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Insight-led: understanding motivations of attenders and potential attenders 

Mary Butlin – Tonica and 

Helen Jones, Head of Communications – Octagon Theatre, Bolton 

Introduced and chaired by Claire Treadwell, Head of Marketing – Arts Marketing Association  

How can we develop a deeper understanding of what motivates people to attend or take part in 

arts and cultural events? Mary will show you how to implement a low cost research programme to 

understand audience motivations for your events, gallery or venue.  She will share expertise from 

a variety of settings for organisations of all sizes to show how a deeper understanding of 

motivations can benefit your organisation – and how to overcome some of the key barriers such as 

time, money and knowledge. Mary (biography) will be joined by Helen Jones from Octagon 

Theatre Bolton (biography) to give an example of a theatre running their insight programme in-

house and how it has helped to inform marketing communications and maximise potential for 

increased ticket sales and funding. 

Mary Butlin I run my own consultancy called Tonica and work with many different organisations in 

three main areas: market research, data and digital – today we’re concentrating on market 

research.  

Helen Jones I’m head of communications at the Octagon Theatre in Bolton – a regional producing 

theatre. We produce all our own work and we run seasons of plays from September to July, 

normally consisting of nine productions covering a range including Shakespeare, American drama, 

and c contemporary drama etc. In our team we are three full-time staff including myself, and a 

part-time member of staff – a small team covering a bit of everything including social media, the 

website, comms and PR, audience development and fundraising – we deal with the full marketing 

mix.  

 

Mary In terms of this presentation we’re going to look at three main sections. The first is about 

building a foundation and we’ll cover quite a lot in that about data protection around how you run 

your research programmes to make sure that when we’re analysing the motivations of attenders 

and potential attenders, we’re actually analysing a group that makes sense and not a small sub 

set of respondents that might have a particularly skewed view. 

 

http://www.a-m-a.co.uk/uploads/Conference2013/speakerBiographies/MaryButlin.pdf
http://www.a-m-a.co.uk/uploads/Conference2013/speakerBiographies/HelenJones.pdf


Arts Marketing Association      AMA conference 2013 report 

2 
 

 

We’re going to look at some tips and tricks – 

looking at word clouds and introducing 

coding to help analyse open-ended 

responses. We’re going to explore some 

hypotheses and then Helen’s going to take 

us through the case study at Octagon 

Theatre and what it’s like at a venue to be 

implementing this programme. As I was 

putting together this presentation I realised 

that I kept adding snippets from a book that I 

read years ago called The Seven Habits of 

Highly Effective People 

Why and how to set up a research programme 

• research methods 

• questionnaire toolkit 

• maximising response 

Analysis tips and tricks 

• when results are robust 

• using word clouds and introducing coding 

• powerful reports and statements 

• exploring hypothesis 

Using research to inform change 

• case study 

 

It’s a great book and really easy to apply it to 

market research particularly Habit 2: Begin 

with the end in mind when you are analysing 

survey responses you can’t go back in time 

and recreate that survey so it’s a good habit 

to have in mind as you are designing a 

research programme.  

 

 

Habit 1: Be proactive 

Habit 2: Begin with the end in mind 

Habit 3: Put first things first 

Habit 4: Think win-win 

Habit 5: Seek first to understand, then to be 

understood 

Habit 6: Synergize 

Habit 7: Sharpen the saw 

Why do you research? 

Hopefully you are here because you think it is important to understand what visitors and audiences 

think. Some of our top reasons are to: 

• Understand your audience / visitors 

• Improve attendee experience 

• Demonstrate reach to funders 

• Track marketing campaigns and audience development 

And all of the reasons that we do research I think fall into two main areas:  

Attract new and existing audiences  Make money / save money 

  

Helen It has been really invaluable for us to carry out this research as we’ve used the results for 

funding applications and for informing our marketing campaigns. For example, we’ve seen that our  
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poster campaigns have been getting a good response where we previously thought that we might 

be able to save some money by stopping them.  

 

WHICH RESEARCH METHODOLOGY? 

 Post Email Phone Face to Face 

Pros 

Best response  

(up to 50%) 

Reaches a 

wide group 

Good response  

(up to 35%) 

Direct dialogue 

with audiences  

Ideal for outdoor events, 

festivals, galleries etc. 

Involves volunteers / staff 

Cons 

Expensive and 

resource 

heavy if 

despatching in-

house 

Only reaches 

those with email 

(and permission) 

Normally low 

opt ins for phone 

Can be expensive and/or 

intrudes on the cultural 

experience. 

 

Mary In this instance we’re talking about quantitative research to understand motivations of 

attenders. There are lots of other ways in which you can understand motivations and we’ll talk 

briefly about some of those later but initially I’m talking about surveys and quantitative 

methodology. Within a cultural setting there are four main methodologies that you can consider. 

The thing to remember about all of them is that none of them are perfect and it’s about working out 

what’s the best solution for your organisation that reaches the best, most robust group of people 

that’s cost effective and that works within the resourcing that you have within your organisation. 

