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At the AMA, our members mostly work in roles 

where they are trying to engage more audiences 

either through or with content, be it a piece of 

communications, or an exhibition, or performance; 

so this is the lens through which we’re looking at 

benchmarks here. 

This resource considers the following questions: 

 — Why do I need benchmarks?

 — What should I be benchmarking?

 — How can I benchmark?

 — What can I use benchmarks for?

 — What are the risks of benchmarking?

 — My stuff is performing below the benchmarks ... help

 — My stuff is outperforming the benchmarks 

 — I can’t find a benchmark for the thing I want to     

measure ... what do I do?

“For me, benchmarks should be 
embraced rather than imposed. They 
should not be a stick with which to 
beat people, but a tool that’s used 
to get the best out of you and your 
work, so that you can apply effort 
and investment (of time and/or 
money) most effectively. 

“Benchmarks should help, rather than 
hinder, and be a useful tool in your 
repertoire.”

Amy Firth

Head of Marketing — Membership

AMA



Why do I need benchmarks?

What does ‘good’ look like? How does what you’re 

doing compare with everyone else? How close are you 

to ‘good’? 

The answers to these questions can be found by 

benchmarking yourself (or your organisation) against 

others in a similar position. You can measure against 

yourself, but often it’s useful to have the wider sector 

or industry context. 

Benchmarks can be used as evidence of what’s 

working well, what’s working not so well, and to make 

a case for change. If you want to measure progress 

and continually improve what you do, benchmarks are 

important. 

One of the reasons the AMA exists is to help people 

share learning and best practice, so that individuals 

and organisations can continuously improve so that 

they can reach more and more diverse audiences, 

using an audience-focused approach to ensure a 

resilient and sustainable sector. 

As part of this, we help members to connect and 

share experiences with other people in similar roles 

and organisations. This can be a great way to get new 

ideas but it’s also hugely helpful to get a feel for how 

you’re doing. Is a 40% open rate for emails good, bad, 

or indifferent? Do your benchmarks look like everyone 

else’s? 

What should I be benchmarking?

We know that working in the cultural sector generally 

means you’ve not got enough time in the day and not 

enough budget to do half of what you want.  There’s 

a lot you could measure, but prioritising benchmarks 

generally boils down to two things: 

 — What can you measure, relatively easily? 

 — What’s important to you to measure? Anything 

that’s not important, forget it. 



How do you know if it’s important? 

Will it:

 — Help you do your job: will you do something 

differently if that benchmark says something is/is 

not working? 

 — Help show you are doing your job: can you show 

that benchmark to someone to demonstrate 

success or to support a case for change?

Hopefully you already measure what’s working and 

what’s not working, so you might have your own 

internal benchmarks to hand, even if you don’t use 

them formally. 

How can I benchmark?

Let’s start from the premise of: what can you 

benchmark? If you can’t measure it, you can’t 

benchmark it. 

You can start by looking at your own average 

benchmarks to get a feel for your ‘normal’.  There’s a 

lot of tools out there to help you, some of which will 

also give you an idea of how you compare to general 

industry trends.

Website 

You can get a wealth of information from Google 

Analytics to tell you how your website is performing 

and how are users behaving. You can benchmark your 

own website against other similar industries if your 

website traffic and sector segment is sizeable enough: 

Google Help: Analytics Help.

(If you find Google Analytics a bit intimidating, the 

AMA regularly runs online training that unlocks the bits 

you need. Go to: AMA’s Training & Events.)

Emails 

For open rates, click throughs and unsubscribe rates, if 

you use a platform such as MailChimp or Dotmailer, or 

similar, you can pull this information relatively easily. 

Whether you’re on a free or pay for package depends 

on how much of the manual calculation you may need 

to do, but getting an average benchmark means you 

can spot anomalies and figure out what flopped and 

what flew, and take that learning forward. 

Mailchimp also pulls together industry benchmarks 

for different types of campaigns: Email Marketing 

Benchmarks. 

https://support.google.com/analytics/%23topic%3D3544906
https://www.a-m-a.co.uk/ama-training/
https://mailchimp.com/resources/email-marketing-benchmarks/
https://mailchimp.com/resources/email-marketing-benchmarks/
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Using this theory you are only 6 steps away from that 

important donor at any one time. Do an audit of your 

networks and think about who you know that knows 

someone else that might be connected to your ideal 

donors.
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Social Media

Rival IQ do an annual report which is: 2018 Social 

Media Industry Benchmark Report. 

For a more detailed analysis, if you use social media 

management platforms, the pay for versions, e.g. 

Hootsuite, can get you more information all in one 

place. 

Alternatively you can get free information through 

each social media channel, e.g. through Twitter 

Analytics and Facebook Analytics, and if you use 

video platforms like Vimeo or YouTube, you can also 

use their systems to establish benchmarks for % time 

viewed, etc.

Your own data

You should be able to access information like ticket 

sales, footfall or similar, from your own organisation. 

