Sales Channels in a Wired World

Bill Thompson

Summary

[slide: title]

The rapid adoption of the Internet and mobile technologies has created a range of exciting new ways to reach customers and potential customers, but few organisations are exploiting them to the full, and many seem afraid to abandon old ways in order to seize new opportunities. 

Bill Thompson will look at what can be done today and what will shortly be possible, looking at the best way to take exploit sales channels in the wired world.
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Bill Thompson is a journalist, writer and technology critic based in Cambridge.  He writes a weekly column on technology and computiing for BBC News online and appears on Go Digital on the BBC World Service, as well as contributing to other publications and programmes. 

Over the years he has worked on a number of arts-related projects, including building and running the launch site for Arts Professional magazine and teaching the online marketing elements of the TMA's introductory marketing course at Druidstone.

The text

[the world keeps turning]

Keeping up with the latest developments in technology, whether they are related to ticketing, back office systems or just your own home computer, is a pretty daunting task. All of us – even those of us who don’t mind being referred to as ‘geeks’ on the radio – sometimes wish things would slow down so that we can get our heads around the vast range of hardware, software, networks, embedded systems, mobile solutions and really cool toys out there.

[understand the bigger picture]

It won’t, of course, so the best we can do is to attempt to understand the trends and ideas, to get the bigger picture instead of drowning in the detail, and to hope to have some idea of where things are going.  If we can manage that then there’s a chance we’ll be able to assess the latest developments effectively, decide which trends are worth following and even – if we’re very lucky – have our new offerings in place before the market arrives on the scene.

It’s a bit like taking a cacophonous sound and doing a Fourier transform to extract all the different pure sine waves that make it up. Filter out the high frequency stuff and look for the long waves, then try to determine where the interference patterns will reinforce one another to create a significant change.

[the role of ETT]

Providing that sort of overview is an important part of this conference, and one of the benefits of hearing from people who are at the sharp end of developing the latest ticketing systems is that you can be pretty sure they are thinking hard about the same issues as you are. Many have even risked their businesses on technologies, tools and approaches that most of you are still assessing.

[Paganini]

If your organisation has a website with a link to your box office, then it’s worth understanding what drives the development of Paganini, a ticketing and access control system that integrates box office software, internet, SMS, wap ticketing, and other sales channels in a single comprehensive framework. 

[kiosks and RFID and wireless]

You might also be wondering about RFID tags, print-at-home, wireless connectivity and box office kiosks, all of which have been round long enough to deserve a place in the portfolio for any ticketing system.

[Easyjet]

And if you still print tickets, what are you going to learn from Tony Anderson about how easyJet – who flew me over here – created the world’s first 100% ticketless airline?

[Doonesbury cartoon]

If you’re paying attention then you should leave here today with enough good ideas to help you overcome the fear that by the time you get back into the office on Monday the paradigm will have shifted again.  

And even if you aren’t paying attention to the talks, by the time you leave Barcelona you should have collected enough business cards and contact details to give you lots of new friends.

[Bluetooth vcard transfer]

Although you may have embraced tomorrow’s technologies enough to have dispensed with the rather primitive idea of exchanging physical objects and prefer instead to use your Bluetooth phone to transfer vcards from your contacts.

[IBM skin-based network]

As far as I know nobody has yet got a working implementation of IBM’s famous people-based network – shake hands and get contact details – but I suspect it’s only a matter of time – ETT 2007, perhaps?

It’s A Circle of Meaning Thing

[the discourse of technology]

But while it’s fun to frighten an audience by telling stories of unexpected change and disruptive technologies, the truth about the networked world is that most of it can be anticipated, if you know where to look.

After all, who designed your mobile phone? My iPod? The software running on this laptop? The laptop itself?  

To an increasing degree you did, through the concerted and continuous exercise of market pressure on an increasingly responsive, reactive and desperate technology sector.

[from xbox to xbox360]

In a relatively free market consumer decisions count – if more people buy the shiny PS2 than the big, bulky Xbox then the next iteration – the Xbox 360 – is a lot shinier than it might otherwise have been.  People liked the Xbox graphics, so the 360 does high-definition as well, making it harder for the competition to overtake them. 

[how to see the future]

This interaction means that if you look carefully at today’s market and the trends within it, and if you’re aware of the affordances of new technologies and what is on the leading edge then you should be able to have a pretty good idea of what is coming next.

[it’s a circle of meaning thing]

Of course, your choices are exercised within a framework that is itself created by previous choices, by the affordances of today’s technology and by the desires, however poorly understood or expressed, of today’s players to stay in business, thrive and even dominate their market sectors. At least for a blink of history’s eye.

