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When the coronavirus brought activi-
ties to a lurching halt last March, 

classical music organizations adapted rap-
idly by investing in online content in or-
der to stay engaged with audiences. At the 
same time, the deluge of free material on 
the internet raised questions about how 
to maintain a sustainable business model 
for live performance. But with most tra-
ditional fall seasons cancelled and health 
protocols evolving, digital channels remain 
a lifeline not just for sharing live or ar-
chived performances but for creating op-
portunities for education and fundraising. 

by Rebecca Schmid

The pandemic has accelerated the pace 
of digital engagement and innovation at 
orchestras, which are reaching audiences, 
expanding educational resources, and 
connecting with donors in new ways as 
they adapt to the demands of the twenty-
first century.

Changing the 
Channels

This spring, Stamford Symphony musicians performed “Amazing Grace” virtually in a performance 
dedicated to health workers in Fairfield County. The video received more than 10,000 views.

The Stamford Symphony 
launched a new digital 
channel during the 
pandemic.

Stamford Symphony 
President and CEO Russell 
Jones says the orchestra’s 
new online channel is here 
to stay: “We’ve actually 
extended our mission to a 
wider base.”
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For some industry experts, this is in fact an 
overdue development against the backdrop 
of a digital revolution that has been under-
way for over two decades.
“The nonprofit arts are usually a little be-
hind the curve in their adoption of tech-
nology,” says David Dombrosky, chief 
marketing officer at the 
technology company In-
stantEncore. “And there 
are good reasons for that. 
For a lot of organizations, 
it’s the easiest to cut when 
it comes to budget. Then 
we get hit with Covid, and the 
entire traditional part of the 
industry is placed on hold. You 
can pivot to digital engage-
ment during the Great Pause. 
Or you can do nothing.”

Douglas McLennan, founder and edi-
tor of the online news site ArtsJournal, 
summed it up in a blog post in May when 
he identified two “camps” of people: “res-
torationists,” who enter survival mode as 
they wait for a return to normalcy, and “op-
portunists,” who accept a future in which 

the business model for the arts is perma-
nently changed. “Why would we want to 
return to a model that wasn’t working so 
well before anyway?” he asked rhetorically.

For all the devastating effects of the cri-
sis, it has ushered in a new level of experi-
mentation and innovation online. Peter 
Maniura, who serves as a freelance digital 
consultant, producer, and director of IMZ 
Academy, the Austrian arts-advocacy or-
ganization, says that “in a positive sense, 
there has been a great creative response 
from a lot of people who may have been 
digital doubters. This has made for a pro-
found shift in people’s mentalities, from 
major artists producing content from 
home to big institutions opening up their 
back catalogue to communicate and share 
their art.”

Vince Ford, the New York Philhar-
monic’s vice president for digital strategy 
and customer experience, says that the cri-

sis “fully engaged the organization around 
every aspect of digital, from behind-the-
scenes content to communications.” With-
in a week after lockdown, the musicians 
had signed off the rights to make archival 
content publicly available on the platform 
NYPhil Plays On. Within the first two 

months, the orchestra 
gained 50,000 social 
media followers. But 
Ford says that likes and 
shares are a mere “proxy for understand-
ing digital engagement. The larger idea is 
about connecting to people’s minds and 
hearts.”

Rethinking the online listening ex-
perience may even have the potential to 
change audience members’ relationship 
to an orchestra. The Detroit Symphony 
Orchestra already had an ambitious free 
web-streaming program, and last summer 
upgraded its in-hall cameras to 4K. With 
the outbreak of Covid-19, the organiza-
tion created an innovation committee con-
sisting of staff members and musicians to 
come up with ideas for how to repurpose 
archival material and create new formats. 
Among the new features to emerge were 
“Watch Parties” on Facebook, hosted by 
orchestra players.

