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The contents of this Guide are an amalgam of information and ideas gleaned from a number of individuals, too many to be named here – and not least those who responded to the survey run by Kelly Alcock around folk festivals in the summer of 2011.  But three documents in particular deserve a special mention, because they were key in both providing suggestions and sparking off ideas. They were, in no order:

So you want to run a Folk Night
by Hamish Currie

Running a Folk Club or Acoustic Venue
by Tom Bliss

Guide to New Folk Promoters
by Steve Heap & Alan Bearman



a Jazz Services publication for Folk Arts England

 “If we always do what we have always done,

then we will always get what we already have”

What follows is not:
· A guide for how to start a folk club

· A guide for how to operate a session or a club focused on singarounds

· An egg-sucking guide for grandmothers

This is simply and exclusively a collection of suggestions for improving attendance numbers – and consequently the financial health – for clubs that book guest artists.  Some of the ideas here may apply to your club; others may be inappropriate or superfluous. Some may help in increasing attendance from specific age groups or in widening the appeal of folk music (whatever your definition of it) to new demographic sections. All that is good and to be encouraged, however it does not form the main driver for putting together this menu of ideas.  And like any menu, it will be up to the customer – in this case you as a club organiser – to choose whatever suits you or you are able to “stomach” or digest/assimilate.
Booking policy

A periodic review of your policy can only be a good thing.  If it is “we know what we like” then I would refer you to the title of this document.  In any case it is worth stating your booking policy explicitly and publicly, on your website, flyers, posters and other promotional material.  That way you increase your chances of attracting the right guests for your club’s tastes and hopefully avoid being pestered by artists of inappropriate genres.  More importantly, a clear publicly stated booking policy signals to prospective audiences what they are likely to get by attending your evenings.

Beware however of allowing your frustrations to dictate the wording of your policy statement. Over-used capitalisation and exclamation marks and statements along the lines of “we are only doing this part-time” can appear unnecessarily defensive-aggressive, no matter how true! Here is a good example of wording such statements in a clear yet positive manner: 

“The Bigtown High Street Folk Club prefer to have initial contact by email or post rather than by telephone.  A booking decision will often not be available for up to a month. Where possible we prefer to deal directly with artists. All publicity sent to Bigtown is reviewed at our monthly committee meetings. Only at those meetings is a decision taken by the committee as a whole on which artists to book. All approaches from or for Artists will receive a reply.

Please be aware that at Bigtown we would prefer to pay artists a set fee. Where required we will organise and pay for B&B for the artists +1 (e.g. driver). We would also prefer to retain control of the ticket prices. We expect the artist's publicity or other early communication to inform us of any contractual agreement that will deviate from these preferences.”
This will work in stopping unsolicited calls and sets expectations properly without offending. 

Beware of booking overlap with other clubs in your area in distance or in time, as it is bound to affect audience sizes.  People who might have come to see X at your club may decide to go instead to another club in your area if X is appearing there within a few days and on a day that suits them better!  It is therefore well worth keeping in close coordination (and communication) with your neighbouring clubs, arts centres and other artist-booking venues, in order to reduce the likelihood of such an occurrence.

Price policy

The world of retail has many lessons to teach in this area, and most are transferrable to the world of folk clubs:

Be aware of the entrance fees charged by other clubs and venues in your area in relation to the facilities offered.  While a pound here or there might not make a major difference, and a low entrance fee might attract some audiences, it can also sometimes give wrong signals. There are excellent clubs today charging £4 entrance for international artists that fail to attract audiences despite having decent venues, while run-down arts centres nearby happily fill their auditoria for lesser artists at £8 or £10 a ticket.  Price sets expectation and expectation drives attendance.

Which is not so say that you cannot have lower prices for regular members, through a membership scheme of course, but that is not the price to advertise in the boldest font. For the same reasons, if your club subsidises guest nights from the proceedings of open evenings, it may be good to focus such subsidies for the benefit of the very people attending the open evenings themselves.  Many clubs will know the “local singer/player effect” which drives some people to attend open evenings but avoid guest nights.  Why not consider handing out discount coupons during open evenings that entitle the holder to a significantly lower entrance fee at the next guest night?