Somewhere between the (im)perfect market and techno-determinism, somewhere between consumer pull and technology push, lies the real world, a world in which the development of technologies can only be understood as one among many of the discourses we engage in every moment of our lives.

It’s a circle of meaning thing.

[not just technology]

It is the same in any arena of human activity, whether a marketplace or an audience or a parliament. In the arts, the expectations of the audience shape the types of artistic endeavour considered worth pursuing; new forms of expression can create audiences around them; and so it goes.

[machinima]

For example, the graphics capabilities of today’s online systems, like Xbox Live or World of Warcraft, are enough to support their use as an alternative to high-end graphics workstations and software costing tens of thousands of euros.  Using one player’s point of view as  ‘camera’ and recording the interactions allows scenes to be acted out. Voice over and effects can then be added, and the whole thing cut into a movie – like this one

[example of Codex]

It may not be as impressive as King Kong, but it cost approximately one millionth as much.

[theory-dependent consumerism?]

When it comes to considering the ways society responds to new devices and new technologies, therefore, we must not imagine that the inventors and producers work in isolation

The philosopher Paul Feyerabend put it well in his discussion of the nature of science, when he pointed out that no experiment is neutral, that our observations are ‘theory-dependent’.  In the same way, technologies do not exist outside the social and cultural modes within which they are deployed – every inventor is present in society, even the geeks.

[ticketing: a contested zone?]

And when we think about ticketing systems we have the additional complication that we’re trying to use technology to mediate an interaction – that between the event, cultural product, performer and the audience – that is poorly understood to begin with.

[there are limits]

We can’t have everything, though - in the discourse of technology there are constraints on both sides. 

Some things that we would like – faster than light travel, infinite clean energy, milk cartons that open easily – seem to be denied us by the very fabric of the universe. Others – foldable screens, high speed networks, portable power sources that last days not hours – take a little time but can be delivered. Some things that the companies would like to sell us – multimedia messaging, the Sinclair C5 plastic car, or the Prestel information service – never manage to get over the technology chasm into the mainstream.

[how do we sell tickets in the wired world?]

So where do we begin, and what trends can we see to help us understand the future? What are the sales channels in the wired world and how can you use them effectively?

Tomorrow’s Technology, Tomorrow’s Tickets

Before we can have a clear idea of how ticketing might work, it’s useful to sketch out the likely outcomes of currently observable trends in technology. Let’s start with a couple of general observations.

[the technology isn’t the issue. Or the interesting aspect of the future.]

Arthur C Clarke wrote that ‘any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic’.  He wrote that in 1962, towards the end of the innocent age when magic was closer to the surface, an age before we preferred to believe in technology rather than the numinous possibilities of the immaterial world. 

In those days if a man stood on stage and mysteriously knew the answers to questions asked from the audience we might have ascribed it to telepathy or at least allowed him an almost mystical ability to ‘read’ other people.  Now we assume that he has a transmitter pack under his suit jacket and is being fed answers by his campaign team.

Clarke’s dictum is no longer valid, and some of us regret its passing. Instead it has become ‘any sufficiently advanced technology is boring except to sad geeks’.  Today the good technologies are the ones that are invisible, that are assumed to operate, that become part of daily life and go unnoticed and unobserved.

[the future has already arrived]

William Gibson, another SF writer, wrote that ‘the future has already arrived, it’s just not distributed evenly’, meaning that we can tell which technologies are going to be important two, three or five years from now because they have already been invented. It takes that long to get from the lab to the street, but an astute observer can tell which things are going to make the journey – at least, some of the time.

[the growth of e-marketing]

One area that is clearly moving into the mainstream is e-marketing, using the network for all aspects of the marketing function from marcomms to fulfilment. 

In the last couple of years e-marketing has gone from being a pretty unusual experiment to become part of mainstream practice, and arts organisations of all sizes are doing interesting things.

[Cornerhouse]

At Cornerhouse in Manchester they are moving away from print-based programmes and promotional material and building their strategy around their website and email.

The UK Arts Marketing Association’s ‘Pump Up Your Website’ course, developed by Roger Tomlinson who is here in the audience today, features work being done by Sadlers’ Wells, the RSC, the Royal Opera House, the Lowry, the South Bank and Bristol Old Vic, as well as smaller venues like the Sherman Theatre in South Wales and Compton Verney, an art gallery in Warwickshire.

