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Foreword

In 2005 ITC, SOLT & TMA held a joint conference where Stewart Wallis,
CEO of nef (the new economics foundation), joined a panel discussion on
‘Relevance’ and spoke to the Theatre Industry about the concept of well-
being. He posed nef’s question ‘What would politics look like if promoting
people’s well-being was government’s main aim?’ and then began to
explore what the role and value of the performing arts might be if that were
the scenario.

The industry pricked up its collective ears; accustomed to an often stifling
culture of top-down measurement through instrumental outcomes, it was
intrigued by the idea of ‘measuring what matters’.

We joined forces to commission nef to conduct this piece of research and
create a tool usable across the whole industry to measure the impact of
theatre on people’s well-being. The capacity of theatre to deliver meaning,
entertainment and a shared experience gives it the potential to deliver a
deeper impact on society that goes far beyond the economic or the
instrumental.

Policy-makers have already expressed an interest in this work. What
excites them is that the impetus and enthusiasm for this research came
from the industry and the tool has been developed with practitioners.

We want to find out more about the impact of theatre through our members’
use of this tool. We are confident that it has been well researched by nef
and we are particularly grateful to our member organisations that helped to
test it. Now we hope the industry will use it and share what it discovers.

Charlotte Jones Richard Pulford

Chief Executive (ITC) Chief Executive (SOLT/TMA)
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Consultation and initial development

The next stage of research involved two concurrent approaches. First, 2500
regular theatregoers completed an online survey that asked them to reflect
on their most recent theatre experience. Secondly, a series of one-to-one
interviews were held with prominent theatre professionals, including theatre
managers, performers and producers.

The aim of both pieces of research was to understand the main elements of
a theatre audience’s experience and develop this into a conceptual
framework.

Piloting and refining the measurement tool

After this initial research, a number of questions were developed that could
be used in surveys to capture the various elements of the conceptual
framework.

Versions of the survey were piloted by four different theatre companies, at
highly contrasting productions. Data were collected and analysed, leading
to refinement of the overall framework and of the survey questions
themselves.

The Audience Experience Framework is described in Chapter 3, whilst the
associate survey questions are collected together in Chapter 4.

What does it contain?

Chapter 2 explains more about the background to the handbook.

Chapter 3 describes the Audience Experience Framework, which underpins
the approach to measurement and evaluation described in the handbook.

Chapter 4 provides a set of tried and tested survey questions that
operationalise the Audience Experience Framework, along with some
guidance about how to use them and four sample survey templates.

Chapter 5 uses data gathered during the piloting phase of research to
illustrate some of the issues that can be explored using audience
experience data.

Chapter 6 gives some practical guidance on how to conduct a good survey.

Chapter 7 describes how data collected as part of an audience experience
survey can be used in the context of a whole evaluation process. It also
provides a number of fictional case studies.

Finding out more gives references for further reading and contact
information for the organisations involved in developing this work.

Appendix 1 explores in more detail the ideas behind subjective data
collection. It compares three alternative ways to collect subjective
information from audiences: surveys, interviews and focus groups.

Appendix 2 provides an introduction to analysing and presenting numerical
survey data. It is intended as a brief ‘refresher’ for readers who may not use
this kind of data in their day-to-day work.

Appendix 3 summarises guidance from a child psychologist regarding the
use of the audience experience survey with children of different ages.
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…always far too many questions, far too much paperwork, and often in
language that we don’t use in the arts.

At the same time, though, as another Artistic Director explained:

The problem with only assessing numbers is that you get funding
bodies wanting to put on more theatre, rather than necessarily better
theatre.

In other words, focusing measurement on the number, gender, ethnicity,
socio-economic groups or age of the audience can sometimes lead –
unintentionally – to a misalignment of motivations between theatre
professionals and funders.

This is the nub of the problem. The kinds of measurement that are currently
prevalent in the theatre sector do not seem to encourage work that is
concordant with the actual artistic motivations of theatre professionals. For
instance, in terms of both the number and the diversity of people who
attend performances, one theatre company noted that its audience
development targets:

…will be lower for new work … and far fewer people will see it. But it is
this work that most often touches and resonates with individuals,
affecting their lives and sometimes their futures, in a profound way.

It is a matter of opinion whether new work per se is more likely to have a
powerful affect on people than older pieces. However, highlighting the
detrimental effects of ill-thought-out measurement on artistic decisions is an
important insight. By emphasising the measurement of factors that are (at
least relatively) easy to quantify, this kind of evaluation puts pressure on
theatre companies to produce work that scores well on these factors – that
‘ticks the right boxes’. If exerted directly by a funding body, this pressure
can be extremely unwelcome, not to say stifling. After all, whilst

…numbers attending and breakdown is useful for general analysis …
the creative process should not be driven by numbers.

