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Abstract 
The aim of this article was to contribute to a better understanding of how producers 
within performing arts look upon and behave in building and maintaining relations within 
a business-to-business network. Most of the empirical material was originally collected, 
mainly through interviews, for an extensive case study about the influence of the 
procurement of resources on artistic production. In this new study the empirical material 
from the four cases was focused in another way. Findings indicated that producers within 
the performing arts were often eager to develop good relations with other art producers. 
Concerning other types of relations, the situation was ambiguous, but there seems to have 
been some tendency towards scepticism about relations with distribution agents, grant 
givers and sponsors. 
 
 
Introduction 
This article discusses business-to-business relationship marketing within the arts; more 
specifically, the performing arts and the relation between the producer and the network, 
as seen from the producer’s viewpoint. The relation to consumers has not been 
considered.  
 
At this point, several terms should be clarified. Business-to-business is not seen as 
something only related to traditional companies or even to organizations of different 
kinds; every professional contact between two parties will be included. Relationship 
marketing could be used as a broad, overall concept including not only the relation 
between buyers and sellers or customers and suppliers but also the rest of the producer’s 
network (Gummesson, 2002, p. 16). In this study, the broader definition will be used. The 
term “performing arts” may also require further explanation: performing arts are artistic 
performances given at a place where the performers and the audience are both present at 
the same time (cf. Wahl-Zieger, 1978, p. 18). A performance is to be considered artistic if 
someone who claims membership in the art world looks upon it as artistic (cf. Holbrook 
& Zirlin, 1985, p. 9). 
 
The studied network consisted of distribution agents and other organizational buyers, 
grant givers, sponsors and external specialists (actors, directors, authors, conductors, 
soloists, etc.); permanent (theatre or music company) employees were not considered part 
of this specific network. 
 
Much has been written about relations in business-to-business marketing, but not much 
specifically concerning the arts. There is, however, evidence to suggest that, with respect 
to relationship marketing, the arts may differ from sectors that have already been studied. 
In the late seventies, the French sociologist Bourdieu (1986) discussed a collective denial 
of commercial interest within the arts with at least the pretence that nothing besides 
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artistic considerations was at issue. He meant that it was more or less forbidden to aim at 
profit in the art sector. A producer or vendor that went commercial had condemned 
himself and lost the future long-term possibility of changing his symbolic capital into 
economic profit. In marketing literature concerning the arts, substantial scepticism is 
raised towards at least some of the marketing tools. Some authors contend that art 
producers should not be concerned about market demands. In an often-cited article, 
Hirschman (1983, p. 46) said that the most important goal within art production was the 
artist’s own desire to express himself. Holbrook and Day (1994, p. 138) have discussed 
how far the artist could go in his artistic integrity without becoming egocentrically 
stubborn. They gave no precise answer, but they stated that art dies when it goes 
commercial. Kolb (2000) and McLean (1997), among others, discuss the problems with 
the influence of contributors on artistic production.  However, little is said about 
relationship marketing. 
 
Literature concerning sponsoring contains elements of relationship marketing, but 
normally the perspective is the sponsor’s. But there is some literature with a more dyadic 
perspective. Olkkonen, Tikkanen and Alajoutsijärvi (2000) want to adopt an inter-
action/network approach to sponsorship matters. Ropo and Sauer (2003) have studied a 
Finnish symphony orchestra and the development of its partnership with the business 
community from short-term commitment to some sort of shared leadership. There is also 
some literature about relationship marketing and festivals. In a French study, Collin-
Lachaud and Duyck (2002) mean that the relationship approach is a realistic way to 
integrate marketing and cultural matters and they show how relationship marketing could 
be used when arranging festivals. They also mean that the paradigm of relationship 
marketing would seem to be applicable to all performing arts. In a study of 97 American 
non-profit professional theatres, Voss, Cable and Voss (2000) have investigated how 
theatres, with respect to their values, build and maintain relationships with external 
constituents. Using statistical measures, they discuss theatres’ perceived value 
congruence with constituents, the relationship’s influence on programme planning and 
what financial resources they obtain from the constituents. Voss et al. mean that their 
results support the idea that theatres try to establish and maintain relationships with 
external constituents that share their values because they believe that they would receive 
higher returns from them in the long run. Things probably differ quite a lot between the 
U.S. and major parts of Europe. Therefore, it seems interesting to see how Swedish 
producers within performing arts act in corresponding situations. The aim of this study is 
to contribute to a better understanding of how producers within performing arts look 
upon and behave in building and maintaining relations within a business-to-business 
network. 
 