DSO Vice President and General Ma-
nager Erik Rönmark says that the orches-
tra never would have landed on the idea 
to create the Watch Parties under normal 
circumstances because the musicians were 
busy playing onstage. “Getting their per-
spective is so unique and has connected 
our audiences with the individual musi-
cians in a different way,” he says. “We know 

that they are all superstars, but when you 
come to a concert, you love the orches-
tra—it’s one big group.” Even when con-
cert life resumes, Rönmark would like to 
continue the Watch Parties on days when 
the players are available, because the par-
ties provide a personal connection to the 

musicians, in real time.
The Stamford Symphony in Connecti-

cut has proven that smaller orchestras, too, 
can create powerful community in the dig-
ital space. When the lockdown arrived, the 
orchestra quickly launched a video plat-
form on its website including such features 
as house concerts featuring musicians 
from the orchestra and virtual conversa-

tions in which President and CEO Russell 
Jones chats with musicians. “We let our 
audience understand that they’re not the 
one-dimensional onstage characters they 
see uniformed with 65 others,” Jones says.

The orchestra relies on private dona-
tions for a large percent of its income and 
launched its new website with the support 

For all the devastating effects 
of the crisis, it has ushered in 
a new level of experimentation 
and innovation online at 
orchestras.

The New York 
Philharmonic has 
launched or expanded 
multiple digital initiatives 
in recent months.

Vince Ford, the New 
York Philharmonic’s 
vice president for 
digital strategy and 
customer experience, 
says that the crisis 
“fully engaged the 
organization around 
every aspect of 
digital, from behind-the-scenes content to 
communications.”

http://americanorchestras.org
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of the Connecticut-based Jeniam Founda-
tion, which redirected funds that normally 
would have gone to underwrite concerts in 
March and April. For Jones, the unexpect-
ed reallocation of funds has already paid 
off. He cites the statistic of over 10,000 
views for video featuring orchestra musi-
cians performing “Amazing Grace” as an 
example of “numbers we could only have 
dreamed” before the crisis, adding that the 
channel is here to stay even “if by some 
miracle we were to get vaccinated over the 
summer and be back this fall. We’ve actu-
ally extended our mission to a wider base.”

The growth in the size of online audi-
ences is also the case even for internation-
ally prominent organizations like the Los 
Angeles Philharmonic. A radio series on 
KUSC-FM—initiated at the behest of 
Music Director Gustavo Dudamel and 
including episodes in Spanish and Eng-
lish—received over 4 million listeners 
weekly during lockdown. In July, traffic to 
the site was up 25 percent, according to 
Vice President of Marketing and Com-
munications Nora Brady. Social media 
channels also saw a significant rise, with 
as much as 72 percent more visitors to the 
Facebook site for the Hollywood Bowl.

In August, the orchestra was able to take 
advantage of the Bowl’s size—the venue is 
outdoors and has a large stage for presen-
tations that in typical years are performed 
before up to 17,000 people—to film con-
certs for a streaming series, SoundStage, 

designed for viewing on a mobile device 
or computer screen. Dudamel also hosted 
a six-episode television series featuring ar-
chival material on KCET in collaboration 
with PBS. “It’s been a moment to focus on 
not just what we can’t do but pivot to do 
what we can,” says Brady, “which is excit-
ing, even in these challenging times.”

The Monetization Challenge
The pandemic has by necessity further 
streamlined pathways for soliciting online 
donations. Organizations have refocused 
their websites around donation functional-
ity rather than the traditional transaction 
of ticket sales. The LAPhil had revamped 
its website shortly before the outbreak 
but went on to weave even more widgets 

throughout the site. Symphony Spot, cre-
ated by the League of American Orches-
tras in April, provides a centralized online 
hub for orchestras’ virtual offerings, with 
alphabetical directories for performances 
and education resources—plus direct links 
to their donation paths.

At this point, the potential of stream-
ing programs to directly generate revenue 
through a subscription model remains 

inconclusive. McLennan pointed out in 
May that there is a need for sophisticated 
search engines and other technology that 
facilitates a viable business model. “Maybe 
it bundles experiences and allows me to 
buy packages,” he says. “But more than 
that, you need a mapped-out digital pay-
ments plan that includes micro-payments; 
several levels and kinds of membership 
support; subscription support; freemium 
strategies; crowd-sourcing as well as your 
regular ticket-selling models.”