Another problem noted by several respondents was the lack of flexibility in
existing approaches to evaluation:

…big foundations and agencies like [Arts Council of England] are more
difficult to comply with than smaller trusts, as they … have standard
forms for measuring ‘success’ that are often not really adequate or
applicable to our projects or don’t give enough scope to explain the
figures and their real impact (often quite a skewed view can be gained
from just looking at quantitative data).

Moreover, several companies noted that when taking their own initiative to
evaluate projects in more meaningful and relevant terms, the response
from funders can be less than overwhelming. One company manager noted
ruefully:

I evaluate each project thoroughly but find that little notice is taken of
my evaluation forms.

Another had reached the dispiriting conclusion:

Funders want numbers. That’s it really.

Even those companies whose work does have a very explicit social agenda
can suffer from the problem of perverse targets:

…working with young people with behavioural issues requires high
levels of staffing and low numbers of participants – but it would look on
paper as if the company were doing better if we ignored best practice
and crammed more kids in.
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In summary, there is little doubt that information about who goes to the
theatre, how often, and how much they spend on tickets can be useful and
interesting. But the basic difficulty with this ‘head-count’ approach is that it
makes no attempt to assess the human impact of the performing arts on
people’s lives. If support for such evaluation is relatively lukewarm from
within the theatre community, this may be one of the reasons why.

A new approach

This raises the question of whether measurement and evaluation in theatre
could be approached in a way that focused directly on the experiences of
those who engage with it.

The starting point for the approach to evaluation described in this handbook
is to ask: why do people go to the theatre?

Intuitively, the answer is enjoyment. After all, for most people, theatre’s
primary function is as a source of entertainment. Whilst there are a minority
of theatregoers (for instance, newspaper critics) who attend the theatre in a
professional capacity, for the large majority theatre-going is an avocation –
one in which they actively choose to participate, presumably in preference
to other entertainment that may be available.

If ‘enjoyment’ sounds like too flimsy a word to hold the potential range and
power of many theatre experiences, then it can be thought of another way,
in terms of what economists call opportunity cost. If a person chooses to
spend his/her evening at the theatre, that means not spending it doing
something else – watching TV, going for a meal, going to the gym and so
on. The opportunity cost of a trip to the theatre is the next best thing he or
she could have done instead. Buying a ticket and setting an evening aside
implies an active decision to see a performance rather than do something
else, and therefore an anticipation of having a good time.

Thus, people value the experiences they have when attending the theatre.
They will find their visit ‘enjoyable’, in this broad sense, if it provides an
experience that is preferable – relatively speaking – to that which may have
been provided by anything else they might have chosen to do instead. In
other words, as the manager of one theatre company puts it, the audience

…should feel the whole experience was worth coming out for.

This handbook focuses on helping theatre companies explore what it is
about a good theatre experience that makes it ‘worth coming out for’. This
is a good deal more difficult than simply counting box-office receipts, but
also more rewarding and useful. The next section considers some of the
practical issues with which an approach to evaluation based on audience
experience must contend.
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In principle then, it should be possible to identify a set of dimensions on
which different people’s experience of theatre can be described and
compared. That is the aim of the Audience Experience Framework.

Developing the model

As noted in Chapter 1, two pieces of research were undertaken to develop
the Framework:

1. An online survey of around 2500 regular theatregoers. This asked
them to recall the last piece of theatre which they attended and
describe the experience, both in their own words and using some
ratings scales.

2. A series of interviews with leading theatre professionals including
actors, directors and producers. The interviews focused on how
they took account of the audience experience in the course of their
work.

From this research, five dimensions of audience experience were identified,
as outlined below.

1. Engagement and concentration

The extent to which the performance captures and maintains the
audience’s attention was consistently found to be the strongest single
theme to emerge from the interviews, and the most important factor in the
statistical analysis of the online survey.

One interviewee, for instance, described a successful performance as one

…where an audience of every age group, from 5 through to 95, is absolutely
enraptured and focused on what is going on the stage.

Respondents to the survey described feeling a sense of timelessness, of
being ‘lost in the moment’, and of feeling totally immersed in the
performance almost as if they were actually part of it.

