

Session 8



Session 8


HOW TO SELL YOUR CONVENTION
by Andrew Sinclair & Mark Schrader

PURPOSE

The purpose of this paper is to provide convention organisers with some information  on marketing theory to help conventions improve their marketing strategy.  It also discusses some of the marketing issues that currently face the hobby.  It does not purport to provide the answers.  Until conventions do some analysis of what they are doing there are no answers. A lot of the theory is sourced from “Marketing  Management”, by Kotler and Leong.

The big problem with marketing and advertising is that it costs money.  With a cashed strapped convention it is generally one of the firsts cuts that is made.  Is this a sensible decision?  Is advertising cost effective?   Does advertising pay for itself?  Does advertising result in more players for a convention?  Can lack of marketing be blamed for the drop in convention numbers?

PUBLIC RELATIONS

Public Relations, is the practice of gaining the public’s good will and approval for an organisation.  The relationship that exists between a convention and it's attending public. The main goal of public relations is to influence this relationship by obtaining favourable publicity.

Internal Public Relations
The relationship existing between convention organisers, designers, referees, and support personnel and volunteers.

External Public Relations
The relationship with players, sponsors, retail vendors and the general public including parents of potential players.

MARKETING vs ADVERTISING

There is a difference between these concepts that needs to be understood before a convention can make a decision about what their marketing plan will be.

Marketing
Marketing is the systematic planning, implementation  and control of a group of activities  intended to bring together players and convention organisers to ensure that a convention is successful. It is the look and feel of the convention not just the posters and brochures produced.

What works, What doesn’t & Why?  How many conventions have developed formal marketing plans?  Even if they do have a formal plan few conventions evaluate the effectiveness of the plan and use this evaluation.

Advertising
Advertising is the presentation or promotion by a convention of its products (card games, roleplaying games etc) to its existing and potential attendees.

 Who, What, Where, When, Why & How?

How are these concepts different in practical terms from a convention’s point of view?

Marketing includes the planning, development and budgeting not only of the advertising but also the concepts that will be advertised. It has to include analysis of the potential market decisions about why you are advertising and consideration of practical possibilities.  Over the years various conventions have developed a feel.  Some of this was intentional (a marketing decision) some of this was accidental a lost marketing benefit e.g. Macquariceon targets new players and designers, Necronomicon targeted the experimental and horror genre, Conclave aimed for a professional feel.

STEPS IN DEVELOPING A MARKETING PLAN
MARKETING PLAN OUTLINE

1 Executive summery - highlights the objectives, strategies and principle action of the plan.

2 Situation analysis - 

· Hobby analysis - which covers the market characteristics, size and factors.  Most of these statistics will have been covered in Paper no 4.

· Competitor analysis - which covers major competition, it is concerned with the future of other conventions and competing events and the aspects they present.

· Customer analysis - which covers current hobby interest, games being released, fads, etc.

3 Objectives -

· Marketing objectives - quantity, direction, time-frame and rational.

· program objectives - pricing, advertising, distribution, product and service.

4 Marketing strategy - how your marketing objectives will be achieved.

5 Financial documents - 

· Budgets - advertising, research, canteen, entry-form.

· Revenue - forecasted off number of attendees.

· Profits - return on investment.

6 Monitors and controls - Methods of achieving quality assurance and gaining the data needed to do the necessary analysis for the next event.

· Player feedback sheets

· Internet feedback

· Analysis of attendee patterns

This is a marketing plan.  Thinking about these issues at an early stage will enable more efficient use of scarce resources and hopefully strengthen future conventions by providing access to the data gathered.

ISSUES

Marketing to date has been haphazard, limited, and quite inefficient, if attempted at all. Often it has constituted of nothing more than producing an entry form and placing it in games shops. The prevailing attitude has been one of “If we have a convention, they will come”.

The current climate has seen a proliferation of conventions (particularly in Sydney), this has lead to a gradual decrease in size of individual conventions even though the number of conventions has actually increased.  The consequence of this has been a decrease in quality of these conventions as a result of declining economies of scale.

In real terms each convention must cover certain basic costs such as venue rental, advertising, entry form and trophies.  One large convention with 1200 attendees doesn’t pay six times the rent as a convention of 200 attendees.  It appears in current convention budgets that advertising expenses have a very low priority.  As conventions have decreased in size the financial constraints imposed by these economies of scale have seen a drop, or complete absence, of advertising. Even to the extent of a decline in quality in that most basic of advertising tools, the entry form.

