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ABSTRACT 

 

     This paper aims to guide entrepreneurial theatre artists to begin a nonprofit theatre arts 

venture. It will provide an in-depth analysis of the foundations required to begin any 

nonprofit theatre organization and analyze the need for expanding upon traditional 

structures and styles. Incorporating evidence and research from relevant literature, 

coursework, and market data as well as analysis of a sample strategic plan for The 

Common Theatre Company, this paper finds that non-profit theatre companies can be 

positively served by developing unique products and services and a nontraditional 

governance model as an extension of the foundational needs of a nonprofit organization. 

In a global market geared toward non-arts industries and finds audiences across sectors 

overstimulated and oversaturated, small nonprofit theatres need more resources geared 

toward them. This paper is meant to serve as a blueprint for the emerging theatre 

company and a guide to finding unique ways to stand out in any market. 
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Developing Nonprofit Theatre: Building Foundations for the Emerging Theatre 

Company 

 

     In any industry, developing a business plan or strategic plan that sets a company up for 

success is, perhaps, the essential step in the entrepreneur's journey.  This planning phase 

can determine the outcome and lifespan of a business. Across industries and markets, it is 

now more important than ever for a company to have a clear and specialized framework. 

Due to the nature of this, aspiring entrepreneurs must take the time to create a clear vision 

and plan to achieve success. When evaluating the needs of a successful nonprofit theatre 

company, one must evaluate the various ways to develop said company and determine the 

most effective approach. Then understanding the importance of individualizing a 

company, decide on a viable means of differentiation.  This thesis will evaluate the 

efficacy of such ideas culminating in a strategic plan for a modern and unique take on a 

nonprofit theatre company, analyze the plan's merits and ability to meet the requirements 

of nonprofit theatre development and expand upon the traditional approaches. It will also 

analyze its potential for success in a specific market. To address these, this thesis will 

answer three imperative questions:  

1)​ What are the necessary foundational elements of a new nonprofit theatre 

company? 
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2)​ In what ways can those foundations be expanded upon to create a unique strategic 

plan?  

3)​ How are the foundational elements of a traditional nonprofit reflected in and 

expanded upon within the strategic business plan of “The Common Theatre 

Company” as outlined in Appendix A? 

     Traditional approaches to starting a nonprofit theatre company have been widely 

written about and discussed. However, artists seeking to develop a company that is 

non-conforming to a typical or standard approach, especially those interested in 

developing an uncommon theatrical venture, have far fewer resources to plumb for 

guidance. In an era of market oversaturation and overstimulation across all industries, 

finding a niche for an emerging company is more important than ever. The following 

exploration attempts to guide those looking to develop a company that falls outside the 

standard,  seeking to establish a unique organizational structure or a specialized product 

and delivery.  

     This thesis will explain the standard and necessary foundational elements for starting a 

nonprofit theatre. It will discuss mission planning, finding a board, market research, and 

the traditional methods most small nonprofit theatres use. Then it will analyze how a 

company could differentiate itself and develop a unique structure. Choosing a 

non-traditional governance structure and developing a unique product or product delivery 

will be suggested as effective ways for a company to build on the traditional theatre 

model. Finally, it will summarize and analyze a strategic plan for The Common Theatre 
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Company that will appear in Appendix A and describe how the plan reflects the outcomes 

of our first two questions. The included strategic plan should serve as an example of a 

theatrical nonprofit that has successfully differentiated and expanded on traditional 

structures. The paper seeks to provide a blueprint or guide to entrepreneurs searching for 

resources for strategic planning in the Theatre industry. Explicitly focusing on small 

nonprofit theatres and nonprofit theatres with uncommon structures. It will analyze the 

importance of finding a company’s niche approach and provide a guide for such 

development. 
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METHODS OF STUDY 

     This paper utilizes qualitative research of three main categories; literature review, 

coursework analysis, and market research. A robust summary and analysis of The 

Common Theatre Company’s strategic plan will also be an additional resource.  An 

extensive literature review will cover various books, articles, studies, and academic 

journals which provide relevant information to the subject matter. These sources include 

but are not limited to those pertaining to nonprofit theatres, nonprofit governance, 

strategic planning, and theatre management. There will be a discussion of relevant course 

content and coursework completed in the master's program. Four main disciplines will be 

covered as they were in pursuit of the master's degree: Theatre Arts, Business, Mass 

Communication, and Public Administration. Finally, this paper provides and analyzes 

market research primarily focusing on the Greater Houston area. The research provided 

can expand beyond the Houston area for comparisons or to paint a picture of the domestic 

and global market’s current state.  
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RESEARCH 

Literature Review 

     This thesis draws upon information and research gathered from a myriad of sources, 

including books, articles, journals, and studies. The following is a summary and brief 

analysis of the most relevant resources used for this thesis.  

     Entrepreneurship for the Creative and Cultural Industries 

     In Entrepreneurship for the Creative and Cultural Industries, Bonita M. Kolb uses 

frequent anecdotal evidence and digestible sections of dense information to provide a 

wide range of insights into the challenges faced by entrepreneurs in creative industries 

and the processes by which a creative individual can enter the entrepreneurial sphere. She 

provides a framework for strategic planning and other systems involved in running a 

creative enterprise, breaking the content into three key sections. These sections move 

purposefully through starting and running a creative business. At first, Kolb introduces 

creative and cultural industries to the reader and discusses the first steps that must be 

completed before developing a business venture. She explores the importance of 

entrepreneurs’ self-reflection, highlighting the honest appraisal of one's concepts. Kolb 

helps leaders zero in on their entrepreneurial inspiration and complete the research 

needed to get started. In the second section, she provides practical guidance for 

entrepreneurs who have already conceived an idea and determined their concept has merit 

spending time on topics ranging from business plan development to running social media. 

In the third section, the discussion turns towards the financial literacy needs of any 
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entrepreneur, breaking the topic into small manageable sections with short discussions on 

each. The text concludes with multiple suggestions and strategic plans concerning general 

business growth, in which Kolb discusses expanding into new markets and evolving 

internal operations.  

   Kolb explores the entire process of conceiving, establishing, running, and expanding a 

business in the creative industries. She completes the book with a full business plan 

template, a sample business plan, and more. Overall, the book is written so that it comes 

across as easy for any prospective entrepreneur to understand and consume while 

providing a wealth of information that is generally helpful, particularly in a  creative 

venture.  

     Hybridization And Nonprofit Organizations: The Governance Challenge 

     In his 2010 essay, Hybridization and Nonprofit Organization: The Governance 

Challenge, Steven Rathgeb Smith Discusses several varieties of hybrid nonprofit 

organization structures. While, in general, the hybrid systems he references are not 

necessarily focused on system-wide governance, their collaborative nature is still in 

alignment with the overall concept of collaborative governance. Specifically, Smith 

details many different forms of hybridization and nonprofit organizations such as the 

Affiliated Foundation. Several Arts organizations are adopting this form, allowing them 

to create subsidiary organizations that handle the mechanics of private donations. The 

Affiliated Foundation then works closely with the parent organization in a collaborative 

effort. They also discussed wholly-owned nonprofit subsidiaries. In theory, this hybrid 
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situation could result in similarly missioned organizations forming legal partnerships to 

aid more widespread community reach and engagement. Though this objective is not the 

number one priority of hybrid options, they present an exciting opportunity for 

organizational partnerships that could foster a more participatory system of governance. 

     Engagement Governance for System-Wide Decision Making 

     Early research conducted by Judi Freiwirth for the Alliance of Nonprofit Management 

lays out a framework for Community Engagement Governance ™ (CEG). The Alliance 

for Nonprofit Management included researchers and practitioners across the country 

working toward developing a democratic and participatory system of governance. 

Freiwirth argues that the “ structure of most Boards of directors prevents nonprofits from 

being effective and causes them to lose their connection and accountability to those they 

serve” (Freiwirth, 2007).  The groundwork for this new system of governance discusses 

fundamental premises of the framework:  first, leaving out those directly affected by a 

nonprofit organization's decisions contradicts the organizational mission, second, 

governance is a function and not a structure; therefore, its operations do not necessarily 

need to be carried out within the confines of a board, and third, governance is about 

power, control, authority, and influence. CEG redistributes power throughout the 

organization and community to create a responsive and dynamic company managed by 

the whole.  

     The article notes that the following design principles are fundamental to system-wide 

governance: 
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1)​  A results-oriented approach- CEG’s primary focus centers on community impact.  

2)​  Shared authority among stakeholders- By involving three distinct levels of the 

organizational system, primary stakeholders, organizational board, staff, and 

volunteers, and . secondary stakeholders, such as funders or legislators creating 

full organization collaboration and buy-in. 

3)​ Open systems, ready access- By sharing systems with the whole this concept 

makes information readily available at every level of stakeholders. 

4)​ Redistributed decision-making- This redistribution which will vary by 

organization, is the act of redistributing processes to be shared among members 

and the community. 

5)​ Competencies- four governance competencies are suggested by CEG’s research: 

strategic thinking, mutual accountability, shared facilitative leadership, and 

organizational learning. 

   Within this system, a  board's function fundamentally has to change. It is suggested the 

board become the entity that organizes the coordination of system-wide governance, 

indicating that it continues to manage financial and fiduciary tasks and serve as oversight 

for executive directors. Freiwirth concludes, noting a need for further research that looks 

at system-wide governance (CEG)  through the filter of cultural competency, 

inclusiveness, and equity.  
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     Community-Engagement Governance ™: Systems-Wide Governance in Action 

     In 2011, the Alliance for Nonprofit Management began a national participatory action 

research project that included organizations from across the US. The pilot organizations 

used a specific methodology to implement this new governance model. Each organization 

works with a community engagement governance team consultant to effectively 

document their process and provide data. Each of the nine pilot organizations adopted the 

CEG ™ model and adjusted it to fit the needs of their particular organization. Model 

implementation varies widely, though each consulted with the community engagement 

governance team in its development to ensure collaboration across the study. 

     The article explores an organization called Homes for Families(HFF). This 

organization focuses on serving the homeless throughout their state developing a unique 

framework for CEG, which includes a “whole system” yearly visioning session and a 

constituent leadership development program. In this leadership program, constituents 

train in governance skills, moving into leadership roles within the organization upon 

graduation from the program. HFF  also includes a public policy committee, some 

constituent leaders serve as board members, and they are working on developing 

cross-sectional teams throughout the organization. The article moves forward looking at 

the organization Shaping New Jersey. Shaping New Jersey is a state-wide network that 

includes over 100 nonprofit and government-led organizations focused on reducing 

obesity levels within the state. This organization uses the CEG framework to develop 

partnerships across several organizations to share governance decisions including an 

9 



 

executive sustainability committee that works as a design and coordination team on joint 

advocacy, communication, and creative planning. The entire organization gathers in 

Partnership meetings twice yearly, with most decisions being made through teamwork 

with partner organizations and e-governance.  

     From the research and data collected on these nine pilot organizations, the Alliance for 

Nonprofit Management made the following key findings.  

1.​ An increased ability to respond to community needs and environmental changes 

and increased accountability to the community.   

2.​ There correlation between a perceived improved quality and efficiency of 

governance decision-making: increased strategic thinking, creativity, and 

problem-solving ability.  

3.​ An increased sentiment of shared ownership of the organization's missions and 

strategic directions between stakeholders.  

4.​ An increase in new and more distributed leadership.  

5.​ An improved ability for individual organizations to collaborate deeply with other 

nonprofits.  

6.​ An increased visibility within the broader community.  

7.​ Increased fundraising capacity and sustainability.  