 
Methods 
Most of the empirical material for this article was originally collected for an extensive 
case study (Wahlberg, 2001) about the influence of the procurement of resources on 
artistic production and the conflict between what was artistically desirable and what was 
possible in terms of market considerations. There were four cases: two independent 
theatre groups (Cases A and B), one symphony orchestra (Case C) and one artist who 
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first and foremost performed folk music in two different constellations (Case D). Data 
collection was based mainly on twenty interviews, though documents, primarily 
accounting material, were also used. To a lesser extent, information for this article was 
collected from an older study (Wahlberg, 1992) and from informal discussions with 
people associated with the cases. 
 
 
The empirical material 
Case A: Theatre Scratch 
This independent theatre group was founded fifteen years ago and consisted of 
approximately ten people. Grants from local, regional and central governments financed 
about 50% of the costs. There was no money from sponsors or donors. Normally, the 
theatre group sold performances to different distribution agents, companies and schools. 
Most of the production targeted children and young people up to 16 years of age. All 
productions were low-budget productions, normally there were only one or two actors on 
stage in the performances and the design was very simple. The actors themselves wrote 
the plays. This way of performing was motivated as an artistic choice, but the members 
also knew that there was no money for proceeding in another way. To some extent, the 
theatre participated with actors as consultants in staff training activities in different 
companies.  
 
The group had considerable financial difficulties, and during several months every year, 
there was no money for salaries. Money for their subsistence was then obtained through 
unemployment benefits. During such periods, the personnel worked for the theatre on a 
voluntary basis.  
 
The theatre company was aware of the wants of its buyers. Schools were interested in 
plays about e.g., racism and bullying, and Scratch was keen on satisfying these buyers. 
That was not seen as an artistic choice, but according to the group, it definitely was 
possible to perform a play of that kind artistically. There were two important channels for 
selling: a catalogue that was produced by a regional representative for buyers and a sort 
of trade show where different producers could present what they had to offer. Some 
potential customers were phoned, in other cases they just waited for orders to be placed. 
Sometimes, a group of people decided what to buy. But only a few members of that 
group actually had an influence on the choice.  Within the theatre good relations to the 
distribution agents and other buyers was regarded as important and as it was well known 
that the buyers wanted uncomplicated arrangements, the group always tried to make it 
safe and comfortable for them. Things like a lot of technique, lightning and black-outing 
were regarded as synonymous with complications for the buyer. From an older study, 
(Wahlberg, 1992) it was known that Theatre Scratch tried to build and maintain good 
relations to buyers. Sometimes, postcards were sent to important customers or to school 
classes that had been to a performance. When Scratch sold performances, the size of the 
audience was always restricted to a certain maximum. Minor divergences were normally 
accepted, but the contract gave the theatre the right to bill an extra performance. Also, 
when cancellations were late, Scratch tried to find a new day together with the buyer 
instead of just sending a bill. Falling into disfavour with a buyer was regarded as 
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dangerous. The distribution agents talked to each other and what had happened became 
widely known. 
 
At the consultancy level, the buyer gave the basic requirements for the task and then it 
was up to the actors to create appropriate scenes. Some of the buyers had engaged 
Theatre Scratch several times, and the leader meant that the reason was that they knew 
that the theatre would do a good job.  
 
The leader of the theatre meant that the relationship with the representatives of the grant 
givers was good. Occasionally, he had discussions with politicians and government 
employees. In the 1992-study, both the president of the local cultural affairs committee 
and the secretary for cultural affairs had expressed their satisfaction in having Theatre 
Scratch in the town. They meant that this theatre could manage so much with so little 
money, and they performed for children – something that the big regional theatre could 
not manage in the way that the political grant givers wanted. Now and then, there were 
changes among politicians and employees. The leader of Scratch was actually a bit 
worried about having to deal with new representatives with whom he had no relation. 
 
