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Attendance and Participation 
 
Classical Music Consumer Segmentation Study: How Americans Relate to Classical Music and 
Their Local Orchestras 
John S. and James L. Knight Foundation (www.knightfdn.org) – October 2002 
www.knightfdn.org/default.asp?story=/research/cultural/consumersegmentation/default.html 
 
This study uses extensive quantitative and qualitative research to examine the relationship between 
classical music listeners, concert audiences and orchestras in the US. With total interviews and surveys 
of about 25,000 adults through both a national study of classical music consumers and in-depth 
interviews in 15 participating communities, the research is billed as “the most comprehensive discipline-
specific audience study ever undertaken in the United States”. The report provides detailed and valuable 
research into the challenges faced by orchestras across North America. 
 
The study is “both reassuring and challenging to orchestras”. It is reassuring because the potential 
audience for classical music looks healthy: “classical music is alive and well – in a new sense – and 
touching people in ways that no one could have imagined 20 years ago”. The research finds challenging 
issues in that “orchestras are hard pressed to adapt to a rapidly evolving cultural landscape and to 
respond competitively to marketing challenges and social pressure for more intense leisure experiences”. 
 
The “new model of classical consumers” in the report estimates that current and prospective audiences 
average 27% of adults in the 15 participating communities. This includes 4% of adults who attend on a 
regular basis, 15% who are “low frequency alumni” (i.e., former buyers who are not currently very active), 
and 8% who are “uninitiated prospects” (people with a close relationship to classical music but who have 
never attended a concert by the local orchestra included in the study). Many people listen to classical 
music at home or in their car (via radio or recordings) but don’t attend live concerts. Rather than seeing 
competition between live attendance and classical music radio and recordings, the report believes that 
orchestras can tap into these interested listeners. 
 
How can orchestras attract these prospects? In a result similar to that found in other studies (see the 
review of Arts & Culture: Community Connections in October’s Arts Research Monitor), the absence of 
social context is found to be a major barrier to attendance. The Knight Foundation research finds that 
consumers create complex “layers of value around classical music and the concert experience” that go 
well beyond the intrinsic benefits of listening to beautiful music, including entertaining family and friends, 
nurturing and sustaining personal relationships, and other social interactions. 
 
Orchestras must know their current and potential audience base and try to cater to their specific needs by 
devising “marketing strategies that leverage the potent currency of social context”. Ideas include “concert 
clubs (much like book clubs), thematic packaging, more clever sales messages, broad-based prospect 
campaigns, low-threshold trial experiences, and cooperative marketing with other arts groups”. Because 
the research finds that only 8% of potential classical consumers are highly inclined to subscribe, the 
authors conclude that subscription marketing has become “increasingly dysfunctional”. The researchers 
point to the potential of email marketing in reducing the cost of selling single tickets.  
 
In order to enhance the concert experience, each orchestra must react differently based on the needs of 
its clientele and the abilities of its artistic and administrative staff and board members. Flexibility is the 
key. 
 
The Effect of Generational Change on Classical Music Concert Attendance and Orchestras’ 
Responses in the UK and US 

Hill Strategies 



 

Bonita M. Kolb, Long Island University 
Published in Cultural Trends issue 41 (www.culturaltrends.org.uk) – dated 2001 (released in 2002) 
(Academic publication available through subscription and some libraries) 
 
This paper contends that the lack of growth in classical concert attendance in the UK and the US is not 
due to the cost and accessibility of events or a decline in arts education, but rather to changes in taste 
and socio-demographics. Professor Kolb finds that classical music attendance rates have remained flat 
(at best) and that attendance is decreasing among the young. Kolb believes that there is an increasing 
gap in cultural values between classical music and society at large.  
 
The report is not entirely bleak, in that it also finds a “strong preference for listening to classical music that 
cuts across all education, age and ethnic groups”. In a conclusion similar to the Knight Foundation study, 
Kolb indicates that “people may be aware of and appreciate classical music and still not be interested in 
attending concerts”.  
 