Flow in the theatre

In 1990, American psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi published a seminal book on the
psychological phenomenon of flow. Csikszentmihalyi noticed that people who are engaged
in challenging activities often experience a distinctive feeling of deep, effortless
concentration, total immersion in the task and a distorted sense of time. Across fields as
diverse as acting, drawing, skiing, reading and rock-climbing, the basic characteristics of
the experience seem to be the same. People report that these experiences are enjoyable
and fulfilling in themselves – they are intrinsically rewarding. Csikszentmihalyi called them
‘flow’ experiences because of the overwhelming sense of being ‘swept along’ in the
moment.

The concept of flow is usually associated with interactive, ‘doing’ tasks (like playing a
game or working on a puzzle). However, the similarity between the character of flow states
and the experience of watching really good theatre are striking. Even though an audience
member is not actively participating in the action on stage, it may be that flow-like states
can arise when they are completely absorbed by the performance.
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these aims are, and about how to demonstrate that a performance, a series
of shows or even a whole season’s work was ‘successful’ in its own terms.

Using the Framework, it is possible for makers of theatre to identify in
advance the kinds of experiences they hope to elicit in the audience, in
much the same way that they might identify in advance the targets for box-
office revenue or audience demographics. This is a critical stage of
designing and conducting a whole project evaluation, and is discussed in
more detail in Chapter 7 of this handbook.
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Using all three items for each dimension will provide a more robust
measurement than just using one. For the purpose of analysis and
presentation, these can be combined into a single score by calculating the
arithmetic mean of the three, for each respondent.

For a shortened survey, using only using a single item for each dimension,
the items in bold type are recommended.

The arrow represents the rating scale, which may vary depending on how
the survey is being used.

Agree/disagree scales can easily be constructed by choosing one or other
statement from a pair and asking people to rate their agreement with it.
Bear in mind that if multiple agree/disagree items for one dimension are
used but with statements from opposite sides – e.g., ‘It felt like time was
passing slowly’ and ‘I was often on the edge of my seat’ – the resulting
scores must be reversed before being combined together.



My concentration was
wandering

I was completely
absorbed by what was
happening

It felt like time was
passing slowly

I hardly noticed the
time passing

The performance didn’t
really hold my attention

I was often on the
edge of my seat
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I didn’t feel like I was
learning anything

My eyes were opened
to some new ideas

I was mostly in my
‘comfort zone’

I felt challenged and
provoked

There was nothing
much new for me

It got me thinking about
things differently
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It didn’t really
get me going

I was gripped by the
sights and sounds of
the performance

I felt tired and
uninterested

I felt lively and
enthusiastic

I felt flat I felt tense and excited E
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y
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n

There wasn’t much
sense of atmosphere

I noticed a real buzz in
the audience

I didn’t feel much
connection with other

audience members

It felt good to be
sharing the experience
with other people

I don’t feel much urge to
discuss the performance

I will be talking about
the experience for some
time to come
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I didn’t feel much
connection with the

characters/story

I felt I could really
identify with the
characters/story

There wasn’t really
much that touched

me

I found aspects of the
performance very
moving

It didn’t say much
about my life or

experiences

Some aspects of the
performance seemed
relevant to my own life

P
er

so
na

lr
es

on
an

ce
an

d
em

ot
io

na
l

co
nn

ec
tio

n



21

Additional items: Light/comedic pieces and overall evaluation

The following items may be useful for productions that have a strong
comedy element and/or are intended to be ‘light’ and enjoyable. They may
be used in addition to the core dimensions, or in place of questions on
Personal resonance and emotional connection.

There wasn’t much that
really made me laugh

I found the performance
very amusing

I didn’t really enjoy
myself It was a lot of fun

F
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d
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en

t

These two items can be used to provide an overall evaluation of the
experience.

Overall, I wish I had
done something else

instead
I feel really glad I came

On the whole, I found
the experience

disappointing

I found the whole
experience really
worthwhile

O
ve
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ll

ev
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n

Mood questions

In addition to finding out about the kind of experience audience members
had during the performance, it might be interesting to consider how this
affected their mood in general.

Psychologists have developed a number of different questionnaires for
assessing mood. This is a shortened version of one such questionnaire, the
Brief Mood Introspection Survey. Each item can be analysed separately, or
two separate scores can be constructed by combining the positive items
(‘Lively’, ‘Happy’, ‘Content’) and negative items (‘Tense’, ‘Fed-up’,
‘Gloomy’).

Note that these questions ask people at their mood at the time they are
completing the form. As such, these are not suitable for use in a survey that
is completed a long time after the performance has finished (e.g., in a
survey that is taken away for completion at home and return by post).
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Using the survey questions with children

Some pieces of theatre are devised for audiences of children or young
people, whereas others may attract a wide age range. One question that
arises is whether the survey questions above are suitable for use with
children. To explore this, the questions were reviewed by a psychologist
with expertise in child literacy.