8.​  Increased transparency, community ownership, and more effective large-group 

decision-making through social media and web portals.  

10 



 

9.​ An overall shift to l more engaged, passionate, and transparent boards about their 

organization's strategic direction and program.  

Out of the nine organizations studied the research highlighted that various 

nonprofit organizations of differing purposes could effectively implement a version of 

CEG that supported their organization and community.  

     The Immersive Theater Experience for Individuals with Autism Spectrum 

Disorder 

     This qualitative research by Ive Giserman-Kiss and Michelle Gorenstein looks at the 

efficacy of theatrical programming for audience members with Autism Spectrum 

Disorder (ASD) or a related neurodevelopment disorder. The study is relatively small, 

with only 256 children and adolescents participating. Still, it points to the potential 

benefits of such a program and provides a set of crucial factors to consider for 

implementing a similar program.  

     They begin by defining and explaining the diagnosis, saying ASD is “ characterized 

by impairment in social-communication and reciprocal social interaction as well as the 

presence of restricted and repetitive behaviors and interests.” which is information they 

sourced directly from the American Psychiatric Association. They go on to speak more 

on the nuance of ASD and how it affects children, teens, and their families. In their study, 

342 children and adolescents attended an immersive theatre performance designed for 

those with autism. They were asked to complete a pre and post-show survey measuring 

their engagement, expectations, and levels of enjoyment. Overall, the study found that 
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there were significantly higher levels of engagement and enjoyment reported in the 

post-show survey than expectations in the pre-show survey. Based on their research, they 

also proposed five critical components to producing a successful and beneficial program.  

     The five components are Pre-teaching Strategies (Social Stories and Intro of Materials 

pre-show), Visual Schedules, Sensory Supports, and Environmental Modifications. 

Pre-teaching strategies are separated into Social Stories and Intro of Materials Pre-show. 

Social stories use language to help people with autism understand appropriate behavior in 

a given situation. In this case, social stories were used at the show's beginning to help the 

audience understand what they should expect. Introducing materials pre-show involved 

the lobby being filled with photos of the characters, actual props, and sounds playing that 

would be seen in the following performance. This allows the person time to get 

comfortable and used to the stimuli they're about to see. Visual Schedules are essentially 

a visual representation of what a person is currently experiencing as a sequence of events. 

These shows used two types of visual schedules that broke down the play's events in 

sequence, hand-held by each audience member or as a large screen projection. Sensory 

supports, as noted by the authors, many people with autism experience sensory disorders 

that can have a wide range of effects on the person experiencing the sensory stimulus. To 

assist with this, the theatre provided several sensory accommodations that were 

completely optional such as rocking chairs to replace normal audience seats, weighted 

blankets, etc. Finally, Environmental Modifications were made to the performance space 

to better suit the audience. They provided various seating options, locations, and 
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specified places for breaks, allowing them to take in the performance from multiple 

vantage points and move as needed.  

     Overall they found their efforts successful and were able to pinpoint the five strategies 

that were the most beneficial. There is some further research that can and should be 

conducted on this topic. Still, there is merit to the notion that providing services for 

people with ASD or disabilities, in general, can be a very rewarding program.      

     An Examination of the Perceptions of Stakeholders on Authentic Leadership in 

Strategic Planning in Nonprofit Arts Organizations 

     Author Anthony S. Rhine analyzes and discusses the implications of effective and 

authentic leadership strategies during the strategic planning process of a nonprofit arts 

organization. Specifically, he looked at eight arts organizations in the Detroit 

Metropolitan area. He wanted to see if there was a link between constituents' perception 

of a leader's traits and effective outcomes. Rhine finds that not only does there seem to be 

a link between leaders who exhibit authentic leadership traits and strategic planning 

success, but there appears to be a lack of these traits in his sample. Additionally, he finds 

that another main pain point in the strategic planning process for leaders is the battle 

between artistic leadership and business leadership. 

     The research conducted for this study found that there were fewer constituents 

involved in strategic planning efforts than the study assumed. There was a link between 

stakeholders who felt left out of the strategic planning process and a more negative 

experience. Those who felt they had been in a more collaborative environment were more 
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likely to report a positive experience. They found that, in general leaders who were 

reported to have perceived authentic leadership traits like “honest care, concern, empathy, 

or trust of all stakeholders are more likely to engage in robust strategic planning that is 

fully informed and therefore should be more successful.” (Rhine, 2015). Not 

inconsequentially, the data from this study also showed that there were significant 

instances of a struggle between artistic leadership and business leadership. The research 

shows that leaders tend to be more concerned with art over business strategy and that it 

hinders the strategic planning process immensely.  

     Overall his finding shows that Authentic, collaborative, balanced, and honest 

leadership is the key to satisfied constituents and positive outcomes for strategic planning 

processes.  

     Shared Decision-making for Nonprofit Governance 

     Heather Graham and Linda Mollenhauer developed this research on new approaches 

to governance and nonprofit organizations in response to an Ontario Nonprofit Network 

(ONN) initiative. Shared Decision-Making for Nonprofit Governance discusses several 

ways a nonprofit organization can implement a shared decision-making system within its 

governance structure. Without explicitly referencing system-wide or CEG, they discuss 

the impact centralized authority structures have on organizations by inhibiting creativity 

and innovation, leaving many constituents disengaged and perpetuating inequality 

systems (Graham & Mollenhauer, 2019). Graham & Mollenhauer explore the general 

benefits of shared decision-making and detail how an organization can begin to adopt a 
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model like this. They discuss understanding the types of governance decisions that would 

need to be made, how they will be made, and who will be making them, also noting that 

“successful shared decision-making requires clear boundaries around Authority and 

expectations” (Graham & Mollenhauer, 2019). Finally, they identify several tools to assist 

organizations in making this transition which includes tracking and feedback 

mechanisms, information-sharing protocols, and decision-making tools that create an 

excellent outline for the beginning steps of transitioning into a system-wide governance 

model. 

Analysis of Coursework 

     The following section will include a brief analysis and summary of relevant 

coursework completed in pursuit of this master's degree, Master of Interdisciplinary 

Studies, and Arts Entrepreneurship. This degree spans four disciplines: Theatre, Business, 

Mass Communication, and Public Administration. These analyses will cover content 

from all four disciplines.  

     Theatre Arts 

     Within the discipline of Theatre Arts, courses taken included Enterprise in the Arts 

and Arts Leadership. These two courses focused on arts-related business planning and 

operation. Enterprise in the Arts focuses on the inception of an arts business, leadership 

styles, arts organization operations, and how they bring unique challenges in the 

entrepreneurial world, culminating in the creation of a strategic plan for a nonprofit 

theatre organization. Arts Leadership focuses on leadership styles and challenges. Both 
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courses provided content directly impacting the strategic plan proposed in Appendix A of 

this thesis.  

   Enterprise in the Arts was beneficial in helping to develop critical skills for 

understanding the importance of the creationary steps of business planning. It also 

created opportunities for leadership and concept reflection. During this class, I created 

personal and organizational mission and vision statements, learned the importance of 

market research and developing ideas based on specialized research, and was guided in  

building a draft of a complete strategic plan for a nonprofit theatre. I have now utilized 

numerous actionable lessons from this course, not only throughout my graduate program 

but also directly within the proposed strategic plan in this thesis and in defense of it, in 

answering my third central thesis question. This course covered topics that spanned the 

lifespan of an organization and also focused on the steps needed for a company’s 

inception. Some examples of actionable material developed by this course include target 

audience mapping (fig. 1), cash flow projections, branding and marketing materials (fig. 

2), and organizational leadership planning. 
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Figure 1 

Target Audience Diagram For A Small Nonprofit Theatre Company, 2019 

 

 

 

Figure 2 

Company logo mock-up assignment, 2019 
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Figure 3. 

Cash Flow Projections assignment, 2019 

 

Enterprise in the Arts  also provided research opportunities that developed into concrete 

goals surrounding educational theatre program concepts and provided valuable market 

research on other local theatre companies and their operations. Overall, this class was 

instrumental in developing many of the tools used to develop the conclusions proposed in 

this paper and many of the initial ideas used to create the included strategic plan. 

     The second course, Arts Leadership, focused on the role of the entrepreneur, the 

artistic director, and the executive director. Like other leadership courses, it looked at 

leadership styles, understanding the role of the director, and developing personal 

leadership goals and values. Most significantly, this course was beneficial in its 

specificity: Its hard focus on leaders within the arts, specifically the theatre industry, 

provided valuable insight into the very niche role of a leader in the arts. The culminating 

project provided a practical opportunity to use newly acquired leadership skills in a 
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real-world program. real-world leadership, program development, marketing, internal 

organization, and all tasks involved in leading performance groups.  The process and 

completion of this project allowed me hands-on experience shifting from director to 

producer, which was directly helpful to my goals of understanding and mastering theatre 

business operations. Overall this class's focus on Arts leaders and the hands-on 

opportunities it created was instrumental in the creation of this thesis.  

     Business 

     Three courses were taken within the College of Business disciplines: Executive 

Leadership, Managerial Communication, and Accounting for Management. These 

courses covered various topics relevant to business operations and concentrated on 

managerial and/or leadership dimensions. From these, a wide array of information and 

tools were taken that benefit this thesis and overall entrepreneurial goals.  

     Executive leadership provided a wealth of research, discussion, and analysis 

opportunities. Still, the most influential aspect of this course was its use of a 

semester-long leadership project which concluded with a real-world exercise. Students 

were required to seek out and create a leadership opportunity in an area of interest and 

use guidance from James M. Kouzes and Barry Z. Posner’s The Leadership Challenge. 

This project is responsible for several managerial, operational, and intercommunicative 

decisions that I have made and a number of those that I have planned to implement in the 

venture plan proposed later in this work. Two of the most beneficial lessons I learned 

through this process are: first, challenging conventional systems and taking risks with 
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style and programming significantly impacted our success. Second, spending time 

empowering a team of capable individuals to lead alongside me created a less stressful 

environment and was more efficient and productive. While many other takeaways stayed 

with me and ultimately changed how I have led numerous projects since these two ideas 

have had a substantial, measurable impact on my leadership style and the organizational 

design of my company. 

        Managerial Communication and Accounting for Management have been invaluable 

courses providing me with highly tangible tools and resources for business operations and 

development. In Managerial Communication, I acquired an understanding and skills in 

writing for business that I have been able to use not only in this proposed plan but also in 

the majority of written work I’ve authored since.  Much of my proposal's language and 

writing style result from the tools gathered throughout my master's work. Accounting for 

Management, like Managerial Communication, was focused on a specific skill set 

pertaining to the fiscal and financial responsibilities of opening a business. This was 

incredibly challenging for me,  someone without significant prior education in this field 

or perhaps a natural affinity for it; it was this struggle that made me appreciate just how 

much I could glean from such a class. It significantly improved my understanding of the 

financial side of business growth. I  walked away from accounting with tools and 

acquired skills that had previously been entirely outside my depth.  In this course, I not 

only deepened my understanding of the basics of accounting for business but also learned 

how to interpret financial information to make data-driven decisions in my company. 
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This information is displayed throughout my strategic plan and this knowledge led to 

specific decisions in my planning. Overall, these courses provided highly actionable tools 

for everyday business operations that will impact most every aspect of any emerging 

company.  

     Public Administration 

     I attended three courses in Public Administration within the Department of 

Government. The first, Cultural Competency in Organizations, has had a lasting impact 

on me and the way I relate to those with whom I work and over. Leadership and 

Organizational Change in Public Administration changed how I understand the ebb and 

flow of business operations. Finally, Nonprofit Governance was possibly the most 

influential course I have taken as the information I received from this course has directly 

impacted the broad strokes of my proposed strategic plan.  

