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ut of Joint is a touring theatre company 
dedicated to new writing. When we tour a new 
play, we produce a ‘playtext’ programme – a 
book containing the script, as well as all the usual 

programme notes, biographies and company information. 
They sell for £3. I’m not going to mention the recession, 
but it is, arguably, a bargain.

Here’s a thing: the (excellent) team at one of the venues 
to which we regularly tour really hates our little books. 
Partly this is because the venue makes less money on 
them than they would with a programme they’d produced 
themselves. But it’s not just that. As they tell me, it’s also 
about branding. By producing a programme, the theatre 
creates a souvenir of a night out at that theatre, rather 
than a record of the play, or company, the audience have 
seen at the nearest convenient tour stop. Our show, and 
brand, are incorporated into their brand; and their brand is 
reinforced.

As a touring company a large part of communicating 
our brand with our consumers involves relationships 
with other brands: the 
theatres to which we 
tour and with which we 
sometimes co-produce. 
There are many different 
types of relationships out 
there between distinctive 
brands; as with O2 and the 
iPhone, our relationship 
with a theatre is exclusive. 
For the punter, there is only 
one place – and time – to 
see us. If you don’t catch us 
in that venue in that city in 
that single week in March, 
that’s it. So, for the majority 
of our customers, Out of Joint’s brand is accessed through 
performances at, and communications from, the theatres 
at which we appear.

It’s important to start establishing the values of our 
brand from the off. How? By asking ourselves who we 
are as a company, and communicating this clearly in a 
consistent and concise way, from our appearance six 
months ahead in a theatre brochure, via our marketing and 
press campaigns, and our visual presence in the theatre, 

through to the first communications about our next visit.
So who are we? It’s often easier to understand other 

theatre brands than one’s own. Some touring companies 
have distinctive, consistent, defining elements to their 
productions: Nick Boaden at West Yorkshire Playhouse 
cites Kneehigh as a strong brand, partly because of these 
production elements (such as live music and humour). 
Frantic Assembly performs new texts with physical theatre 
elements; Headlong revives modern classics.

But let’s look at Out of Joint. The year 2009 is interesting 
for us as a company: it sees three tours of three very 
different plays. But these three shows align closely with 
the three strands of work for which we’re known.

The Convict’s Opera is a reworking of a classic, and a highly 
theatrical look at a historic period. Dreams of Violence is a 
sharp new contemporary comedy drama by Stella Feehily, 
whose debut play we produced. And Mixed Up North is a 
‘verbatim play’ – the words in it were spoken by real people. 
It’s based on real events, and is set in a youth theatre project, 
designed to bring together white and Asian youths as a way 

of uniting divided communities 
in Burnley.

What unites these? They 
are all new pieces of work. 
They are all directed, and 
developed, by Max Stafford-
Clark. And they all, to some 
extent, have a political 
element to them.

When we tour a show, the 
marketing is a delicate balance 
between a focus on the 
production as an entity in itself, 
and a focus on the company’s 
ongoing work. This involves 
close collaboration with teams 

at those venues to which we tour and with which we co-
produce. One of the most difficult aspects of collaborating 
with a producing venue is that the individual show marketing 
needs to sit within their own season and venue branding 
– while suiting our own elsewhere on tour. It’s a process 
of negotiation, and one that has many strengths: having 
marketing staff from more than one organisation can help 
both parties see the marketing campaign more objectively, 
and from more than one perspective.

Brand on the run

Jon Bradfield looks at how to engage audiences one tour stop at a time
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Mixed Up North is being produced 
with the Octagon in Bolton. It’s also 
touring to a range of theatres, some 
of which we’ve not visited before or 
haven’t been to for a number of years. 
Those venues are keen, as are we, to 
make a big deal of our visit. With an 
unknown, new play, our reputation 
is an important part of reassuring an 
audience. It’s a ‘known’ quantity – 
even if we have to communicate that 
reputation for the first time. 