[change is constant]

One thing to bear in mind is that the optimal strategy will change, partly because of the rapid shifts in online demographics, and partly because the technology which underpins e-marketing and ticketing is itself developing. The need to keep both strategy and implementation under constant review isn’t just a pathological desire to have new toys to play with on the part of your technical team (though that does exist – how many have an iPod nano? How many want one?) but a reflection of the rate of change in the market. 

[looking to 2010]

What can we see, then, if we look to the turn of the decade?

[taking it for granted]

For most of the people in the West, most of the time, the key difference between now and then will be how it is all taken for granted, and how much technology has vanished from view.

Already it is hard for most people to count the number of computers they interact with in their everyday life. Apart from the mobile phone and the PC, what about your MP3 player, dishwasher, TV, set top box, car…. It’s a long and growing list.

[ubiquitous computing]

Even while we have more of them,  the devices we use in everyday life, the ones that really shape our social interactions or determine our business effectiveness, will become less obvious. We will stop seeing them.

At the moment if you go into a Starbucks you still tend to notice how many people are using laptops – as  I write this in my local café in Cambridge I can see three other computers, but I don’t see the mobile phones any more, and I hardly notice anyone tapping on the screen of a PDA. 

[it’s a connected world]

One thing that will disappear from view in the near future is connectivity itself. Over the next few years processing power and connectivity will have joined water, electricity and petrol among the givens of the western industrial world. 

This will have a significant impact on the assumptions we make about the degree of connectivity we can have with other people. Perhaps the biggest change wrought by mobile phones has been the move to living a ‘just in time’ life – meetings can be arranged or rearranged at short notice, when heading out with friends in the evening we no longer need to agree where to meet in advance, and of course illicit liaisons can be effectively managed with cryptic texts.

[tomorrow’s media]

It’s worth noting that this will have a significant impact on the media landscape, because delivering information to people will become trivially simple, unlike today where ownership or control of a distribution channel like TV station or printing press is a key determinant of what gets said to whom.  The shape of advertising and of the media generally will be very different, and anyone who wants to reach an audience through paid advertising or reviews and other coverage will have to work with the new disposition.

However that’s not directly our concern here so we won’t explore it further. See my paper on ‘The End of Broadcast’ on the talks section of www.andfinally.com for more.

[don’t disregard the digital divide]

It is worth making the point that this will be the case in Europe, North America and some Asian countries, but it will not be true for the majority of the world’s population.  After all, the 2003 World Summit on the Information Society managed to agree that one of the objectives in its plan of action should be to provide every village with a community access point by 2015. That is one Internet connection per village  - if we’re lucky.  And the followup meeting in 2005 discovered that we’re making very poor progress towards even this modest goal.

[a screen-based world]

Back in the wired, western world, one effect of the interaction of pervasive networks and ubiquitous computing is that screens will be everywhere. There will screens on wall, screens on stands, screens on desks, rolled-up screens in pockets and screens in the covers of hardback books. Any flat surface will be – at least potentially – a display device. And none of them will be televisions, because the idea that a screen would be dedicated to the display of full-screen video will seem quaint and rather absurd.  My daughter, who is approaching 15, will never buy a television – what use could she possibly have for a screen that does only thing?

[the bleeding edge]

There will still be leading-edge and even bleeding-edge toys out there for those with enough money or access to the research labs, and tales of holographic projection systems, quantum computers and direct neural interfaces will be heard, while geeks talk in awed tones of immersive 3D virtual reality games.  But they will not be common, and you won’t be building a market around them.

[ticketing the wired world]

So how can we work in such a world? How will tickets be sold?

[core assumptions]

In a few years it will be reasonable to assume two things about the European market.

Everyone (who wants to) will be online from home, office, school, department store and most points in between.

Everyone (who wants to) will carry around with them a device that offers connectivity, processing, high-quality audio, a screen and storage capacity. It won’t be a phone or a PDA, but it will offer the capabilities of both. Let’s call it a node.

[the world is our oyster?]

In that world some ideas, like paper tickets or booking allocations, will seem quaint and charmingly twentieth century. They will not, however, be commercially viable.

Consider the Oyster card and how London Underground now charge you a lot more for a single ticket if you have the impertinence to require a piece of printed cardboard and a magnetic stripe reader. They are even making more and more of their gates ‘Oyster only’ so that those of us who commute from outside the M25 and are therefore stuck with card-based tickets are inconvenienced at the barrier too. 

[virtual money]

Or consider the nature of money in the modern world.  While coins and notes represent money in some way, a debit or credit card is simply a key that offers access to the financial system in a number of well-defined (and, it is to be hoped, secure) ways.

[from token of exchange to access control]

This raises an interesting question, and one that goes to the heart of the revolution that technology is bringing to the ticketing marketplace. What is a ticket? 

