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Why do so many cultural and leisure organisations get 
customer service wrong? It is the primary focus for most 
customer facing departments such as Ticketing and 

Front of House, yet we consistently send the wrong message.
Only the other day, I had an experience with a large cultural 

organisation that on the face of it was providing very good 
customer service, their team was efficient and polite but instead 
of providing solutions they presented obstacles. Eventually, 
after following a number of set procedures we were able to find 
a solution, but the experience wasn’t made easy for me, the 
customer, or I suspect for the organisation.

So what are we doing wrong? Most cultural organisations 
work by the same principles, listen to the customer, try and 
understand their grievance, come to a resolution within the 
framework of the principles of the organisation and if you 
need help escalate the issue to a supervisor or manager. The 
problem I think is that customers also know that this is the 
process and have an expectation of a favourable outcome.

In most cases, a favourable outcome is exactly what we 
want customer service to achieve for both customers and 
the organisations. But why do we always talk about customer 
service as a response to a negative action.
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a national tour or a small local performance group, conference 
organiser or audience member looking for a great night out, 
they all want a memorable experience where their expectations 
have been exceeded and budgets met. 

Essential to any successful business is its staff. Having staff 
that understand and share the same passion for the industry and 
strive to achieve the same high standard as I do is invaluable. 
I believe in giving the staff the tools to make sound informed 
decisions that focus on our own ethos with an understanding 
of our fiscal responsibilities when answering requests made by 
our clients, without having to confer with myself. 

The client appreciates an immediate decision and is not left 
waiting on replies that can be forgotten or not followed up on 
within an appropriate time frame. They may not always get it 
right, but from this we learn. I’m lucky enough to have a very 
supportive team who work hard to meet the demands of our 
clients.

If you look after the customer, the rest will look after itself.
My 25 years involvement with the local Operatic Society also 

gave me a very good insight as to the needs of a production 
and its crew. I’ve always had a passion for live theatre and 
love nothing more than being there on day one of bump 
in to see what is essentially a black box transformed into a 
performance space that will take you on a journey to wherever 
the performance wishes. 

We understand the importance of growing our relationship 
within the local community and in particular the performing 
arts sector. This is achieved through our close support of the 
performing arts groups through subsidised venue hire, and by 
providing educational opportunities and technical sound and 
lighting design support for their events. It’s like a two lane 
highway where we are both driving in the same direction striving 
for a common goal of excellence. If we work together we will 
reach our goal that much quicker and with the least amount of 
expense. Our aim is to develop our brand to represent quality 
performances no matter who is performing and it is important 
that our audience has the confidence in our brand to believe 
when they come to events in our venue, they are of the highest 
possible standard, and if we need to assist in this we will.

Following the Christchurch earthquakes we received a large 
number of events due to the lack of facilities in Christchurch. 
While nobody likes to benefit from others misfortune, this gave 
us access to a large number of promoters and conference 
organisers who may not have considered us prior to the 
earthquake. 

Many of these organisations have become repeat clients 
with a large number of them providing training workshops and 
seminars for the local agricultural industry.
Roger Farr is Manager at the Ashburton Trust Event Centre.
In 2014, Roger Farr (below right) received EVANZ’s Priava 
Rising Star Award for excellence in management.
The Centre has been repeatedly recognised for its 
achievements, receiving the Entertainment Venues Association 
of New Zealand (EVANZ) Tompkins Wake Excellence in 
Customer Service award in 2013.
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If organisations are creating good customer service environments, 
the level of issues would decrease. Customer service should be 
about ensuring that every staff member is equipped to answer 
the questions that they will be asked about the venue and its 
area; events; restaurants; and bus timetables. Alternatively, 
they should know how to find the information quickly and 
easily, and feel empowered to take that extra few minutes to 
understand a customer’s requirements or discover how they 
can make their visit better. 

Many customers are time poor, therefore, customer service 
is about reading the signals from the customer and providing 
the level of service that is right for them. Being efficient and 
effective for someone who only has their thirty minute lunch 
break or having a longer conversation with Mavis who last saw 
this play 30 years ago. Finding the right attitude and dealing 
with each customer in the manner that is fit for purpose is good 
customer service.

Increased data capture and emphasis on customer 
relationship management by most cultural organisations, 
means that they have the tools available to understand their 
customers better. They now have the capacity to know that one 
patron likes a chat about the play she is booking for, or that 

another prefers an aisle seat. 
As Customer Service advocates we should be learning from 

other industries. I have been in many meetings where someone 
mentions the ‘Amazon experience’. While some feel Amazon 
goes too far, no-one can deny that Amazon does what we all 
would love to be able to do. They use the data that is captured 
by each customers transactional and browsing experience and 
turn it into informed recommendations, upselling opportunities 
and ways to enable us as customers to get more out of our 
experience with Amazon.

And why aren’t we as an industry using the data that we 
capture to facilitate a better customer experience in our 
organisations? We should be utilising data segmentation and 
CRM tools to inform our customer service processes. Most 
organisations capture a huge amount of information about the 
customers; we know who they are, where they live, how often 
they attend events at our venues as well as information about 
their preferences for communication.

Yet despite this, most organisations don’t spend time 
analysing that data and using it to inform their commercial 
decisions and their programming. The data can be a rich 
source of information about how our customers interact with 
the organisation.

Marketing and development departments are utilising data 
to segment and tailor communications but what about our 
frontline services? Surely, our Box Offices and Front of 
House teams have as much need to understand the customer 
relationship, if only to enable a better experience for both the 
customer and staff member. Remember knowledge is power, 
we should start working smarter in all aspects of the customer 
service ratio.

Enabling frontline staff and improving attitudes of these 
staff towards customer service will increase both staff 
satisfaction and customer satisfaction. All too often I have seen 
organisations have extremely low expectations of their frontline 
staff. They are generally the last to be informed of changes to a 
production, cast or creative decision and are not encouraged to 
attend dress rehearsals or other opportunities for engagement 
with the creative aspects of the organisation.

When all staff are engaged and feel included in aspects of 
the organisation outside their role responsibilities, they will be 
more likely to promote and speak positively about both the 
organisation and the productions. 

Another opportunity arises with encouraging staff to 
experience the local area and gain an understanding of what 
the area has to offer, discover the public transport options, 
know how long it takes to walk to the nearest station. I have 
often conducted an excursion with new staff introducing them 
to the important facts about the theatre spaces, but also to 
give everyone a chance to learn about other areas, such as 
local restaurants, which can also give an added benefit to the 
customer.

By empowering our frontline staff and creating positive and 
proactive customer service attitudes we will be more successful 
in developing relationships with our customers and producing 
advocates for our business. Isn’t that what most of us are 
aiming for?
Five tips to improve Your Customer Service attitude
•Train staff in all aspects of your organisation
•Make sure staff understand expectations, protocols and 
processes
•Empower all staff to be proactive and informative
•Use your database and CRM to understand your customer 
needs
•Don’t promote a response or customer service department – 
live the attitude 
Jo Michel is Director of the Michel Consultancy. This 
feature is adapted from an article written for The Ticketing 
Institute.com


