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!e 2009 Annual Field Repo'
By Larry Bomback and Anthony Cekay

OPERA America’s 2009 Annual Field Report (AFR) is based on the Cultural Data Project/Professional Opera Survey (CDP/POS) that 
OPERA America Professional Company Members in the United States and Canada complete each year. The CDP/POS collects de-
tailed information on annual financial, performance and attendance activity.

The 2009 Annual Field Report demonstrates how companies responded to the worst months of the Great Recession. Sixty-five com-
panies, or 48% of members, make up the 2009 Constant Sample Group (CSG). Since nearly all the companies in the CSG had fiscal 
years that ended between April 2009 and August 2009, the numbers presented in this report span the election of a new White 
House administration and the crises of Wall Street, from the collapse of Lehman Brothers to the passage of a $787 billion stimulus 
package, to a near-zero interest-rate environment. 

The stock market began to rebound by the end of most companies’ fiscal years, but not before many had lost tremendous net 
asset value as evidenced by their audited balance sheets. In aggregate, total net assets (including unrestricted, temporarily-re-
stricted and permanently-restricted funds) of the entire U.S. Constant Sample Group declined $116,964,212, or 14.3%, in just one 
year. Ticket sales declined by $5,357,942 from 2008 to 2009 and contributed income dropped by $46,295,655. Among Canadian 
companies, however, net assets rose $207,440 or 64.2% from 2008 to 2009 despite declines in ticket sales. 

Feedback from general directors at the start of FY09 suggested that the majority expected the worst, and this, as it turns out, 
was for the best. Anticipating declines in ticket sales and contributions, and often prevented from drawing on their endowments, 
opera companies cut costs on the non-personnel side where they could and reined in expenses on the personnel side through 
a painful combination of salary and hiring freezes, attrition, layoffs, furloughs, renegotiated collective bargaining agreements 
and cuts to health and pension benefits. Indeed, for the first time in the five seasons reported, the year-over-year rise in total 
expenses among U.S. companies trailed inflation. Prior to 2009, the ascent had been two-to-three times natural growth. 

Please note the following as you read through the report:

• Virtually all companies with permanently and temporarily restricted investments saw unrealized losses throughout 
FY09 due to severe market declines. The larger the investment portfolio, the larger the loss. If those investment 
losses exceeded the historic dollar value of donor-designated funds by year-end, companies were required by FASB 
to cover the difference with unrestricted net assets. Thus, more companies than ever before showed extremely low 
working capital ratios, while others reported a negative unrestricted position on audited financial statements.

• Board designated reserve funds or “quasi-endowments” appear as unrestricted net assets on balance sheets. If such 
unrestricted net assets were invested in the equity market and experienced losses in the recent market decline, 
these losses appear on a company’s income statement as negatively affecting total earned revenue, even though 
ticket sales and other sources of earned income may have held steady or even increased year-over-year. Thus, a 
company’s typical earned-to-contributed income ratio may be radically different from prior seasons. 

• 30 states and the District of Columbia adopted UPMIFA between 2008 and 2009. As a result, fund balance transfers 
were common at audit time. Each state followed slightly different guidelines when determining these net asset 
transfers, resulting in some reporting discrepancies across the field. For a complete list of states that have adopted 
UPMIFA, detailed state law comparisons and updates on the enactment status of the remaining states, please visit 
www.upmifa.org. 

Note: Data in the report is presented as an average for each level. Four-year trends are adjusted for inflation. The annualized 
inflation rate in the U.S. from 2005-2009 was 2.38%; Canada’s annualized inflation rate for the same period was 1.78%. 
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Level 1 Constant Sample Group
ANNUAL BUDGET GREATER THAN $10,000,000

Ten companies comprise the 2009 Level 1 U.S. CSG: 

The Dallas Opera 
Florida Grand Opera
Houston Grand Opera
Los Angeles Opera
Lyric Opera of Chicago

New York City Opera did not have a formal season of programming in 2009 and thus has been excluded from this report. The 
Metropolitan Opera is also excluded from the report; because of its size, its inclusion distorts the averages.