You might find that ‘face to face’ is your only option – if you work in a gallery that doesn’t do any 

data collection then ‘face to face’ is going to be your first port of call. Unless you are going to start 

a data capture campaign you don’t have any other ways of engaging with audiences – particularly 

for outdoor festivals. Good things about face to face mean that you can involve your staff – you 

feel much closer to the research if you or a front-of-house member of staff is actually implementing 

that survey. But, it can be intrusive on that cultural experience and for some artistic directors that’s 

not something they want. They don’t want people to be interrupted while they’re experiencing an 

installation or an event or even straight afterwards. So, I think that aside from face to face in those 

settings, post and email are really the two options that I consider most often. The telephone is also 

good as you have direct contact but in terms of phone ‘opt in’s’ my experience is that a low  
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proportion of your database will have provided their phone number and agreed that you can 

contact them on it – in my experience around 7%. Post gets the best response rate and you can 

get up to 50% response rate for postal research. Results for email research aren’t quite as high as 

postal … you can look for up to 35% response rate. These are the highest results that you can 

achieve if you have a set way of maximising the responses. Postal is so heavy and you’ll know 

from doing direct mail the increasing costs of postage and I think that’s just making it a more and 

more expensive option which can be a downside. You might decide to do post just once a year to 

get a really good read on the demographics of your audience and their motivations and then use 

email for the rest of the year. You could also do something where you test post versus email and 

the bias that’s being created. You could run with one or the other. Increasingly for organisations, 

email offers a more cost-effective way of reaching audiences.  

 

WHAT CONTACT DATA DO YOU HAVE?  

This feels like we might be going far away from what builds motivations for audiences but, like a 

house, we’re building the foundations to know that by the time you get to see the results they are 

accurate. Have a look at your data, some rules of thumb that I bear in mind when I go into 

organisations are:  

• Theatre bookers tend to buy 3 tickets each 

So, if you’ve got a show that sells 300 tickets you can gauge that you’ve got around 100 

bookers.  

• Around 50% of booker data is ‘postal opt in’ 

• Around 50% of booker data has an email address, within this around half are opt in – 

therefore 25% of the total set has opted in to email 

 

How do your figures compare? 

Return to work and have a look at how your figures compare:  

• Take new account creations in the past month and run your data counts 

• Are they better? Are they worse?  

You might sometimes notice big gaps, maybe telephone or face-to-face sales aren’t generating 

any contact data at all and then you’re going to know that your research programme will be 

biased to online or to postal bookers. It’s worth looking at all those contact points that your 

organisation has with audiences and the kind of data that you’ve got coming in from those and 

seeing what you can do to increase those opt in’s to start with.  
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Helen Those figures are pretty much in line with what we have at the Octagon except that our 

email opt in is a bit lower at 20%.  

 

INCREASING CONTACTABLE DATA 

The first thing that I’d encourage you do to if 

you are looking at a programme of research is 

to think about increasing your contact data – it’s 

a win-win situation as you want more contact 

information for your research but you also 

benefit from a marketing perspective. Anything 

that you can do to look at where contact data is 

coming from – be that the way that questions 

are asked online, if you’ve got one method of 

booking that  doesn’t include any data capture 

Increasing contact data will: 

• Improve research based on data 

• Provide richer data for marketing 

• Increase email lists and thereby reduce 

marketing costs 

- Although evidence print still plays a role 

• Provide development / fundraising with the 

best possible chance 

• Keep audiences and visitors more engaged 

in your work 

at all. The advantages of increasing your data will mean richer data for marketing, your email lists 

will be increasing and as I mentioned, email is a really cost-effective way of doing market research 

and development and fundraising have the best-possible chance. Something I hear a lot is; ‘we 

don’t really want people to be signing in for postal because we want to email them’. I would say 

that, from a legal perspective, you want to have as many opt in’s as possible from as many visitors 

and attenders as you can then you, as the marketer, can decide how to use that information. You 

might not care much about postal at all if you are going down an email-only methodology but when 

development or fundraising do a wealth screening and find out that person is in a high tier of 

wealth and they are very engaged with your organisation they’ll be disappointed if they can’t send 

them a beautiful invite in the post. I’d recommend that you go with high opt ins all round and then 

as an organisation you can decide how you use that information. 

Galleries, museums and festivals you are maybe at a disadvantage versus performing arts 

organisations who are capturing data all the time through their product being mostly ticketed. But 

there are some ways. Organisations that I work with have been using   

• Business card sized print reminding people to sign up for email and post (maybe with 

an incentive) 

• For face-to-face interviewing have a short on-site survey with email capture and opt in 

at the end – run by volunteers / front of house 

You could do a follow-up email survey to get a longer response from people.  
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• Collect email data and opt ins for phone bookings 

If you are taking bookings for any kind of event then then collecting email data and opt ins at 

that point is really important. Make sure that is happening in your organisation and have a chat 

with your box office or sales team and make sure they are including those questions in their 

conversations with attenders.   If you are using online ticketing then think about how those 

questions are asked as those ‘rules of thumb’ can vary massively depending on how you ask 

your data protection questions. 

• Aim for 100% of online bookers to be making a ‘conscious choice’ 

• If it’s a tick box, how do you tell the difference between ‘not read’ and no? 

