MARKETING

How to avoid a sales pitch
that's a museum piece
The National Maritime
Museum in Sydney was a
dud until some normal
commercial promotion was
brought into play

I

T
is white, it is big and in its first three
years of business, the Australian
National Maritime Museum in Sydney
was a white elephant. Annual attendance
figures were low. Revenue was well
below budget. Most Sydneysiders were
either unaware that the museum existed
or dismissed it as a collection of old boats
and boring maritime memorabilia.
The Maritime Museum has achieved a
remarkable turnaround in the past two
years. Attendance figures have skyrocketed and revenue targets have been
exceeded. The museum's transformation
from one of Sydney's most neglected
attractions to a popular destination for
local residents and tourists has been
achieved by a simple marketing strategy
and a recognition that a museum, like
any product, must be sold.
The Maritime
Museum attracted
405,842 visitors in 1994-95, up 52%
from the previous year and 90,000 more
than expected. It generated revenue of
$3.2 million - from ticket sales, product
sales and rent paid by the manager of its
kiosks - compared with a target of $2.6
million. It raised more than $1 million in
cash and kind from sponsors, against a
target of $770,000. The number of school
children who visited the museum during
1994-95 increased 72%, to 36,000, and
the number of Maritime Museum members rose from 2920 to 5800 during the
year (it has since gone above 6000).
Local residents accounted for most of
the increase in visitor numbers for 199495. Locals accounted for 60% of attendances; interstate and overseas tourists
40%. In the previous year it was locals
45%; tourists 55%.

Steve Sheppard and Max Dingle:
"People thought it was full of old boats"

Steve Sheppard is strategy planning
director at the Maritime Museum's ad
agency, Euro RSCG Ball Partnership.
"Getting people to go to a museum m
their own city is not easy," he says. "Most
people postpone visiting local attractions,
figuring that the attraction will always be
there and they will get to it one day."
The Maritime Museum's 1995-96 budget called for 310,000 visitors. From July
1 last year to the first week of April this
year the museum drew 330,000 people.
Attendances
have been higher than
expected, but 8% below the previous
comparable period. Max Dingle, t~e
museum's assistant director (commercial
and visitor services),
explains the
decline: "We had some blockbuster exhibitions in 1994-95, and we knew the
exhibitions lined up for this year would
not be as popular. Still, we are running
ahead of target."
The museum is in a good location, to
the right of the Darling Harbor retail and
restaurant complex. However, the location has not fuelled the recent growth in
visitor numbers; the museum has always
been next to Darling Harbor and it struggled to attract customers during its first
three years. Behind the recent growth has
been a series of temporary exhibitions, a
new pricing structure and a new marketing strategy.
The change in the museum's attractions
and marketing strategy began in the second half of 1993. The $100-million museum, which is the only one outside Canberra owned by the Federal Government,
opened in November 1991. It had 215,400
visitors in the seven months to June 1992,
which translated into an average monthly
attendance of 30,771. But the number of
visitors fell to a monthly average of
21,882 during 1992-93 (the total attendance for that year was 262,590).
Dingle says: "The Maritime Museum
was flavor of the month for a while, but
then visitor numbers started to decline
steadily. The museum had simply opened
its doors and expected people to come;
its failure to give people a compelling
reason to visit was a big problem."
Another problem was the higWy competitive nature of the Sydney leisure a~d
entertainment market. Sydney has SIX
high-profile museums - the Australian
Museum, the Powerhouse, the Museum
of Contemporary Art, the Jewish Museum, the Maritime Museum and, the most
recent, the Museum of Sydney - plus
other big attractions such as the Art
Gallery of New South Wales, Taronga
Zoo, the Sydney Aquarium and Auscontinued next page