Ford says that when the New York 
Philharmonic begins to perform again, 
the orchestra plans to revisit its strategy 
“to identify the right amount of content 
and opportunities for monetization. Is it 
around selling digital access, encouraging 
fundraising, or some other revenue stream? 
If we look at the flexibility digital brings 
and successful models like Netflix and 
Hulu, we’ll be able to take away some of 
those ideas and integrate them into our 
own subscription model.”

Digital strategy incorporating sophis-
ticated Netflix/Hulu models may be lim-
ited to a handful of big players. While 
Jones hopes to further exploit the Stam-

ford Symphony’s new website to reach 
members of the community who have 
retired in Florida, for example, early 

Detroit Symphony 
Orchestra Vice President 
and General Manager 
Erik Rönmark says that 
even when concert 
life resumes, he would 
like to continue the 
Watch Parties when the 
orchestra musicians are available.

During Covid-19, the Detroit Symphony 
Orchestra created an innovation committee 
of orchestra staff and musicians. Among the 
new formats are “Watch Parties” on Facebook, 
hosted by orchestra musicians.

Detroit 
Symphony 
Orchestra staff 
prepare for a 
concert in the 
orchestra’s 
“Live from 
Orchestra 
Hall” webcast 
series. Last 
summer the 
DSO upgraded 
to 4K robotic 
cameras and 
created nine 
new camera 
positions in 
Orchestra 
Hall; the new 
cameras offer 
clear, colorful 
images even in 
low light.

At this point, the potential 
of streaming programs to 
directly generate revenue 
through a subscription model 
remains inconclusive.
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research suggested that “about 65 percent 
of the audience wouldn’t pay at all and the 
rest would pay an amount south of $25,” 
says Jones. “So our view would be that you 
can’t monetize this. There is too much out 
there to make it competitive, and I think 
the way to go is to make it free but ask 
people afterwards to contribute.” He cites 
as an example a personal contribution of 
$25 he made to the Metropolitan Opera 
after its Virtual Gala in April.

The Detroit Symphony’s Rönmark 
similarly recalls a donation he made to 
New York City Ballet following the re-
action of his youngest daughter to a free 
Saturday morning series: “When you 
see the excitement, it’s hard to not give.” 

He also emphasizes that, in the present 
situation, retaining income is at least as 
important as generating it by communi-
cating with audiences and patrons. One 
avenue has been to create exclusive con-
tent for existing donors, in part to replace 
the in-person interactions that would be 
possible under normal circumstances. The 
Detroit musicians created a video series 
called “Intermezzos” offering instruc-
tional but highly personal guides to their 
instruments. The New York Philharmonic 
introduced virtual a Happy Hour to con-
nect musicians with patrons.

Pedagogical activities have, likewise, 
found a meaningful presence online. The 
New York Philharmonic has added digi-
tal features to the series “Young People’s 

Concerts Play!,” which includes a video 
game-like “Variation Playground;” interac-
tive videos with orchestra players; and oth-
er options. The LAPhil capitalized on the 
annual conference of the Youth Orchestra 
Los Angeles—which was held exclusively 
online in July—to create a learning hub 
with master classes, curricular materials, 
podcasts and more. Brady says an “ongoing 
goal” will be to “reach an even wider audi-
ence” by leveraging this content.

Music and Meaning
The elephant in the room is that moving 
an orchestra’s activities online carries not 
only financial but artistic risks. “You can be 
creative, but it’s hard to be artistically cre-
ative when you can’t make music togeth-
er,” says Rönmark. “This has been a great 
substitute, but it’s not the real thing.” On 
the other hand, the past few months have 
encouraged organizations to produce ex-
plicitly for the digital medium. Houston’s 
ROCO, for example, had added a second 
screen experience to its live streaming 
events using Instant Encore’s LiveNote 
program, with musicians creating content 
that comments on the music or provides 
historical context.

