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HOW MUCH? AT SHEFFIELD THEATRES
Angela Galvin

Angela Galvin explained both the mechanics and the achievements of the How Much? project, an
audience development scheme aimed at developing new young theatre audiences in Sheffield.

From September 1998 to December 1999, Sheffield Theatres has been involved in a
project that takes a holistic approach to development. Funded by the Arts Council of
England’s New Audiences scheme, the project was aimed at 16–24 year olds. It offered
low-price tickets (initially at £3.50) to this group for 21 specially selected productions,
and promoted them through new and existing channels. In addition, a new play, ‘23:59’
was commissioned and staged, bearing witness to Sheffield Theatres’ willingness to try
out new things and take risks.

Sheffield is an ideal place to run a scheme of this sort. The fourth largest city in England,
it is the most economically polarised. It has a high proportion in lower ACORN groups,
but its Hallam constituency has the highest proportion of professionals of any
constituency in the UK. It also has a higher proportion of 16–24 year olds than the
national average, including 50,000 at university. However, it has a lower proportion of
young theatre-goers than the national average. At September 1998, the core audience
contained 7% young people against TGI indication of 16%. Sheffield Theatres itself is in
a good position to run an integrated price/programming/promotion project, as it
controls all three across a range of auditoria in the city.

Research findings

Research has now been completed on the project, based on 1,000 young attenders, 554
non-attenders and 15 ‘gatekeepers’, plus 32,000 box office records.

The research, which was jointly undertaken by the universities of Sheffield and Hallam,
concludes that ‘the results endorse the original marketing plan of the How Much?
project, which incorporated price, product and promotion changes’. Thirty-two thousand
tickets were sold, 29% of them to first-time attenders.

• Price The research found that over half of young people spend over £45 each week
on ‘nights out’; a few spent more than £100, but a significant number spent less than
£20. Thus the price of tickets, at £3.50, was generally acceptable, although theatre
expenditure is subject to more scrutiny than other leisure pursuits. One said, ‘I
wouldn’t argue with paying £3.50 for a night’s entertainment.’ And another said, ‘The
How Much? scheme is excellent as it’s not a waste of money if you don’t enjoy the
production.’

• Programming Although young people tend to be ‘conservative risk-takers’, there was
no evidence of ‘dumbing down’ being important for this audience. Although
performances with well-known TV faces were popular, when young people were
asked what they would have been prepared to pay more to see, the list included
‘Astor-Tango’, ‘NDT2’, ‘Angels in America’ and ‘The Winter’s Tale’ (Shakespeare in
Russian with surtitles!). One said, ‘I brought someone who hadn’t been to the theatre
before and she was really taken aback, like WOW, WOW . . . and she knew the play’.

• Promotion Having money to support trial and error meant that a range of promotional
vehicles could be used, and the responses of the 16–24 year olds compared with all



71

attenders. The figures revealed that word of mouth is by far the most effective form
of promotion, cited by 37%, but the season brochure was effective for 18%, and the
special ‘How Much?’ print by 15%. Flyers were effective with 13%, but other media
used were effective with only 6% or less.

The future

In the light of the research, Sheffield Theatres will be continuing a programming strand
for young people and research into pricing policies. More efforts will be made to
influence word of mouth, and we will be affirming our role in community development
and social inclusion initiatives. Overall, young audiences have stayed with us, and we are
now focusing on relationship building, but we will also be investigating the response of
our core audience to our attempts to bring in young people. There has been some
feedback that older audiences have felt squeezed out by the project, and there have been
issues with ‘theatre etiquette’, such as mobile phones.

The How Much? research report is available from Sheffield Theatres