A ticket is not a physical object, not the piece of paper or card that I hold in my hand. The ticket is the permission to enter or experience or travel, and as such it has no necessary connection to any particular ‘token’ or physical object.

Up until now it has been easier to act as if the ticket and the token were one thing, but once we move out of the physical world and into the virtual one that link is merely one of convenience. And it is getting less convenient.

A ticket bears the same relationship to the piece of paper that has a seat number and performance details printed on it as a banknote bears to money. The note is not money – it represents exchange value. And the printed paper is not a ticket – it represents a permission.

In many cases the ticket is the only signifier of that permission. If I lose my train ticket then a receipt will not convince the guard that I have permission to travel. But I cannot ‘lose’ an easyJet ticket because there isn’t one. In fact, of course, easyJet is not a ‘ticketless’ airline but a ‘tokenless’ one – the ticket exists in their database and all I need to do is prove that I am the person who is referenced by their passenger record.

So the Oyster card is not a ticket. It is a key, a means of getting access to the London Underground payment mechanism and using that access to open a barrier and debit an account.

[The token is not the ticket]

Once we can do this then the connection between a ticket a physical or even electronic object is only contingent. 

The ‘ticket’ exists in the virtual realm, and all that the purchaser needs is a token that will interact in the prescribed manner with whatever validation mechanism is in place. 

If the ticket is already associated with my identity then a biometric will do.  If not, then some physical token like a phone, or a virtual token like an SMS message is needed, but even here this could be a PIN or a password – something I know rather than something I hold in my hand or store on my phone. 

The token is not the ticket: it is a way of gaining access to or control of the ticket, of verifying its existence.  

In one sense this has always been the case: a printed ticket is simply a way to persuade the front of house staff to grant you access to a particular seat.  In the wired world we can break the association between the physical object and the ‘ticket’ itself, and this gives us a great deal of freedom when it comes to designing and building ticketing systems.

[how safe do you want to be?]

Tickets, by and large, do not require high security, or at least they don’t when there are allocated seats and scheduled performances. If someone else is in my seat when I arrive then I may need to provide more proof that I am the proper holder of the ticket than normal, and stadium concerts will probably stick to expensive paper and holographic seals for a while longer. 

[it isn’t working today]

How then, do we get from here to there? How do we escape the unstructured and resolutely print-based world of today’s ticketing systems, where rigid allocations of pre-designated blocks of tickets to agencies can mean unsold seats at major West End theatres while unhappy teenagers are told that the performance is ‘sold out’?

Web 2.0

[welcome to a new paradigm]

Well, part of the answer is to think differently about how services are delivered online. Just when you thought it was safe to leave your website in the hands of the marketing department and come to Barcelona for a few days, a whole new approach to building an online presence is rearing its ugly head, and it requires some new thinking.

[web 2.0]

Going by the name of Web 2.0, it is currently exciting anorak-wearing web developers around the world, and it could soon be coming to an online marketing strategy near you.

Web 2.0 is about building web pages that users can interact with flexibly, about linking seamlessly to massive databases and about sharing data easily between applications. 

[acronym soup]

If you’ve just finished wrestling with HTML then prepare yourself for a whole new collection of three- and four-letter nonsense. XML, AJAX and SOAP anyone?

It would be easy to dismiss this as a lame attempt by technology companies to sell us something we don’t need and don’t want.  

But the real danger of Web 2.0 is not that it’s another massively hyped distraction from the real work of building audiences, raising awareness and selling tickets - the real danger is that it actually does represent a new way of thinking about your online activites. 

[example website]

Instead of a website that draws information from your box office system, presents potential customers with up to date programme information and availability, then issues paper tickets, a Web 2.0 application could do lots more.

[google maps]

First, the web page itself can be made dynamic and responsive – have a look at Google Maps (maps.google.com) if you want to see what can be done, even today.

[electronic tickets]

Second, the tokens can be made electronic – not just records in a database like the ‘e-tickets’ issued by airlines, but small messages which can be transferred to your computer for home printing or to your phone or handheld for use at the venue.

These ‘e-tickets’ (and I’m not very hopeful for persuading people that they are really ‘e-tokens’ so I won’t try) could be active objects, interacting directly with access control systems, box offices and even payment systems, independently of the issuing organisation.

[building a better web]

This is a real danger for arts organisations, because other companies will soon be upgrading their websites and raising the bar.  If buying tickets from a theatre becomes a lot duller than buying from the local cinema or – worse – the bowling alley, then audiences will drift away.

[building the brave new world]

How can we take advantage of what Web 2.0 and other developments have to offer?

