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> RESEARCH ROUND-UP 

R
esearching how satisfied
people are with the
experience your organisation
offers is not straightforward.

It is all too easy to research the
things that your colleagues think are
important rather than what really
matters to your customers.

Ellen Garbarino and Mark Thompson
analysed the experiences of
audiences at an off-Broadway
repertory theatre to try to identify the
factors that create customer
satisfaction and loyalty.1 They
concluded that, for frequent
attenders, satisfaction with the quality
of the acting was the main factor
driving trust and the preference for
familiar actors drove commitment.
The quality of the physical facilities
affected their satisfaction but not
their levels of trust, commitment or
their future intention to return.

This will have pleased the theatre’s
management team as its artistic
policy is centred on a resident
company of actors, some of whom
have been with the theatre for many
years. But that is why this piece of
research is problematic.

The questionnaire asked 33
questions. Seventeen measured just
four aspects: actor satisfaction,
preference for familiar actors, the
plays on offer and the physical
facilities. The rest of the questions
were designed to assess the impact of
this satisfaction on trust and
commitment. The four aspects of
satisfaction were chosen because
they fitted the management team’s
vision of what is important about
going to the theatre. But is this the
same as their audiences’ vision? The

researchers say they concentrated on
satisfaction with the actors because
contact with other theatre staff is
‘limited and peripheral to the theatre
experience’. How do they know? They
certainly didn’t ask.

In their research into museum
visitors, Paul Harrison and Robin Shaw
point out that previous work on
customer experience has shown that
customer service, especially
interactions with staff, has an
influence on loyalty.2 They therefore
chose to ask visitors about their
satisfaction with facilities, staff service
and the exhibition experience in order
to explore links between satisfaction
and the visitors’ intentions to return
and to recommend the museum to
others. Again, though, these aspects
were chosen because they fitted the
researchers’ hypotheses about the
visitor experience, rather than
because they were important to the
visitors themselves.

So what should we ask customers
about their experience of our
organisations?

Our visitors, attenders or
participants are satisfied when their
expectations are met. Jerry Yoshitomi
describes how these expectations are
driven by personal beliefs and social
norms.3 This means that what people
expect to get out of an arts
experience varies widely and may be
based on myth, not fact. As Jerry
Yoshitomi writes in Engage Now!:

The ‘experience’ is not limited to the
art. It is the sum of all the benefits
and costs – artistic, practical, and
environmental. It is, as well, the
interaction of the art with the

participant’s identity, sense of self,
personality, social groups, and so on. 

To research customer satisfaction,
we must therefore understand our
customers’ expectations and the
personal meanings that influence their
actual experience. Engage Now!
includes a useful summary of what
these could consist of. Lots of useful
research is available that has not been
framed by the assumptions of arts
managers or researchers. And then, of
course, we need to check our own
assumptions. This could be as simple
as listening to a handful of our
customers talk about their experience.

We could also use research methods
that allow us to see the experience
we offer from the customers’ point of
view. Gillian Savage and Jane James
have written a practical guide to using
observation techniques in the heritage
sector that would be equally applicable
to assessing how audiences engage
with the performing arts.4

We need a constant reality check
because we make so many
assumptions. Research into audiences
for contemporary dance showed that,
contrary to at least my expectations,
pre-performance talks had no impact on
whether attenders could make sense
of contemporary dance works. What
seemed to make the difference was
giving them time for calm reflection
after seeing the performance.5

See page 23 for reports referred to above.
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Over time, consumers have moved from purchasing
raw materials, to purchasing goods, then services,
and now the emphasis is shifting to purchasing
’experiences’. As audiences move from being passive
receptacles into active, engaged participants, what
does this mean for the way we interact and
communicate with them? How will our marketing
need to change?  

This day event (incorporating the AMA AGM) will
explore the changing expectations of audiences and
the emerging priorities from funders, which are

combining to focus our attention on ‘developing
participation’ in the arts. 

Attend this day event to gain:
• understanding of the opportunities these changes 

might present for the sector
• insights into how other sectors are tackling 

similar challenges
• creative ideas on how to develop participation 

within your organisation.

Cost: £125 + VAT AMA member 
£180 + VAT non AMA member   
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