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Lorange Institute of Business - Living Case on the Verbier Festival 
 
 
The Verbier Festival was presented as a Living Case to ten MBA students at the Lorange 
Institute of Business in Zurich.  The case study was assembled by Christian Thompson and 
Kim Gaynor and presented by Martin Engstroem and Georges Gagnebin. 
 
At the heart of the Living Case were the challenges faced by the Verbier Festival as identified in the 
Must Win Battles initiative.  Our challenges were presented to the students and they were left to make 
their own conclusions as to how these challenges should be addressed. 
 
The students were divided into two teams and were mentored over two weeks by two American 
professors, Ian Williamson and Marcus Stewart.  Each team prepared a presentation which focussed 
on the Must Win Battles challenges as well as some key questions.   
 
ARTISTIC : The festival performs 90% live classical music and is a training ground for up and coming 
professional classical musicians. Do you think that « single focus » festivals such as ours have a 
future ? In this multi-channel world, should we be rethinking our model and adding other kinds of 
music or performance ? Will the audience of tomorrow get out from behind their Ipads long enough to 
attend a live performance of classical music ? How do we stay relevant in the 21st century ? 
 
FUNDRAISING: What would be the principal attractions of the Verbier Festival to a corporate donor? 
Why might an individual give to the festival? Can you think of ten things which the festival could give in 
return for a sponsorship or donation which would be attractive to sponsors and donors?  
 
INFRASTRUCTURE: There is no professional theatre in Verbier and the VF must build a temporary 
structure each summer. There is a shortage of offices, rehearsal rooms and hotel rooms for festival 
activities and for the development of future activities. What are the risks facing the VF in the short, 
medium and long term by staying in Verbier? What would be the risks of deciding to move the festival 
to another location? 
 
MARKETING: The Festival struggles to remain visible outside of the short period before and during 
the festival. What creative ideas do you have to get the media interested in the festival outside of this 
period? What other actions could the Festival undertake to remain “top-of-mind” amongst its existing 
and potential audience members? How can we ensure that the festival remains among the “Must 
Attend” events in the summer cultural agenda amongst opinion leaders and other VIPs? 
 
ORGANISATION:  The Verbier Festival is a Charitable Foundation with a budget of CHF 7,8 million 
and 14 permanent staff.  An overseeing board of 13 members meets 6 times per year.  In your 
opinion, what is the best model of governance for the Verbier Festival ?  Where should responsibility 
lie for strategic decisions and for operational decisions ? 
 
 
 
 
Several stakeholders (staff, board, Amis & Development Board) of the Verbier Festival were 
represented at the final presentations on 12 May 2011 by Philippe Calame, Stephen de Heinrich, 
Martin Engstroem, Georges Gagnebin, Kim Gaynor, Guido Houben, Jean-Claude Marchand, Yves 
Paternot, John Porter, Christian Thompson and Dorothy Yeung. 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
OVERALL CONCLUSIONS  
 
 
There are several common points which both teams observed that should be considered, developed 
or improved: 
 
 
 

• Market the Verbier Festival as a Luxury Brand 
 
 
• Widen our marketing to bring a younger audience to the Festival, as well as encouraging more 

people from German-speaking Switzerland.  Use more e-marketing initiatives. 
 
 
• Improve local relations by hiring a Relations Manager to link the community to the Verbier 

Festival.  Work closely with the Tourist office to market a summer in Verbier, with the Festival 
at its heart.  Ensure that the Festival has a year-round presence / office in Verbier. 

 
 

• Establish an Alumni Network for the Academy and the Orchestras and use its members as 
Ambassadors for our learning projects 

 
 

• Think seriously about Succession Planning 
 
 

• Professionalize our Sponsorship, Mecenat / Amis and Development structures, incorporate  
• them into the organisation along with all fundraising activities and initiatives. 

 
 
 
 
 



 
TEAM ONE 
 
 
Conclusions 
 
The organization of a classical music festival is a huge challenge. Indeed, the effective management 
of many stakeholders coupled with the absolute need to keep the balance between their expectation 
and rewards requires brilliant leadership and a very high commitment from all members of the 
organization.  
 
A careful analysis of the Verbier Festival’s current situation shows us that the value proposition carried 
by the organization is still perceived as unique and valuable by the audience and sponsors.  Therefore 
our work focused more on enhancing the effectiveness of the current organization.  
 