     Cultural Competency in Organizations has been critical to my leadership processes 

and skills across industries.  The most important concept I left this course with was the 

understanding that cultural competence could not be learned once and then never tended 

to again- It is my responsibility to continue growing in this area. The importance of 

cultural competence in an organization's inception and processes is paramount. There 

were many instances in which cultural competency has shown up in the proposed 

strategic plan and even elements of cultural competence that are more up-to-date since 

attending this course two years ago. Overall, this course changed how I approach 
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interpersonal relations and taught me how lifelong learning has and will continue to  

impact my entrepreneurial efforts.  

     Leadership and Organizational Change in Public Administration was the second 

course I took that relied heavily on the work of Kouzes and Posner, The Leadership 

Challenge (2017). But, the most impactful tool utilized in this course was case studies. 

Throughout, we were tasked with reading, summarizing, and analyzing case studies from 

various areas, and industries across a wide range of time. Each study revolved around 

some level of organizational disruption, change, or arrived at the precipice of a needed 

change. Studying these cases developed my critical thinking skills, particularly those 

pertaining to seeing a whole organization, how a leader can be and is responsible for the 

stability of their organization, and how easily it can be thrown off track. Overall, this 

course helped to hone my abilities to understand flow, responsibility, and adaptation in 

business.  

     Finally, Nonprofit Governance was crucial to creating the ’ strategic plan as seen in 

Appendix A. This class took a deep dive into governance and boards for nonprofit 

organizations. Students explored how nonprofits should be run and developed an 

understanding of each in a macro capacity including their legal specifics and details. The 

information I learned in this class changed how I planned to structure my company, 

showing me the myriad of ways a company like mine could function. This course 

provided nontraditional exemplars of organizations. Through extensive research on one 

such less conventional method, I found that it was a style of governance that seemed 
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particularly well suited to my company idea. I’ve used it in the strategic plan proposal in 

this thesis. Additionally, the understanding that there are many ways to run a nonprofit 

organization helped me to see how those unique and less conventional startups can find a 

better approach. It is a cornerstone for the ideas presented in this thesis.  

     Mass Communication 

     I took two seminars in the Department of Mass Communication, one in Advertising 

and the other in Media Sales. Media Sales were the more impactful of these for my 

purposes, allowing me to get some hands-on experience in media publicity and sales. It  

revolved primarily around a timeline of Media Sales, but it also covered many specifics 

surrounding current tactics and goals. A benefit gleaned from the Media Sales course was  

a detailed understanding of planning and running media and publicity. This has impacted 

how I consider promoting and publicizing theatre events and has allowed me to see how 

different approaches to function and what the potential benefits to my company could be. 

Much like the Governance course, seeing how a company's media sales can be structured 

and run was interesting. Seminar in Advertising was an exciting course that focused 

mainly on the history and impact of advertising. It built a better understanding of the 

psychological impacts of advertising. I interpolated that information into ideas for 

appealing to specific demographics or keeping audiences engaged and returning. Seminar 

in Advertising acted more like an Advertising Theory course than a practical one. In 

contrast, Media Sales required some practice in implementing media sales tactics and 

extensive discussion on various topics surrounding media. Still, both provided new 
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marketing information that I have been able to integrate into the strategic plan proposed. 

Specifically when talking about retaining patrons and developing donor programs.  

     So much of the work done in these courses has influenced the outcomes of the 

strategic plan developed. Many books, articles, cases, and assignments I read or 

completed are represented in this paper and directly referenced. Each course guided me in 

some way to the conclusions I have drawn here. From each discipline, Theatre, Business, 

Mass Communications, and Public Administration, I was able to gather knowledge or 

tools that have been instrumental in the development of my strategic plan and the analysis 

of its merits.  

     Market Research 

     The research conducted to understand the market for this business can be broken into 

three main categories, 

1.​  Competitive Analysis 

2.​  Market Segmentation  

3.​ Observational Research.  

     What I sought to understand in this study was: what does the competition in the 

market look like in my geographic location? Who is my audience likely to be? and what 

does that specific audience want or need from a performing arts company? I gathered  

multiple surprising insights, ultimately informing changes in my initial strategic plan. I 

also discovered that consumer and market data highly validated my original ideas 

surrounding that audience demand.  
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     Generally speaking, I found that audience demand for a traditional dinner theatre 

structure was low. While this didn’t necessarily surprise me, it did push me to pursue a 

strategic plan that valued diversity in programming and community partnerships above a 

more narrowly scoped dinner theatre structure. I also found significant data to support 

audience demand for collaborative events and partnerships, educational offerings, 

values-driven programming, and interactive or community-based events. That data 

affirmed my thoughts about modernizing my company’s structure. Overall, the market 

research allowed me to see that I was moving in the right direction and how I could adapt 

my initial structure to meet demand better.  

    Competitive Analysis  

     I wanted to understand my competition, which necessitated researching various 

industries and sub-industries. I also wanted to look at my geographic location, to gather a 

complete picture of the macro and micro levels of my region. For the purpose of this 

thesis, I am operating under the understanding that this company will eventually serve  

the Greater Houston Area. It must be noted however, Houston, TX, is the fourth largest 

city in the United States, and its surrounding suburbs are expansive. Much of the location 

for this company will be determined by real estate market availability and cost, which 

means that until a physical site is secured, it’s impossible to know the micro 

demographics of its surrounding area. Considering that, I wanted to look within Houston 

city limits, particularly within the 610 loop surrounding the city,  and the suburbs 

Southwest of the city;  Sugar Land and Missouri City, TX.  
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     The reason for choosing this particular area was easy- it is where I live and have 

worked within the Theatre Arts industry for the past decade, equipping me with a 

working knowledge of the competition in the area However, I did find new information 

that lead me to understand the scope and history of the theatre in Houston, one of the 

most prolific performance communities in the country.  First, I looked within the Houston 

city limits for operations directly similar to my strategic plan and found that only one 

company, The Dinner Detective. Additionally, there are a few companies that have 

popped up businesses within the last 20 years with only somewhat similar operations 

both of which are now closed. With these in mind, I did not find any company operating 

within the last 20-40 years with a comparable business plan to the one I seek to 

implement clearly creating a space within the community for a venture like the one I am 

proposing. Still, in contrast, I would be remiss to discount the data that leads one to 

scrutinize that demand for a business such as a dinner theatre is possibly low.  

     The Dinner Detective presents a foil to the idea that audiences are not interested in 

dinner theatre. While they are not a traditional theatrical performance, their success 

shows some sustainable demand for a theatrical company that provides a whole gamut 

experience. The Dinner Detective, currently producing, is a murder mystery dinner 

theatre that follows an immersive improvisational structure presented during a plated and 

seated dining experience. The murder mystery dinner theatre industry typically revolves 

around a touring performance troupe that can be rented out for events and parties. Still, 

this company does have a permanent location for audiences to travel to for a dinner and 
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performance experience. These are not staged performances, and they do not vary their 

programming: all performances are improvised murder mystery shows presented 

immersively around the dining room. The company has been operating since 2015 in 

Houston and generally has good reviews across platforms. Currently, The Dinner 

Detective is the only company in operation that offers live performances and a meal to 

patrons within the Greater Houston Metroplex.  

Two other companies fell into a similar category, Prohibition and Magic Island. 

Prohibition was forced to close during the COVID-19 shutdown and has not yet 

re-opened. This theatre operated as a live performance and dinner/lounge with their live 

performances mainly centered around burlesque shows, they also occasionally held 

staged performances ranging from vocal performance to improvisation. By all accounts, 

Prohibition was very successful while they were in operation; they ran late-night hours 

performances that brought in large crowds, and their programming offered more diversity 

than The Dinner Detectives, but they did not stray too far from the world of burlesque 

performance. Magic Island was a very successful dinner theatre and magic show that ran 

in Houston from 1983 until it was forced to close in 2008 after a fire. The beloved 

Houston landmark was set to reopen in 2018 but never did. Magic Island was highly 

niche in that it had a particular style and particular programming, but it was a very 

well-attended and highly-rated company while in operation. Their programming 

consisted exclusively of magic shows.  
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     Outside of the three aforementioned companies, no other company in Houston, 

currently or recently in operation provides a live performance experience with an 

additional experience like a meal or activity. The popularity of these companies tells me 

that there is a demand for this kind of entertainment in the market. The two companies 

are no longer operating; both closed due to unforeseen extenuating factors and not 

business failure. These companies were/are very popular with audiences and had long 

tenures in their space and the fact that they have done well in the market shows me that a 

concept like the one presented in my strategic plan could have good audience acceptance 

and that there is no direct competition for the company I propose to build.  

     A more macro look at Houston theatre shows it is a fairly saturated market. The most 

recent data from 2020 tax filings show that Houston is home to over 70 theatre 

companies ranging from a micro company with zero employees to The Alley Theatre, 

one of the countries leading regional houses. Many of these companies follow a similar 

structure and offer parallel programming to each other, with minor variations in the style 

of programming and services offered. Some examples of these variations in programming 

might be a company that focuses on female-driven content or exclusively contemporary 

or classical theatre. Examples of different services offered might be a company that 

provides youth theatre, educational theatre, a company that offers tours, or a company 

that provides workshops for adults. There is undoubtedly differentiation in the offerings 

of the various theatre companies in Houston from the smallest to the largest. Still, what 

stands apart in the data is that with all of the performance ventures within the city, there is 
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no company currently producing that offers a substantial deviation from what we would 

generally consider the typical theatre structures. 

     To explore outside Houston city limits, several smaller professional and community 

theatres operate in the immediate suburbs. For this study, I looked specifically at 

Sugarland, TX, and Missouri City, TX, as this company's most likely suburban locations. 

Sugar Land, TX, is a small city that, like its next-door neighbor, Houston, is consistently 

ranked in the country's top five most diverse cities. This will undoubtedly factor into 

market segmentation and target audience, but it also positions Sugar Land as a viable 

location for art ventures. Missouri City is also included in this more specific look at the 

market due to its proximity to Sugar Land. While it does share similarities with its 

smaller neighbor, Missouri City is less diverse and more suburban. What is surprising is 

that there is only one theatre company in operation within these two suburban 

communities, Inspiration Stage (iStage), which is exclusively dedicated to youth theatre 

and family-oriented programming. iStage has been very successful; they have been in 

operation since 2013 and have been the only theatre company operating in the area in as 

much time. Missouri City has no theatre offerings for the community. Sugarland and the 

surrounding small towns have two major performance halls: the smaller Stafford Center, 

which hosts touring shows and events, and the more impressive Smart Financial Center, 

which hosts touring performances of all kinds and events. Neither produces any work; 

they are simply large venues for traveling productions. Two well-established community 

theaters exist in the not-too-distant neighboring towns of Rosenberg and Pearland, 
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however, these might pose a distance resistance to urban Houstonians struggling to justify 

a commute.  First, in Rosenberg, there is Cast Theatrical which is a small company that is 

not well known in the Houston area. Then in Pearland, there is The Pearl Theatre. 

Though it is not a large company, it has gained traction recently and is well known by its 

Houston theatre contemporaries.  

     The takeaways from this competitive analysis are best funneled into three categories: 

mount of direct competition, historical data, and market saturation based on location. 

Based on this research, I concluded that my proposed company has no significant 

comparison to any company currently operating in Houston or the surrounding areas. 

There would be, at this time, no direct competitor producing and delivering work in the 

way I plan to. There is clearly a space in the market for a contemporary and unique 

theatre experience such as this.  