Consider also concessions for the groups you want to encourage (under 25s, /18s, students etc). Why not extend the old “children at half price” system by offering discounts to family groups, or groups of 4 or more, or for advance ticket sales?  And remember that concessions need not be only monetary – how about offering best seat reservations for the first xx tickets sold?

Finally, it is worth considering using  ticketing organisations such as www.wegottickets.com  - the appearance of such a statement on your website or promotional material can in itself generate interest. 

Naming your club

It is not for nothing that manufacturers pay millions to marketing companies to advise them on the naming of their products. BlackBerry, Apple and iPad are just three such names that became iconic. While a folk club name need not be “iconic”, it can still evoke positive or negative feelings, and is the one aspect of your club that will be referred to most frequently in conversation and in print. Your club logo will achieve the same and more, if well-chosen and –produced. It is worth spending some thought on the subject therefore.

The discussions on whether “club” or “folk” should, or should not appear in the name, whether “acoustic” is more representative than “café” or whether “traditional” alienates or attracts, have been going on forever, it seems, and probably will continue as long into the future. And that is fine, because times and tastes change and the images evoked by a word thirty years ago may be different from that evoked thirty years from now (and we are in this for the long term, right?).  You will no doubt have your views on the matter, but it would do no harm to avail oneself of some marketing & design expertise. Perhaps someone we know through our day job, or a friend, or even another organiser can provide external validation of your ideas. And remember: a club name or logo need not be forever, organisations change their names, logos etc every few years, and for good reasons.

Your Venue

While it is true that many clubs manage to survive in venues that are described at best as “below standard” or “run down”, the most successful clubs have selected their venue carefully or have looked after it and even have improved it where desirable or feasible. There should be no need to suffer for one’s enjoyment or entertainment.  The list below is meant to act as a reminder, but is by no means exhaustive:

· Ambience

· Lighting – candles, spots

· External noise or noise restrictions

· Chairs, how comfortable?

· Backdrop

· Old posters & photos to “dress” the room

· State of facilities/toilets

· Stage

· Availability of refreshments

· Bar

· Food

The placing of “bar” lower down the list is no coincidence. One often hears the argument that a run-down pub back room is a “great” venue because of the availability of cheap or high quality ales, but the early folk revival days when that fact alone would drive customers to visit a club are long gone, as drink-drive laws, age and even common sense have taken hold.  Nor should a club be held hostage to a venue simply because it is cheap or even free. When house concerts are becoming increasingly popular, and an inevitable competitor to clubs, it is worth considering other options:  Arts Centres, village-, church- or even school halls, cafés, coffeehouses and restaurants, are all fair game and may even open possibilities for cross-interest that will help boost your audiences.

On the night
Audiences can be forgiving up to a point, when it comes to venue characteristics, facilities and even price. The one thing they will not forgive you for, however, is if they do not enjoy the evening’s performance.  The way things progress during a guest evening is therefore critical, probably the single most critical factor, in determining how many of your audience will be willing to part with their money again for another of your guest evenings in the future – repeat custom, without which your audience numbers will quickly dwindle to the few die-hards. Not only that, but while satisfied audiences spread the word and become your best advertising agents, dissatisfied ones damage your club’s reputation irreparably.

The evening starts with how you welcome your audiences.  Be ready to receive them at the advertised door-opening time, not still shifting tables and chairs or threading cables or sound-checking.  Have someone on hand to welcome newcomers, making sure they get a decent seat/table, engage them in conversation, perhaps take down contact details for your mailing list. Friends will always want to sit together, and that is no bad thing, but try to avoid the “high table syndrome” of the club committee sitting apart from the rest of the audience “surveying their kingdom” as it were, as it does little to engender a feeling of comfort or togetherness among the paying audience. 

The role of the MC is pivotal in a successful evening.  Being the “Master of Ceremonies” is not an honour – it is a duty/service.  He/she ought to be in control of proceedings, respectful of audience and performers, unaffected by personal or other considerations, ready to take prompt action if required and should:

· Keep to the advertised times. Early departures by audience members, even if for legitimate reasons (have to catch the last bus) affect the atmosphere and leave a bad taste.

