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Project Overview

OMM is a unique orchestra in that it is mostly volunteer-run. Recognising that volunteer engagement
and retention is key to success and sustainability, OMM set out to transform their company operations
through improving the volunteer experience - firstly, by focusing on skills development for volunteers
helping to manage the company, and secondly by building a bespoke technical solution for their musi-
cian management system.

Challenge

The current process of managing volunteers is manual, prone to human error, and not as efficient as it
could be. Offthe-shelf solutions for HR or volunteer management are either ill-suited for the orchestra
context or too expensive and clunky.

The Vision

The vision was to develop a volunteer management system that was bespoke for orchestra management
— that could do things like draw simple seat maps, track rehearsal attendance, and automatically gener-
ate musician lists for programme booklets. Beyond technology, the team also wanted to elevate the
volunteer experience to better develop and retain volunteers.

Outcomes in a Nutshell

Developed a working prototype of an Orchestra Management System (OMS)

Organised volunteer training workshops in three key topics: Presentation and Media Skills,
Digital Strategy and Content Creation, Fundraising

Impact

The project delivered a working prototype for a volunteer management system bespoke to managing
orchestras— one that centralises musician data, reduces human error, increases productivity and saves
time for the volunteer management team. The superpower of their product is that it was developed by
professional engineers who were also themselves musicians, with a deep knowledge of how to run
orchestras. The development team knows the product has potential to surpass current systems used by
professional orchestras, and that it could be customised to their needs. Besides developing the Orches-
tra Management System, volunteers running the orchestra were also trained on important skills such as
public speaking that could help them in promoting and operationalising programmes.
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3-2-1 Learnings

“There are many opportunities for technology to play a role in making management as
efficient as possible.”

3 Must-Dos

Things you must absolutely get right

* Do your homework on the technology. The OMM development team had already done a
lot of research into off-the-shelf products and trialled one volunteer management system,
even before the grant. This was how they were certain that they needed a bespoke system.

e Start small. The project team started with specific workflows and created modular features
which could be expanded later. From a change management perspective, it would have
been difficult for users to accept a complete redesign of the entire workflow.

* Get lots of user feedback. From internal surveys to feedback forms to observing user
behaviour in realtime, the OMM team engaged their stakeholders throughout the process.

2 Do-Next

Critical next steps to sustain the effort
e Add new features to OMS such as a library management system (to track what pieces have
been played in the past for example) and an attendance function.

* Funding is always limited. Get new sources of funding to continue skills development of
volunteers and the OMS system.

1 Do-Differently

What they wished they had done differently from the start

* Hire software engineers to do the coding, and have the project team focus on project
management. The development team, being professional engineers on top of musicians,
were “coding at our day jobs and also at night” when what they really wanted to do was
play music.
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Challenge

Established in 2008, OMM is largely volunteer-run, which project leader Chay Choong said was
“unique and [which] we are proud of”. All of its management team and administrators are volunteers,
while the musicians are mostly volunteers. Over the years, more than 1,000 volunteers had served
OMM. Currently, they have a base of about 500 active volunteers, of which about 30 are in manage-
ment roles. This creates a need to coordinate a large number of people.

Chay noted “our existing practices are not tech-savvy,” as they relied on spreadsheets and Google
docs to coordinate performances, which brought about problems of data duplication and data security
and privacy - problems that were quite common to most arts groups.

OMM explored various solutions. “Most of the off-the-shelf HR management systems were not suited for
volunteer management and events,” recounted Chay. Neither were existing volunteer management
systems — OMM needed to capture a lot of information such as what instruments each volunteer played,
whether they were section leaders, and or whether they had management roles. They explored Enter-
prise Resource Planning apps but found them very difficult to customise.

“We did some back-of-napkin calculations and realised that it should not take very much to build our
own bespoke system. We had wanted to develop our own system for quite a while, but we just needed
a funding boost,” shared Chay. Then NAC’s Organisation Transformation Grant came along.

The Vision

Chay, a software engineer, and other volunteers who were professional software engineers aspired to
create a volunteer management system that was bespoke for orchestra management — one that centra-
lises musician data, reduces human error, increases productivity and saves time for the volunteer man-
agement team. They wanted it to do simple things that would nevertheless make life much easier to
manage orchestra shows, such as draw simple seat maps, track rehearsal attendance, auto-generate
the musicians’ list for programme booklets, amongst others.