I was also curious to know if this company would be received by the market 

regardless of the lack of competition. Historically, theatres with a similar structure have 

been successful and well received, and further, many programs I am interested in 

implementing are traditionally well received by patrons and fully supported by 

communities. Finally, I wanted to get an idea of where my company would be most likely 

to find success. The information regarding competition in Houston city limits versus 

Sugar Land could suggest that the complete lack of competition would make it an ideal 

choice for a physical location. However, it could also indicate that Sugar Land has no 

demand for further arts organizations and that the market isn’t there. So, I think this 
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research portion has not been robust enough to answer that question definitively. Overall, 

there is a sense that a company like the one proposed in this paper would have a good 

chance of finding a place in the market in Houston, TX, and would face little direct 

competition.  

     Market Segmentation and Audience Analysis 

     When I began looking at my target audience, I wanted to understand it before 

segmenting it and then deciding who I was marketing to. In Kolb’s book 

Entrepreneurship for the Creative and Cultural Industries she says this about finding 

your target audience “Although creative entrepreneurs may continue to produce their 

work because of their inner drive to create a product, they will not have a business until 

the product is purchased by a customer.” (p. 79) I used several resources to gather 

information about the demographics in the areas I am considering for the proposed 

company. I first looked at Census data to understand the complete makeup of the area 

then expanded looking at different categories those demographics fell into. I separated the 

area by zip code to be specific about the locations for each segmentation discovering, 

unsurprisingly,  that I could have many market segments represented within my chosen  

market area. After taking a macro look at my intended market, I used the data I sourced 

from various online demographic and market segmentation tools like Claritas and 

Semrush to categorize six segments of my potential market generally grouped based on 

socioeconomic status and age as follows:  
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1)​ Young Lower Scale, generally between 25 and 44 years old, this group 

encompasses a large mix: singles, couples, some families, some single-parent 

families, etc. They are generally diverse and live in very ethnically diverse 

neighborhoods, such as downtown, midtown, and EaDo in Houston, where they 

rent; they are likely to work in the service industry and have a high school 

diploma level of education. These people may also be more bohemian, typically 

possessing more elevated levels of schooling but prescribing a more 

trend-following or nomadic lifestyle with little to moderate income. 

2)​ Young Mid-Upper Scale, These people are wealthy or at least moderately wealthy. 

They have a college degree at the least, and many with graduate-level schooling. 

They have a high technology presence in their home, with more tech gadgets than 

most others. These people may or may not yet have children, but they are usually 

homeowners instead of renters and generally hold white-collar or management 

jobs. They typically live in fashionable neighborhoods, such as the Montrose or 

Houston Heights neighborhoods of Houston, and value new experiences and 

amenities; they are usually thrifty and will use their wealth on long-term goals 

before other things.  

3)​ Middle-Aged Lowerscale, These people generally have a high-tech presence in 

their homes and can be very tech-savvy despite having a generally lower income. 

They may have gone to college and may or may not have children. These folks 
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are generally still renters though they may be working to change that. They often  

work in the service industry and value community. 

4)​ Middle-Aged Upper scale, These folks are under 55 and can be moderately 

wealthy to incredibly wealthy. They have an average tech presence in their home 

but wouldn’t be considered “tech savvy.” This is an ethnically diverse crowd, they 

live in urban places, and they’ve attended some college or more. These might be 

Baby Boomers, who value things like eating at a sit-down restaurant and upscale 

shopping. They enjoy sports, streaming services, and amenities. 

5)​ Older Lower Scale, these people are often urban renters. They’ve had some higher 

education but typically not above a bachelor's degree. They value their social lives 

and are generally 55 years or older. Usually, this segment either has no children or 

their children have already left home. These people are approaching or have 

reached retirement age, and some may still work while others do not.  

6)​ Older Mid/Upper scale, generally speaking, are empty nesters or more senior 

singles and couples with no children or children who have already left home. 

They are moderately to extremely wealthy; they own their homes, often have a 

graduate level of education, have average to above-average technology use, and 

use technology frequently in everyday life. They value taking in the news, talk 

radio, and upscale shopping.  

     After segmenting my audience, I looked at each to decide who within these was most 

likely to make up my company’s target audience looking at the values and mission of my 
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company and the type of programming I plan to offer. I compared that information 

against the buyer personas represented within these segments. Based on this information 

and analysis, my market's most likely target audience comprises only two main segments, 

Young Lower Scale and Middle-Aged Lower Scale. I may also reach the Young and 

Middle-Aged Mid-Upper Scale or the Older Lower Scale segments but likely not as 

significant as the former. The two main segments value community experiences, new 

experiences, and family-oriented experiences and have been shown to be historically 

willing to spend money on such. These consumers are diverse, have a wide range of 

educational backgrounds, and fill out many areas of the workforce, meaning they make 

up a large swath of the market but hold similar values to their compatriots.  

       I was also interested in breaking down the macro-demographic data for the area into 

a few special interest categories like gender breakdowns, ethnic breakdowns, business 

ownership statistics, and basic spending and income. I used US Census Bureau data to 

determine the gender breakdown for The City of Houston, Fort Bend County, where 

Sugar Land is located, and Sugar Land, TX. The data I pulled is represented in the tables 

below. Tables 1-3. 
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Table 1.  

Gender Demo Comparison 
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Table 2.  

Business Ownership Comparison 
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Table 3. 

Houston, TX Ethnic Demo  
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Table 4.  

Fort Bend County Ethnic Demo 
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Table 5.  

Sugar Land, TX Ethnic Demo 
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Table 6. 

Income & Spending Comparison 

 

     The data represented in the previous tables were pulled from 2017-2022 US Census 

Bureau statistics. It illuminated some intriguing points. First, the median income and 

overall wealth are most significant in Sugar Land, but their status as the lowest spenders 

is very important. All three locales are significantly diverse in their ethnic demography. 

Still, Sugar Land, in particular, has a sizeable Asian population not represented in the 

other two locations to such a degree. Finally, although this data is not surprising, in all 

three locations, the female population overtakes the male population slightly. Despite 

this, they are by far the smallest represented population in business ownership, and there 
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is no location with any significant difference in the number of female-led businesses. 

These key points give me some insight into my target audience and help me further 

narrow my specific audience. First, I know that Sugar Land has the most wealth, but 

citizens are not spending even a fraction of the same amount on retail, leisure, and 

entertainment as their Houston counterparts. The wealthy residents of Sugar Land are 

instead saving and investing their wealth. This gives me more confidence that Sugar Land 

may not be the best place for this company. Sugar Lands' very large Asian population 

could provide great diversity, inclusion, and community collaboration opportunities. Still, 

my company would not be immediately set up to serve that community exceptionally 

well. 

     Finally, the information I was hoping to gather from a gender breakdown and business 

owner statistics was not as robust or illuminating as I was hoping. I see that 

women-owned businesses are trailing behind in all three locations despite being a 

majority of the population. Still, because there is no clear stand out in this data based on 

the location, it doesn’t give me any insight to help narrow down the location and market.  

     Overall, in digging into data pulled from various sources, I know that in the areas I 

plan to pursue a company location, I have two main audience segments that I could call 

my target. Those are Young Lower Scale and Middle-Aged Lower Scale. I also know I 

might be best served by locating my company in Houston City Limits. I was able to 

narrow down this audience scope by gathering a lot of data, understanding the 

implications of the data on my strategic plan, and then deciding what audience best fits 
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and would be best served by my company programming and values, and defining my 

target audience in tangible ways 

STRATEGIC PLAN SUMMARY AND ANALYSIS 

Overview of The Common Theatre Company’s Purpose 

     The Common Theatre Company is an organization that values community 

engagement, partnerships, and creating unique and modern theatrical experiences. The 

company's primary focus is to produce performances and events that make the audience 

feel seen and connected. Common Theatre Co. will offer collaborative events in 

partnership with local businesses, which will be affordable for all patrons who wish to 

attend. 

     The Common Theatre Co. is committed to supporting emerging artists by providing 

opportunities through playwriting festivals, open auditions, and crew calls. The company 

will run an education program to teach and grow new and adult artists who wish to hone 

and learn their craft. The programming and services offered by The Common Theatre Co. 

include typical plays, musicals, festivals, sensory performances, youth and adult 

education and camps, and community events. 

     The target audience for The Common Theatre Co. is varied, including young to 

middle-aged people, 25-45-year-olds who enjoy the theatre or the arts and all-inclusive 

experiences, and families, especially those with young children, interested in the arts. The 

company aims to offer a new kind of theatre experience unique to Houston, TX and 

makes a night out to see a show a complete and expansive event every time. The 

42 



 

Common Theatre Company is likely to succeed as there is no theatrical programming like 

this in the city or surrounding areas. 

Overview of Operations 

     Leadership and Team Structure 

     The team consists of five members: the founder and Artistic Director, the Associate 

Artistic Director and Director of Community Partnerships, the Operations Manager, the 

Finance Officer, and the Director of Marketing and Communications and Special Events. 

Each member has experience in theatre and business, and their roles are critical to the 

organization's success. 

     Programming 

     The company produces at least three full-length plays and one alternative performance 

per season. A season-planning team chooses full-length plays based on their cohesiveness 

and resonance with the audience. The alternative performances could include, but are not 

limited to: musicals, playwriting festivals, immersive shows, and one-act plays in 

repertoire These alternative performances offer variety and break up the program 

delivery. 

     Services 

     The Common Theatre Company is founded on community collaboration and impact. 

Therefore they prioritize developing programs and services that reach their community in 

several ways. Community partnerships during each new show cycle will create a 

complete experience for their audience, the education programs for youth and adults 
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support emerging artists, and sensory shows and workshops for the special needs 

community widen the net of theatre’s impact on their community. 

     The company partners with other companies or vendors in the area during each new 

show. This might include partnering with food trucks to offer a dinner and a show 

experience or market vendors to turn a show into an afternoon of shopping and 

entertainment. 

     In her paper “I'll Huff And I'll Puff And I'll Blow Your House Down”: Building The 

Resiliency Of Education Departments And Nonprofit Theater Organizations Amy Leigh 

Russell notes that “Theater practitioners know the benefits of theater arts; how 

experiencing drama increases self-confidence, fosters collaboration, and develops 

leadership skills, all while focusing on the art form and building knowledge in the 

aesthetic.” A robust Education program for students aged six-adult is a priority for the 

Common Theatre Company for many of those same reasons. These programs include 

youth classes and camps, adult classes and workshops, and sensory shows and 

workshops. The ultimate goal of the Common Theatre Company’s educational ventures is 

to build up and encourage the next generation of artists and emerging artists and reach 

families and the special needs community. In keeping with thier values surrounding 

diversity and inclusion the company will seek to find a teaching artist staff that reflects 

the diversity of their community. Because of this it is a priority for the company to 

provide students with “Teachers of different backgrounds, races, and ethnic groups 
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because it can help reduce stereotypes, resolve implicit biases, promote cross-cultural 

connections, and improve success…” (Nguyen, 2019 ) 

     Common Theatre creates programming that includes sensory-friendly shows for the 

special needs community and workshops designed for using theatre to enrich their lives. 

Research has shown, for example, that “children with ASD have reduced participation in 

recreational and community activities,” (Giserman-Kiss & Gorenstein, 2020). Common 

Theatre believes theatre is for everyone, and these programs allow the Company to reach 

everyone in their audience and meet them where they are. 

