Thinking Outside the Box - How to Market a Living History Program Beyond Schools and Museums

By Gayle Homes Martin,  Living History Interpreter and Storyteller, Arizona Living History Programs, LLC

It’s no secret that budget cuts have effected just about all of us.  Whether your are on staff at a historic site, or an independent living history interpreter, such as myself, chances are you have not escaped the blows of all the budget axes.  

Severe state budget shortfalls have resulted in fiscal crisises that have riveted museums and schools across the nation.  Those of us who perform Living History Programs, or chautauquas, for schools  have been experiencing a great deal of frustration and disappointment as we try to market our programs.  Over the past year my bookings have gone from scarce to virtually nonexistent.  My colleagues, most of whom have been performing Living History programs much longer than I have, are experiencing the same problem.  No more bookings.  It doesn’t seem to matter how good your program is, or how big of a following you may have had, the phones have stopped ringing.  We are becoming discouraged.  Some have even given up entirely.  Nothing is sadder than to receive an e-mail from fellow a reenactor who has decided to call it quits and is liquidating his or her historic artifacts.

With the school and museum market now slim pickings at best, I found myself facing two options.  Joining my friends and giving up, or doing something radically different; re-branding my program and marketing myself to an entirely new audience.  Having worked too hard for too long to develop my character, I chose the latter.  What had started out as a chautauqua program geared towards schools is now being retooled to become a keynote program to be marketed to Associations and Convention Groups.  This is an entirely different audience, with entirely different expectations.  While these audiences may find history interesting, what they really want to know is how my program can help them improve their lives today.   

The first step in preparing for this new audience was to start ‘Thinking Outside the Box’ and making my presentation go beyond teaching history.  This involved taking a long hard look at my program, seeing past the historical facts. and determining exactly what my character is saying between the lines.  While most certainly a challenge, it was also a great way to get reacquainted with my character.  I perform a WWII era housewife and defense worker, and my topics cover the Home Front. I had to figure out what, besides talking about Ration Coupons and V-Mail, that my character says to the audience.  It took a lot of time, thought, and a few brainstorming sessions with family and friends, but eventually I started figuring it out.  

In my case, my character teaches audiences about altruism, patriotism, life changes and teamwork.  Even more significant for today’s audiences, she demonstrates the notion that achieving a greater sense of self worth, (i.e., building higher self-esteem) results from hard work, sacrifice, and showing compassion for others.  Lessons that go way beyond simply teaching a chapter of history.

These audiences want more than just helpful information; they want to moved, and they want to be entertained.  Gone are the days when we could sit back and call ourselves purists while looking down our noses at so-called ‘entertainers,’ such as the folks who perform Wild West shows for tourists.  If we want to survive in this changing environment, then we need to add a new word to our vocabulary; ‘edutainment.’

I must admit that I had become pretty comfortable with the way I had been presenting my program.  I introduced myself to the audience as my character, spoke in a first person narrative, demonstrated my props, and threw in a few anecdotal stories, all the while focusing my energy solely on teaching the history.  Then I recently had the opportunity to have a one on one coaching session with a student of Marcel Marceau.  This has made a profound change in the way I present my program!  Instead of having my character simply talk about the other people, she taught me how to develop a persona for each of them.  Sort of like having ‘characters within a character.’  She taught me to develop a specific stance and voice for each ‘sub-character,’ and what a difference it has made.  The anecdotal stories have come to life, and the entire program seems to have a much greater impact on the audience.  As a result, I’m not just teaching history anymore; I am performing a one-woman play.  

The next step was to start marketing myself in an entirely new way.  The old methods, such as bulk mailing postcards or brochures to schools and museums, just don’t work anymore in today’s tight budget climate.  

I decided to the best way to begin retooling the way I market myself was to completely revamp all of my printed materials.  The National Speaker’s Association has a Knowledge Bank and Resource Center on its website.  I have found some very helpful information about how to improve my business cards and how to write my One Sheet and Bio.  You do not have to be a member of NSA to access this portion of their website.  Their web address is: www.nsaspeaker.org.  After I finished my printed materials I completely reedited my own website, since that is where I send prospective clients for more information.

I have also begun to market my program much more aggressively than I had in the past.  I have found speakermatch.com to be a very good marketing website.  The cost of joining is far less than what I used to spend on printing postcards and postage.  Now I am getting leads from all over the country.  I have also recently joined my local Visitor’s and Convention Bureau.  Members get leads on all the groups that are coming to town, so now, instead of doing expensive bulk mailings, I am able to do very targeted mailings that I can specifically tailor for each meeting planner.  I am out networking as much as possible.  This means going to mixers and luncheons, meeting all kinds of interesting people from all walks of life, giving them my business card, and talking to them about my program.  While a financial planner may not need the services of a living history speaker, one of his clients might.  The more people out there who know who I am, and what I am doing, the better my chances are of getting more bookings.

In networking outside of the museum environment I am finding there is a lot of enthusiasm from the community as a whole for what I am doing.  Right now it is too early to tell how successful all my efforts will prove to be.  So far I have had one booking for my newly retooled and re-branded program.  But, if audience feedback is any indication, I have every reason to believe that as long as I keep working at it, I should do very well indeed.  The one thing I do know is that if I had continued to keep my focus entirely on the schools, I would have been lucky if I had gotten one or two bookings a year.