Beyond technology, the team also wanted to elevate the volunteer experience to better develop and
retain volunteers. They noticed that committed, long-term volunteers stayed because they gained some-
thing from the experience; because they enjoyed making music, gained new skills or discovered a
purpose. Chay himself, for instance, valued the soft skills and the experience of the nuts-and-bolts of
running an organisation, which he found valuable for his professional development. OMM wanted to
invest heavily in skills development and personal growth of volunteers. “We consciously tried to make
volunteering worthwhile,” said Chay.

The Journey

Discovery. Learning-by-Doing. Overcoming Challenges.

System

For the OMS volunteer management system, the development team followed the principles of agile
development and built a few modular features that targeted specific workflows, which represented

30-40% of the final product vision.
This was what they set out to build:

Main Database

- database of all musicians / volunteers

- database of events / projects, rehearsal dates, rehearsal attendance, which musicians are involved,
stage seating map

Project Database

- database of participating musicians, which should display data from main database easily
- draw simple seat maps

- display rehearsal attendance, integrated with signup form

- auto-generate programme booklet musician list, in alphabetical order

The team applied the new system to live orchestra projects in the month of March 2022. During this
testing period, the product did not attempt to replace the existing manual workflow, but instead ran in
parallel with it. This was a deliberate decision taken to allow the development team to identify technical
limitations and question existing workflows; but also because the team fundamentally understood the
challenges of change management. “A decade of workflow is very hard to change,” laughed Chay.

By observing behaviours and testing functions in realtime, the development team gained important
insights about the product design. Chay recounted “we lurked in chat groups of HR administrators to
observe their conversations. We learnt a lot, such as how musicians were selected for specific projects.
Most of all, we saw that everyone had a lot of informal knowledge that was not captured anywhere.”

One product design outcome from observation was a “waitlist” function. The “add a volunteer to proj-
ect” function was initially designed to stop adding people when the quota was met, and if someone
drops out, then the system will prompt for a replacement. The development team discovered that the HR
team relied heavily on a waitlist for replacements, which was then developed.

People

OMM conducted an internal survey to identify challenges faced by volunteers in performing their roles.
Many volunteers across diverse roles identified public speaking and presentation skills as a major skill
gap. Volunteers in leadership positions identified team management skills. In addition, technical writing,
design, social media marketing and digital production skills were also identified as current gaps for
intervention.

Given the limited timeframe of the grant, OMM landed on 3 immediate priorities for volunteer develop-
ment:

a) Public speaking, presentation and media skills. As an orchestra, volunteers have to engage the
media (e.g. give inferviews) to publicise concerts and conduct community engagement activities such as
talks and school outreach programmes. They needed to be better equipped to engage audiences more
effectively.

b) Fundraising skills. OMM relied on 3 revenue streams — ticket sales, government grants and donao-
tions. It aimed to rebalance the revenue portfolio by drawing more donations through improving fund-
raising performance.

c) Digital marketing strategy and content creation - OMM had largely been dependent on external
parties to help with content creation to market a concert, such as production of animated videos and
programme booklet illustrations and design. They hoped to equip more volunteers with the necessary
skills with the eventual goal of in-house digital content creation, to reduce dependence on external
parties.

Reflections

Chay recounted that working on the transformation prompted deeper reflections on the unique value
proposition of OMM as a largely volunteer-driven orchestra. First was the realisation that there were
many opportunities for technology to play a role in making management as efficient as possible.
Second, OMM possessed a unique combination of skill sets that no other orchestras had — such as
professional software engineers who were also experienced musicians and orchestra managers.

There was a hint of anticipation and aspiration as Chay said: “The moment we solve this problem, [the
system] can become a product and a revenue stream. It can be used by even professional orchestras.”

For now though, Chay is viewing the transformation like any good engineer would — as a continuing
experiment. “We need to keep developing this [the volunteer management system]. I'm curious to see
how far it will take us.”

This project has been supported by NAC's Organisation Transformation Grant. For
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