Cross-sector data 

You can also have a look at The Audience Agency’s 

tool Audience Finder, which has some free usability 

that can let you see national benchmarking for 

location, artform and audience spectrum segment.

https://www.rivaliq.com/blog/2018-social-media-industry-benchmark-report/
https://www.rivaliq.com/blog/2018-social-media-industry-benchmark-report/
https://audiencefinder.org/


For NPOS and charities, there’s also a free version 

of Culture Benchmark, which looks at income 

development, cost management and overall 

sustainability. 

Many of these tools aren’t specific to the cultural 

sector, and so identifying a suitable industry match 

can be tricky. 

What can I use benchmarks for?

You can use industry benchmarks to check how 

you’re doing, to set goals or targets, or to make a 

case for how you should be doing things in your own 

organisation. Or, you can use them to explain and 

understand why your organisation is getting certain 

results. 

If the industry benchmark for budget allocated 

to marketing activity is two or three times the 

percentage that you’re working with, then you can 

use that information to make a case for your function 

being underfunded. Alternatively, you could make the 

case for what a brilliant job you’re doing on such a 

comparative shoestring. 

For the benchmarks you are measuring within your 

own organisation, once you’ve figured out what your 

‘normal’ or average is,  you can use that to track or 

plan future activity. You can try something new and 

see if that delivers results that are better or worse than 

previous campaigns, and define what success would 

look like — e.g. if website traffic increased by 2% in the 

peak season, would that be good? If you’ve previously 

been tracking an ongoing decline in traffic, that could 

be a phenomenal result.  

 If you spot something notable about your 

benchmarks, and how they differ either from your 

‘normal’ or the industry benchmarks, then they’re 

worth looking at more closely. That goes for things 

both over- or underperforming. 

What are the risks of benchmarking?

Benchmarks can lack context. Without understanding 

what the numbers mean, they can be misconstrued. 

Not everything that affects performance will be in 

your control — so if attendance for your open air 

concert was poor due to torrential rain, then it’s not 

reasonable to call that a failure for not performing as 

well as last year’s sunny equivalent. It may be more 

https://mycake.org/culture-benchmark/


reasonable to have a weather-dependent benchmark, 

to help set parameters and plan for contingencies. 

Be careful that you’re comparing like with like — be 

aware of seasonality, for instance. If you’re working 

at a theatre, and the Christmas pantomime is your 

busiest time of year, then aiming to increase the 

benchmark from what it was in August by 2% might 

be a little unambitious. 

Some people can find benchmarks stressful and 

scary, as there can be a perceived risk that they will be 

blamed if benchmarks aren’t met or exceeded, but in 

a healthy organisational culture where the purpose of 

benchmarking is properly understood, this should not 

be the case.

My stuff is performing below the benchmarks … 

help!

If you are benchmarking your work, but you’re seeing 

things underperform or the benchmarks are moving 

in the wrong direction compared to others, then don’t 

panic. It is useful information which lets you know that 

something needs to be done differently so you can 

take action, rather than falling further into a  hole. The 

challenge is figuring out what’s going on and why.

Are you comparing like with like? If you’re trying to 

deliver against, say, an impressions benchmark with 

5% of budget to spend on social media compared to 

what everyone else is delivering on 10% of budget, 

then is it reasonable to expect that you will meet the 

same benchmark with less resource?

Did you take a calculated risk that didn’t pay off? In 

which case, you can likely attribute that reason to the 

performance — and no-one ever did anything great 

by playing it safe all the time. If your email campaign 

flops but you knew when you sent it that the copy 

was written in a new edgy style you were trying out, 

then maybe that’s okay, as it’s helped you refine your 

approach. 

The chances are you are good at your job and you can 

figure out why what’s happening is happening and 

take the learning forward. Or, find someone in your 

team you can discuss it with. If you’re benchmarking 

and have spotted an issue, then that’s part of doing 

your job too. 

Benchmarks won’t always improve, partly because 

the only constant in life is change. We don’t work in 

a bubble and things change in the wider ecosystem 

that impact our work. Sometimes it can be internal 
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changes that can change things, perhaps within your 

organisation but outside of your sphere of influence. 

In that event, all you can do is keep passing the 

information up/across. Benchmarks can be useful 

evidence, and evidence can be useful in effecting 

change.

My stuff is outperforming the benchmarks

Clearly, you’re amazing and wonderful and should take 

full credit. Seriously though, benchmarking can be a 

great opportunity to identify and celebrate success. 

Grab those opportunities with both hands. Just be 

sure that you’re making fair comparisons; if you’ve 

overspent, comparatively speaking, to overdeliver, 

then that’s not so much of a win). 

I can’t find a benchmark for the thing I want to 

measure … what do I do?

If it’s an important thing, chances are someone, 

somewhere has figured out a measure. 

Talking to peers can help, or drop us a line. The AMA 

is working with our members to produce benchmarks, 

so this is a great opportunity to shape that project. 
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