tralia's Wonderland. Sydneysiders spend
an estimated $8 million a year visiting
museums, and competition
for that
money is fierce.
From day one, the Maritime Museum
was plagued by misconceptions. Sheppard says: "People thought it was full of
old boats and junk from the sea." During
its first two years, 70% of visitors were
men aged 50 and over. Dingle says:
"Older men interested in boats were our
main customers. That is not exactly a
growth market."
The Maritime Museum conducted
some basic research before it opened,
and ran a brief advertising campaign late
in 1991 and early in 1992. Its marketing
activities then dwindled. During 199293, for example, it did not run any advertising. (The museum's original ad agency,
Lindley Mitchell, was replaced with Steve
Sheppard's agency, Sheppard Griffin, in
1992. Sheppard Griffin merged with
Euro RSCG Ball Partnership in February
1994.)
Dingle says museums have an advantage over other leisure and entertainment
attractions: the potential to be both educational and entertaining. "Parents feel ;
good if they take their kids to a museum,
because the kids will have fun and learn
something." In the past year, some entertainment-based
attractions in Sydney
have introduced educational elements.
The Australia's Wonderland theme park,
for example, recently added a dinosaurs
exhibition.
The decline in average monthly visitors during 1992-93 forced the Maritime Museum to create a new division,
commercial and visitor services, in
mid-1993. Market research was commissioned
to determine
what Sydneysiders thought of the museum and
how it could attract more people. The
museum now runs regular quantitative
and qualitative research studies. The
qualitative studies help to find out what
people expect from, and want to see in,
a specific exhibition.
In recent years, most museums and art
galleries have introduced temporary or
special exhibitions to counter the longterm decline in core-visitor numbers (a
core visitor is defined as someone who
visits a museum on a regular basis,
regardless of what exhibitions are on).
The Maritime Museum has six permanent exhibitions. It staged temporary
exhibitions during 1991 and 1992, but
none of them attracted a broad audience.
In June 1994, the museum launched
Mary Rose: Life and Death of Henry
VIII's Lost Warship, an English exhibition of remnants of a warship that was
sunk in 1545. The exhibition was marketed to women through newspaper ads,

and during its five-month run 60% of the
visitors were women.
There have been several temporary
exhibitions since, each promoted with
newspaper and TV advertising. The
museum has an annual advertising budget of $340,000 and it runs two or three
bursts of TV advertising in Sydney each
year at the beginning of school holidays.
(School holiday periods account for 50%
of total visitors.) Direct-mail and harbor
cruises are used to promote the museum
to teachers.
The Maritime Museum is the most
expensive museum in Sydney, with an
admission price of $7, compared with $5
at the Powerhouse and $4.50 at the Australian Museum. Recognising that its
ticket price was a problem, the museum
introduced flexible pricing in November
1994. The new prices coincided with the
launching of an exhibition called The
Biggest Show in Town, which included
HMAS Vampire, a navy destroyer that is
docked permanently in front of the museum, the replica of Captain Cook's
Endeavour, and an exhibition called Sydney to Hobart: 50 Years of Hell on High
Water, which marked th~Oth anniver=sary of the Sydney-to-Hobart yacht ~a~e.
With the Biggest Show exhIbItIOn,
people could pay $5 to see HMAS Vampire $10 to see the museum and Endeavour' or $15 to see all three exhibitions.
Pe~ple can buy tickets just to see Scorpion a Russian submarine owned by the
A~stralian company Toledo Enterprises
that docked outside the museum m
December last year for a two-year stay.
The total of 405,842 visitors at the
Maritime Museum in 1994-95 made it
the second most popular museum in Sydney. (Powerhouse had 727,000 and ~he
Australian Museum had 396,000.) Dmgle claims it w.as the most p~pular Sydney museum m January t~s year 76,000 visitors compared With the Powerhouse tally of 72,000.
Unprompted awareness of the Maritime
Museum among Sydneysiders has gone
from 11% in 1993 to 25% today. The
lower attendance figure this year compared with 1994-95 was ~xpecte?, and
Dingle says it should be VIewed m perspective. "Remember that we are a maritime museum and do not appeal to everybody. By world standards, we are a very
successful museum."
- NEIL SHOEBRIDGE