In their present form, the core experience questions should be readable by
children of ages of 11–12 and upwards. However, the abstract nature of
some of the questions means that full comprehension may be more
challenging. Hence, the recommended minimum age for the questions is
14.

Developing specific children’s versions of the questions was not within the
scope of the current project, so a sample survey template for children is not
given here. However, a summary of the psychologist’s guidance is given in
Appendix 3. Using this guidance, it is possible to construct versions of the
survey that may be suitable for younger age groups.

Sample templates

The following pages provide some sample survey templates that are ready-
formatted for printing and immediate use. Each is accompanied by a ready
made spreadsheet template into which the data can be entered.

Template 1
Items included: All 15 audience experience items from the question

bank
Rating scale: Five-point differential scale.
Additional notes: This is the full version of the audience experience

survey. Each item can be analysed separately.
Alternatively, five separate scores can be calculated
by taking the mean score for the three items that
relate to each dimension of the Audience Experience
Framework.

Template 2
Items included: All 15 audience experience items from the question

bank
Rating scale: Five-point agree/disagree scale constructed using

the right-hand side of the differential scale version.
Additional notes: This is the full version of the audience experience

survey. Each item can be analysed separately.
Alternatively, five separate scores can be calculated
by taking the mean score for the three items that
relate to each dimension of the Audience Experience
Framework.

Template 3
Items included: Five audience experience items from the question

bank
Rating scale: Five-point differential scale.
Additional notes: This is a short version of the audience experience

survey, constructed using a single item for each
dimension of the framework.
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Template 4
Items included: Five audience experience items from the question

bank
Rating scale: Five-point agree/disagree scale constructed using

the right-hand side of the differential scale version.
Additional notes: This is a short version of the audience experience

survey, constructed using a single item for each
dimension of the framework.

Standard grouping questions
Items included: Gender, age, frequency of theatre attendance, star

rating
Additional notes: This is a set of standard grouping questions that is

useful for helping to understand the audience
experience data. It can be used with any of the
templates above.

Overall evaluation
Items included: Overall evaluation items
Rating scale: Five-point differential scale.
Additional notes: The attached spreadsheet templates include columns

for either two (Sheets 1 and 2) or one (Sheets 3 and
4) of the overall evaluation items.
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Example 1: Overall rating frequency

The simplest way to analyse audience survey data is to look at the proportion of people
who ticked each response. Although straightforward, this kind of analysis can often be
enlightening about the overall ‘tone’ of the audience’s reaction.

This example shows data that were collected at Play 3. At a glance, it is clear that most
people found the performance both engaging and emotionally moving. However, they
were much more equivocal in terms of shared experience and finding the work
challenging.

Disagree
strongly

Disagree
somewhat

Neither
agree
nor

disagree

Agree
somewhat

Agree
strongly

I hardly noticed the
time passing 8 10 14 32 36

I felt challenged and
provoked 13 20 36 21 10

I felt lively and enthusiastic 15 8 28 30 19

It felt good to be sharing the
experience with other
people

12 14 33 21 20

I found aspects of the
performance very moving 9 7 15 36 33
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Example 2: Comparing four different plays

This radar plot compares overall ratings from all four plays to one another. From these
data, it is clear that Play 1, a gritty and realistic work based on true-life events, was
found to be the most challenging and personally resonant. By contrast, Play 2, a lively
comedy, conveyed the greatest sense of energy but was the least challenging and
resonant.

This kind of analysis might be useful for theatre companies that produce a number of
contrasting plays throughout the year and wish to compare audience experiences
across the whole season.
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Example 3: Comparing by ‘star rating’

Many theatregoers will be familiar with the ‘star ratings’ used by newspaper theatre
critics to indicate their appraisal of theatre and music events. In the pilot surveys,
respondents were asked to give the performance a star rating, which was then used as
a grouping variable.

Unsurprisingly, there was a clear difference on all five experience dimensions between
those who gave 3 and 5 stars, with the most pronounced differences in engagement
and concentration and personal resonance and emotional connection.

Given large enough samples, this kind of analysis could help a theatre company to
understand which factors are most important for giving rise to a good overall
evaluation. It might be, for instance, that learning and challenge is a good predictor of
overall enjoyment for some kinds of productions (e.g., historical plays) than others
(e.g., contemporary musicals).
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Example 4: Comparing by regularity of theatre attendance

It would be plausible to hypothesise that people who attend the theatre regularly might
have different responses to those who attend only infrequently.