We found that the best manner to deal with the five original questions was to provide some ways for 
improving the relationship management with some critical stakeholders.  Based on our collective 
experience, we suggest a global balanced approach and our implementation takes care of the 
diversified interests.  
 
We also take care of a second challenge that focuses on the sustainability of this unique festival over 
years.  We made some recommendations such as creating a risk management and a talent 
management plan to ensure that audiences will still be able to benefit from the Verbier Festival in 
2020. 
 
At the end, we are confident that the organization will find the needed intangible and tangible 
resources to convert our suggestions into valuable actions. 
 
 
Key Questions 
 
Team One focussed on seven key areas (the 7 A’s) which they believed are at the heart of the Verbier 
Festival’s ability to grow: 
 
Audience 
Who are they, what do they want and how do we grow the numbers?   
How do we shift a focus to get more audience members from the German-speaking part of 
Switzerland?   
Is it possible to break the mould and bring younger audience to Verbier? 
Can we find a way to define how many people attend non-paying events? 
Aren’t ticket prices too low for an “affluent” audience like ours? 
How can we encourage our audience to come back again year after year? 
 
Artists 
How do we continue attracting the very best artists to perform in the Festival and should Martin be the 
only person to do this?   
How do we continue to attract the very best young musicians to participate in our learning 
programmes?   
Should we reduce the number of performances in the Festival in order to ensure highest possible 
quality and to avoid cannibalisation? 
 
Alumni 
How do we develop an Alumni network from the Academy and Orchestras and how should we benefit 
from it?   
How can the Alumni communicate that, for Learning, Verbier is THE place to be. 
Can we use our Alumni to establish education projects in foreign countries? 
 
Awareness 
How do we focus, invest, grow and expand awareness of the Festival?   
Why is the number of Google hits for Verbier far fewer than for Salzburg, Lucerne, Gstaad, etc?   
How do we communicate and market the Verbier Festival as a luxury brand?   
How do we communicate more to Verbier Winter visitors? 
Should we sell the Festival programme in the summer as a souvenir product rather than give it away 
for free? 
 



Accessibility 
Could our Accessibility “problem” be perceived in fact as an asset? 
How do we improve accessibility to Verbier and within Verbier?   
How do we work with the Commune more closely in order to achieve this?   
 
Accommodation 
How do we improve the current lack of accommodation? 
How do we centralise a booking system for hotels which is available online? 
 
Alienation 
How do we improve relationships in and around Verbier?   
How do we touch the hearts of the locals?   
How do local businesses get involved more with our activities? 
How can the external environment do more to contribute to the VF success?   
Can any of this be achieved without us having a real presence and office in Verbier? 
 
 
SWOT Analysis 
 
 

Strengths Weaknesses 

• Very well known representatives of the 
Verbier Festival  

• Good, practical and regularly updated 
Verbier Festival website 

• Excellent program presentation. 
• Daily new edited newspaper available in 

the village and at venues. 
• Involvement opportunities with the stars 

and the upcoming stars of the classic 
music 

• No consistent CI in the appearance 
together with sponsors. 

• No permanent Verbier Festival office in 
Verbier 

• The local authorities, inhabitants and 
shopkeepers don’t identify with the 
Verbier Festival themselves. 

• None of the core staff /management 
lives in Verbier. 

• Sponsoring is outsourced and not really 
aligned between responsible person 
and other members of the Verbier 
Festival 

 
 

Opportunities Threats 
• Create a unique CI including sponsors 

CI for the recognition of the Verbier 
Festival  

• Create more visibility of Verbier Festival 
during the year with a permanent office 
in Verbier. 

• Improve the relationship with local 
authorities, inhabitants and 
shopkeepers.  

• Coordinate the sponsoring activities 
among the different persons. 

• Create a special honor membership 
• Create a presenting platform for 

sponsors 
• Create a personal artist sponsorship 
• Sell the printed program for an 

acceptable fee. 
• Give commercial sponsors the 

opportunity for showing and selling their 
products. 

• Involve domestic business (cheese 
diary, butcher, etc.) the opportunity to 
sell their products actively at Verbier 
Festival. 

• F&B, cigars sponsors 
• Car importer as limousine sponsor for 

VIP or musicians. 

