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Increasing Arts Participation:
Creatively Building Your Audience

BY:  FRAN HOLDEN, VICE PRESIDENT

In recent years, many public and private arts funders have researched arts participation,
examining why people become involved in the arts and how arts organizations can influence
audience participation.  In addition to research, these funders have awarded grants to
organizations for building arts participation. Yet, results of the NEA’s recently released survey on
arts participation reveal patterns of arts attendance similar to those in previous surveys.

The NEA’s most comprehensive national survey on arts participation, an examination of the
demographic characteristics of 2002 arts attendees, shows that:

•  Women generally had higher attendance rates, particularly at musicals, arts and craft
fairs, and ballet performances;

•  Non-Hispanic whites had the highest participation rates in classical music, musicals and
plays; African Americans had the highest attendance rate at jazz concerts; and people of
other races (non-Hispanic) had the highest rate for visiting art museums.

• Participation rates are consistently higher for those with college degrees.

So, while we can celebrate the fact that in 2002, 39 percent of American adults (about 81 million
people) attended a jazz or classical music concert, went to an opera, musical, play, or ballet, or
visited an art museum, the survey also reminds us how little has really changed during the past
decade.

The NEA survey reinforces another troubling trend in arts attendance. Like the adult population
as a whole, arts participants grew older during the last decade and the generation gap may be
widening.  From 1992 to 2002, fewer young adults attended jazz, classical music, opera,
musicals, plays, ballet and art museums, even though their percentage of the overall population
was relatively unchanged.  Seniors and 45-54 year-olds grew slightly as a share of participants
in these same activities. (For more information about this study, see Research Division Note
#81, 2002 Survey of Public Participation in the Arts, which is available on the NEA’s website a
www.arts.gov.)

MEETING THE CHALLENGE: GETTING STARTED

What can arts organizations do about these trends?  Some will develop strategies for retaining
avid but aging arts-goers as audience members.  No doubt those concerned about their futures
will develop long-term strategies for engaging younger and more culturally diverse participants,
as well.  Arts organizations need to realize that it will take time to develop and implement
strategic marketing, public relations, and outreach plans to reach these new audiences.
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So, what help exists for organizations undertaking this challenging work?  While much has been
written in recent years about arts participation, perhaps the best place to start or renew efforts
for building participation is by reviewing a 2001 RAND study commissioned by the Wallace-
Reader’s Digest Funds.  A New Framework for Building Participation, by Kevin P. McCarthy and
Kimberly Jinnett, is based on field research, interviews and surveys with more than 100
organizations. Download a copy of the study from RAND’s website
(www.rand.org/publications/MR/MR1323).

The centerpiece of this study is a behavioral model that defines distinct stages of an individual’s
decision to participate in the arts and the complex factors affecting each stage:

• Background, including socio-demographic, personality and socio-cultural factors and past
experience;

•  Perceptual, including personal beliefs and perceptions of social norms that lead to
attitudes toward arts participation;

• Practical, including factors that affect an individual’s intention or decision to participate;
• Experience, including and individual’s actual participation and reaction to the experience.

By gaining a better understanding of this decision-making process, the RAND study suggests
how arts organizations can develop more targeted and, therefore, more effective strategies for
encouraging participation.

THREE WAYS TO BUILD PARTICIPATION

The study suggests that arts organizations can build participation in three ways:

•  Broaden  participation by attracting more people. (For example, does your
organization want to increase the number of performances or grow the size of your
current audience, pool of donors, members, trustees, and volunteers from the same
type of people currently participating?)

•  Deepen participation by increasing their current participants’ levels of involvement.
(Does your organization want to maintain current participants while increasing the
frequency and/or variety of their interactions? Do you want to extend programs
through residencies or commissions?  Do you want current participants to increase
their level of personal or financial contributions or other commitment to your
organization?)

•  Diversify participation by attracting different kinds of people than they already
attract.  (Does your organization want to attract and engage new types of donors,
members, trustees and volunteers? Does your organization want to change
programming to attract and serve those currently not participating?)

DEVELOPING STRATEGIES AND TACTICS

Through their research with numerous arts organizations, RAND found that most of them relied
on the same tactics for publicizing their activities, regardless of the targeted population.
Perhaps this explains why arts participation patterns have not changed appreciably during the
past decade!
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The study recommends improving strategies by recognizing the connections among central
elements of the participation process and aligning them.  For example, if an organization’s goal
is to diversify participation, it will target individuals who have not previously participated (RAND
calls them “disinclined’) and develop tactics that respond to their perceptions of arts attendance.
Developing an understanding of perceptual barriers to arts participation is difficult for the staff
and board of arts organizations who are passionate believers!  Perceptual barriers include lack of
appeal to the art or art form, difficulty connecting with the meaning or message of the work, and
notions of discomfort or elitism about the art form, organization or venue.

