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“Cultural participation” acknowledges that the arts are an interactive, rather than passive, act.

What is Audience Development?

Audience development is reaching and engaging people in local communities by increasing the number or types of people who participate in arts activities, or deepening an existing audience’s level of participation.  It includes serving both new audiences and the present audience more deeply.  Through the audience-building process, arts organizations forge bonds between individuals and institutions to help create communities that are engaged with the arts.  To ensure that these communities grow and remain dynamic, the organizations in these communities must deliberately seek to address the needs, issues, and concerns relevant to the people of the community.

Audience building is a complex endeavor.  Thorough planning and comprehensive implementation (including not only programmatic but also marketing, organizational development, and institutional strategies) are necessary to ensure that audience development initiatives are effective.

Changes in Terminology and Knowledge

Terminology regarding attracting and building the frequency and loyalty of audiences has changed during the course of the ALN project.  At the onset, the term “audience development” was commonly used.  Then some in the field began using the term “audience building” to avoid the implication that the endeavor was only concerned with increasing the size of the audience.  Lately, “cultural participation,” which acknowledges that the arts are an interactive rather than passive act, has been used more frequently.  This handbook uses all of these terms.

Knowledge about people’s behavior in terms of arts participation has also evolved over the past several years.  At the start of this project, it was clear that people participate in the arts at different points along a spectrum, from avoidance to awareness, participation, and active support.  In 1999, the Wallace Funds commissioned RAND, a research organization, to examine a wide range of ways arts and cultural institutions could attract new audiences, reach a larger share of existing audiences, and deepen the involvement of current participants in their programs.  RAND’s study analyzes why people participate in arts and cultural activities and what institutions can do to encourage participation.  In the first phase of its work, RAND developed a theoretical model to examine the factors most likely to influence an individual’s decision to participate in the arts.  The model is based on the experience of a number of arts organizations that have received grants from the Funds, as well as current literature in the field.  During the second phase of its work, RAND is surveying arts administrators who are currently involved in cultural participation efforts.  The survey results will help the RAND team refine the participation model and draw conclusions about the most effective way to increase arts participation.

The Wallace Funds and RAND will produce a range of documents based on the research they have been undertaking, including:  a bibliography of studies related to arts participation, a final report on participation-building strategies with a revised participation model, findings from the national survey of arts organizations, and an assessment of the most effective engagement strategies; a toolkit with participation-building strategies for arts organizations that links institutional missions and objectives with the most effective strategies; and a white paper for arts funders on strategic ways to support efforts to increase cultural participation.  The Funds plan to release these reports by 2001.  Some of RAND’s early findings, particularly information about the participation model, have been incorporated into this handbook.

Why Increase Cultural Participation?

Most nonprofit organizations are, by their very nature, mission driven, not market driven.  They do not strive to make a profit, but to improve the quality of life, discourse, or art or to support artists and creativity in communities.  Many performing arts and literary organizations struggle financially and face the seeming indifference of society at large to the importance of their work.

Therefore, it is not surprising that, faced with such a set of challenges, the leaders of organizations may hesitate to embark upon the complex process of audience building.  Yet the solutions to many of these problems lie within successful audience development work. By serving larger audiences with more engaging programs, arts organizations become more vital, visible, and financially viable institutions.  The former executive director of the Saint Louis Symphony Orchestra how audience development activities have helped his organization stabilize and thrive:


Changing a few concert formats wouldn’t solve the problem; changing the fundamental nature, but not the content, of the symphony’s interaction with the community might.  We decided that we had no choice but to plunge into the community with a completely unapologetic attitude toward our art, seeking to build as many points of connection as we could find.  By engaging in comprehensive, ambitious audience development, we’re inculcating (audiences) with the innately infectious nature of our art.  We are actively involved in building our own infrastructure for broad-based support down the line while providing service to the community in the near term.  If we do our job in the trenches now, the question of our relevance will be moot in twenty-five years.

For most organizations, audience development is not achieved by going about business as usual.  Many start their program planning by thinking about contents first, based upon current enthusiasm about a certain artist, author or format. Underlying this process are such assumptions as: Audiences are interested in what the organization is interested in, and people who share the organization’s enthusiams know about its programs.