• Change of the design agency 
• The audience linked a smaller offer to a 

fundraising problem 
• The creative soul is focused on one 

single person (Martin Engstroem). 
• No commercial oriented people in the 

management and no clear allocation of 
tasks 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



• Public transportation company as a 
sponsor for the transportation of staff, 
students etc, to villages in the 
neighborhood. 

• Strengthen the message: classic music 
and culture in the middle of one of the 
most beautiful recreation area in the 
Swiss Alps! 

 
 
 
 

 
 
From “Strengths” and “Opportunities” the Team derived the following Critical Success Factors (CSF): 
 

• Increase the number of sponsors and donors with more professional organisation. 
• Create a membership with special possibilities for their corporate and product presentation 
• Strengthen the message: classical music and culture in the middle of one of the most beautiful 

recreation areas in the Alps! 
• Involve local companies as co-sponsors in the festival community 

 
From “Weaknesses” and “Threats” the Team derived the following Critical Issues (CI): 
 

• Relationship with the domestic authorities and companies is not good. 
• The future success of Verbier Festival depends mainly on Martin Engstroem’s relationships. 

To perpetuate his lifework it is necessary to appoint and include one or more successors.  
• Increase fundraising through new sponsors and donors. 

 
 
 
 
 
 



TEAM TWO 
 
 
Executive Summary 
 
For 17 years, the Verbier Festival has enchanted its audiences with a very unique ambiance and high 
standard of classical music, at the same time developing young talents.  The festival has steadily 
grown over the years making it one of the most prestigious and unique events in the world.  
 
From our point of view, the organizational structure of the event has not always been able to keep up 
with the changing external and internal environments and has just made adaptations haphazardly 
along the way.   
 
The Verbier Festival is a luxury brand although the organization does not seem to  
realize it.  Start acting like you own a premier brand - a luxury brand needs an identity!  
 
Modern, cost-efficient marketing and social networking using various social-networking platforms  
(Facebook, Twitter, etc), e-Concerts, musical fusions, an exciting new infrastructure and several  
accompanying measures shall in the future systematically support 

• attracting a younger audience   
• continuously surprising and enchanting the existing audience  
• attracting sponsors / benefactors  
• enhancing the Academy and the Orchestra 
• gaining support in the region  

[the Festival is already doing some of these, the students didn’t find everything online] 
 
In order to attract additional (and younger) visitors, the Verbier Festival shall introduce more modern 
marketing activities such as a more exciting internet presence and apps, as well as pages on  
Facebook and Twitter geared towards attracting Generation Y.  Using the Royal Wedding in April as a 
model, the Verbier Festival shall be pioneering in live streaming (e-Concerts).  
 
Exciting and new musical fusions shall provide the new and old audiences alike with an unforgettable 
experience.    
 
Today there is a lack of accommodations, rehearsal rooms, concert halls and office space, as well as 
few possibilities for the main sponsors to entertain their guests.  This problem shall be solved with the 
introduction of Tent World, a very stylish and high-quality tent village that not only gives the visitors a 
unique feeling, but is also very adaptable to the ever changing needs of the event.  
 
The Academy and the Orchestras have an incredible potential to reach even more young people. The 
Verbier Festival shall double the opportunities for emerging talents and offer them coaching by a 
lifestyle coach, supporting them in self-marketing.  In addition the festival shall use a part of its 
revenue to bring classical music closer to underprivileged youths.  
 
Local support is vital to the festival. To foster local relations and to make use of all the assets  
Verbier and the Val de Bagnes has to offer, the Verbier Festival shall introduce a designated relations 
manager from the region, help found and later support a local service club organization and make 
better use of local real estate agencies to secure additional accommodation in chalets.  
 
To secure the sustainable future of the Verbier Festival, the management shall over time introduce 
some organizational changes which include a new organizational structure, a viable succession plan 
for the key functions of the management, formalized networks with young talents and alumni, an 
overview of the roles & responsibilities, as well as a corporate governance concept. 
 