The theatre had no corporate sponsors. The leader said that they preferred to sell 
performances to companies rather than begging for sponsorship money. For a specific 
project, e.g., during the summer, he could, however, regard sponsoring as a realistic way 
of funding a production. 
 
Scratch had problems in recruiting new employees and external experts, such as 
playwrights and directors. The main reason was that the economic situation did not allow 
such things. In addition, it was not easy to convince people to move to this northern part 
of the country. During the last years, one person was contracted. She was a former 
temporary employee from the buyer’s side. 
 
 
Case B: The Crocodile Wrestlers 
Case B was also an independent theatre group. The name of the group has its origin in a 
photo from the early 1900s. In a large aquarium, a man is swimming beneath the surface 
and he is holding his arms around a crocodile that is half his size. There are two other 
crocodiles in the aquarium as well. Outside the aquarium, a man, dressed as a sailor, is 
standing at strict attention. According to the artistic leader, this could be seen as a 
metaphor of what the theatre group wanted to do: something impossible in front of an 
audience. In the theatre group, neither the actors nor the musicians were regularly 
employed. People were hired for specific productions and were paid only for per-
formances, not for rehearsal time. An artistic leader who applied for grants when he had 
an idea for a new project managed the company. He normally wrote the plays and the 
musical scores for the productions. Two young women who subsisted on unemployment 
benefits assisted the artistic leader, and these three people managed the theatre group. 
Altogether, the group had produced eight plays and critics had been rather favourable. 
Performances were sold to distributing agents and tickets were sold directly to the 
audience only as an exception. The theatre had no permanent public funding, but the 
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projects had been fairly well financed with grants. The artistic leader believed that 
financing of the projects would be uncomplicated, as he himself was well known among 
the grant givers. Still, the group had not received grants for the long-term management, 
only for projects. The grants were nonetheless extremely important, as not more than 
approximately 20% of the income came from sold performances. It is important to add 
that a lot of voluntary work was done: people worked for nothing or only low pay. In a 
production performed at public swimming baths no fewer than 45 volunteers were 
engaged. 
 
The programme choice was based on an artistic idea shared by people wanting the same 
thing: a mix of different types of art combined with a touch of avant-garde and ham. The 
artistic leader meant that, due to his long experience of people within the arts in the 
region, he could co-ordinate professionals and amateurs in interesting projects with 
regional connections. He was, however, pessimistic about the possibilities of gaining 
acceptance in the region for new and untraditional ways of performing.  
 
Due to the fact that there were almost no fixed costs, there was little short-term 
dependency on gaining an audience for the performances. But in a longer perspective, the 
management team knew that the distributing agents could grow dissatisfied by repeated 
losses. The theatre had no communication with the agents until rehearsals had begun. 
One of the informants meant that people with a traditional or conservative theatre 
ideology represented the distributing agents. Artistic integrity seemed to be an important 
ingredient in the selling work. One of the women in the management team stated that it 
was important “not to sell one’s soul to the Devil to ingratiate oneself to others”. The 
selling process started with potential buyers who knew someone on the management 
team. Still, some distribution agents had problems in understanding what it all was about. 
They wanted to know if the actors had formal education and if it was possible to have a 
preview of the play. An incident that was indicative of the problematic relationship with 
the distribution agents occurred when approximately one hundred representatives of the 
agents had accepted an invitation to an extra performance at which wine and 
refreshments were to be served. Only three people showed up. Not a single performance 
was sold. A play about Lars Levi Læstadius, a famous 19th century preacher from 
northern Sweden, was initially performed at a national convention of the Church of 
Sweden. The group then planned to sell performances to churches all over Sweden. 
Nothing was sold. The group meant that the church representatives were sceptical of 
people coming from outside, but still the group could not understand what had gone 
wrong. 
 