And this is just scratching the surface of 

the possibilities. Maniura, the digital con-
sultant, says that the orchestra world lies 
further behind the curve than some opera 
and dance organizations, whose presenta-
tions inevitably “involve movement, song, 
and design. Orchestral concerts are by 
nature static; however, the creative possi-
bilities are enormous because they are not 
necessarily fettered by linear storytelling.” 
He also believes that there is “a whole leap 
to be made” in terms of new commissions. 
“There is the reproduction and dissemina-
tion of the canon, but it gets really excit-
ing when you have artists create new work 
using the challenge of technology because 
then you’re not recreating something. 
You’re creating something fresh.”

For Instant Encore’s Dombrosky, now 
that “we have opened Pandora’s box, the 
question is, how do we harness everything 
coming out of it?” While he believes that 
there will be a shift back to the real-life 
experience after a vaccine is distributed, 
“we’ll see that the business is evolving to 
adapt to our behaviors as a culture.” That 
includes not just a “hybridized member-
ship or subscription model by which peo-
ple attend in both the real world and in 
the virtual world,” he says. Dombrosky en-
visions organizations “doing everything to 
reduce touch points and potential points 
of transmission” through mobile tickets 
and contactless payment not just for the 
concert but parking and concessions.

Maniura predicts that, ideally, organi-
zations that have only recently learned to 
deploy digital channels will continue to do 
so and increase their audience base. “The 
most rosy scenario is that teams will be far 
more familiar and at ease with this way of 
communicating,” he says. “Therefore, there 
will be more organizations that have seen 
the value and can reach a larger number of 
people. You will still be able to offer the 
physical experience. Because we’re com-
munal and gregarious creatures, the need 
to be together and experience live music 
is going to be a very powerful one. And 
maybe we’ll have found some friends and 
converts along the way.”  

REBECCA SCHMID is a music writer based 
in Berlin, contributing to the Financial Times, 
New York Times, and Berliner Morgenpost. She 
has moderated and written program notes for 
the Metropolitan Opera, Salzburg Festival, and 
Karajan Music Tech Conference.

The Los Angeles 
Philharmonic’s radio 
series on KUSC-FM—
initiated by Music Director 
Gustavo Dudamel and 
including episodes 
conducted in English and 
Spanish—received over 
4 million listeners weekly 
during lockdown.

In July, the Los Angeles 
Philharmonic’s social 
media channels saw 
a significant rise, 
says Vice President 
of Marketing and 
Communications Nora 
Brady, with as much as 

72 percent more visitors to the Facebook site 
for the Hollywood Bowl.

http://americanorchestras.org
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Even amid the challenges of Spring 2020, members of our orchestra community  
came together to prove that we really are “stronger together”.

With your help, we raised $202,374!
Thank you to our  

Stronger Together: League Giving Days 2020 community.

Your generosity supports our critical work of convening the field and serving as a nexus of  
knowledge and innovation, advocacy, and leadership advancement.

And a special thank you to The Julian Family Foundation for their $35K Challenge Grant.

Every gift is important, as the League partners with more than 1,700 organizations and individuals that 
count on the League as their go-to source for critical information and resources!

Supporting the League of American Orchestras is easy. 
Donate today at www.americanorchestras.org/donate or by calling 646 822 4008. 
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Heather MacLaughlin Garbes
Yvonne Marcuse
Marin Community Foundation

Dank W. Marletto
Jonathan Martin
Steve & Lou Mason  

in honor of Jesse Rosen
Orzella B. Matherson
Lori McAlister
Deborah McCann
McCollum Family Charitable  

Fund
Judy D. McCormick
Janet P. McDaniel  

in honor of Helen P. Shaffer
Dwight McGhee
Bonnie McIsaac
Jennifer Melick
Metropolitan Youth Symphony, 

Portland
Sandra J. Miklave
Melanie Frost Moll
Mr. & Mrs. Alfred P. Moore
Heather Moore
Kristin Morris
Sara Mummey
Steven C. Murray
Beth Musgrave
Eric Nelson
Isa Nelson  

