people screen cultural events to be 
consistent with their faith and religious beliefs. While some people go out to be inspired, 
some people go to be renewed or empowered. 

Exercising the mind is a core value associated with all types of arts experiences, for children 
and adults. Some people thirst for intellectual stimulation and others loathe it, so it is a 
slippery slope. However, we tend to idealise the intellectual aspects of arts events more than 
we should. In opening up brochures we see lists of artists and repertoire but many people 
don’t know what that means. By idealising the intellectual aspect, we risk offending some 
people who won’t understand what’s going on. 

Aesthetic growth has a big category of benefits such as stretching people and activating the 
creative self is a huge benefit to some people. These people tend to be artists themselves 
and so go out to fertilise their own sense of creativity. 

Social bonding is about connectiveness between individuals and communities, families and 
individuals with their heritage. It’s the only intrinsic impact that can’t be achieved at home. It 
occurs with the audience, when they react the same way or share a moment of realisation 
during a play. 

Health and well-being – the main reason people go out to the arts is to relax and have fun. 
That’s a physical benefit and sensory pleasure. Relieving stress is a physical benefit, but 
there are also mental health benefits that we can message about subtly. When writing copy, 
we need to think about: 

• How the senses will be stimulated by an arts programme 

• What an audience can expect to hear, smell, see and feel. 

This is the cover of a brochure that is a great example of messaging about flow or emotional 
resonance: 
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Using the framework 

Alan encouraged everyone to take this value framework back to their organisations and 
develop their own with their colleagues. Ask yourselves:  

• What value do we create? 

• What value do we seek to create? 

Marketing is about creating relevance. It is ironic how most marketing departments in other 
industries have figured out how to make very ordinary products so incredibly relevant – 
products like tyres, prescription medicines and household cleaners. Meanwhile we are the 
ones with the transformative, life-changing products and we struggle to articulate our 
relevance. Alan urged people to consider: 

• If someone doesn’t know the artist or the repertoire, how are you going to sell to 
them? 

• If they are not familiar with the artform, how are you going to sell to them? 

• If they don’t usually go to live performances or exhibitions, how are you going to sell 
to them? 

• If they lack a social network that goes to arts events, how are you going to sell to 
them? 

As you peel back the layers of relevance, it gets harder to draw people into the experience 
and you have to make value connections that are less and less about the product and more 
and more about people’s values and beliefs. So next time you sit down to work out your 
messaging, step back and think about value connections in progressive layers of abstraction. 
Your job is to cross the consumer’s relevance threshold, where they are. Especially if you 
hope to attract new audiences and that means making value connections wherever you can. 

Marketing language that you use to describe your programmes plays a pivotal role in shaping 
expectations of value and therefore people’s readiness to receive the art and ultimately its 
impact. That’s one of the reasons why marketing is so strategic to mission fulfilment because 
often the only preparation that people have when going to your events, is the marketing copy 
you give them. 

Concluding remarks 

In closing, Alan asked everyone to start a conversation about value and benefits. Engage 
your colleagues and board members in a discussion about the impacts they hope to create. 
Create your own value framework, live it, breathe it and pin it up on the office wall. As arts 
marketers, you are channelling energy between art and people. And for the short time during 
the on-sale period, at least, you are the stewards of that energy. It’s a huge responsibility. 
What you are selling is not an artist or a work of art or an exhibition. You’re selling 
imagination, renewal, better relationships. You’re selling a product that affords people a 
glimpse of their own potential as a human being and there is no greater gift. So don’t think of 
yourself as a marketing director or publicist. You are an architect of value. 