Highlights

• While seven of the 10 companies in the Level 1 CSG reported an operating deficit in FY09, unrestricted unreal-
ized investment losses and fund transfers among the two largest companies greatly skew the average deficit of 
the entire group in the negative direction.

• Among Level 1 companies, individual/annual fund giving declined by 14% and government support declined 
by almost 18% from 2008 to 2009. While not surprising, it is disappointing as both categories had been rising 
steadily for four consecutive seasons. Corporate and foundation giving, however, reached their highest respec-
tive levels in the five seasons reported. Additionally, other private support (mostly monies from one-time 
fundraising efforts) soared nearly 30% year-over-year.

• Among Level 1 companies, personnel expenses across all departments rose at roughly the same pace from 2008 
to 2009. Because of salary freezes, furloughs and layoffs in the 2008-2009 season, the annualized growth rate 
for personnel expenses from 2005 to 2009 outpaced inflation by a mere one-tenth of a percent.

• Non-personnel expenses rose by just under 8% from 2008 to 2009. Among broadcasting/recording expenses, 
the reported costs of San Francisco Opera’s simulcasts distort the averages resulting in a year-over-year in-
crease of over 183%. The nearly 21% decline in education expenses is largely due to one company’s decision 
to eliminate its entire education program.

• Development and marketing department productivity both fell to their lowest levels in five seasons. For every 
dollar spent to generate money in 2009, $11.23 was received, compared with $14.15 during 2007, the peak 
year of the market bubble. Program covered reached its lowest level in the five seasons reported in 2009, mir-
roring declines in ticket sales and marketing productivity. 

• Unrestricted net assets — and related to that, working capital — plummeted 57% from FY08 because of mar-
ket losses averaging approximately $6 million per company. Total net assets as a percentage of expenses still 
remained at a relatively healthy 162% at year-end. 

• Paid capacity decreased to the lowest percentage point in five seasons, largely because two of the 10 compa-
nies posted year-over-year ticket sales declines of 24% and 30%, respectively. The total numbers of produc-
tions and performances among the CSG also declined slightly.

• The average cost of the lowest-priced ticket during 2009 was just $14. Two of the 10 companies offered $5 
mainstage tickets for the first time in the seasons reported, and more than half the group sold single tickets 
to the opera for $15 or less.

San Diego Opera Association
San Francisco Opera
The Santa Fe Opera
Seattle Opera
Utah Symphony | Utah Opera



33 



34 



35 

Level 2 Constant Sample Group
ANNUAL BUDGET BETWEEN $3,000,000 AND $10,000,000

Seventeen companies comprise the 2009 Level 2 U.S. CSG: 

The Atlanta Opera
Austin Lyric Opera
Boston Lyric Opera
Central City Opera
Fort Worth Opera
Florentine Opera Company
Glimmerglass Opera
Lyric Opera of Kansas City
Opera Colorado

Highlights

• Because of investment losses and a year-over-year decrease in ticket sales, Level 2 companies in 2009 re-
ported the largest aggregate operating deficit in five years.

• Other earned income rose 33% from 2008 to 2009, the result of a few companies that have recently begun to 
sublease performance and rehearsal space. 

• Contributed revenue decreased across all funding categories with the exception of government sources. Level 2 com-
panies have seen a 24% rise in government funding over the past five years owing in large part to increases 
in state funding, while support from non-government sources has risen a comparatively modest 7% over the 
same time period.

• Layoffs, furloughs and hiring freezes were reported throughout the 2008-2009 season, and these cuts are 
reflected in the personnel expense numbers. Personnel costs rose from 2005 through 2008, slightly ahead of 
inflation, but declined by nearly 1% from 2008 to 2009. Education and production departments were the most 
adversely affected. Singer training and marketing departments, however, saw increased budgets from 2008 to 
2009. 

• Despite cutbacks, there was no noticeable improvement in development and marketing productivity, as both 
departments continued a steady five-year decline. 