The graph shows audience experiences across all of the performances included in the
pilot surveys. Respondents have been grouped by frequency of theatre attendance,
with the numbers in brackets being the number of visits to the theatre made in the
previous year. It seems that the more frequent theatregoers were relatively less likely to
find the performance engaging and personally resonant. Note, however, that the scale
of this graph is different to the previous two; this suggests that the relative differences
between groups are considerably smaller.
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Example 5: Comparing venues

As noted above, Play 4 was a touring production that played to a number of small
theatres and community venues around the UK.

This graph show ratings for engagement and concentration for 11 of the venues (those
where the sample size was sufficiently large). With more information about the makeup
of the sample, it might be possible to draw inferences about why this particular pattern
of results occurred. For instance, according to the tour manager, the audience in
Taunton contained a much higher-than-average number of school-age students.
Perhaps this helps to account for why they seemed to find the play so much less
engaging than many other audiences.
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Sample size

Broadly speaking, the more people in the sample, the more confident one
can be that the ‘average’ of their experience is close to that of the total
population under consideration.

This is fairly intuitive. If one person was picked at random from an audience
of 500, the chances of his/her particular experience being very typical of
everyone else’s would be small. He or she might have particularly disliked
the play, or have been feeling ill and found it hard to concentrate, or be an
obsessive fan of the lead actor.

If, on the other hand, 100 people were surveyed, the sample would contain
a range of different experiences. Whilst no single person could be
considered typical of the audience as a whole, it would be much more
reasonable to assert that the average experience of all 100 people was a
good approximation for the whole audience.

This raises the question of how many people are needed in a sample in
order to be confident that generalisations about the population are
reasonable. Unfortunately, there is no straightforward answer. Statisticians
have developed sophisticated ways of calculating how large a sample is
required in a given situation, but they require a number of assumptions to
be made and some slightly tricky mathematics. As a general rule of thumb,
15–20 people should probably be regarded as a practical minimum sample
size. To compare two groups within the audience (say, women and men)
would require a sample of 15–20 from each group.

Representativeness

As well as the size of the sample, another consideration is how
representative it is of the audience at large, or of the particular groups
within the audience that are of interest.

Many theatres attract an audience who are similar in some way. A theatre
known for its avant-garde productions will tend to attract a different kind of
crowd than one that specialises in family musicals, and so on. If the sample
is very representative of the population – that is, if it contains people who
are highly typical of the overall audience – generalisations about the
population can be made with reasonable confidence. However, if the
sample is particularly unrepresentative for some reason, more caution is
required. Case study 1 gives an example of how an unrepresentative
sample could occur.

To an extent, sample size and representativeness compensate for one
another. In other words, a smaller sample might be satisfactory if they are
all highly representative; conversely, representativeness may be less of a
worry if the size of the sample is very large relative to the overall
population. In general, though, it is worth trying to bear both factors in mind
when collecting and analysing data.
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Audience survey practicalities: Frequently Asked Questions

Q. When is the best time to distribute an audience experience survey?

A. The aim of the survey is to describe the experience audience members
had as they watched the performance. It would be impractical to have
people actually fill-out surveys during the show (not to mention distracting
for other people). The next best thing is therefore to try and collect data as
soon as possible after the performance has finished. That way, the
experience will still be very fresh in people’s minds and they will not have
had too much time to discuss it with others (which will influence what they
remember).

In the development work for this handbook, it was usually found to be quite
possible to hand out survey forms as people leave the auditorium, so that
they could complete them there and then and hand them straight back. An
alternative is to give out the surveys as people enter the auditorium, or
even leave them on seats, although in this case it is hard to stop people
from reading the survey before the performance, which might in itself have
an impact on their experience and expectations.

Q. Will additional staff be required for the survey?

A. Not necessarily, although having a few extra people to help out might
make things run more smoothly. One idea would be to have one or two
staff whose job is to distribute surveys, whilst another one or two are tasked
with collecting them.

Q. What is the best way to print surveys?

A. People will find it easier to complete the survey quickly if it is printed on a
single, relatively small piece of paper or card. During piloting, printing
surveys on A5 size paper was found to work effectively. However, it is also
a good idea to have some larger-sized surveys on hand too, for any
audience members requiring larger print.

If the audience experience questions are being embedded within a larger
survey, it is a good idea to pay attention to making the formatting and
design consistent throughout – it can be confusing to have a mixture of
different styles within the same questionnaire.

Case study 1: An unrepresentative sample

A repertory theatre in a small town is conducting an audience survey for its new production
of Twelfth Night.