     Pricing Model 

     Common Theatre believes that theatre should be for everyone regardless of 

socioeconomic status, age, ability, etc. They live this value using a Pay-What-You-Can 

pricing model. This pricing model allows more generous patrons to pay more than the 

suggested ticket price while making it affordable for others to access their work. Tuition 

for education programs varies based on the course and the age group. Tuition for 

education programs can be offered on a scholarship or payment plan basis to students 

who need it. 

     Overall, the company aims to make theatre accessible and affordable to everyone, 

regardless of income or background. They offer a variety of programs and services to 

meet the needs of their audience and the community. The team consists of experienced 

professionals passionate about theatre and business and critical to the organization's 

success. 
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Overview of Market Analysis 

     The target market for The Common Theatre comprises residents of Houston, TX, 

rather than the entire city population, as it is the fourth largest city in the United States. 

The target audience is an ethnically diverse mix of 24-45-year-olds, mostly in lower to 

mid-level socioeconomic strata, with a college degree or more. They are technologically 

savvy and value community, social gatherings, new experiences, and amenities. They will 

likely be liberal-leaning, and there will be a family mix of singles, couples, and families. 

The audience shares the company's values, appreciates the arts, and enjoys doing new 

things with their neighbors and friends. They spend their money on arts ventures and find 

affordable value in activities for their children and the whole family. 

     The buyer personas for the target market include Nolan, a 32-year-old ABA therapist 

who is comfortable going with the flow, spending time with others, discovering new 

events, and being vocal about his liberal values. Lyndsay is a 42-year-old elementary 

school art teacher who values community, social life, and new technology and is 

financially comfortable. Britney and Ben, a couple under 30 who owns a small house 

downtown, are pursuing a Master's Degree in engineering and are up-to-date on the latest 

technology trends. They love new experiences and use their free time to take in local 

events and community offerings. The Mikels is a family of four with a healthy financial 

outlook, college degrees, and Greek life backgrounds. They enjoy upscale eateries, 

shopping, activities, and experiences that provide many amenities and value their 

children’s education. 
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     The Company will reside in Houston, TX, with a diverse demographic and a thriving 

theater market. It is home to one of the leading regional theaters in the country, The Alley 

Theatre. Much of the city's wealth comes from Oil & Gas and Healthcare. The exact 

location is yet to be determined, and it will likely not have a permanent location in the 

first year of operation. 

     Regarding competitors, The Dinner Detective provides quality content and variety, but 

not as consistently, and does not have a permanent location. RecRoom Arts has a solid 

core team, provides variety, and is reliable, but provides less new work or premiers. 

Mildred’s Umbrella provides quality content and welcomes new faces, but it has less 

tenure and is not as well connected. The Common Theatre's programming combines 

unique experiences that entice patrons to return. 

     Overall, The Common Theatre clearly understands its target market and buyer 

personas, and Houston's thriving theater market presents significant opportunities for 

growth. The company's unique programming and focus on community values will set it 

apart from its competitors. 

Overview of Sales and Financials 

     The Common Theatre Company is a new theatre company that aims to provide a 

unique theatre experience that is accessible to everyone. The company's marketing plan is 

centered around a positioning strategy that focuses on providing a custom experience that 

makes seeing a play doable and partnering with other companies to capture a broader 

audience. The marketing efforts will primarily leverage social media, including search 
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engine marketing, social media and vlogging, and co-marketing. The company will also 

use tools and technology such as social media automation and CRM software. 

     They will rely mainly on inbound sales, where potential customers discover the 

product and decide to purchase it. Sales efforts will be handled by the Head of Media and 

Marketing and the Head of Community Partnerships, with a team of two members 

assisting each. The sales channels will mainly be online, with in-person ticket sales 

available as a walk-up service on the day or evening of a performance. The company will 

also offer classes and workshops sold through a representative from The Common. 

     The company will operate as a 501(c)3 nonprofit organization. Legal considerations 

include filing for incorporation and formation, appointing a registered agent, having a 

board of directors, establishing bylaws, applying for nonprofit and tax-exempt status, and 

registering for charitable solicitation. 

     The Common Theatre will produce a limited launch season, including two standard 

shows and one special performance event. The startup costs are estimated to be $17,128, 

which includes fees for formation and incorporation, initial season performance budget, 

venue rental, promotional expenses, performance payroll, website, domain purchase, 

CRM, and branding materials. The sales forecasting for The Common Theatre is based 

on market research, target audience demo data, and the assumption that our audience and 

enrollment will grow over a year with word-of-mouth and critic marketing coverage. The 

growth rate is assumed to be 25% show-over-show, considering the lack of direct 

competition and marketing. The outlook for a year of sales reflects a slow climb in 
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enrollment, and it is estimated that the company will be profitable by the end of June 

2024. The funding requirements for this company are at least $25-30k, and the sources of 

funding will be loans, personal financial infusions, donations, and grants from the city 

and state. In its first year, the company will likely stay away from crowdfunding as a 

source of fundraising due to its volatile nature. Studies are showing that young companies 

who run a failed crowdfunding campaign can see serious blow-back as it may be seen as 

a “delegitimating signal [that] significantly hampers the organization's ability to raise 

funds in the future”(Alexiou, et al., 2020). While the company will seek grants from 

various organizations, the National Endowment for the Arts (NEA) for example they will 

have to consider the standards for those revolving around “financial sustainability, artistic 

vitality, and recognized public value” (Wyszomirski, 2013). Moreover, any grants 

received in the first year will represent additional production funding and will not be 

counted on for bottom-line startup costs. 
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RESULTS 

Foundations 

     Any nonprofit company, at its inception, has a variety of factors that need to be 

considered and decided upon. Before any other actions occur, they must create their 

company's mission framework. Like any new venture, a nonprofit must plan for its 

product and everything that goes into it, including financials, delivery, and operations. 

Then it’s time to begin work on the governing framework and establishment of a board. 

Finally, due to the nature of a nonprofit necessary permits, filing, applications, and 

statuses must be submitted and secured.       

     The first round of work for the emerging nonprofit is understanding your company 

and its purpose. More than a typical business venture that would be more concerned with 

understanding its product, a nonprofit legally must have a mission to fulfill to achieve 

and keep its nonprofit status. The first step in developing the nonprofit is creating a 

mission, core values, and purpose. A nonprofit's mission should be clear, concise, and 

actionable. A vague or too-broad mission will not give your company the necessary 

guidance. An excellent clear mission should be the very first building block of a 

company. When the board or executive director is considering their next move around 

things like programming options, significant change, or organizational growth, they 

should be able to refer to their company’s mission to ensure their decisions serve it.  If 

their mission is too vague, there will always be a way to justify any decision. The 

company’s mission, instead, should be a guiding light that can be referenced. This is also 
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true for creating the company’s core values or beliefs. These are genuinely the 

foundational elements of a nonprofit company.  

     Once the company has a clear mission and well-developed core values, it’s time to 

understand the product they are producing or the service(s) they are providing. This is 

where the company’s founders will conduct extensive market research, testing, and/or 

program planning. In the nonprofit world, the product should serve the mission and not 

the other way around. So, the founder should spend time conceptualizing a product that 

does so. Once initial ideas are ready extensive market research should follow. The 

founder should understand not only their geographic market and its constituents but also 

their competition, demand, and demographics. There are many ways to find this 

information, but a good plan includes information on market location, demographics, 

market segmentation, and competitive analysis. This dearth of research allows the 

company to home in on its product and again ensure it’s serving its mission.  

     A legally viable Board of Directors is required before any nonprofit can achieve 

nonprofit status. It’s a crucial step in the process and perhaps one of the most difficult. 

The laws governing which board members are required and how many members must be 

included will vary from state to state. In Texas, a board must have at least three Directors, 

one President, and one Secretary. A good board of directors reflects the diversity of your 

potential organization and audience, has a variety of skill sets for the company to draw 

from, and comprises individuals who understand that board participation requires time, 

money, and effort (relative to their abilities). It is also now that a founder should decide 
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on the governing style of this company. Will the company operate with a traditional 

governance structure, or will it do something different such as collaborative governance? 

This choice will help to determine everything from Board structure to internal 

communication.  

     Finally, the last of the foundational steps to developing a nonprofit company, 

achieving legal nonprofit status. This final step is multifaceted, but it all serves the same 

purpose. Though it varies by state, what is required to complete the life-giving paperwork 

for a nonprofit generally falls under two categories, legal paperwork and proof of 

concept. Most states will require you to file for tax-exempt status, file for incorporation, 

get a business license, and register as a charitable organization. State governments will 

also usually ask for information about your governing board and its regulations/ bylaws. 

To complete that paperwork or have it approved, the founder must prove they're an 

appropriate candidate for nonprofit status, which usually means citing the mission, 

values, and defense of the products or services rendered. 

     All new nonprofits have the same foundational steps and considerations. They must 

develop a company mission, understand and create their product offerings, establish a 

legally viable board, and do all the paperwork legally required by their state. These are 

shared chores across industries. For any nonprofit to begin and hope for success, the 

foundation built in this time should be far from abridged.  
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Expanding on the Nonprofit 

     All nonprofits must meet specific requirements to become legal entities. It should 

follow best practices in its early stages of development. Still, nonprofit arts ventures, 

including theatres, often have to follow a different structure due to the nature of their 

product. The question, then, is, what does a theatre company need to do differently, and 

specifically, what can a theatre company do in developing their company to stand out in 

the market? 

     Arts ventures often have a much more amorphous product or service than a typical 

nonprofit company. Theatre companies, in particular, can be challenged by the 

transitional nature of their product. Every season is different, every show within a season 

is different, and products, i.e., tickets, are not offered daily but sold per show, sometimes 

with months in between sales. On top of the inconsistent sales, theatre enjoyment and, 

therefore, patronage is, of course, subjective. Some shows bring in larger audiences than 

others, and some shows will not perform financially well. These challenges create a need 

for theatre nonprofits to do more in developing their company to mitigate some of those 

risks and avoid the need for exceptionally creative and, therefore, unreliable sales 

projections. We know no amount of market analysis, audience analysis, or season 

planning could accurately predict a particular show's success in a season. Instead, small 

theatre nonprofits can try to mitigate the inherent risks of their industry by stepping 

outside of a traditional theatre company structure and/or programming structure.  
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     There are many ways for a company to operate in a less traditional style with some 

being more effective than others. First, a company can change the style of governance 

that they are run by. Most theatres follow the same board of directors formula, which is 

standard. The theatre could also develop programming outside the usual theatre offerings. 

This could look like many things; perhaps all of their shows are performed in public 

spaces, or they could only do shows in partnership with other theatre companies. Those 

are the two most effective avenues for developing a nontraditional nonprofit theatre 

structure. 

     Nonprofit theatre companies must follow the regulations imposed by their state 

regarding governance, but there is more than one way that a company can be governed. 

Of course, there are ways to use a traditional board and change its governing style. If a 

typical board looks like a President and several board members above the executive or 

artistic director and makes all company decisions regarding policy budget, etc., then a 

variation on that typical board style might be closer to a patron governance model. In this 

style of governance, the board remains the same, but it has less decision-making power 

and is more focused on fundraising and donations. Still, the top-down structure of 

governance is present in each. To adopt an even more nontraditional model of governance 

that could benefit the small nonprofit theatre company, the company needs to consider a 

form of governance that dismantles the hierarchy models that are traditionally used to opt 

for a more shared form of governance, wherein “leadership is more participatory where 

leaders include subordinates in leading and decision making.” ( Kramer, 2006) 
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     There are three particularly appropriate forms of governance for small nonprofit 

theatres that are not often used. First, Collaborative Governance is the closest to the 

traditional models of the three. Then there is Community Engagement Governance 

™(CEG) which democratizes the board structure and begins involvement with patrons 

and the community. Finally, Partnership Governance could be an intriguing alternative to 

standard governance if your company has a viable partner. Cooperative Governance is 

sometimes used to refer to, more accurately, Dual Governance in which there is a shared 

leadership ebtween an Artistic Director and a Managing Director for example (Reynolds, 

et al., 2017)For our purposes this paper will reference Cooperative Governance as being 

shared organization wide. Cooperative Governance takes the hierarchy model of 

governance and throws it out, opting instead for a genuinely democratic form of 

governance that gives no member of an organization any more or less say than another, 

including the Executive Director or Artistic Director. The Executive Director would still 

be in charge of day-to-day operations and standard items in the purview of such a title. 