• Companies, on average, lost nearly a million dollars of value on paper at the end of FY09. Unrestricted net as-
sets posted a 25% year-over-year decline, resulting in the group’s lowest average working capital ratio in any 
season reported. Permanently restricted net assets declined almost 12%, the result of several states having 
adopted UPMIFA legislation during the recession and related auditor adjustments that moved many of these 
funds into temporarily restricted accounts.

• Despite the economy, programming increased. The total number of mainstage productions and performances 
among Level 2 companies rose slightly from 2008 to 2009, reaching its highest point in the five seasons re-
ported. Just as impressive, more seats were filled by paying customers than in any of the previous five seasons 
save 2006. Still, because the average single ticket price dropped considerably, total ticket revenue, marketing 
productivity and program coverage showed year-over-year declines. 

Opera Company of Philadelphia
Opera Theatre of Saint Louis
Palm Beach Opera
Pittsburgh Opera
Portland Opera
Sarasota Opera
Minnesota Opera
Virginia Opera
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Level 3 Constant Sample Group
ANNUAL BUDGETS BETWEEN $1,000,0000 AND $3,000,000

Ten companies comprise the Level 3 U.S. CSG:

Chautauqua Opera
Dayton Opera
Indianapolis Opera
Kentucky Opera
Madison Opera

Highlights

• On an operating basis, the Level 3 Companies weathered the economic storm better than any other U.S. con-
stant sample group, reporting, on average, a very modest aggregate operating deficit of about 1%, but four of 
the 10 companies reported a negative unrestricted net asset position at the end of the fiscal year.

• Even though box office income and contributed income both reached their lowest points in five seasons’ time, 
companies looked for other sources of earned revenue to make up the difference. Indeed, other earned income, 
including subleasing of rehearsal and performance facilities, parking, concessions and advertising nearly 
doubled, on average, from 2005 to 2009.

• Unlike Level 1 and Level 2 companies that had little flexibility on the production side due to pre-existing con-
tracts with unions and solo artists, Level 3 companies were able to reduce production costs on both the per-
sonnel and non-personnel side, which allowed total expenses to decrease for the second consecutive season. 

• Despite a decline in development productivity, marketing productivity — although consistently lower among 
these companies compared to Level 1 and 2 companies — has remained generally stable throughout the past 
five seasons. 

• Note that the spike in unrestricted net assets among the companies in 2008 is the result of $6MM of leasehold 
improvements (fixed assets are unrestricted) related to a $12MM capital campaign at one company. 

• The total number of productions for Level 3 companies increased in the 2008-2009 season, although the total 
number of performances declined. Six of the 10 companies reported less than 60% paid attendance in 2009, 
resulting in a sharp year-over-year drop in the average percentage of capacity sold. 

Nashville Opera
Opera Boston 
Opera Omaha
Syracuse Opera
Tulsa Opera
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Level 4 Constant Sample Group
ANNUAL BUDGETS LESS THAN $1,000,000

Eighteen companies comprise the Level 4 U.S. CSG:

Amarillo Opera
American Opera Projects
Fargo-Moorhead Opera
Lake George Opera at Saratoga
Mobile opera
Musical Traditions
Music-Theatre Group
Nautilus Music-Theater

Highlights

• Box office revenue rose nearly 4% from 2008 to 2009 and has increased by 18% since 2005. In 2009, total 
earned revenue reached its highest point since 2006. 

• Average contributed income declined among all funding sources from 2008 to 2009 with the notable exception 
of foundations which, on average, gave more to Level 4 companies than in any of the other seasons reported.

• Escalating personnel costs have contributed mightily to the negative bottom lines of Level 4 companies. Since 
Level 4 companies had the leanest budgets of any professional company members, there was little room to cut 
when the recession hit. Unlike their larger counterparts, Level 4 total expenses reached their highest point in 
the five seasons reported in 2009 and outpaced revenue by one-and-a-half times over the past five seasons.

• Level 4 companies recorded the largest average operating deficit by percentage in the five seasons reported, 
although the magnitude of the deficit is due mostly to three companies that posted operating deficits of 
about $250,000 each.