Its usual audience consists mainly of older people who live in the town and are fairly
regular theatregoers. However, on the night of the survey there happen to be two coach
parties of 15/16-year-olds who are studying the play for their English GCSE. There are 287
people in the audience, of whom 126 – nearly 44 per cent – are students, most of whom
have never been to the theatre before.

After distributing the surveys as people leave the auditorium, the theatre management
finds that of 67 people in its sample, 38 are students. At 57 per cent, that is a little higher
than the total proportion in the audience (it seems that the students enjoyed filling in the
surveys).

Because the sample seems to be unrepresentative of the usual audience, theatre
management is extremely cautious when interpreting the data and does not to make
generalisations about how the audience experienced Twelfth Night across its whole run.
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Q. Is any training required?

A. Not for distributing and collecting surveys, although it is a good idea to
ensure that staff are briefed with answers to a few of the more obvious
questions: what the survey is for, who designed it, whether it is anonymous,
and so on.

Q. Conducting a survey on the night just isn’t practical. Are there other
ways of collecting data?

In some theatres, for instance those in which it is difficult for the audience
to remain in the foyer, an option is to give people survey forms to complete
at home and ask them to return them by post. However, there are a number
of reasons why this is not ideal. Firstly, it means that the time between the
performance experience itself and actually completing the form is likely to
be much longer overall. Secondly, it will be more variable between people –
some may complete the survey on the way home, whereas some might
complete it several days later. Thirdly, there is always the risk that people
will simply forget to send the surveys, with the result that the sample is very
small. Sending the survey via e-mail is another alternative, although is
subject to some of the same problems and also tends to encourage a
selection bias whereby only those people who happen to use e-mail
regularly end up participating in the survey.

If a survey is not practical, it may be that other modes of enquiry are more
appropriate. Appendix 1 discusses how interviews and focus groups might
be used as an alternative to surveys, but still based on the Audience
Experience Framework.
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A good evaluation consists of three phases:

1. The planning phase, in which parameters for the evaluation are
established: What is the aim of the evaluation? Who will the project
benefit, and how? At this point, it is important to identify the kinds of
information that will be required to see whether or not the project
was successful.

2. The measurement phase, where data are collected that will enable
evaluation of the project.

3. The reflection phase, where the data that have been collected are
analysed in light of the original objectives and considered in terms
of lessons for the future.

Planning

One way to think about the planning stage is to identify answers to three
questions:

1. What is the evaluation intended to find out?

2. Who will benefit from the production?

3. What is the ‘hypothesis’? In other words, how will they benefit?

What is the evaluation hoping to find out?

This seems the most obvious of the three questions – after all, there is no
point spending time and effort collecting data without a clear idea of how it
will be used or what it is expected to reveal. Nonetheless, it is perhaps the
easiest one to overlook.

An evaluation is likely to be shaped by the needs of the people who will use
it. For instance, a project evaluation for a funder may need different kinds of
information, or a different mode of presentation, to an internal report for
theatre management or trustees.

Case study 2: A challenging work for new audiences

A dance company has developed a new work on a difficult social theme. It will play to
audiences of adolescents who are not regular theatregoers. The company is interested in
finding out the extent to which audience members made connections between the themes
of the performance and their own lives.

After each performance, a short survey is administered to all audience members asking
them to rate different elements of their experience according to the Audience Experience
Framework. On three occasions during the run, members of the company also facilitate a
focus group with a small selection of adolescents from the audience, who are encouraged
to reflect on their feelings during the performance and relate the themes to their own
experiences.

At the end of the project, the company presents a combined qualitative/quantitative report
to its funders, providing evidence of how the audience’s perceptions were challenged.
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Finding out more

Analysing data

If you want to find out more about the kinds of things that can be done with
quantitative data, there are a large number of textbooks available. Here are
two very readable introductions. They both use SPSS, a popular piece of
statistical analysis software, for demonstration purposes, but you do not
need to have SPSS to find them useful.

Field AP (2005) Discovering Statistics using SPSS 2nd Ed. (London:
Sage).

Dancey CP and Reidy J (2008) Statistics without maths for psychology
4th Ed. (Harlow, UK: Pearson Education).

For approaches to conducting and analysing interview data, again there are
a large number of books to choose from. A readable introduction is:

Willig C (2008) Introducing qualitative research in psychology 2nd Ed.
(London: Open University Press).