 



TEAM TWO 
 
SWOT Analysis 
 
 

Strengths Weaknesses 
• High quality of classical performers  
• Outstanding reputation through unique 

business model  
• Verbier Festival Academy - an excellent  
• talent enhancing project   
• Excellent network (renowned musicians  
• and valuable sponsors)  
• Loyal customer base  
• Extensive knowledge transfer to high 

potential talents  
• Affordable ticket prices  
• Brand position  

 

• Lack of coordination and responsibilities  
• No succession planning for management 

and Martin Engstroem in particular  
• Limited artistic fee for performers  
• Shortage of infrastructure 

(accommodations and concert stages)  
• No diversification of music genre   
• Missing strategy process  
• Locals not embedded  
• Complicated booking system 

 

  
 

Opportunities Threats 
• Extraordinary ambience  
• Potential for additional enthusiasts  
• Possibility to acquire new sponsors and 

private donors / benefactors  
• Recognized brand “Verbier” can be used   
• for marketing  
• Potential to sublease unused chalet from  
• the owners   
• Current business model allows for   
• various options  
• Very famous talent pool world-wide 

• Word of mouth potentially not exploited in 
Switzerland and abroad  

• Aging population (customer base)  
• Stagnating ticket sales in the last 5 years 

(the revenue is stable)  
• Resistance from the locals  
• Limited accommodation and public 

transportation available  
• Increasing competition  (eg Gstaad, 

Lucerne)  
• High market presence of primary 

competitor (Lucerne)  
• Lack of interest in classical music from 

the next generation (young people) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
From the strengths and opportunities of the SWOT analysis we derive the following critical success  
factors:  
 

• The current successful business model is suitable for expanding the festival  
• The existing valuable networks can be used to attract additional benefactors  
• High potential to become the most famous and prestigious talent pool in the world  

  
From the weaknesses and threats we derive the following critical issues:  
 

• Neglecting to embed the locals may lead to resistance, which can be harmful to the festival  



• Declining customer base due to demographics (aging population), the ensuing younger 
generation is less interested in such festivals  

• Increasing price of land makes it difficult to obtain additional infrastructure  
 
 
Team Two also identified several areas which need new and different ideas and initiatives: 
 
Marketing 
Focus marketing on Luxury Branding 
Improve what the VF does in Social Networking 
Develop more opportunities for eConcerts 
 
Sponsoring 
Secure more long-term sponsorship partnerships and allow individual sponsors to sponsor individual 
concerts and projects 
 
Music & Young Talents 
Find more potential opportunities for young musicians to come to Verbier in the summer 
Develop learning activities abroad 
Establish a music competition in Montreux 
Develop talents and scout in other fields outside classical music 
Formalize a network between VF and young talents and introduce a formalized alumni network. 
Promote concerts which appeal to a younger audience 
Establish a “Martin Engstroem Foundation” to help young musicians financially. 
 
Local Relations 
Hire a Relations Manager. 
Establish a service club organisation (like Rotary or Kiwanis) with local people and organisations. 
Establish a Business Services Unit to manage accommodation for visitors to the Festival. 
Build up better local connections particularly for hotels, restaurants, parking. 
Become a part of the political landscape. 
 
Organisation 
Consider elements of the Organisation including Strategy, Politics and Culture. 
Create two parts of the organisation – one Creative and the other Logistics. 
Consider Succession Planning for those with highly specialised knowledge and experience or 
important contacts (particularly Martin) and have ideas in place ahead of time.  
Change management is a major component of the succession planning.  The VF needs to ensure that 
our network is more VF orientated rather than people orientated.   
 
 
Potential new business models for the Verbier Festival 
 
“Violin” 
This model is about optimising but not expanding the current business model.  The scope of activities 
are focussed on improving Business Services and Infrastructure and Optimizing the Organization. 
 
“Cello”   
This model is about adding two business opportunities to the existing model.  The scope of activities is 
focussed on improving Business Services and Infrastructure and Optimizing the Organization PLUS 
extending our involvement in Social Networking and developing our Training and Education Functions. 
 
“Double Bass” 
This model is about adding two business opportunities to the existing model.  The scope of activities is 
focussed on improving Business Services and Infrastructure and Optimizing the Organization PLUS 
extending our involvement in Social Networking and developing our Training and Education Functions.  
In addition, a Services Club Organisation is introduced in the region.  The Academy is extended to 
include new music styles and new innovative musical performance elements will round off the option.  
Also the network with young artists is formalised.  This is the model Team Two recommend we adopt. 