• Unrestricted net assets declined 41% from 2008 to 2009 and more than halved since 2005. Entering FY10, 
total net assets only covered one-third of the average company’s annual operating expenses. Average working 
capital swung to the negative, continuing a declining trend.

• Main season paid attendance dropped by more than 6% despite a decrease in the amount of programming 
and seats available. The increase in ticket revenue year-over-year, however, suggests that more tickets were 
purchased at the high-end of the ticket spectrum.

Opera in the Heights
Opera North
Opera Southwest
Pacific Repertory Opera
Pensacola Opera
Tacoma Opera
Townsend Opera Players
Tri-Cities Opera
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Canadian Constant Sample Group
Ten companies with budgets ranging from CAD $437,252 to CAD $32,321,984 comprise the Canadian CSG:

The Banff Centre
Calgary Opera 
Canadian Opera Company
Edmonton Opera
Manitoba Opera

Highlights

• The Canadian companies maintained an aggregate surplus for all five years of the survey, and all 10 companies 
finished FY09 in positive fiscal territory. 

• Ticket revenue has increased by 48% since 2005; however, Canadian companies are still, on average, nearly 
25% below their peak ticket revenue achieved in 2007. 

• Other earned income has jumped significantly from 2008 to 2009, the result of one company’s atypical set-
rental revenue in 2009. 

• Two companies received substantial new foundation grants in 2009; as a result, foundation support more than 
doubled from 2008 to 2009.

• Artistic personnel costs continued a second straight year of declines, while technical production personnel 
costs reached the highest level in the years reported. Over five years, total personnel costs rose at a rate of 
over nine times Canadian annualized inflation.

• The size and number of singer training departments continued to expand at Canadian companies, and average 
education program costs more than doubled between 2005 and 2009.

• Average unrestricted net assets swung to the positive as one company’s very large accumulated deficit con-
tinues to narrow with each consecutive year. Total net assets rose 65% year-over-year, particularly impressive 
given that investments declined by 30%.

• Productions and performances remained flat from 2008 to 2009. Unfortunately, 14% fewer tickets were sold to 
performance in 2009 compared to the prior season. Subscription ticket prices increased considerably despite 
no major increases in the number of performances. Still, average single ticket prices on the low end dropped 
down to levels not seen since 2006. 

Opera Atelier
Pacific Opera Victoria
Tapestry New Opera Works
Queens of Puddings Music Theater Company
Vancouver Opera
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Financial Position Terminology
Balance sheet measures and ratios are used to track the overall health of an opera company. The following measures 
are included in the Annual Field Report.

FASB
Financial Accounting Standards Board, the designated organization in the private sector for establishing standards of 
financial accounting that govern the preparation of financial reports by nongovernmental entities.

UPMIFA
The Uniform Prudent Management of Institutional Funds Act establishes a sound and unified basis for charitable fund 
management.

Total Net Assets
This is what an organization owns after paying off all its liabilities or all that it owes. Total net assets should grow 
at least as fast as operating expenses each year. This tends to indicate that an opera company is building its total 
capital. 

• Unrestricted net assets have no donor imposed restrictions, are available for use by a company and generally 
include fixed assets. 

• Temporarily restricted net assets represent gifts for future periods or for specific projects. Temporarily restricted 
net assets indicate that the organization is funding projects in advance of implementing them.

• Permanently restricted net assets are restricted by the donor in perpetuity. Permanently restricted net assets are 
most commonly endowment. Increases may be caused by increases in the market value of existing investments 
and/or by new gifts from donors. 

Working Capital 
Working capital consists of the unrestricted resources available for operations. It is a fundamental financial build-
ing block of an organization. Adequate working capital provides financial strength and flexibility to an organization, 
the ability to meet obligations as they come due and the flexibility to experiment. Working capital is calculated as 
unrestricted net assets less fixed assets. (For Canadian companies, the calculation is total net assets minus fixed 
assets.) If an organization has unrestricted investments, they will be included both in working capital and in total 
investments. Working capital can be related to the size of an organization’s operation. An increase in the ratio over 
time indicates growth in financial strength. 