Thorough audience development planning calls these and many other assumptions into question.  Clearly, an organization’s current audience shares its interests, but an organization’s potential audience may not share its current interest or know that it has interests in common with the organization.

When planning your organization’s programs, you should first ask:  Is our current audience the same as our potential audience?  If the answer is no, and in most every case it will be, then you need to ask more questions, such as: What potential audience are we not reaching?  Why aren’t we reaching them?  Do they know about our programs?  Are they interested in our programs and, if not, do we have interests in common that can bring us together?  To properly address these questions, thorough research, creative marketing, innovative program design, and thoughtful evaluation are required.

Getting Ready 

Increasing cultural participation can help to increase earned revenues for organizations.

Arts organizations that are closely connected to their communities and deeply committed to presenting relevant programs are more likely to succeed in their efforts to build and sustain their audience.


Step 1: Form a Planning Committee

Step 2: Establish a Commitment to Audience Building


Step 3: Take Stock of Your Organizational Resources and Record


Step 4: Understand Your Audience and Community


Step 5: Assess Your Organization’s Overall Readiness for Increased Audience 



Development Activities


Step 6: Determine the Scope of Your Planning Project

Assessing Your Organization and Audience

Dynamic arts organizations are typically responsive entities. Their leaders respond to needs.

When people choose to participate in the arts, the nature of that experience plays a critical role in influencing their beliefs and perceptions, and thus the likelihood and manner in which they will participate in the future.


Step 1: Examine Your Organization’s History


Step 2: Assess Similar Organizations


Step 3: Evaluate Your Audience


Step 4: Take a Community Snapshot


Step 5: Clarify Your Vision and Mission


Step 6: Build a Composite Portrait of Your Organization and Audience

Setting Goals

Organizations that adopt an “all things to all people” approach to audience development will most likely spread themselves too thin and become ineffectual.


Step 1: Segment your Audience


Step 2: Identify Unmet Needs


Step 3: Describe Similar Organizations


Step 4: Revisit Organizational Vision and Mission


Step 5: Select Target Audiences


Step 6: Audience Development Goals

Designing Audience Development Strategies

Without appropriate marketing, programs that are well designed in content and format may fail to attract targeted audiences.

Programs and services should offer a continuum of access, thereby encouraging target audiences to participate at the level they are most comfortable with and advance as they choose.


Step 1: Analyze Current Audience Development Strategies


Step 2: Refine Audience Development Strategies and Develop New Ones


Step 3: Coordinate Chosen Strategies


Step 4: Forge Partnerships for Audience Development

Integrating Marketing and Audience Development

Market research involves understanding your constituents’ preferences and perceptions and assessing the threats and opportunities present in the environment in which you operate.

Step 1: Position the Organization


Step 2: Set Marketing Goals


Step 3: Conduct Market Research


Step 4: Create a Marketing Plan

Building Organizational Capacity

Strategic planning provides an excellent opportunity to engage the members of a governing board more deeply with an organization. It builds familiarity, commitment, and a sense of stakeholding in the institution.

Step 1: Reexamine Organizational Capacity


Step 2: Set Goals and Strategies 

Scheduling and Budgeting


Step 1: List Tasks and Assign Responsibility


Step 2: Plan the Schedule


Step 3: Forecast the Budget

Documenting

Documentation can be used as a vehicle through which you can tell the story of what you want to accomplish and what you have achieved.

If no one has a clear responsibility for documentation, it will just fall into the category of “things that we will do if we have time” and may go by the wayside.

By using an array of methods and weaving the different forms of  documentation together, a performing arts or literary organization can create a feedback loop that facilitates dialogue between artist, organization, community, and audience.


Step 1: Set Documentation Goals


Step 2: Create a Plan and Budget for Documentation


Step 3: Select Documentation Methods


Step 4: Use Documentation

Evaluating

See the evaluation as having multiple internal and external purposes and benefits. Documentation is a key component of evaluation.

Once a bit of research has been done, there is a tendency for those  involved in the study to feel “smart” and “insightful”.  This can be a dangerous place.