I’m a computer scientist by training and so I tend to think in terms of modules, interfaces and standards.  If we are going to provide customers with the sort of service they expect, the sort of service that matches their experience of the best of online shopping, then it’s time for the various interest groups to decide to work together. In particular, it’s time for the systems suppliers to embrace this new model and work with the grain instead of against it.

That means open standards, built-in connectivity, properly specified and stable Web interfaces, support for the eXtensible Markup Language (XML) as a way of exchaning structured data and – above all - a willingness to compete in the market and not try to lock customers in to proprietary standards, expensive and poorly-specified add-ons or restrictive contracts.

[the Internet play]

It’s the standard ‘Internet play’, and it works surprisingly well. Instead of trying to lock in customers and own 100% of a small market, you open up the standards, embrace the market and end up owning a much more lucrative 20% of a massively expanded market.

[be afraid… eBay tickets… Amazon ticket shop mockups]

Because the worst thing you would want is for Google Tickets  or Amazon Tickets or Yahoo! Tickets or eBay tickets to launch. Let me tell you what they’ll do…

Google Tickets

[the parable of Google video]

In January 2006 Google started to sell video content from its website. You can pay them a couple of dollars and watch a streamed video on your computer, supplied by their servers, sent over the Internet and available whenever you want it. 

At the moment the range of programs is relatively limited and probably not of much interest. Until they get the next series of ‘24’ or ‘Lost’ or ‘The West Wing’ and you can watch it on Google from the US months before it limps onto Sky One or More4, of course.

Programme makers won’t like this, of course, because it will damage the market for foreign rights and they will see themselves losing money. So they won’t deal with Google. Eventually – around June, I reckon – someone big will break ranks and they will discover that selling twenty million downloads at $2 a time is a lot simpler and more profitable than selling a series to the BBC for $5 million. 

And that, as they say, will be that.

[and then they came for me]

At some point in 2007 Google will decide that it can do tickets better than Ticketmaster. It may even just buy Ticketmaster and gut it, but I suspect they’ll decide to do it themselves.

Any venue will be able to set up a GoogleEvent ‘shop’ and upload inventory.  Google’s programmers will offer interfaces to the most common box office systems, relying on US laws controlling restrictive business practices to ensure that they aren’t blocked out.

There will be a search-based front end to help people find what’s available, with live updates from those box office systems that are linked in.

Google will not offer printed tickets or anything so wasteful of resources. When you buy a ticket through Google it will hold the information about your purchase on it site and give you some way of accessing it – it will also tell the venue that you’re the ticket holder. If you want to use your mobile phone or PDA or iPod as your token, your ticket holder, then that will be just fine – the customer is always right as long as Google gets its cut.

Many small venues will sign up, but the majors will stay away, concerned about putting too much power in Google’s hands.  

Then one of the major US chains will break ranks.. and you can tell the rest.

When that happens any box office system that cannot talk to Google will be on its way out of business, and Google will have achieved what the customers, the theatre owners, the performers and artists could not: they will have forced interoperability on an industry that has got away with offering far too little for far too long.

I can’t wait.  For this is not a ‘bad thing’, it is part of the larger-scale process whereby capitalism constantly renews itself, an example of the ‘creative destruction’ first named by economist Joseph Schumpeter. The incumbents respond slowly to technological innovation and leave a space for new entrants, who can be more responsive and embrace the affordances of the new in ways that allow them to outstrip and eventually eliminate the established players.

It’s about to happen to the vendors in this audience. Sorry.

Ticketing Tomorrow

[future ticketing]

If you’re a forward-thinking box office systems house then this needn’t frighten you, because all you have to do is track Google, offer yourself up to the beast like a supplicant in front of Kong and hope that you can be useful.

If you sell integrated ticketing solutions then it may be time to look for another niche: the dinosaurs are emerging from the post-Cambrian swamp and they are going to be running your ecosystem for a while.

But if you’re running a venue then this could be the best thing ever to happen to you – costs will come down, audiences will find it easier to find you and buy from you, and you’ll be able to hang on to Google’s coat-tails for an exciting ride.

And Finally

[closing remarks]

As I said at the start, this isn’t a simple narrative, and I don’t want to pretend that I’m doing anything other than tell plausible stories. The past gives us some hints, but tomorrow remains mysterious.

What seems clear to me is that the new ways of reaching people which the Internet and other networks offer and the ease with which people are incorporating new technologies into their daily lives are causing just as much change in the ticketing environment as greenhouse gases and ozone depletion are causing in the natural one.

Some of you are in for an interesting ride. 

[end]