Former Volunteer Council
Ralph & Susan Nelson 

Giving Fund
Scott K. Nelson
Robyn Newhouse
Caroline Nickel
Heather Noonan
Jonathan Norris
Lowell Noteboom
José-Luis Novo
Susan O’Dell
Casey Oelkers
The Orchestra of Northern  

New York
Mary Jane Orr  

in honor of TASO member  
orchestras

Ron Oshima
Grace Owens
Howard D. Palefsky
Robin Parkinson
Steve & Diane Parrish
Mary Carr Patton
Hild B Peersen  

Westerville Symphony at  
Otterbein

Rachel Perry
Henry Peyrebrune & Tracy Rowell

Adriana Pohl
Belinda Potoma
Kate E. H. Prescott
Sophie Press
Mark Maupin & Shauna Quill
Elizabeth Quivey
Tresa & Raymond Radermacher  

in honor of Jesse Rosen,  
Steve Alter, David Styers,  
Danielle Clarke-Newell, and  
the League Staff

Stacey Ramirez
Susan Randazzo
Andre Raphel
Dan Rasay
Robert Reed
Donald Reinhold
David Renfro
Darren Rich
Patricia A. Richards &  

William K. Nichols
Marilyn Rife
Lois Robinson
Andrew Roitstein
Taylor Rothenberg-Manley
Peter Rubardt
Penelope Sachs
John H Sadler
Christina Salerno
Robert S. Sandla
Jan Sandoz
Robert A. Saunders
Alice Sauro
Susan Schwartz
Joyce Schwob
Diana Scoggins
Aviva Segall
Lynn G Seppala
Andrew Sewell
Helen P. Shaffer
Jeanette Shires
Elizabeth Shribman
Ivan Shulman
Priscilla Slaughter
David Snead
Meredith Snow, ICSOM
Ari & Natalie Solotoff,  

in honor of Jesse Rosen
Katie Somero
Daniel Song
Trine Sorensen
South Coast Symphony
South Florida Symphony  

Orchestra
Ruth Sovronsky

Peggy Springer
Springfield Symphony Orchestra  

(OH)
Joan Squires
Maribeth Stahl
Natalia Staneva &  

Eugene Yankevich, in honor of  
Jesse Rosen

Lourdes Starr-Demers
Linda S. Stevens
Beth Stewart
Lester Abberger &  

Amanda Stringer
Susan Stucker  

in recognition of Simon Woods
David Styers & Chong Ee
Robert Swaney
Symphony Silicon Valley
John & Sue Talbot
Eva Tartaglia
Isabel Thiroux
Sonja Thoms
Allen Tinkham
Arletta Black Torres
Samara Ungar
Marc Uys
Joseph Valent
Alan D. Valentine
Van Horn Charitable Fund
Edith & Tom Van Huss
Sarah Van Vleck
Jeffrey Vom Saal
Robert Wagner
Kelly Waltrip
Rachel Webster
Nora Welsh
Rhegan White-Clemm
Allison Whitehall
David Whitehill
Donna M. Williams
The Williamsburg Symphony  

Orchestra
Christopher Wingert
Theodore Wiprud
Karen E. Wix
Randy Wong & Helen Liu
Jeff & Susan Woodruff
Rachel Worby  

in honor of Jesse Rosen
Suzanne Wray
Carole Wysocki
Edward Yim
Anonymous (20)

Even amid the challenges of Spring 2020, members of our orchestra community  
came together to prove that we really are “stronger together”.

With your help, we raised $202,374!
Thank you to our  

Stronger Together: League Giving Days 2020 community.

Your generosity supports our critical work of convening the field and serving as a nexus of  
knowledge and innovation, advocacy, and leadership advancement.

And a special thank you to The Julian Family Foundation for their $35K Challenge Grant.

Every gift is important, as the League partners with more than 1,700 organizations and individuals that 
count on the League as their go-to source for critical information and resources!

Supporting the League of American Orchestras is easy. 
Donate today at www.americanorchestras.org/donate or by calling 646 822 4008. 