Investments
Invested capital includes monies usually invested long-term. This includes both investments reported on an orga-
nization’s balance sheet and separately incorporated endowment funds. It approximates reserves and endowment, 
and it may be unrestricted, temporarily restricted or permanently restricted. Income from investments is available 
for operations or to support specific purposes. Invested capital that provides a significant revenue stream increases 
the strength and sustainability of an organization. An increase in the ratio over time indicates investment growth at 
least in proportion to growth in operating size.

Fixed Assets
Fixed assets includes all land, buildings, equipment, any capitalized production elements (sets, props, costumes) and 
other fixed assets owned by the organization. Fixed assets are generally unrestricted but may be temporarily restrict-
ed. Net fixed assets are less accumulated depreciation. 
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Productivity Measu2s
Productivity ratios measure how many dollars are generated by each dollar spent on revenue generating activities. 
Expenses include both personnel and non-personnel costs. Examples of two of these productivity ratios — marketing 
and development — are provided below. 

The marketing productivity ratio measures how many dollars of program revenue are generated by each dollar 
spent on marketing and public relations. It is calculated as:

Marketing Productivity = Total box office revenue ÷ Marketing/PR/Box Office expenses (includes personnel and non-
personnel expenses)

The development productivity ratio measures how many dollars of contributed revenue are generated by spending 
a dollar on development. This calculation includes restricted and unrestricted contributions because development 
expenses include expenses for any capital fundraising such as for a permanently restricted endowment. It is calcu-
lated as:

Development Productivity = Total contributions (including unrestricted, temporarily and permanently restricted) ÷ 
Development expenses (includes personnel and non-personnel expenses)

The program coverage measure tracks what portion of artistic and production costs are covered by box office rev-
enue. It is calculated as:

Program Coverage = Total box office revenue ÷ Artistic & production expense (includes personnel and non-personnel 
expenses)
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Benchmarking Pros6ctus
Good research is important for understanding the health of an opera company and for developing short- and long-
term strategies. The AFR presents an overview of the field’s activity. While it offers a detailed look at levels within 
the opera field, the data and trends are averaged from groups of companies that may have little in common opera-
tionally beyond their budget sizes. Thus, the trends of a group may not reflect the trends of an individual company. 
OPERA America has data on professional companies dating back more than two decades, and frequently conducts 10-, 
15- and 20-year trend analyses, on request, for general directors and trustees using carefully selected comparable 
organizations. 

A complete OPERA America Benchmarking Analysis includes the following information:

Financial & Operational Analysis

City Profile

• City and Metropolitan Area Population 
• Median City and Metropolitan Area Age, Education Level and Income 
• Cost of Living Averages 
• Cultural Statistics — Number of Higher Education Institutions, Number of Performing Arts Organization and 

Cultural Vitality Rankings 

Repertoire Analysis 
This unique and proprietary tool is used, in part, to determine repertoire trends at companies that share a similar 
budget size and demographic.

For information or to commission a benchmarking study, contact Larry Bomback, LBomback@operaamerica.org. 

• Budget Growth 
• Endowment as % of Total Expense 
• Artistic Expense as % of Total Expense 
• Artistic Expense Growth Rate vs. Total Expense 

Growth Rate 
• Program Coverage (% of Artistic Budget Covered by 

Ticket Sales) 
• Artistic Expense per Available Seat 
• Artistic Expense per Production 
• Artistic Expense per Performance 
• Personnel vs. Non-Personnel Expenses 
• Ticket Income/Contributed Income/Other Operating 

Income as % of Unrestricted Income 

• Development Productivity 
• Sources of Contributed Income 
• Individual Contributions per Attendance 
• Marketing Productivity 
• Box Office Income per Attendance 
• Market Penetration
• Ticket Prices 
• Capacity Utilization 
• Subscription Renewal Rates
• Current Ratio
• Net Assets as a % of Budget
• Working Capital 