If you’ve got an ‘opt in’ tick box, and it is left un-ticked, you’ve no idea if someone has done 

that on purpose or they simply haven’t read it. From my point of view in that case, tick boxes 

are not great for data protection and that the best thing to do would be to have a drop down 

menu with defaults to ‘blank’ and to make sure that 100% of people make a ‘conscious choice’ 

about what data protection preferences to give. That’s the way that you are going to meet best 

practice and get the highest number of opt ins. To get the highest number of opt ins you could 

use a ‘pre-ticked’ box and ask people to ‘un tick’ but while legal, that’s not best practice.  

 

QUESTIONNAIRE TOOLKIT 

Our focus today is on surveys or questionnaires but there 

are lots of other ways you can understand motivations of 

audiences; focus groups, depth interviews, intercepts – 

where your front-of-house staff could be trained to have 

quick conversation with people while they are there and 

understand the experiences that they are having. This is 

particularly useful for a gallery setting where people are 

‘dwelling’ a little bit longer. 

Quantitative 

• Surveys  

Qualitative 

• Focus Groups 

• Depth Interviews 

• Intercepts 

• Observation 

• Online communities 

Data analysis, CRM, segmentation 

Observation – I’m sure all of you observe audiences at some point or another but you can actually 

formalise that process and look at getting observational research. Online communities – in 

addition to Facebook and any social media you can build a community of people who become a 

sort of focus group forum. It’s something that a lot of big corporate organisations do – they’ll send 

a question out on a Friday night and by Monday morning they’ve got a group of people, who are 

rewarded in some way maybe with points or vouchers, and they’re quick to respond on what they 

think of the question that has been asked.  
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BEGIN WITH THE END IN MIND 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I often think of a statement that I want to use in a funding application or whatever the organisation 

is concentrating on at the moment and I work my way back. When I was working at the Royal 

Shakespeare Company I wanted to say that ‘we attracted x number of people to theatre for the 

very first time’ and what I needed to find out for that was the number of tickets sold and the % who 

had never been to theatre before. I needed that % who had never been before to be based on a 

group that was reasonable to say that this is ‘like the whole audience’. Working that back, the 

question worded something like: ‘had you ever been to see a performance at any theatre before 

[the event]? If you are museum or gallery you can apply that to your specific art form. If part of 

your ethos is about encouraging people into the arts for the first time then that’s a really good 

measure to have and it’s a really good one for the annual report.  

 

These are some top research measures for arts organisations: 

1. New to art form and new to organisation / venue 

2. How heard and motivations 

3. Experience 

4. Additional spend (£) – economic impact; what are they spending on hotels, parking, travel, 

food and drink 

5. Media – motivations to inform your marketing strategy; where to advertise 

6. Demographics; age / disability / income / social grade / ethnicity 

In terms of questionnaire design these go towards the end as we create a ‘funnel’ process  

We attracted 5,000 people to 
theatre for the very first time 

# of tickets sold % who hadn’t been to theatre before 

Had you ever been to see a performance at any theatre before [the event]? 
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where the starting questions are general and the most sensitive questions are asked at the 

end when they are warmed up and feeling more like answering those. A couple of guiding 

principles from the Market Research Society (MRS) are that; research should always be 

voluntary and the demographic questions should always have an ‘opt out’, the option of ‘prefer 

not to say’.  

7. ‘Hooks’ to Box Office System (e.g. ticket type, mode of sale) 

This is a way of asking; ‘is my research valid, are the people who responded to my research 

programme like the people who are coming to my gallery / theatre?’ Whatever way that you 

have to do that, you include in your survey. On a theatre survey I’d ask what type of ticket 

they had bought and we’d use that mode of sale comparison and compare it to the mode of 

sale on the database to see how far out it is. Our online survey is obviously attracting more 

online bookers and we are able to actually measure the difference between those two things. 

If you don’t have a sales system, think about all the other ways that you can capture data – 

maybe front of house collect the countries that people are from and you can then look at 

whether your survey is more local people, more British people than international people. It’s 

anything that you can to verify the robustness or your research.  

 

SOURCE AND MOTIVATIONS  

So, for source of awareness I use a very simple question: 

Which, if any, of the following ways did you hear about the production you saw recently?  

Please select all that apply… 

• Beware your methodology will influence this 

• Can choose ‘main way’ heard if you prefer one answer per respondent (e.g. pie chart vs. bar 

chart) 

I ask ‘Please select all that apply’ as people’s decision-making processes when deciding to attend 

can be very complicated. They may well have seen a poster, read an article and heard about it 

from a friend before deciding to book.  

Why did you choose the production you saw recently at [venue]? Or: Why did you choose 

to visit [venue / exhibition]? 

 

 
MAXIMISE RESPONSE RATES  

Timing is the single-most important thing in maximising response rates. An annual survey is not 

going to give you the best response rate – people want to give you feedback about a particular  
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event, performance or exhibition. I use a guideline of within six weeks or if you can fit in two hours 

every three weeks to send out your surveys then that’s even better. If you are really keen and you 

want to send an email every day then that’s fine but that’s resource heavy unless you’ve got an 

automated way of sending it out.  

With regards postal surveys I have a couple of really simple pieces of advice:  

• White envelopes are more likely to be opened than brown ones,  

• use a branded letter and, if you have them, branded envelopes, 

• include a Freepost response envelope.  