Still, the entire company would come together for votes that would typically be handled 

by a board, things regarding policy, for example. CEG ™ takes the idea of moving to a 

more democratic form of governance one step further by involving their community in 

decisions. This doesn’t mean that the community is involved in every company decision, 

but that there is a measurable endeavor to involve the community in decisions and 

governance. Companies using this model may go as far as to train community members 

to hold significant board seats. Partnership Governance is different than the previous two, 
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it may not involve a movement toward democratic governance, but it involves merging 

one company's governance with another. Imagine a theatre company that works very 

closely with an artist collective that often provides them with artwork for shows. Those 

companies could decide that their interests are entwined, and their mission and values are 

compatible, what may be beneficial then is to merge their governance without merging 

their operations. Now they’ve formed a mutually beneficial partnership with one 

governing board with an equal desire to create success for both ventures.  

     There are also many ways for a theatre company to step outside the traditional theatre 

structure by altering their programming rather than their company organization. This 

could look like coming up with a unique delivery of products like providing touring mini 

shows that can travel anywhere, even your home. Or you could establish a distinct  niche 

product; perhaps they only produce locally written work,  maybe the audience is a niche, 

their plays are performed exclusively in ASL, or all of their actors are elderly folks from 

local retirement homes. In the case of the company discussed in this thesis, you might 

develop a collaborative or community-based product. Offering programming for 

underserved communities like children and adults with disabilities is a way to 

differeintiate your company while providing a service that has a massive impact on its 

audience. Anecdotally many in the industry believe that “theatre Can continue to provide 

community and understanding to older students and adults living with autism…[and] that 

theater is a valid tool for overcoming many of autisms inhibitions” (Loer, 2010). 
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     In any case, establishing a genuinely unique product, governance model, or mode of 

delivery can make the needs of your nonprofit’s foundational development look different 

than others. Less traditional forms of governance might be suitable for your company, but 

may require  extra work in structuring. Your unique product will make you stand out in 

the market, but may require further research and preparations at the beginning. 

Strategic Plan 

     What would a strategic plan that reflects the necessary foundational components of a 

non-profit and expands upon them to create a unique company look like? First, it must 

address the required steps of nonprofit formation and development. Still, it would also 

need to include one or more element in its organization that elevates it from the 

traditional nonprofit that would make it stand out in the market. The Common Theatre 

Company’s strategic plan addresses all of the foundational needs of a nonprofit theatre. It 

expands upon those by introducing programming that features community partnership to 

create a standout theatrical experience and use a collaborative governance model that 

democratizes the company's operations. 

     Appendix A holds the strategic plan for the prospective theatre company, The 

Common Theatre Company (Common Theatre). Common Theatre is a Houston, 

TX-based company that will, most importantly, provide shows in conjunction with a 

unique activity like dinner or desserts. They will use community partnerships to develop 

unique experiences for their patrons. This might look like a play featuring a dinner 

provided by a local food truck or two who have created a limited menu to compliment the 
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following performance. It could also look like a small market of local vendors whose 

products complement the attached performance. The company also prioritizes education, 

equity, and inclusion. They will offer various classes and camps for an extensive range of 

ages. They will offer scholarship and payment plan options for those who usually 

couldn’t afford such things, and even their tickets are on a pay-what-you-can pricing 

model to stunt exclusivity. The Common also programs sensory performances for all 

shows and will develop classes and camps for students with special needs. Developing a 

theatre experience featuring partnerships with local vendors and businesses as a staple 

product for the company is especially effective in making the company a unique option in 

its market. The company's community aspect also gives them an advantage when seeking 

grants and donations. Their product serves the area and isn’t oversaturated, making it an 

ideal candidate for charitable giving and government assistance. Moreover, their 

commitment to inclusivity, through flexible pricing and, even more significantly, 

programming designed for the special needs community, also helps the company stand 

out and create opportunities for grants and donations. 

     Finally, the company will follow a collaborative governance model instead of a 

traditional hierarchical top-down model more typically used by nonprofit theatres. This 

means the few members of the original company and board would work together on 

governance and have an equal say in all decision-making. Like most other governance 

models, the Executive Director, or in this case, the Artistic Director (AD), would still 

handle day-to-day operations and decision-making. The AD would still be responsible for 
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things like finalizing season planning outcomes and developing new programs. The 

difference between collaborative and traditional governance is in who holds voting power 

for the major organizational issues. The company members of the Common Theatre 

company would also hold voting rights on matters like company policy and budgetary 

issues, essentially all things typically under the purview of a board of directors. There 

would still be board members who were not everyday company members, and those 

board members would hold the board leadership positions. Company members would be 

on board committees for various needs. The AD would also be a voting member of the 

board, but their vote would count no more than anyone else, and they would not be 

permitted to vote on any items directly related to themselves, such as a vote to give them 

a pay increase. This form of governance maintains the leadership of the Artistic Director 

and the oversight of the Board of Directors. It also gives the constituents a genuine voice 

in their company.  

     The Common Theatre Company’s strategic plan hits all of the requirements for 

nonprofit formation along with the specialty needs of a theatrical nonprofit, a season 

plan, or an explanation of ticketing software, for example. Its potential product would be 

the only of its kind in the market. Its focus on community partnership elevates the 

standard nonprofit model to something providing a unique customer experience. And 

they are adopting a collaborative form of governance, which makes the company and its 

plan stand out.  
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DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

          Developing a business plan or strategic plan is crucial for success in any industry, 

including nonprofit theatre. It can determine the outcome and lifespan of a business, 

making it essential for entrepreneurs to create a clear vision and plan to succeed. As 

market oversaturation and overstimulation become more prevalent, finding a niche for an 

emerging company is crucial, especially for those seeking to establish a unique 

organizational structure or specialized product delivery. 

     This thesis aimed to evaluate the efficacy of different approaches to developing a 

modern and unique nonprofit theatre company. It analyzed the necessary foundational 

elements of a nonprofit theatre company and explored ways to expand upon them to 

create a unique strategic plan. It also guided entrepreneurs searching for resources for 

strategic planning in the theatre industry, specifically focusing on small nonprofit theatres 

and those with uncommon structures. 

     The paper used qualitative research, including literature reviews, coursework analysis, 

and market research, to provide relevant information on nonprofit theatres, nonprofit 

governance, strategic planning, and theatre management. The strategic plan for The 

Common Theatre Company, presented in Appendix A, served as an example of a 

nonprofit that successfully differentiated and expanded on traditional structures. Overall, 

this thesis provided a blueprint for those looking to establish a nonprofit theatre company 

that falls outside the standard approach, with a focus on finding a company’s niche 

approach and guiding its development. 
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     In analyzing the results of this paper, the following conclusions have been made: 

Creating a nonprofit organization requires careful planning and consideration of various 

factors. One of the foundational steps in creating the mission framework includes 

planning for financials, delivery, and operations. The nonprofit must also establish a 

board and obtain necessary permits and statuses. The nonprofit's mission, core values, 

and purpose should be clear and actionable, serving as the company's foundation. A 

vague or broad mission can hinder decision-making, while a clear mission can guide 

programming options, significant changes, and organizational growth. Extensive market 

research and testing should be conducted to understand the product or service and ensure 

it serves the mission. The nonprofit must also establish a legally viable board of directors, 

reflecting the diversity and a variety of skill sets. The governing style of the company 

should also be decided at this point. Finally, the nonprofit must complete the legal 

paperwork and provide proof of concept to obtain nonprofit status, which varies from 

state to state. These foundational steps are crucial to building a solid nonprofit 

organization and setting it up for success. 

     Nonprofit theatre companies face unique challenges due to the nature of their product, 

which is often inconsistent and subjective. They must develop strategies to mitigate risks 

and stand out in a crowded market. One approach is to develop a unique product and 

adopt a nontraditional governance model. Most theatres provide standard programming 

that changes only in performance style, genre, or message, and a majority of theatres 
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follow the standard board of directors formula. Still, some alternatives could work better 

for small nonprofit theatres. 

    Collaborative Governance may be the closest to a traditional governance model while 

providing a unique framework. Rather than strip the Board or the Executive Director of 

power, this structure shares some of that power with the organization’s constituents. 

Community Engagement Governance™ (CEG) democratizes the board structure 

completely and measurably involves the community in governance decisions. Partnership 

Governance would merge one company's governance system and board with another 

compatible company's board, forming a mutually beneficial partnership. 

     In addition to governance, theatre companies can differentiate themselves through 

their programming. They can stand out by offering unique products or delivery methods. 

For example, a theatre company might offer to tour mini-shows to people’s homes for 

parties or only produce locally written work, or exclusively offer ASL performances. 

Collaborative or community-based products can also set a company apart, especially if 

the offered experience isn’t available elsewhere. 

     While adopting nontraditional governance or programming, the work of development 

may require extra effort. But, making a nonprofit theatre company stand out in a crowded 

market can pay off. However, research and preparation are essential to ensure these 

nonstandard aspects work effectively for the company's specific needs. 

     An analysis of the plan proposed by The Common Theatre Company finds that it has 

developed a strategic plan that addresses both the foundational components required for a 
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nonprofit and the unique elements that set the company apart from traditional 

organizations. The plan focuses on providing a unique theatrical experience by partnering 

with local vendors and businesses to offer activities such as dinner or desserts that 

complement the following performance. The company also prioritizes education, equity, 

and inclusion by offering classes and camps for various ages, scholarships, and payment 

plans, pay-what-you-can pricing for tickets, providing program sensory performances, 

and developing classes and camps for students with special needs. These unique offerings 

and commitment to inclusive practices will be instrumental in giving them an edge in 

their market and in securing funding. 

     The Common Theatre Company has also adopted a Collaborative Governance Model, 

that rejects a typical top-down form of governance in favor of one that allows for full 

organizational input. This form of governance is in line with the company’s values of 

collaboration while still allowing for day-to-day leadership to be handled by their Artistic 

Director.  