· Keep introductions pertinent/relevant/informative yet brief

· Avoid speech-making, in-jokes or indeed any jokes unless he/she has a (proven) gift for it. Bored and embarrassed audiences are rarely happy. 

· Be ready to deal with distractions, infrastructure faults, heckling etc from both on- and off-stage, keeping the rhythm of the evening going and enforcing rules as appropriate. A well-handled heckling episode can leave the audience with a feeling of being protected;  a mishandled one leaves them feeling uncomfortable,  not enjoying themselves and therefore unlikely to return.  Lenience towards a crisp-bag cruncher is not seen as kindness, but as a sign of not caring for the audience (discomfort again). One does not have to be draconian, but simply firm and efficient in these matters.

Floor spots & support acts also play an important role in the overall quality of the evening.  It is of course a chance for the best of local talent to be showcased in front of a paying audience, wider than the one they usually enjoy.  It is also a chance for the audience to experience performances they would otherwise have missed. But no one wants to go through overlong supporting performances, even if they are of high quality, before they can enjoy the performance they really came to see. 

On the part of the support acts therefore, timeliness and understated pride laced with respect for the guest (including staying until the end of the evening and not disappearing as soon as they have played their spot) can go a long way towards earning an audience’s approval and future following.  On the part of the organisers/MC the watchwords should be careful selection of deserving talent, if available, and avoiding overlong or too numerous support slots.  A club policy to “give everyone a fair go” is laudable – on singers’ nights.  On guest nights it runs the risk of alienating some paying audiences, and it won’t do the guest performer’s mood much good either, but worst of all it indicates a set of priorities that favours regular members over paying audience. If those are indeed your priorities, fine and well – but it is good to be aware of the possible collateral damage.
If you feel that there is insufficient acceptable quality among your regulars to provide decent support, why not approach non-regular up-and-coming artists to do it?  They would usually bite your arm off for the chance and will usually require no payment other than the opportunity to showcase themselves. That way you show to your audiences that you care for local talent and you care for them, putting in front of them the best that you can find, not simply the best or keenest that happened to walk through the door on the night.  Also, such supporting talent is likely to be generous to your club in the future, as they rise, and they will also bring their own fans along to seed your audiences. It’s a win-win option, and one that you could even advertise for in your leaflets and posters, so that you don’t have to try too hard to find them.

If you cannot find acceptable supporting artists any way you try, it would be no crime to run the evening without them and it would still be preferable to 30 minutes of embarrassment for your audience.  It all boils down to your judgement of the available quality in your area; the better your judgement, the higher your chances of success and rising audience figures.

Advertising & promotion

Given the comparatively small size of the folk establishment (compared to pop or rock, for example), word of mouth will always be a powerful promotion tool.  Remind therefore your club members regularly of this, and your audiences too – especially at the end of a successful evening – and get them spreading the word!

A new practice beginning to take hold in some places, for example around London, is coalitions with other clubs such as singers’ clubs/singarounds/sessions or blues, acoustic etc clubs. These seem to be bearing fruit even for clubs in direct competition (same genre / week night).  Such coalitions can offer joint membership / associate membership / special deals, or they can join in advertising campaigns, combine the club fliers into a local broadsheet, allow preferential advertising at each other’s venues and keep joint mailing lists.

But to increase audiences we need to look outside the confines of the folk world too.  Consider establishing communications with other communities, for mutual benefit.  Some examples:

· with like-minded groups and societies - 
CAMRA, University of the 3rd Age, local history societies, folk fiddle evening classes, folk dance societies, storytelling venues/cafés  etc
· Rotarians and Round Table - people are more likely to come if friends are coming too
· universities and colleges with a folk or acoustic club/group attached

· school music departments

Moving to mailing lists your first concern should be to keep them relevant and up to date. A mailing list of 80 real and interested people is preferable to one of 800 mostly defunct addresses or recipients who are as likely to delete your messages as to read them.  You also need to beware of being blocked by “spam” filters, and that means keeping the language clean and avoiding attachments such as MP3s for sound samples, or even worse video clips – anyway they are big, take too long to download and recipients will not be pleased to be using up their download allowance for your sake!