If you’re maximising responses by email:  

• make it a Solus email – i.e. not within a newsletter – and make sure to include the name of the 

event,  

• subject line which refers to the event, 

• survey of a reasonable length (e.g. 10 mins) 

For face-to-face surveys you need:  

• Well trained interviewers – front-of-house staff or volunteers,  

• Incentive – (MRS advises that the incentive should not be something to do with your 

organisation which is really hard as you’ll want to give free tickets or anything that you have 

that doesn’t cost you anything. That’s not acceptable to the MRS as they feel that if you are 

going to give an incentive that will bias the people to be people that are people who are more 

likely to like your organisation in the first place. Look at alternatives such as vouchers. I try to 

avoid incentives completely as they will always bias people.) 

• Well timed – if you are carrying out your survey at an exhibition, festival or gallery make sure 

that you approach attenders who have been on site for some time as you will bother them if 

they haven’t had a chance to actually see or experience what it is that they have come for. 

Think about having staff there who screen the attenders to make sure that you get the ones 

that have been on site for an appropriate amount of time to be able to answer your survey.  

 

ANALYSIS TIPS AND TRICKS 

When you think about setting up a survey you naturally, 

especially if it’s online software that you are using, you 

naturally think; ‘I’m going to set up a survey for Event 1’. 

Let’s use a Shakespeare example say; Love’s Labour’s 

Lost is going to be my next project. But if you do that 

you will end up sitting there with a calculator at year end  

 
Survey set up 

 

• Event 1 

• Event 2 

• Event 3 

• Event 4 

• Event 5 

• Event 6 

• ……etc…. 
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thinking; ‘Arts Council England need to know what the age profile of our audience is so you’re 

going to sit down  with 15 reports on age and type those into the calculator or Excel and work out 

the age of your audience’. If you make the survey software work for you, you set up one survey 

that can be customisable per email send and then, at the end of a quarter, you can run the age 

profile for the entire quarter or the entire year and you can also filter that report. So, be proactive, 

make the survey software work for you and don’t end up with a situation where you have to sit 

down with your calculator and you’ve got 20 reports to go through.  

People often ask me; ‘when are the results 

robust?’ As you’ll have seen from all of those 

introduction slides I think that they are more 

likely to be robust if the people you’re to whom 

you are sending the invite are as close to your 

audience profile as you can get. So, a sample of 

1000 people is not robust if your onsite 

interviewer only speaks to women between the 

ages of 30 and 40 years old if they are on their 

own. I use that as an example because it is 

quite a real example in face-to-face interviewing 

– you are more likely to go for certain groups. 

Because of the way that we are as humans and 

we feel awkward about certain interactions, 

young women are much less likely to interview a 

group of young men. If you are doing face-to-  

When are results robust? 

 The research sample being different to the 
population (e.g. all email contacts) is much 
more important than the base size 

 A sample of 1000 is not robust if the 
interviewer only speaks to women aged 30-
40 years old who are only attending alone  
 

Sample Size 
(# completed 
surveys) 

Robust? 

<30 No 

30 – 75 Indicative 

75 – 300 Should be fairly robust 

300+ Ideal 

 

face interviewing there are things that you can do – interview every third person, have a sticker 

system where every tenth person has a green sticker and the surveyor knows that they have to 

approach everyone with a green sticker – try to take away that layering of the bias that we have in 

our heads. If you have a biased sample, the number doesn’t matter. Board members and trustees 

often say to me; ‘what proportion is it of the people who attended during the year?’ That isn’t a 

very good measure of research as you need to get the group of people to be as close as possible 

to your attendees and do it in all the ways that I mentioned before. When you are looking at 

sample size, let’s assume that you have got a great group to research, less than 30 for a 

quantitative research project I would not use at all. Between 30 and 75 people can be indicative – 

we ‘feel’ that the audience is like this, the survey ‘suggests’ it’s like this, 75 to 300 looks a lot better 

and 300+ is ideal.    
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MOTIVATIONS, WORD CLOUDS AND CODING 

We’re going to use some Octagon Theatre word clouds for these motivations and they are a good 

example of how motivations differ by event type. This is utilising that question wording that I 

mentioned earlier; Why did you want to see the recent production at Octagon Theatre? and letting 

people have a completely open response. In ‘motivation’ questions I tend not to give a list of 

reasons because I don’t know what’s going to come up for the response. You can’t predict what’s 

going to come up from the respondent at least, not as well as you can by sending it out with an 

open response.  

Helen Jones When we worked with Mary two 

years ago we covered the last four shows of our 

season and posted out questionnaires to 

attenders of those four shows. There was a 

good  mix of shows; American drama in the 

form of Arthur Miller’s play; The Price, a new 

play called The Demolition Man (about the life 

of Fred Dibnah – a popular, local TV personality 

in Bolton), Sweeney Todd and Secret Thoughts; 

a new play by David Lodge. This word cloud 

shows the response to The Price and it wasn’t 

 

Motivation to see Arthur Miller’s; The Price 

 

Q8. Why did you want to see the recent 
production at Octagon Theatre? 
 
This is a word cloud – the larger the size of the word – the 
more times it has been mentioned.   
Base: All respondents  who answered for The Price (480) 
Un-weighted Data. 

 

a total surprise to see that the ‘Arthur Miller’ connection was the most popular.   