The artistic leader had no idea of what the politicians thought of the theatre. As far as he 
knew, not a single politician had seen their last play. In his opinion, they were only 
interested in the number of performances and spectators. He himself had no interest in 
contacts with the politicians. They knew who he was, and he thought that would suffice. 
The management team was not interested in corporate sponsoring either. They met no 
interest from the companies and they thought it was too much work for too little money. 
They felt like beggars. The leader stressed that the group did not, as some other groups, 
accept work on demand. 
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The Crocodile Wrestlers had no employees besides the management team. The leader co-
ordinated participants for every single project. Some people were regulars, but the leader 
was to some extent afraid of being in a situation where he would feel indebted to 
someone. He did not want to become too established. He also meant that personal 
relations were very important when it came to getting people to participate. It was 
necessary for them to know that it would be an enjoyable experience and that they shared 
the same views with respect to new and experimental ways of expression. Considerations 
concerning money were thought to have been of minor importance.  
 
 
Case C: Luleå Symphony Orchestra 
Case C was a semi-professional symphony orchestra, founded in 1934, with ap-
proximately 60 musicians, none of them employed; instead, they were volunteers and 
musicians paid for rehearsals and concerts. The orchestra had three productions a year. 
The number of concerts varied, but there were at least two of each production, and they 
took place at the concert hall at the university. The president meant that the university 
was interested in co-operating with the orchestra concerning the development of the 
concert hall. The conductorship alternated between four conductors, all of them well 
known in Sweden and in demand in other parts of Europe as well. The orchestra 
consisted of professional symphony-orchestra musicians and teachers from both the 
academy and the music school. There were also a great number of music students from 
different levels, as well as some competent amateurs. 
 
The orchestra’s financial situation was relatively stable. Direct public funding accounted 
for approximately 50% of the income. The contribution from corporate sponsoring was 
15% and box office money contributed 30%. If the economic value of the time the music 
teachers in the town were allowed to spend working with the orchestra was taken into 
consideration, public funding rose to around 70%. 
 
Normally, the audience had no direct influence on the programme. One of the conductors 
meant that the desires of the musicians and the level of difficulty for the orchestra were 
much more important. He also meant that the audience’s preferences were not always 
artistically interesting. Sometimes, the programme was set on the basis of what was 
suitable for soloists. The orchestra did not rely on distributing agents, but tickets could be 
purchased at a performing-arts box office in the town centre.  
 
Local government seemed to appreciate the orchestra. Without its generous help, the 
town would not have had a high-quality symphony orchestra. At the same time, this 
orchestra provided an opportunity for young people to gain an introduction to symphonic 
playing. That seemed to have been an important motive for funding from the local 
government. A former president of the orchestra took care of the contacts with sponsors. 
He was a former manager of a local bank and had good relations with many companies. 
He was convinced that many companies wanted to be associated with the orchestra and 
its high-quality concerts. But neither the local government nor the companies had even 
tried to influence the programme. 
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The conductors and the soloists were always paid, but not well paid. A reason for the 
acceptance of low pay seemed to be that many of the soloists had a connection to the 
town or were friends of someone in the orchestra. Some of the professional musicians 
were also paid and teachers from the music school could, to some extent, count this as 
part of their job. Music students at the academy received a symbolic payment. In short, 
most of the musicians participated for reasons other than monetary gain. The reason 
seemed to be a combination of a desire to develop professionally and simply to do what 
they loved. Some of the interviewees explicitly said that the orchestra’s objective was to 
give the members opportunities to play, not to satisfy the audience. 
 
Co-operation with some choirs was regarded as a good way to enlarge the audience. The 
reason was that this would mean that more people would have friends and relatives who 
would be more or less compelled to come and listen. A former president of the orchestra 
saw Rotary lunches as an effective channel for distributing information about the Luleå 
Symphony Orchestra. 
 
 
Case D: Musician, author and civil engineer 
Case D was a musician and his co-musicians. His instrument was the violin. He played in 
a well-known folk music group and in a duo. Altogether, he performed on stage 75 to 100 
times a year. He was also an author of plays and other texts. And at the same time, he 
worked full-time as a civil engineer. Earlier he had worked for a publicly financed 
organization that was the major producer and distributor of live music in the region. 
 
A major problem within the folk music group was that the four members lived in four 
different towns with substantial distances in between. But the fact that they had played 
together for 25 years, since childhood, made it work. Another problem was that all of 
them had ordinary jobs, and that forced them to restrict their playing to weekends, 
summer and Christmas. Normally, the group performed 30 to 40 times a year; most of the 
concerts were bought and arranged by distribution agents. However, to celebrate 20 years 
of playing together, they took leave of absence from their ordinary jobs and worked full-
time with the group for 14 months. During this period, the group had some public 
funding, but later on, there was no such funding and normally they had no corporate 
sponsors. The group regarded the potential for sponsorship as insignificant. 
 