When it comes to the actual text of your communication there are some simple guidelines that can go a long way to improving its acceptance by the reader, and therefore the acceptance of your message:

· Think about the title. Brief and representative is the key.

· Be brief in your text.  When most people download their mail they have a lot of spam and junk to delete, plus work and personal messages to read. Yours comes somewhere in between. The regulars will read it, but they were coming anyway. Think about the “I might go if nothing else comes up in the meantime” people.
· Focus your pitch on things that prove the acts you book will be entertaining. (The main reason people stay away is fear of being bored). Skill on instruments, humour, quality of voices, audience participation, variety etc. should take precedence over biographical details or recording history.

· Use quotes/endorsements from other clubs
· Compare 'unknowns' with 'knowns’

· Provide links to artists’ myspace, youtube and other websites 
· Don't use clever fonts 
· Don't put images or sound files
· Be entertaining - add a joke and/or use interesting language
Most clubs now have a club website (if you don’t you should consider it).  The quality of the websites around is however variable. There are some good examples – have a look at Walthamstow Folk Club, The Magpie’s Nest and the Black Swan Folk Club in York.  Make sure you keep your website bang up to date, keep it simple and easy to read and make sure all the links work (you’d be surprised at some of the unexpected unsolicited pages behind some club website links).  Include of course your programme, listing bookings well in advance (6 months is common), start times and finish times, directions, map and some flattering pictures of the venue.

Web listings are also very common nowadays, with a number of dedicated websites for the purpose, many of them free to join. There is ents24.com, wherecanwego.com (who offer an alert service which will email you details of all the types of events that you like within 20, 50 or 100 miles of your postcode), The Music Well, Spiral Earth Tradmusic.com, folking.com, filofolk, folktalk, netrhythms, Folk and Roots and new ones come on stream every month it seems.  It is hard work keeping them all up to date, so you may need to focus on two or three.

Are you sending regular press releases to your local papers? (If not, why not?) Make sure of the following:

· Include at the top “for immediate release” (otherwise they can be shelved until it is too late)

· Include Headline, Hook, Body (include quotes), Event details

· Provide short (250 words) and long (750 words) version

· Have a self-sufficient summary of the story in 1st paragraph (in case that is all they have space for)
· Subsequent short paragraphs each of which can be used by itself, in decreasing order of relevance and size 
· Really trivial space filler snippets at the end. 
· If you're sending by email, include a web link where they can download high-resolution (300dpi) photos of the artist/s
· Write in the body of the email so they don/t have to open a file and/or strip out all the formatting.
· If you're sending by post, use double spacing, keep it to one side of A4 and include the high res photo in the envelope
· Don't forget your own contact details
Sometimes local papers may be more open to a good review than a preview or press release - because reviews are 'news' and that's what the hacks do. It is a very good way of building a reputation in your area.

Send the same previews/press releases and reviews also to local radio, and not only to folk programmes.  In this case, instead of photos, provide links to good sound files for them to use and make sure they know that you are willing to arrange interviews with your guest artists (the artist will usually be very happy to comply, as it is in their own interest also).

Finally, advertising in local (and national) folk magazines is also a good way of keeping the momentum going, as is the printing and distribution of fliers (make sure they are downloadable from your website too) and of course the printing of posters (a large batch of generic posters with a blank space for handwritten details of the specific event is cheaper than printing special posters every time).

So what next?

We suggest that you consider which of the suggestions mentioned in this Guide might best fit your club and circumstances and which ones might provide the highest payback, and then set about implementing some of them, a few (or even just one) at a time.  This way you will be able to monitor their effect over a decent time period (a few months at least).  Then move to the next idea, and so on.

We hope that the Guide has been helpful to you and your club. Also, if you have other ideas that might be helpful to other clubs, please don’t hesitate to let us know and we will add them, crediting also your club (with your permission). The Guide is by no means exhaustive, and can only be improved with time through your contributions.

But above all

keep music live