Contact information

nef (the new economics foundation)
3 Jonathan Street
London SE11 5NH
www.neweconomics.org

Independent Theatre Council
12 The Leathermarket
Weston Street
London SE1 3ER
www.itc-arts.org

Society of London Theatre
32 Rose Street
London WC2E 9ET
www.solt.co.uk

Theatrical Management Association
32 Rose Street
London WC2E 9ET
http://www.tmauk.org/
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Appendix 1: Collecting subjective data

Introduction

When people talk about measurement, they are usually referring to physical
properties of the world – dimensions such as length, pressure, luminosity
and so on. Measuring these kinds of dimensions accurately can poses a
technical challenge (ensuring that your measuring instruments are
calibrated reliably, for instance) but there is no basic problem of identifying
the thing that is to be measured.

Capturing feelings and experiences is not the same as measuring physical
properties of the world. Experiences happen inside people’s heads and
cannot be observed directly. Someone who is experiencing feelings of, say,
anxiety may show certain characteristic behaviours (e.g., wringing his/her
hands, pacing up and down) but these are just ‘symptoms’ of his/her
anxious feelings. Measuring these behaviours would not be much help in
understanding the actual thoughts that someone has when her or she is
anxious, what is causing these thoughts or what impact they have on
his/her life more widely.

In the same way, it might be possible to find some behavioural ‘symptoms’
that indicate whether or not people have had a good theatre experience.
The length of time the applause lasts after the curtain comes down could
be measured, for instance, or the decibel level as people leave the
auditorium. The numbers of repeat bookings people make, or the amount of
money they spend on theatre visits in an average year might be used as
positive indicators. But none of this would really help understand what
theatre experiences feel like.

To find out what people are thinking and feeling – to know about their
subjective experiences – there is no real alternative to asking them.
Researchers have developed a large number of methodologies for
collecting subjective data about people’s thoughts and feelings. This is a
complex area – the following is a brief and general overview of three
popular approaches:

1. Audience surveys

2. Interviews

3. Focus groups
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Appendix 2: An introduction to
analysing quantitative data

Introduction to data analysis

Analysing quantitative data can be a complicated and involved business.
This Appendix is intended to give readers an introduction to the kinds of
questions that can be explored using quantitative survey data.

Doing some basic data exploration does not require expert knowledge of
statistical methods and is a good way to get a sense of whether or not the
results of the survey are likely to reveal anything interesting. However,
working out whether results are ‘statistically significant’ – that is, whether it
is possible to be confident that they did not simply arise by chance – is
more complex. A statistician will be able to help determine precisely what
can and cannot reasonable be inferred from the data.

Entering data into a spreadsheet

Most people will want to put the data they have collected into a
spreadsheet program such as MS Excel. The best way to do this is to have
a separate row for every person who was included in the survey and a
separate column for every item. Then it is simply a matter of typing in the
numbers that correspond to people’s responses. For instance:

Participant
code

Engagement
and
concentration

Learning
and
Challenge

Shared
experience
and
atmosphere

etc

A 5 1 3
B 3 2 4
C 2 3 2
D 1 7 2
etc…

Getting a feel for the data

Once the data have been entered into a spreadsheet, it is useful to
calculate some basic statistics (note that the supplied spreadsheet
templates do this automatically). These are often referred to as descriptive
statistics, since they summarise and describe the characteristics of a set of
data.

Frequency

The most simple and straightforward descriptive statistic is simply the
number of people who ticked each response on each item – this is called
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the frequency. Frequency can be expressed in terms of raw numbers, or in
terms of percentages.

For instance, the following table shows the frequency of different ratings
expressed as a percentage of the total sample for a given performance:

At a glance, it is easy to see that whilst the large majority of people in this
sample found the performance funny and engaging, there was much less
agreement about the extent to which it felt challenging as opposed to
comfortable.

Mean

The mean is the mathematical average rating. For instance, imagine that a
survey was conducted in which the first item was:

My concentration was
wandering

I was completely absorbed
by what was happening

It was completed by 9 people, using a 5-point rating scale (note that this
would be considered a very small sample). They gave ratings of: 5, 2, 4, 3,
1, 5, 5, 4, 3. To calculate the mean score you would add these together (i.e.
5 + 2 + 4 + 3 + 1 + 5 + 5 + 4 + 3 = 32) and divide by the total number of
people (i.e., 32/9 = 3.56).

If two or three items have been included in the survey for each of the
audience experience dimensions (Chapter 5), the easiest way to combine
them together into a single score is to calculate the mean.

Median

If all the scores are placed in ascending order, the median score would be
the one in the middle. In this case, it would be 4 (i.e.: 1, 2, 3, 3, 4, 4, 5, 5,
5).

Comparing the mean and the median is a good way of checking a data set.
The median score will often be similar to the mean, but sometimes it is
quite different – if this is the case, it may be that one or two people in the
sample gave scores that are very different from the majority.