The Case-D individual’s co-musician in the duo played the accordion and had been a bass 
player in a well-known music group during the seventies, but had since worked as a 
photographer in his own company for many years. The duo had played together for ten 
years and most of the performances were sold to companies and other organizations that 
wanted entertainment at dinners or conferences. Sometimes, a distributing agent bought 
performances and arranged for them to play for paying audiences. The narratives between 
the tunes were an important part of their shows.  
 
There were several examples of connections to other artistic constellations. The musician 
had earlier performed in the Luleå Symphony Orchestra, but had given it up, as he 
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considered other things more important and more stimulating. But there was a plan to 
play Bartók’s duets together with a traditionally skilled violinist. For more than ten years, 
the folk music group had co-operated with the Cullberg Ballet, a well-known Swedish 
dance company. Guest musicians were common at the group’s concerts. 
 
The performances generated a substantial amount of money, but going on tour with the 
folk music group was particularly expensive and in the musicians own opinion, not much 
was left when everything had been paid for – the group wanted to live well when they 
were on the road. The musician meant that his income from writing was very modest. All 
money he earned from writing and from the duo went to a company he had with a friend. 
This company did a lot of unprofitable things such as travelling to do research for new 
projects, publishing books they knew they were going to lose money on, and dinners with 
people with whom they wished to maintain contact or develop relationships. 
 
The musician saw an advantage in having a conventional “daytime” job: he was not in 
need of the income and could decline an offer to play if the circumstances around a 
specific concert did not appeal to him. He never accepted an engagement if there was a 
risk of bad will. Someone in the audience could be a person who in the future could 
influence a decision about buying or not buying. When the musician considered 
accepting a gig, he and his co-musicians always asked themselves if the gig could 
generate another two. 
 
As mentioned, the musician and his co-musicians did not receive grants nor sponsor 
contributions, except some minor amounts for a summer festival. However, the group had 
good relations with the local government. A leading local politician was often seen in the 
audience when the folk music group was on stage. Working with sponsoring was too 
time-consuming in relation to the economic benefit that would accrue; in fact, they 
managed quite well without sponsorship money. A very important factor, with respect to 
sponsoring, was that the musician’s employer accepted his absence from work due to 
performances. 
 
 
Findings 
The empirical material gave indications of varying interests in relationships. One of the 
theatre groups (Case A) was keen to have good relations within its network, particularly 
the distribution agents, and the group worked consciously to foster such relationships. 
The group also tried to build some sort of relation to people in the local government. 
Sponsors were probably not interested, and the group felt like beggars when they had had 
discussions with potential sponsors. There was no real meaning in building relationships 
with external experts, since there was no money to hire them. The recruiting of a former 
temporary employee from the buyer’s side had probably been good for the relationship 
with buyers. The other theatre group (Case B), which had vanguard ambitions and only 
performed when there were projects with acceptable financing, was not at all interested in 
relationship building and had an almost contemptuous attitude towards distribution 
agents. Grant givers were supposed to know who the artistic leader was. This theatre 
group, however, wished to maintain good relations with potential performers, although 
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the leader was afraid of developing such close relationships with performers that he 
would feel more or less compelled to continue co-operating with them in the context of 
the group. The orchestra (Case C) had no distribution agents but worked systematically 
on building and exploiting relations with grant givers, corporate sponsors, conductors and 
soloists. The folk music performer (Case D) tried to build good relations with distribution 
agents and other organizations that were potential buyers. The fact that he had been 
employed by the region’s major distribution agent for music seemed to be of importance 
for relationship matters. He was also keen on having good relations with other artists or 
artistic constellations. 
 
The conclusion was that producers within the performing arts were often eager to develop 
good relations with other art producers. Concerning other types of relations, the situation 
was ambiguous, but there seems to have been some tendency towards scepticism about 
relations to distribution agents, grant givers and sponsors and not even a tendency to 
build partnerships was recognized.  
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