Mary I’ll show you how you link those words 

together because naturally, when you do a word 

cloud, you end up with Arthur on one side and 

Miller on the other. You want to tie those things 

together because it is a phrase rather than a 

word. The other thing that I do with open-ended 

responses is to try to code them. First of all I’ll 

run this word cloud to see what’s coming out 

and then I’d like to quantify how important 

‘Arthur Miller’ is. If it’s a cast member then it’s 

nice to quantify the impact of that cast member. 

I will individually code each of those 480 

comments – sometimes you can allocate a 

single code which is like a pie chart approach  

Top motivations – The Price 

 
Arthur Miller  49% 

Season Ticket  13% 

Miller and Thacker  6% 

Playwright  5% 

Interested in play 5% 

Review   5% 

Enjoy theatre  4% 

“Arthur Miller!  David Thacker’s piece on 
rehearsing with Arthur Miller, good 

previews/reviews in press.” 

“Always like Arthur Miller plays and I had 
never seen this one, I like how he explores 

more dimensions” 

“We always have a season ticket and 
The Price appealed to our taste” 
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where you are saying; ‘if they’ve mentioned Arthur Miller I’m going to put them in this category, if 

they don’t mention that but they mention something else I’ll put them in this category’ – you’re only 

putting people into one group. If you’re using verbatims or open-ended responses, it is important 

to pick a comment that is similar to other comments because within a report for your trustees, 

board or other internal staff it’s easy to pick out one or two amusing or particularly articulate 

comments but when you’re analysing motivations, you don’t want the 1% view, you want the 

majority view to stay in people’s heads. That’s also the other reason that I code so I’d be saying 

49% of the responses are saying ‘Arthur Miller’. Above are some examples of verbatims that are 

like that majority view. Below are some attender motivations to see The Demolition Man and I 

think that this brought up more interesting results for the organisation.  

Helen: What you said early about not suggesting answers to people is really clear in this one as I 

think, from a marketing perspective, we would have included in a list including Michelle Collins, as 

she was cast in the play as Fred Dibnah’s 

younger, glamorous, blonde wife. At the time we 

thought she would draw in audiences but 

obviously, looking at the word cloud, it didn’t 

affect anyone. I can’t see her name on their at 

all. However, if you were presenting this word 

cloud to your board or senior managers, I would 

say that you should explain it and not simply 

distribute it via email because, for us, the impact 

of having Michelle Collins on board resulted in  

 

Motivations to see The Demolition Man 

 

Fred Dibnah was the main reason that people 

wanted to see The Demolition Man.  

 

substantial press coverage and therefore reaching a wider audience. We had her appear on Day 

Break and local news and gained coverage that we don’t normally get from a marketing campaign. 

So, although she doesn’t feature in anyone’s responses, she played a big part in reaching out to 

audiences. Remember to evaluate with your own experiences in mind.  

Mary: Make sure to use your own common 

sense and intuition and put the research into 

the context of the organisation and what you 

know as a marketer. One of the things that 

you can do with a word cloud is to remove a 

word so I wanted to remove Fred Dibnah and 

reveal what lay underneath those motivations 

and this is an example of taking a word away 

 



Arts Marketing Association      AMA conference 2013 report 

13 
 

 

and all of the other words behind it become bigger and you can see that ‘interest in a local 

character’ was the main motivation beneath that.  

Again, you can see here that Helen can now mention 

that over half of the respondents mentioned Fred 

Dibnah by name. I think that sometimes people say 

‘playwright’ or ‘cast’ but knowing that  someone has 

actually identified that name and that it is still top-of-

mind for them a few weeks after the production is 

really important because it feeds on to how you 

market next time around.  

 

Coding gives you the opportunity to compare show by show and can show that motivations are 

very different. The reasons that people might attend will vary massively from maybe playwright or 

a real-life character and also season tickets play a role which I think is an interesting one in terms 

of season tickets being a useful tool to diversify what it is that your audiences are seeing. They 

might not have thought to see something like Secret Thoughts otherwise but they’ve got the 

season ticket so they made the most of it. A useful way of using your research is to support any 

gut instincts that you might have.  

Wordle is free and can be found at wordle.net. Click on ‘create’ and ‘paste in a bunch of text’. 

Often, within a survey’s tools you’ll be able to export from your survey software into Excel and then 

you can copy and paste it into the Wordle tool. You can get rid of commonly-used words, 

randomize the font and choose different colours to design and display your Wordle or word cloud.  

Bucket analysis or coding is about taking the responses and building a code frame to code those 

responses. Octagon Bolton have analysed all of their productions from December 2012 onwards 

in one project and that enables them to run age profile across the board on their Survey Gizmo 

account. You can filter by date range, campaign and production if you need to. You get the 

opportunity, and I think there’s similar functionality within Survey Monkey, to analyse each 

response. I’ve got 779 responses here on ‘why did you choose Peter Pan at Octagon Theatre?’ 

Answer: ‘have son aged six’. You can tick ‘children’, click save and next. I read a list of the 

responses, say 50, and create a list of what’s coming up. I’d then talk to my client and ask how 

they feel about my categorisations, does it feel about right? You can then go through and allocate 

all of those to a category or multiple categories and produce your charts at the end. You can then 

do ‘motivations by sub group’ i.e. ‘why do 18-25 year olds come to your venue?’ You can filter your 

bucket report on 18-25 year olds or you can filter it on lower social grade groups or lower income 

groups. Then you can really start to understand peoples’ motivations.  