     The company's strategic plan is comprehensive, addressing all the requirements for 

nonprofit formation while including unique elements that elevate the standard nonprofit 

model to something providing a unique customer experience. The focus on community 

partnership and inclusivity, along with the Collaborative Governance Model, makes the 

company stand out and creates opportunities for grants and donations. With its potential 

product being the only one of its kind in the market, The Common Theatre Company is 

set to be a successful nonprofit theatrical company.    
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Executive Summary 
 
 

The Common Theatre Company is focused on engaging and partnering 
with our community in exciting ways that support our neighbors and provide a 
unique and collaborative theatrical experience. We are dedicated to offering 
authentic programming produced and performed by fresh artists of all 
backgrounds. We believe theatre is for all people and are committed to making 
our art accessible. 
​ The Common Theatre Company is the lifelong dream of founder and 
Artistic Director Kelsey McMillan. McMillan has been a professional director and 
theatre educator for over a decade. In her leadership, she values collaboration, 
community, and finding joy in the work. Common Theatre is a natural 
progression of her values. The Common Theatre Company will operate as a 
501c(3) nonprofit arts organization that employs a Collaborative Governance 
model. The Common Theatre believes that theatre is a collaborative art and that 
the business of theatre should be collaborative as well.  
​ The company will operate within Houston, TX, and until it can secure a 
permanent location, it will rent performance venues within the city. Houston is 
home to many theaters ranging in size and offering a variety of programming. 
However, The Common Theatre Co. has an advantage in this market because it 
offers unique programming and has no direct competition. The Common has 
developed a style of programming that includes partnerships with local 
businesses to make a night at the theatre more than just a show. Their use of 
community partnerships and one-of-a-kind experiences makes them stand out in 
a city that so values the arts. These unique season offerings, coupled with a 
robust education program, are pivotal to the healthy financial outlook of the 
company. Based on projections, the company expects to be profitable within 
the first year of operation.  
​ The Common Theatre Company wants to create a new kind of theatrical 
experience for the people of Houston, TX. This company is dedicated to making 
good theatre for everyone in their community that doesn't feel exclusive, brings 
people together, and feels fun, intriguing, and fresh. We have big dreams for 
this company. Our most pressing goals include: 
 

●​ Raising $50,000  
●​ Finding and purchasing a permanent location. 
●​ Negotiating a season's worth of community partnerships.  
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●​ Hiring qualified teaching artists and teaching artists who specialize in 
special needs students. 

●​ Securing the best-suited board members to fill out our board leadership 
team.  
 
To make this dream a reality and get into the business of doing this 

amazing work for and with our community, we need the help of investors, 
donors, and those interested in participating in this journey. Today we humbly 
ask interested parties to help in any of the following ways: 
 

●​ Invest in The Common Theatre Company to help us reach our goal of 
$50,000. 

●​ Join our Board of Directors if our mission inspires you. 
●​ Facilitate a community partnership for our flagship season.  
●​ Assist in the search for our permanent home. 

 
We hope you find something that resonates with you and gets you excited 
about theatre in the following proposal, and we thank you for your time and 
consideration. 
 

-​ The Common Theatre Company Team 

 
Company & Business Description 
 
Company Purpose 
 
     The Common Theatre Company is a highly collaborative organization that 
values community engagement, partnerships, and modern unique theatrical 
experiences. The CommonTheatre Company will produce performances and 
events that make our audience feel seen and connected. In conjunction with 
performances, we will seek to partner with other businesses in our community to 
offer collaborative events. They will be affordable for all patrons who wish to 
attend. Our shows will push boundaries and take risks, come from our hearts, 
and touch the hearts of our patrons. We will create opportunities for emerging 
artists through playwriting festivals, open auditions, and crew calls. A typical 
season will feature mostly full-length plays, including special events and 
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multidisciplinary performances. Our season would not exist to feed a bottom 
line.  
     The Common Theatre Co. values community engagement, partnerships, and 
supporting new and emerging artists. We will develop programming that 
includes events like a modern take on dinner theatre where local catering 
companies or food truck owners will partner with us to create a “dinner and a 
show” performance run. It may also include partnering with other local vendors 
like retailers and market vendors to create a performance run that includes a 
themed market experience. We will seek out emerging artists for our shows and 
staff and prioritize the development of an education program that seeks to teach 
and grow new artists. We will seek to provide theatrical experiences for all 
patrons, including those who typically cannot afford to attend live theatre or 
those who have special needs. We will prioritize developing programming 
specifically for our patrons with special needs. Our programming and values will 
revolve around creating unique and authentic theatre experiences in partnership 
with and supporting our community. 
     The Common Theatre Co. will offer a wide variety of programming and 
services. We will provide typical plays, festivals, musicals, sensory performances, 
youth education and camps, and community events. We aim to create a new 
kind of theatre experience that offers more. Our target audience will be 
somewhat varied, young - middle-aged people, 25-45-year-olds who enjoy the 
theatre or the arts and all-inclusive experiences, and families, especially those 
with young children interested in the arts. We’re excited to bring them a kind of 
theatre they haven’t experienced in Houston, TX. This is one reason we feel that 
we are likely to succeed. There is no other theatrical programming like this in the 
city or surrounding areas; we want to offer theatre in a way that makes a night 
out to see a show a complete and expansive event every time.  
 
 

Mission/Vision Statement 
 
 The Common Theatre Company is focused on engaging and partnering with 
our community in exciting ways that support our neighbors and provide a 
uniquely collaborative theatrical experience. We are dedicated to offering 
authentic programming produced and performed by fresh artists of all 
backgrounds. We are committed to delivering innovative theatre experiences 
that create a real human connection. 
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Core Values 
 

●​ We will be unbound by convention; we believe that the arts should be a 
free space and that by releasing ourselves from norms, we can find the 
fun in our work. 

●​ We will capture people with unique experiences; we want to offer people 
something they can’t get anywhere else and delight our audiences with 
exciting new experiences. 

●​ We believe collaboration is the key to exciting things; we value making 
community partnerships and working with others to develop great work. 

●​ We support people; we believe that all people should be able to enjoy 
the theatre, and we believe it is our responsibility to make it accessible to 
everyone. 

●​ We develop the future; we believe in supporting emerging artists and 
educating our youth to strengthen our industry's future. 

●​ We will deliver authentic and thought-provoking work; we believe it is 
important for theatre to connect us and help us understand our humanity. 
We are dedicated to developing content that creates that. 

 
Team & Org Structure 
Table 1.  
Leadership Organization Structure 
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Kelsey McMillan is our founder and Artistic Director, and she holds a BA and an 
MIS in Theatre and Arts Entrepreneurship, both from Stephen F. Austin State 
University. She has been directing and producing professionally for over a 
decade, developing work that has earned her nominations and awards and has 
been involved in theatre both on and off stage for nearly 20 years. Her Master's 
emphasis was on arts enterprise and business.   
 
Britney Wilkinson is our Associate Artistic Director and Director of Community 
Partnerships. She has been acting for nearly two decades and has built 
connections in the Austin, TX, and Houston, TX, theatre communities. She holds 
a BA in Musical Theatre and BA in English Literature from the University of Texas, 
Austin. 
 
Allen Titel is our Operations Manager. He holds a BA in Theatre from Stephen F. 
Austin State University and has nearly two decades of experience on and off 
stage in the theatre. He also has nearly a decade of experience in operations 
management across industries. 
 
Paige Thomas is our Finance Officer. Paige has more than 15 years of experience 
on stage and off. She has over five years of experience in theatrical accounting 
and development. She holds a BACC from Texas A&M University. 
 
Eddie Edge is our Director of Marketing and Communications and Special 
Events. Eddie has a BFA in Theatre from Stephen F. Austin Univerity and has 
nearly two decades of experience in performance and production. He has 
served as a board member and company executive for a small theatre company 
for over five years.  

 
Programming 
 
Product Offering(s) 
 
 
Full-Length Plays   Our company will produce at minimum 3-4 full-length plays 
per season. These will be works chosen by a team of season planners that are 
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cohesive and that resonate with our audience. The shows will vary from season 
to season. These will serve as our main season and the guide to our season. 
 
Alternative Performances    Within each season, we will program at least one 
performance alternative to a typical play. This may be a musical, playwriting 
festival, an immersive show, or one-act plays in repertoire for example. These 
performances will serve to break up our program delivery and offer variety. 
 
 

Service Offering(s) 
​
Community Partnerships    Our goal is to partner with other companies or 
vendors in our area during each new show to create a full experience for our 
audience. This might be partnering with Food Trucks during one show to offer a 
dinner and a show experience or market vendors to turn a show into an 
afternoon of shopping and entertainment.  

 
Education Programs    We will begin offering classes and camps soon after 
inception. There will be youth classes and camps offered by season and adult 
classes and workshops. These will serve to meet our goal of building up the next 
generation of artists and emerging artists, as well as our goal to reach families.  
 
Sensory Shows and Workshops    We will offer sensory-friendly shows to our 
special needs community members as well as workshops designed for using 
theatre to enrich the lives of the special needs community. We believe theatre is 
for everyone, and this will allow us to reach everyone in our audience and meet 
them where they are.  
 

Pricing Model 
 
Tickets    Pay-What-You-Can with a suggested ticket price of $20 and a minimum 
of $1. We believe theatre should be accessible to anyone who wants to 
experience it. We feel this makes it affordable for anyone to access our work 
while also allowing more generous patrons to pay more than the suggested 
ticket price. This is for standard shows and those without add-ons such as 
desserts, dinners, or drinks. 
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Sensory Performances    Base Ticket Price of $20 or Pay-What-You-Can with a 
minimum of $1.  Price without add-ons. 
 
Tickets with Dining     The base ticket cost will remain $20 or Pay-What-You-Can, 
but an extra fee will be added to cover the cost of a meal per person. 
Negotiations with community partners will determine an exact amount based on 
a fair market. 
 
Tickets and Market Access   The base ticket cost will remain $20 or 
Pay-What-You-Can, but an extra fee will be added to guarantee market 
admission and perhaps a discount on goods. Negotiations with community 
partners will determine the exact amount. 
  
Youth Classes    Tuition would be for a one-month course offered one night a 
week or on weekends. Scholarships and payment plans would be offered to 
students who needed them. 
6-8 years old - $200 per course 
9-12 years old - $225 per course 
 
Teen Classes    Tuition would be for a 3-month course on weekends. 
Scholarships and payment plans would be offered to students who needed 
them.  
13-17 years old - $350 per course 
 
Adult Workshops    Base price of $100 per class. The cost would vary slightly 
based on the course offerings. Workshops would be 1-2 day classes taught by 
industry professionals.  
 
Sensory Workshops     Sensory-friendly workshops are designed to use theatre 
as enrichment for special needs students or as training for students interested in 
pursuing theatre. Offered once a month on weekends.   
Tuition for an entire season - is $300 per student 
Single Day - $50 per student.      
 
 
These prices are competitive within the market but also align with our values of 
making theatre affordable and accessible to all people and not just the very 
wealthy. 
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Market Analysis 
 
Target Market 
 
     The target market for The Common Theatre consists of residents in the 
Houston, TX, area. As Houston is the fourth largest city in the United States, 
using the full population of the city would be too wide a net to cast in terms of a 
full addressable market. It is more realistic to assume the total market audience 
will comprise those in the immediate local area or the “neighborhood” where 
the theater site will be located. That location is yet to be determined and will 
likely be fluid in the early months and years of the company, while it primarily 
rents performance space. Still, in understanding and segmenting the Houston 
market, we can make educated assumptions about the target market.  
 
     The target market for The Common Theatre Company consists of an 
ethnically diverse mix of 24-45-year-olds who are either in lower to mid-level 
socioeconomic strata. They will likely have a college degree or more. This 
audience is likely relatively bohemian as opposed to white-collar, and they may 
be more likely to be currently renting even if they pursue homeownership. They 
are technologically savvy and value community, social gatherings, new 
experiences, and amenities. They are most likely liberal or liberal-leaning. There 
will be a family mix, some singles, couples, and families. This audience shares 
the company's values, appreciates the arts, and enjoys doing new things with 
their neighbors and friends. They aren’t the wealthiest people in Houston, but 
because they value the arts, they spend their money on arts ventures. They also 
find value in activities for their children and the whole family, which they will find 
provided with affordable prices.  
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Buyer Personas 
​
Nolan      Nolan is 32 years old and has lived in Houston his whole life. He works 
as an ABA therapist currently, but he has had four different jobs in the last five  
years. Nolan is currently single but has aspirations to have a family someday. He 
lives in a more affordable area of Houston in an incredibly diverse neighborhood 
where he rents. Nolan is happy and comfortable going with the flow, and he 
finds a lot of enjoyment in spending time with others, discovering new events, 
and helping his community. He is liberal and vocal about his values. 