Why not? Kolb finds that “many ethnic minorities … are not attending classical concerts despite rising 
education and income levels”. Kolb argues that classical concert settings – which present classical music 
as “an object of contemplation” rather than in a social context – may be off-putting for ethnic minorities 
and the young and may therefore account for lacklustre concert attendance. 
 
The paper uses other US research results to show that a “great attendance divide exists between those 
who have been through higher education and those who have not”. Those Americans who have 
completed college are 3 to 6 times more likely to attend a range of performing arts events than those who 
have completed high school only. In Canada, I’ve calculated that those who have completed at least a 
bachelor’s degree are 1.7 times more likely to attend performing arts events than those who have 
completed high school only. Apparently the “great attendance divide” is not as pronounced in Canada as 
in the US. (More information on this will be forthcoming in the first issue of Hill Strategies’ statistical 
publication.) 
 
Kolb’s research finds that many people in older age groups have always attended classical concerts, 
while those in younger age groups “show no signs of increasing attendance” as they age. This is a 
challenge to simple demographic analyses that assume that younger adults will increase their arts 
attendance as they age, such as a recent study that examined the impacts of aging on cultural tourism in 
Ontario. (If the Future Were Now… Impacts of Aging the Canadian Market on Tourism in Ontario, Ontario 
Ministry of Tourism and Recreation, July 2002,  www.tourism.gov.on.ca/english/research/tams.asp) 
 
Kolb also examines the rationale and potential for educational outreach programs to increase concert 
attendance. She finds that these programs should focus more on the needs of schools and students 
rather than the needs of the orchestras. They should also attempt to address changes in taste and socio-
demographics. 
 
Kolb believes that concert presenters must address issues of connectedness of audiences to stage 
performers in the set-up of halls and the behaviour of musicians. “The challenge will be for orchestras to 
add additional benefits to the concert experience that meet the different values of [ethnic minority and 
younger age] groups.” Without providing details, Kolb believes that “it is time to consider a fundamental 
change in the place and manner in which a concert is presented”. 
 
Given our increasingly multicultural society, we can no longer assume that rising education and income 
levels will increase arts attendance. Moreover, an aging population does not necessarily translate into 
higher arts attendance. Rather, arts organizations must work hard to attract and develop younger and 
ethnically-diverse audiences and participants. 
 
Planning and Management 
 
Lessons Learned Toolsite 
National Endowment for the Arts (www.arts.endow.gov) – 2002 



 

Click on "essays" at www.arts.endow.gov/pub/Lessons/index.html 
 
The National Endowment for the Arts has posted on its website a free strategic planning resource for arts 
organizations. The “Lessons Learned Toolsite” is a compendium of planning advice from professional arts 
consultants. The site is a modular toolbox from which users can pick, choose, copy and download 
planning resources, including tips on the first steps in planning, organizational self-assessment, managing 
communication and conflict during the planning process, the process of planning itself, budgeting and 
finances, how to finalize a plan and move it forward, as well as recommended reading and links. The NEA 
site outlines the key messages in the series: 1) there is no one right way to plan; 2) knowing yourself 
(mission, values, vision) is essential at the outset of planning; 3) future plans must be grounded by an 
understanding of current realities; and 4) plans (and planning) are a rehearsal for the future, and these 
plans will change over time. 
 
Cultural Management Institute 
A program of the Centre for Cultural Management at the University of Waterloo (ccm.uwaterloo.ca) 
ccm.uwaterloo.ca/cpdp/index.cfm 
 
This Canadian site is similar in nature but more extensive and detailed than the NEA site. The Cultural 
Management Institute, as the name implies, is intended as a life-long learning and career development 
site for professional cultural managers. Topics covered at the CMI include self-reliance, development, 
fundraising, labour relations, board development., business plans, volunteer management, heritage 
careers, arts careers, consultants, and the media. The most recent addition to the site (in September 
2002) is a module on planning for cultural tourism, which walks cultural managers through how their 
organization can participate in cultural tourism and what significance a cultural tourism initiative may have 
for their programs, audiences and community. In addition to a formal course, users can browse the 
material for informal learning, to mine for information, or to help solve a specific problem. Like the NEA 
site, all of the CMI’s services and resources are free. 
 