Fred Dibnah      51% 

Local Character/Interest   26% 

Interested in Play      9% 

Friend/Family chose it      3% 

Season Ticket       3% 

Reviews          2% 

Recommended      2% 
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POWERFUL REPORTS AND STATEMENTS  

One of the reasons we talked about using research was to create powerful reports and statements 

and here are a few tips and tricks.  

 Use imagery 

 Summarise statistics and combine with ticket sale figures 

Give a holistic view of what’s going on. Use ticket sales figures in conjunction with research 

as the slide illustrates: 

 Combine positive answers 

You can create a one-slide view of your year, your season or production:  

 

  

 

Good news stories are important for staff morale and looking at the perceptions of an organisation. 

These are questions that I use less often than on an event basis but looking at the agreement with 

some key statements like; ‘being a friendly venue’ – Octagon Theatre gets some very good scores 

(second slide above) across the board. These are things that will change less often than your 

production results but are worth looking at every six or twelve months if you can. The ‘for people 

like me’ (see above) statement is helpful for looking at responses by subgroups so you could look 

to see if disabled people feel less that the organisation is for them and you can then see if there’s 

something that needs addressing. Whenever I’ve done that, I find that the organisation’s I’m 

working with, disabled people are more likely to think that it is welcoming and for them.  

 

 

 

 



Arts Marketing Association      AMA conference 2013 report 

15 
 

 

EXPLORING HYPOTHESES 

No one has the time to sit down 

and look at every single sub group 

and cross tab analysis that would 

be possible within the market 

research. The best way to do it is 

to look at what you want as an 

organisation or as a question. The 

question that we started with was 

‘are new audiences at Octagon 

any different compared to existing 

audiences?’ It enables you to do 

things like this (slide):  

 

We know that 13% of all audiences are new to the venue, and who they are. They are more than 

twice as likely to book online yet less likely to have bought an over-60s discount. This type of 

subgroup analysis allows you to very quickly form an interesting perspective about your audiences 

and could feed into some of the funding developments in terms of online investment.  

Helen: If you look at that first bullet point (above): more than twice as likely to book online – if we 

were looking at how to spend our budget for marketing we might be inclined to spend on social 

media sites or some online advertising and it’s good to back up what you are doing.  

 

USING RESEARCH TO INFORM CHANGE 

Helen: Essentially, the slides that you’ve seen already are the results of postal research projects 

that we’ve done over the last few years. We did the four productions that I mentioned in 2011 and 

we felt that showed us a nice snap shot of our audience in terms of our regular drama offering. We 

felt that there was a bit of a gap in terms of what we do for families – one festive production a year 

– and so we did the audience research for Wizard of Oz and had a great response from that. 

Going forwards it’s not something that many people can afford to do regularly and certainly not 

something that we could justify financially so I worked with Mary on coming up with a solution to 

be able to regularly question our audiences and that’s when we decided to use Survey Gizmo. For 

the past season we’ve been regularly sending out emails – within six weeks of a performance – to 

our attenders who’ve ‘opted in’ to get their thoughts about the production, any insight into the 

theatre experience – café, bar etc. – as well as the social grade questions. Our season has just 

finished so I now have a substantial amount of data to look at and analyse.  
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Of Mice and Men was a production from earlier this year that we have audience feedback on and 

An Inspector Calls is the show that we are opening with this autumn. They are two of our big 

schools productions that should bring in high attendance and when I’m looking at planning my 

marketing campaign for An Inspector Calls I shall be looking back at the response to Of Mice and 

Men in terms of the type of show, the audience that it attracted and the demographic of that 

audience. I’ll also be looking at the booking behaviours, especially with schools, to find out how far 

in advance to contact them and how they prefer to be contacted. And also a general audience 

response to our marketing campaigns – what has and hasn’t worked. I’ve also been looking back 

at the email data responses from our festive show from earlier this year; Peter Pan and can 

already see similarities between those and the postal responses that we had for the Wizard of Oz 

the year before. 

The festive show is showing a trend that it does attract a lower social grade audience and 

for me, that’s reinforcing some of the work and choices that we make in terms of leaflet door-drop 

campaigns and using area profiling information to select where we want to drop those leaflets and 

maximise the return of the people who are going to book after receiving it. Other things that we’ve 

included in the survey are about what people would like to see at the theatre. As well as our main 

auditorium we’ve got a studio theatre so people might want to see comedy or other things that we 

don’t do much of. We will also ask about additional activities such as asking schools if they might 

want to do workshops and education programmes. 

There is a really useful tool in Survey Gizmo where you can form the questionnaire so it 

filters questions in a different direction. For example, if somebody ticks that they’ve booked a 

‘school-type’ of ticket then it will lead them off onto a different tangent through the questionnaire 

and they get asked specific questions such as; ‘would they be interested in workshops at the 

theatre?’. There is a caveat with those types of questions that we’re obviously not going to 

implement all of peoples’ suggestions and we’ll inevitably get responses such as; ‘tickets are too 

expensive’. We can’t react to all of those things but it’s useful to have a list of suggestions and get 

the general overview of what people would like to see in what is essentially their theatre. 