If an organization’s goal is to attract more people or broaden participation, it will target
individuals inclined to attend, but currently not doing so, with tactics designed to help them
address practical barriers to attendance.  Personal circumstances, such as not enough time,
other leisure activities or no one to go with are common barriers to participation.  Other practical
barriers include childcare problems, inaccessibility, inconvenient hour, cost and lack of sufficient
information about the organization.

Finally, if an organization’s goal is to deepen participation among those who are currently
participating, it will design tactics for increasing their engagement – helping them gain more
knowledge about a particular art form, for example, or making them feel more connected to the
institution and its community.

Organizations undertaking efforts to build participation need to recognize that thoughtfully
undertaking a single arts participation goal, rather than all three of them simultaneously, will
yield tangible results and ones that can be sustained over time.

Once an organization has identified and collected information on its target populations, including
motivations for attending as well as barriers to attendance, it can then consider tactics for
increasing participation.  How organizations publicize their activities, how frequently they
communicate, as well as the methods of communication differ with target populations.
Organizations may need to consider how they involve the community in planning and designing
arts programming and how they encourage artists to interact with participants. They need to
appropriately price tickets for target populations through subscription options, memberships,
discounts or free activities.  Also, organizations may need to consider the effects of scheduling
and venue, including varying the hours and days of programming, providing transportation to
events or even programming in more accessible venues.  Other practical considerations include
training staff to be more responsive to the public, providing services or materials in other
languages, opening the facility for use by other groups or providing more “user-friendly”
activities.

INTEGRATING PARTICIPATION STRATEGIES AND TACTICS

Since building participation requires a significant investment of an organization’s time and
resources, the RAND study recommends developing an integrative approach. First, an
organization must consider how participation goals relate to the organization’s values and
purpose.  Does your organization have a core value related to instilling greater knowledge or
appreciation of your art form? Does your vision for the future include people whom you do not
currently serve?  Do current goals call for engaging existing audience, donors or volunteers as
community ambassadors for your organization?
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The success of any endeavor requires establishing clear targets and developing tactics based on
accurate information about targeted populations.  This may require you to reach beyond your
current board and staff.  What is your organization’s experience in learning something new?
How can that experience inform decisions about where to seek information and from whom?
What organizations are potential collaborators in this process?

Committing internal resources is critical to realizing any goal.  But if your organization intends to
build participation among those who infrequently or never attend, you will have to identify and
commit external resources as well.  Who or where are they?  How can they be engaged in a
mutually beneficial way?

Finally, developing an evaluation process is necessary for assessing progress toward your goal.
Be sure to build in opportunities for feed-back from targeted individuals through tactics that are
familiar to them and not just tools that you’ve used previously.  Also, include strategies for self-
evaluation that recognize progress toward goals, not just success or failure in a single season.

OTHER SOURCES OF INFORMATION

The Wallace Foundation web site (www.wallacefunds.org/reseach) is an important source of
research on arts participation.  Recent briefs include Arts Participation: Steps to Stronger
Cultural and Community Life (August 1, 2003) and Cultural Collaborations: Building Partnerships
for Arts Participation (January 15, 2003).  Additionally, the Wallace Foundation is funding
initiatives of thirteen states through its State Arts Partnership for Cultural Participation (START).
START partners include the Arizona Commission on the Arts, California Arts Council, Connecticut
Commission on the Arts, Kentucky Arts Council, Massachusetts Cultural Council, Minnesota State
Arts Board, Mississippi Arts Commission, Montana Arts Council, New Jersey State Council on the
Arts, North Carolina Arts Council, Ohio Arts Council, South Carolina Arts Commission and
Washington State Arts Commission.  Contact your state arts agency for details about grants and
other programs related to this initiative that may help your organization.

CHANGING THE FUTURE

Only concerted efforts over time to broaden, deepen or diversify arts participation will alter static
patterns of public attendance and engagement in the arts.  Changing participation patterns
requires not only a significant commitment of resources, but time in planning, developing
effective performance measures and collaborations, strategic implementation, and measuring
the results of these efforts.  Will the NEA survey of public participation in the arts in 2012 reflect
our diligence?

###

FOR MORE INFORMATION ON HOW ARTS CONSULTING GROUP CAN HELP YOUR ORGANIZATION

DEVELOP AND IMPLEMENT EFFECTIVE STRATEGIES FOR INCREASING PARTICIPATION,
PLEASE CALL US TOLL FREE AT (888) 234-4236.

ARTS CONSULTING GROUP NOW HAS OFFICES IN LOS ANGELES, SAN DIEGO,
DENVER, DALLAS, NEW YORK & BOSTON TO SERVE YOU!