Lyndsay      Lyndsay is single; she is 42 years old and has been an elementary 
school art teacher for 18 years. She is highly adept at learning new technology 
and implementing it into her life. She graduated from a state school out of Texas 
with a degree in Art. She has no children and doesn’t plan to have any. She rents 
her small townhouse, where she has lived for 10 years. She deeply values 
community and her social life, which she takes full advantage of every weekend. 
She isn’t exceptionally wealthy, but her income and single lifestyle have made 
her financially comfortable. 
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Britney and Ben   Britney and Ben have been married for three years and have 
recently moved to Houston. They own a small house downtown. This is a 
popular new area to live in with many things to do within walking distance. They 
are both under 30 and graduated from State Schools. Ben is pursuing a Master's 
Degree in engineering. They don’t have children yet but may in the future. Both 
Ben and Britney are very up on the latest trends in technology and will always 
upgrade their tech. They love new experiences and use their free time to take in 
local events and community offerings.    

The Mikels     The Mikels have four members in their family, Tiara, her husband 
Justin, and their two elementary-aged kids. Tiara is a therapist, and her husband 
is in operations at a firm. Combined, they have a very healthy financial outlook, 
and their children want for nothing. They purposefully have chosen to live in a 
very diverse area of Houston in a moderate house they own. Both have college 
degrees from universities and were part of the greek life systems. They enjoy 
upscale eateries, shopping, and activities or experiences that provide many 
amenities. They also value their children’s education and want to offer them as 
many opportunities as possible.  

 

Location Analysis 
 
     The Company will reside within Houston, TX. The exact location is not yet 
determined and the company will likely not have a permanent location within 
the first year of operation. That being said, Houston is the fourth largest city in 
America and has an incredibly diverse demographic. Houston has an already 
thriving theatre market; it is home to one of the leading regional theaters in the 
country, The Alley Theatre. There is an already large audience for the arts and 
theatre in particular in the city and a historically demonstrated willingness of the 
city's wealthy members to patronize and donate to theatrical ventures. Much of 
the wealth in Houston comes from Oil & Gas, or Healthcare.  
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Competitor Analysis 
 
Table 2.  
Competitor Analysis 
 
 

 Comparative 
Strength(s) 

Comparative 
Weakness(es) 

Counter- 
point(s) 

The Dinner 
Detective 

●​ Provide 
quality 
content 

●​ Offer 
variety 

●​ Not as 
consistent 

●​ No 
permanent 
location 

Variety is what 
makes patrons 
return. 

RecRoom Arts 

●​ Have a solid 
core team 

●​ Provide 
variety 

●​ Reliable  

●​ Less 
notoriety 

●​ Provide less 
new work 
or premiers 

Our 
programming 
is coupled 
with unique 
experiences 

Mildred’s 
Umbrella 

●​ Provide 
quality 
content 

●​ Welcome 
new faces 

●​ Not as 
much 
tenure 

●​ Not as well 
connected 

The company 
is new but it’s 
team is well 
connected 
with long 
histories in 
HTX. 
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Table 3.  
SWOT Analysis 
 

 

 
Marketing Plan 
 

Positioning Strategy 
 
Our audience will be drawn to our theatre despite its newness because it will 
offer a unique way to experience theater, and be incredibly accessible. They’ll 
come for the novel experience, but they’ll come back because our shows will 
present them with an opportunity for a whole event, and they’ll love the variety 
of activities presented to them.  
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Right now, the biggest block for audiences is two-fold. The first blockage is cost. 
It is expensive to go to the theatre, to go to dinner, to go shopping. The 
Common Theatre Company will aim to provide a custom experience that makes 
seeing a play doable. The second is audience knowledge. Most people don’t 
know what plays are, happening around them. We hope that by partnering with 
other companies who provide a more mainstream product, we can begin 
capturing an audience we may not have.  
 
We will take full advantage of social media and the reach it has to offer. We will 
operate a website that provides information and ticketing services. And we will 
integrate video marketing.  
 

Acquisition Channels  
 

We will employ various methods of marketing. Considering we will be starting 
on a bootstrap budget, we will take advantage of as much free marketing as 
possible and try to maximize everything we do.  

●​ Search Engine Marketing - Houston is a big city with many theaters, and 
having our company populate when someone searches “show this 
weekend” makes a big difference. 

●​ Social Media and Vlogging - This will be our number one marketing 
method at the beginning of our journey. We will utilize a variety of social 
media platforms and spend a lot of energy on TikTok and Youtube doing 
Vlogs to bring in audience interest. 

●​ Co-Marketing - Our events will include community partnerships and 
collaboration with various businesses. We will be able to create marketing 
campaigns that are collaborative as well. We will be able to take 
advantage of their more established customer base.  

 
 

Tools and Technology 
 
     In the beginning, to streamline our social media marketing, we will run 
software that automates the work on your social media suite, like Hootsuite. We 
may even take advantage of AI-generated marketing content for social media 
campaigns. Eventually, we will be able to hire someone to run our media and 
marketing and will do so. But in the beginning, all media and Marketing will be 
run by the Marketing Director. 
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Sales Plan 
 
Sales Methodology 
 
Most sales will be inbound and develop organically from our social media 
content, community engagement, and word of mouth. We will use search 
engine optimization and co-sales as well. 
 
 We will use some outbound sales strategies. These might include social media 
advertising that isn’t standard content or ads.  
 
Because theatre as a product is subjective and can be enjoyed by such a wide 
range of people, it makes a lot more sense to allow for an organic inbound sales 
strategy that allows potential ticket buyers to discover our product and 
understand it’s something they want to enjoy. There would be too many 
variables for us to confidently rely on only outbound sales. We need people to 
find us and say, “that’s for me.”  
 
 

Sales Organization Structure  
 

The following chart shows the sales organization structure for The Common 
Theatre Company based on each member’s role. The Common is a very small 
company, so sales and marketing, in this case, will be interwoven. Our Head of 
Marketing and Head of Community partnerships will be in charge of our two 
sales branches.  

First, our Head of Media and Marketing will cover all inbound marketing 
strategies for normal ticket sales or ticket sales to special events. Then our Head 
of Community partnerships will lead all educational and sensory content sales. 
They will each have a team of two company members assisting them. The sales 
work will fall to all company members, especially considering our size. A team 
will be in place who are specifically tasked with sales. 
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Table 2.  
Sales Org. Structure 

 
 
 
 
 

Sales Channels 
 

Our sales will be conducted mainly online, with some in-person ticket sales. 
In-person ticket sales will usually occur as a walk-up service on the day or 
evening of a performance. Our ticketing portal will only be available on our 
website.  
 
Class and workshop tuition will go through a representative from The Common 
to be sold. Our website will direct interested parties to register/ apply, and then 
once accepted via email, they will pay for the course or request information 
about scholarships and payment plans. This will all be conducted with the help 
of a Comm Theatre representative. 
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Tools and Technology 
 
 
Website/ Ticketing Software and Class Registration  - We will be using Wix as 
the host for our website, and general ticket sales and course registration will be 
embedded into the site. Wix offers affordable web hosting that is charged 
monthly and includes a lot of great features. This site will allow us to operate 
how we need it with a well-designed and easy-to-use website. 
 
CRM Software - Salesforce Nonprofit Cloud - Enterprise edition. This software is 
more affordable at only $60 per month. But we will apply for their Power of Us 
program, which provides their entire suite of tools and systems at discounted 
rates. It provides access to Donor tracking and direct payment integration, data 
analytics, fundraising and marketing tools, email campaigns, and more.  

 
Legal Structure 
 
The Common Theatre Company will operate as a 501(c) 3 Nonprofit 
Organization. 
 

 

Legal Considerations 
 
     Texas requires:  

●​ Filing for incorporation and formation 
●​ Appointing a registered agent for the company  
●​ You must have at least three directors, one president, and one Secretary 

on your board 
●​ Established bylaws 
●​ Applying for nonprofit and tax-exempt status 
●​ Registering for charitable solicitation 
●​ Obtaining a business license  

 
     To run a commercial location as a theatre in texas the property must meet 
these requirements: 
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●​ Have one parking space for every three audience seats available.  
●​ Must follow all Houston, TX Sign Code regulations. 

 
     Texas laws regarding forming a Nonprofit entity will be completed based on 
the information found in this strategic plan. All Zoning and regulations will be 
followed when the company settles on a permanent location. Ensuring the 
company follows those laws will fall under the purview of a yet-to-be-added 
team member in charge of The Common’s legal needs.  

 
Financial Considerations 
 
Startup Costs 
 
The following Startup costs consider the cost to produce a launch season of 
shows, two standard shows, and one special performance event. 
 
Formation and Incorporation fees     ​ ​ $150 
Initial Season Performance Budget     ​ ​ $3,500 
Initial SeasonVenue Rental​​ ​ ​ $6,000 
Promotional expenses     ​ ​ ​ ​ $3,000 
Initial SeasonPerformance Payroll ​ ​ $2,400 
WIX Website ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ $59 / month 
Domain Purchase​ ​ ​ ​ ​ $150 /3 years 
CRM​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ $60 /month 
Branding Materials​ ​ ​ ​ ​ $500 
 
 
 

Sales Forecasts 
 
Sales forecasting for The Common Theatre is based on Market research, target 
audience demo data, and the assumptions that over a year out audience and 
enrollment will grow with word-of-mouth and critic marketing coverage. Growth 
assumes a 25% rate of growth show-over-show. This growth rate considers the 
lack of direct competition and marketing. 
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     The following table shows the possible outlook for a year of sales. It does not 
reflect a sold-out audience or full-capacity classes but a more realistic slow climb 
in enrollment.  
 
Table 5.  
1 Year Sales Forecast 

 
 
 

Break-Even Analysis 
 
The startup costs for this company total $17,128, which would cover all 
necessary costs for the first year of operation. Due to the nature of the timeline 
for revenue with a theatre company, traditional break-even models that require 
unit sales or month-to-month sales/ expenses do not fit here. Instead, by looking 
at projected sales per show and course offering, we can assume we will be 
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profitable by the end of June 2024. From there, the remainder of the year 
should represent all net profit. 

 
 
Funding Requirements 
 
     To begin this company significantly, we will be looking for a funding infusion 
of at least $25-30k if we want a financial cushion to account for unknown 
variables. 
 
     To reach this goal, we will primarily look at loans, personal financial infusions, 
and donations. We will also be applying for grants from the city and state. Any 
grants received in our first year would represent additional production funding 
and will not be counted on for bottom-line startup costs.  
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     After completing her work at Westwood High School in Austin, Texas, in 2007, 

Kelsey McMillan entered Stephen F. Austin State University in Nacogdoches, TX. 

Between the Summers of 2007 and 2011, she attended school there and received a 

Bachelor of Arts in Theatre from the University in May 2011. In the following seven 

years, she held various roles in the theatre industry in Austin and Houston, TX. She 

became a theatre educator in Houston, TX, in 2015 and remains a teacher. She has 

directed a produced many productions in Houston, TX, over the previous nine years. In 

August of 2019, she entered the Graduate Program at Stephen F. Austin State University 

to pursue a Master's Degree in Interdisciplinary Studies for Arts Entrepreneurship and is 

set to earn her degree in the Summer of 2023. 

 

 

Permanent Address:​ ​ 2903 Carnoustie Dr.  

​ ​ ​ ​ Missouri City, TX 77459 
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