Considering the audience experience is very important to us; is there anything that we 

could be doing better in our ancillary income? Should we be thinking differently about our café and 

bar sales? We’ve recently changed our show programmes and it was interesting to see that we 

didn’t get any negative comments – we included a specific question about our programmes and 

the responses were all very positive. Reassuring data can back up a hunch – for a while we’d 

thought about inviting teachers in to the theatre to have a teacher’s theatre group event, a bit like a 

book club, and one of the questions that I included in the survey was; ‘would you be happy to hear  
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from us again and if so, please include an email address’. We were pleased that quite a few 

people did include their details and we produced an informal teacher’s event. Building up 

relationships with schools where you feel that you can pick up the phone and speak to a teacher 

that you’ve met before in person and they likewise feel that they can speak to you about 

something that they might find useful to accompany a show that they’re coming to see. As Mary 

mentioned, it is something to shout about when you’ve got these figures to hand, not only in terms 

of funding but also within your organisation and also for local press stories as the press can be 

keen to talk about how successful the local theatre is and to support what you do.  

Using data as a marketing tool 

The Wordles are incredibly useful for using data as 

a marketing tool. (Tull was a show from earlier this 

year about the life of the first, Black, outfield football 

player in Great Britain who was also a World War 

One hero. It had a few potential audiences and 

while I would love to be promoting it as ‘brilliant’, 

people don’t necessarily trust marketers and yet 

 

 

I could use this Wordle to show the feedback from attenders. Peer reviews have more impact and 

people trust it when it comes from ‘people like them’.  

What does it cost to run a research programme?  

Have you got the time and the money to do all of 

this? Essentially, it’s pretty inexpensive to run the 

Survey Gizmo project. You can subscribe for £446 for 

12 months and the biggest investment is probably in 

the time it takes to set up the questionnaire – making 

sure that you know what you want to achieve, that 

you know what your objectives are and that you’ve 

got the correct data to actually achieve it.  

 

Time and cost 

• £446 for 12 month subscription - 

£37 p/month 

• Minimal staff time  

• initial questionnaire set up  

• extracting audience data  

• tweak for show / project 

• check and send 

Once you’ve got your survey set up and in place it is very much a day-to-day process when you 

come to send it out every six weeks. It then simply involves an extraction of who you want to send 

it to, a bit of tweaking and off it goes. We set up the campaign that Mary spoke about and you can 

insert the name of the production that you are asking the question about and they reuse the same 

survey – it’s like having a template that you can edit.   

 

 



Arts Marketing Association      AMA conference 2013 report 

18 
 

 

Pros and cons 

 

Pros 

• A responsive tool to have at your 
disposal  

• Inexpensive 
• Reporting is easy and comprehensive 
• Low maintenance following initial set-up 
• Motivation to improve and increase data 

collection 
 

 

Cons 

• Lower response rate than postal  
• The format the survey takes dictates the way 

that people respond, skewing the data – lots 
of responses from digitally-confident people 

• Existing email data on box office system may 
be limited, not have correct opt-ins 
 

 

Mary One of the things that 

we found with the 2012 

research was the positive 

ratings for Octagon as a 

venue, staff, auditorium, foyer 

etc. were so much higher than 

the physical aspects of café, 

bar, toilets and to some extent 

foyer and front-of-house 

areas.  Although Octagon 

were already thinking about 

the fact that they needed a 

refresh of their front of house 

 

 

this research added to that as you can see from the ‘footprint’ on the slide that it is really let down 

by those areas. You can use this kind of presentation to compare yourself to other organisations 

or perhaps do a pre- and post-event/change slide in the hope that the footprint would expand after 

changes have been made.  

Helen Essentially – the rest is up to you. This is a picture of 

our bar – we’re currently doing a refurbishment of the bar 

and café and areas. Would it have happened anyway? 

Possibly as it is a late-60s building that hasn’t had any 

refurbishment for a while now but using the information that 

we had, we were able to acquire funding and were confident 

that the time was right for us to do it.  
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QUESTIONS 

Delegate: As you’re a theatre you’ve obviously got a lot of the demographic information in your 

database – what do you do if the demographic information that you are gathering from your 

surveys conflicts with what you’ve got already? For example the age profile that you’ve got on your 

database conflicts with the age profiles that you’re collecting from the audience research?  

Mary: One of the reasons that I use two ‘age’ questions – ‘age of respondent’ and ‘age of party’ – 

is because there is often a conflict between the ‘age of respondents’ from the research and the 

age profile of discounting that you have on the database. So in the ‘age of party’, list all the people  

in the party and their age groups. The research probably can’t represent your schools well enough 

so you’re always going to get the ‘under 16’ group coming as a school party and that is very 

difficult to represent in the research. One of the things you can do is to look at an ‘under 16 

measure’ based on your database ticketing information – you can add up your ‘child tickets’ as 

part of your ‘family tickets’, you can add up your ‘school tickets’ and other ‘under 16 price types’ 

and you can say we know that from ticketing; 25% of our audiences are under 16 and we’ll use the 

research to inform the age of remaining adult group. You can use a combination of ticketing and 

age profiles from the research. You can also try to make sure that the research gets closer to 

representing the views of your audiences but schools is the one area that it is nigh-on impossible 

to get your individual email survey responses to represent adequately so you might make the 

decision to say; ‘under 16s we’ll measure using ticket types and over 16s we’ll measure using the 

adult age profile’.  