Using multiple measures decreases the likelihood of drawing wrong conclusions.
Step 1: Decide How to Measure Success


Step 2: Determine Who Will Conduct the Evaluation and Develop an Evaluation

                        Budget


Step 3: Develop an Evaluation Design and Employ Methods to Gather 


Information


Step 4: Analyze Evaluation Data

Step 5: Report the Evaluation Findings and Act on Them

Making a Commitment to Cultural Participation

Audience development is critical to the future of the performing arts and literature.  Well planned and evaluated audience development projects have the potential to transform the cultural landscape.  Projects described in this handbook are already having major impacts upon the visibility of and consumer demand for the arts in this nation. Projects that have been piloted locally and are now in the planning stages for national implementation will also make significant contributions to the visibility, appreciation, and demand for quality performing arts and literature.

The success of a cultural participation project depends upon the quality of its planning and evaluation.  If these mechanisms are not intrinsic to the host organization’s culture, it is unlikely that the project will receive its full potential.  For these reasons, this handbook concludes with a set of recommendations that will help make planning and evaluation an integral aspect of organizational operation.

What the precious chapter makes clear is that planning and evaluation are not discrete activities.  Evaluation not only reinforces past planning, but informs future planning, creating a vibrant continuum that brings organizations to whole new levels of vitality and achievement. Planning happens not just on the periodic, grand-scale level but also on a daily basis, whether it is a staff member’s conscientious effort to fulfill a planned task in a timely fashion or a board member’s suggestion of a new marketing strategy to achieve a stated audience development goal.  Planning takes place when routine procedures of program scheduling are transformed by the integration of audience feedback from a season's worth of attendance surveys, or joint board/staff committees meet on an ongoing basis to consider specific initiatives.

When planning is fully integrated into an organization’s way of doing business, it:

· empowers board and staff members, increasing understanding of their own importance to the well-being of the organization;

· improves efficiency and builds a greater sense of accountability, especially when evaluation is conducted thoroughly and consistently;

· makes possible changes that seem otherwise insurmountable, whether repositioning an entire organization, attracting new audiences, building a wider, more reliable donor base, or constructing an adequate infrastructure;

· transforms crises-management organizations into forward thinking, effective institutions;

· renews vigor and vision in organizations that may have become complacent or enmeshed in old problems or patterns.

The complete integration of planning into an organization can be achieved by:

· Engaging full board and staff in planning and evaluation: This promotes a sense of commitment and accountability at all levels.  If this does not occur, both implementation and evaluation will break down and planning will fail to become an ongoing process.

· Maintaining open communication with strategic partners and third-party providers:  This can include featured artists and workshop leaders as well as strategic liaisons like the community leaders, librarians, or school teachers described in case studies, sharing insights, information, and concerns that will inform new and existing initiatives.

· Assigning key board and/or staff members responsibility as “plan watchdogs”: Assignment of such watchdogs will help keep fulfillment of goals and implementation of new strategies from falling between the cracks of business as usual.  These persons may also be responsible for compiling evaluation date and making periodic planning reports to the full board and staff.

· Scheduling frequent staff, departmental, or special committee meetings to ensure consistent implementation, evaluation, and periodic revision of goals and strategies:  Monthly staff meetings can help to ensure that the day-to-day practices are in place to support implementation and to reveal any unforeseen challenges.  Departmental or committee meetings may be required to address certain strategies (such as marketing plan, development, or membership reconfiguration).

· Holding annual planning and evaluation meetings with board and staff: Such meetings provide the opportunity to take stock, measure progress, and determine the effectiveness of strategies and appropriateness of goals.

· Planning to plan again: By building in a schedule for the next major planning process, organizations ensure that they will remain responsible to themselves and responsive to the environments they serve.

Ongoing planning and evaluation is essential to an organization’s relevance to its community and the field within which it operates.  As long as an organization has a mission to fulfill and a vision to guide its leaders, planning will serve as the tool that can translate mission into service and vision into results.  As the case studies highlighted in this manual make clear, well-planned audience development initiatives have the potential to change the lives of millions of people and relocate the arts at the center of everyday life.