Monika Neil at the Octagon says: ‘We 
were very keen to have a strong quote 
about Out of Joint in the brochure, 
so that the copy is already strong on 
the co-production aspect and it isn’t 
just about putting a logo in the corner 
of a piece of print. Our direct mail 
campaign will highlight how proud 
we are of this relationship and why it 
makes sense for us to engage in it.’
Brochure pages are only so big, letters 
and emails only so long and there is 

only so much space that the papers will 
devote. So it is important to find simple 
and clear ways of communicating 
our brand. With Mixed Up North it 
makes sense to focus on the verbatim/
documentary/real-life side of what we 
do, particularly our previous successes 
in this area and with the same writer, 
Robin Soans. It seems such a basic 
ingredient, but here is a quote that is 
helping us to convey the Out of Joint 
brand values relevant to this show:

‘5 STARS – the latest superb piece of 
verbatim theatre from those masters 
of the form: the director Max Stafford-
Clark and the writer Robin Soans ... 
Shot through with rueful humour 
and a sense of the quirkiness of fate 
– unmissable.’ The Independent on 
Talking to Terrorists

There is excellence there, but more 
too: a sense of a continuing style of 

work (‘the latest’); authority (‘masters 
of the form’); the direct reference to 
Max; our humour to independent 
streak (‘quirkiness’). It helps us to say: 
here is what we do, and we do it well.

We haven’t been to the Octagon for 
some time, but we have made several 
recent visits to the nearby Library 
Theatre in Manchester (to which we’re 
touring a different production a few 
weeks later). The Octagon are keen to 
use this proximity and the relationship 
between the venues as an opportunity 
to draw on our previous attenders’ 
relationship with the company. By 
returning regularly to a venue, we 
have the opportunity to become a 
distinctive brand within their season. 
Indeed, regular, and frequent, visits 
to the same theatre are surely crucial 
in building a brand, because branding 
is about developing a name to the 
point where consumers apply their 
own understanding of that brand 
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when responding to future 
communication.
What might this 
communication include?
•  an article or review of our 

next show in a national 
paper 

•  an interview in the local 
media 

•  a poster or banner in the 
venue 

•  a conversation between a 
customer and a member of 
the box office 

•  our page in a season 
brochure including a line 
that says ‘Out of Joint 
returns to…’ along with 
a press quote from our 
last visit and a brief line 
prompting recall of our 
company identity 

•  a direct mail or e-shot from 
the venue 

•  an e-mail or letter from us directly because they joined 
our mailing list, which they may have been prompted to 
do following a link on a venue’s website, or having been 
invited to do so on our print or programme 

•   a Facebook message or post.

We enhance the impact of all these with extra activities 
– from education packs and workshops for schools, to an 
online bookshop from which people can order scripts of 
previous productions, to post-show discussions at all venues.

This activity – even for those not directly participating 

in it – enforces the idea 
that our shows are not only 
individual entities in isolation, 
but that they are the output 
of a creative company.

And it works. Three years 
ago, we conducted phone 
research with regular drama 
audiences at three of our 
venues. We found a very high 
recognition of our name; 
very high recall of our most 
recent tour (even among 
those who had not seen it); 
and some clear associations: 
we’re Max Stafford-Clark’s 
company; we have an 
association with the Royal 
Court; we produce quality 
work.

Roy Rogers of Manchester’s 
Library Theatre points out 
that ‘Max is a bit of a brand in 
himself’. This strength can be 

a weakness: it can be hard to find new angles for local and 
national media; and on the rare occasions when a show is 
directed by another director, we have to work harder to 
support that production with our brand.

But in general, having a strong identity is helpful: Roy 
confirms that the Library’s audience is familiar with our 
name, and he believes we’re a trusted brand. This means 
that ‘there is very high repeat business and visits always 
seem to attract new attenders, often from other venues … 
Audiences really do trust your company and are prepared 
to take risks especially when coming to see new work.’   
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