56

For instance, imagine that the scores for some item were given on a 7-point
scale: 1, 7, 7, 5, 1, 7, 7, 7, 6. In this case, the mean rating is 5.3 but the
median is 7, close to two points higher. The two people who gave ratings of
1 clearly reported a very different experience to the rest of the sample.
Maybe it would be worth looking at these individuals in detail. Perhaps they
are different from the others in some important respect?

Standard deviation

This statistic indicates how much, on average, each score differs from the
mean of the whole sample. Standard deviation is a useful way of measuring
dispersion – so, if people in the sample gave widely different ratings the
standard deviation would be high, whereas if they all tended to give similar
ratings the standard deviation would be low. Standard deviation is more
complicated to calculate ‘by hand’, but is easily obtained automatically
using a software package like MS Excel.

More sophisticated analyses

Quantitative survey data also allow more sophisticated analyses to be
conducted. In most cases, it is likely that these will focus on one of two
general classes of question: differences and relationships.

Differences

When groups within the audience are being compared, the key question is
usually whether they are different from one another in some way.

For instance, it might be interesting to know whether men and women
experienced a different degree of personal resonance and emotional
connection in response to a particular performance. To make the
comparison, the total sample could be divided according to gender and
then average scores for personal resonance… calculated for each group.
To make it easier to interpret the results, it would be helpful to express the
means for each group on bar chart.

Personal resonance and emotional connection

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

Men Women

In this example, it seems that women in the audience found the play to be
more personally and emotionally resonant than men. However, to establish
whether or not this difference is statistically significant – that is, whether or
not is likely to have arisen by chance – a formal statistical test would need
to be calculated (such as an independent sample t-test or the Mann-
Whitney test).
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Relationships

The second kind of question concerns the relationship between different
dimensions of experience. Do certain kinds of experience tend to go
together?

For instance, imagine that a survey was conducted at a West End musical
based around the songs of a well-known pop band. It might be imagined
that people who experienced the performance as energetic and lively would
also be more likely to find that it held their concentration. To explore this
hypothesis, a scatterplot could be drawn. Each respondent is represented
on the graph by a dot, with the position determined according to their rating
for each dimension:
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In this example, it appears that there is a relationship between Energy and
tension and Engagement and concentration – in other words, people who
give high ratings for one were more likely to give high ratings for the other,
and vice versa.

As with the previous example, a statistical test (a correlation coefficient
such as Pearson’s r) would need to be calculated in order to establish
whether or this relationship is statistically significant.

A note on standardised scores

Imagine that a theatre company compared men and women’s ratings of
learning and challenge for a given production. It found that men gave an
average rating of 2.4 whereas women gave an average of 4.3. Everyone
saw the same performance and answered the same questions, so –
assuming the sample of both women and men was reasonably large and
representative – it seems valid to say that women found the production
more eye-opening than men, on the whole.

However, if the survey also found that women rated engagement and
concentration at 3.1, would it be reasonable to say that they found the play
more challenging than engaging? Not really, because there is no way to
know if ‘unit’ of challenge is the same as a ‘unit’ of engagement – they are
not the same kind of thing. A similar problem – of not comparing ‘like with
like’ – arises when comparing between different productions.





Appendix 3: Surveying children

Introduction

Some pieces of theatre are devised for audiences of children or young
people, whereas others may attract a wide age range. In these cases, it
may be important or interesting to capture the ways that children
experienced the theatre.

However, children of different ages have differing ability to read and
comprehend survey questions. To explore the suitability of the questions
presented in Chapter 4 for younger age groups, a short report was
commissioned from a psychologist with expertise in child literacy. A
summary of the advice is given below.

It is important to note that the suggested changes to survey questions have
not been tested in practice, since this was outside the scope of the project.

Using the survey as it stands

The questions in bold should be readable by an audience of typical 9-10
year olds. However, adding in the other questions, the readability level falls
slightly. Therefore, the full survey should be readable by an audience of 11-
12 year olds.

Generally, while the questions are readable by 11-12 year olds, some of
the questions are phrased in the passive voice and others are quite
abstract. This means that comprehension (as opposed to readability) may
be more difficult.

The overall survey is thus recommended for 14 year olds and above.

Adapting the survey for 8-10 year olds

To improve ease of readability and comprehension, and to make the survey
suitable for 8-10 year olds and above, two recommendations are made.
Firstly, some questions need to be changed from passive to active voice.
Secondly, some of the more abstract questions need to be made more
concrete.

Some specific suggestions for are given below, with the original version in
normal type and the suggested new version in italics.