 

Delegate: Apart from our Christmas show we don’t really have runs of shows or shows that are on 

for more than one night. How would you even start to find out information about your audiences 

when there are so many different ones?  

Mary If you did have the resource you could do something where you send an email survey out 

every time you had a performance but I understand that with a ‘one-night booking’ that’s going to 

get too much. One thing that you could do, you could still send your survey out to everybody from 

your database who has attended over a three-week period with the first question asking the 

respondent to state what it was – by genre –they saw with you. Ideally you would actually list the 

events that you had on in that three-week period. I wouldn’t let the number of different shows be a 

reason not to send a survey to everybody even if you have to do a bit more work up-front with a 

genre classification question. Even if you didn’t do that, you could still use that survey information 

to give you an age profile that’s more accurate over all of those performances but I think you’d get 

frustrated as you wondered which show that was for.  
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Delegate Would they have to pick just one genre?  

Mary You could multi-select; ‘which of the following have you done with us in the last three 

weeks?’ Seen a film, seen a production? Which of the following (genres) best describes the film / 

theatre production that you saw? That’s all in the planning time up front, thinking; ‘what do we 

want to know’ and ‘how can we do this?  

 

Delegate I wanted to ask about using the Wordles. We use them as well and they’re quite ‘trendy’ 

at the moment and to some degree I can see their appeal but I want to ask if you can dig deepers 

into the ‘top’ words such as ‘local’ (above). What do you mean by ‘local’?  

Mary I think there are two things. There’s the coding, and reading those individual responses is 

very helpful because, like you say, those single ‘words’ can’t tell you everything. I.e. someone 

could be saying ‘trustworthy’ but the verbatim might be saying; ‘you’re not trustworthy – I hate 

what you do’. So I think that it is really important to read the verbatims and, if you can, code them 

and do the bucket analysis that I showed earlier. You don’t have to do it on 800 responses. You 

can do the first 150 and if you’re fortunate enough to have volunteers that could be a good job for 

them to complete and tell you if there’s anything standing out. Another thing to do might be 

qualitative research where you are actually speaking to people and able to ask; ‘what do you 

mean by that?’ – such as focus groups, intercept interviews, telephone in-depth interviews for 

schools is a good one as teachers are difficult to get hold of and sometimes that forum that Helen 

mentioned where you’re inviting teachers in for a chat is much better because you can have a 

dialogue with them. So I’d say that those two things; reading the verbatims and coding the 

responses, because, you are right, Wordle is ‘trendy’ and there is the possibility that it can hide a 

myriad of things going on behind it. You can also use qualitative research to better understand 

what it is that’s going on.    

Delegate If you’re sending the questionnaire out every six weeks there’s a chance that you are 

sending it to the same people over and over again – especially if they are season-ticket holders. 

Do you get any resistance to that?  

Helen We also have the season ticket offer which is popular so to try to give people a breather 

between questionnaires we would remove the people that we’ve mailed previously in the 

extraction stage so that there’s at least 12 weeks in between them receiving another survey.  

Mary You could also use ‘random samples’ so if you’ve got enough data you can do a 20 or 25% 

random sample and then the chance that someone will fall into that random sample and the next, 

and the next, is unlikely. Much of the time, people do get used to receiving their surveys and they 

like giving their event feedback if the survey is designed so that it is satisfying to complete. Some  
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of my clients tell me that they get attenders phoning up saying that they haven’t received their 

survey and they wanted to give some feedback. Have a look at the compilation of your survey and 

thing about what % is interesting to you (demographics) and what % is for them – feedback. Never 

make it that the really boring stuff is outweighing the stuff that is interesting because that’s where 

you’re going to get that dissatisfaction at filling in multiple surveys.  

 

Delegate I’m really interested to find out how deep you went in terms of the analysis of the 

motivations i.e. looking at socially motivated into actually motivated and so on. And whether you’ve 

then gone on to use that intelligence in terms of starting to segment by motivation and use that in 

your marketing messaging.  

Mary You can look at a segmentation process – the segmentations I’ve done in the past have 

tended to be looking at ‘transactional segmentation’ – being able to split your database in terms of 

the segments that people are falling into and from what you can see that they’ve booked for so 

that you get; ‘last minuters’, ‘regular attenders’ etc. And then I’ve looked at the motivations among 

those transactional segments. You’re creating a segmentation that can be updated every night or 

regularly within your database but you are also understanding that ‘last-minuters’ are more likely to 

be motivated by price, by experience with friends or by the meal-and-a-drink experience. You then 

know that when you are targeting that segment you’re more likely to want to include a ‘catering 

offer’ and maybe a cost-effective catering offer as well. For the Octagon research it’s about 

understanding how those motivations were very-much show related which I think is because 

Octagon gets such high venue ratings that people trust the experience that they are getting and so 

the motivations to see particular shows tended to be more about the things that we saw which 

were about the playwright or specific aspects of those events. There are lots of ways of doing it 

but what we wanted to do with this research was to leave it to the respondents to tell us why they 

were motivated to attend and really base decisions on that.  