DESIGNING EFFECTIVE ADVERTISING PROGRAMS
CLASSIFICATION

There are three classifications of advertising:

Informative advertising - intended to inform the target audience about a convention or conventions generally.  It is very useful in the introductory stages to help build primary convention interest e.g. Ms Mannings “What is a convention  Web Page”.

Persuasive advertising - intended to pursued people to attend a convention.  Useful in building interest in people who had not attended a convention before e.g. Mr Chapman’s “Guide to Conventions”.

Reminder (reinforcement) advertising - aimed  at reminding a target market that a product (convention) is still available.

Practically, a convention entry form is generally used to fulfil all three functions.  This can be very wasteful use of resources especially as an entry form is expensive to print.

PLANNING

In developing  an advertising program, a convention must always start by identifying the target market and the potential players' motives.  Then they can proceed to make the five major decisions in developing an advertising program.  These are:

what are the advertising objectives?

how much can be spent?

what message should be sent?

what media’s should be used?

how should the results be evaluated?

What are the advertising objectives?

These are philosophical objectives that need to be considered and included in part 3 of the marketing plan.

How much can be spent?

This should have been decided  and budgeted for in part 5 of the marketing plan.

What message should be sent?

Various factors must be decided upon when designing the message, this should cover “What is to be said and how it's is to be presented.”

Other factors are;


Message style - informative, game blurbs, mood and image, use of pictures.

Tone-  positive or humorous, professional or relaxed.

Format-  Newspaper style, A4 size, Glossy poster entry form.

Considerations on deciding these answers are; Budget, Tradition, Target audience expectations, access to skills and resources.

Has anyone ever thought about whether what we are currently doing with entry forms is correct? I suggest the answer is no.

What media’s should be used?

Media decisions are the considerations of the of the respective media vehicles (radio, print media, entry form) and how they can be used to benefit convention advertising. Areas to consider are;


Reach- the percentage of the target audience who will be exposed to at least one advertisement during the period of the campaign.

Frequency- the number of times a target consumer will be exposed to an advertisement message during the period of the campaign.

Impact- the force the advertised message will have on the target consumer.

How should the results be evaluated?

Part 6 of the marketing plan. The most basic evaluation can be the number of attendees.  Other possible methods are asking for feedback i.e. where did you get the entry form, how did you find out about the convention, etc?

METHODS OF ADVERTISING
Word of Mouth (reputation)
This is often overlooked.  This is one of the few advertising techniques that really works.  It will not determine how the initial convention will succeed but can have considerable impact on future cons. We can not keep targeting our advertising at regular convention goers, we have to expand the net.  The people who are already attending conventions know that they are on.  Encouraging them  to inform new people is a prime use of the non existing advertising dollar.

Quality of Entry forms
In the current climate, an entry form is a convention’s major form of advertising. An entry form therefore must not only be informative it must also be catch the attention of potential buyers. 

1/ Blurbs, must be interesting and understandable.

2/ Presentation, a clean well laid out entry for which does not look busy. 

3/ Game Systems, those require including issues of variety and styles.

Internet access
Is the youngest of all the media and is seen as the hope for the future advertising of conventions. This is true to a point, as the number of people using the internet increases so does your target market size. The problems that arise here are,

1/ Being found by those using this system.

2/ Those without access to the net won’t able to see the advertisement. 

3/ Financial transactions over the internet are still limited by trust in the system and 
the cost of setting up the system (credit card facilities).

Shop relationships / Networking
Developing and cultivating a stronger relationship with shops, even peripherally connected with the hobby, will enable a convention to access new markets.  There are obvious benefits for the convention in this but there are also benefits for the shop.  The shop gains advertising and promotion of their shop to a highly specific market.  They get advertising to a very narrow, highly specific demographic.  Arguably, as a demographic group, roleplayers have a high disposable income.

Looking for new markets
The buzz word that everyone has been talking about is the new gamer.  Who is this mythical person?  Where are they, how can they be convinced  to attend a convention?  universities are a good intake forum.  A new roleplayer starts because of a friend roping them in or through joining an organised roleplaying club.  University clubs get new members every year and can have a lot of impact on these people’s desires to attend a convention.   Similarly, schools have the potential to fulfil the same function if properly approached.

IN CONCLUSION
Advertising and marketing is important and can not be ignored, even if it costs money.  We all wish to grow the hobby and get new players involved by using our well developed and researched marketing plan and correctly aiming your advertising at new gamers we will be able to ensure the survival of conventions.

CONORG 1998
6
CONORG 1998
1

