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'Audience exchange': cultivating peer-to-peer dialogue at unfamiliar arts events 

 
Abstract  

Purpose に The paper aims to demonstrate the usefulness of the 'audience exchange' approach for 

audience development and research, and to highlight the insights offered by peer-to-peer 

dialogue in understanding experiences of unfamiliar arts. 

Design/methodology/approach に Using a case study with contemporary arts audiences, and 

setting this in the wider context of studies with other first-time attenders at a range of arts events, 

the paper explores the use of the 'audience exchange' method, in which facilitated conversations 

after performance events allow newcomers to reflect upon and deepen their first-time encounters 

with live arts.  

Findings に The study demonstrates the way in which conversations about arts events can enrich 

audience experience, and shows how participants use exploratory and emotional language to 

articulate their understanding of unfamiliar arts events.  Peer-to-peer learning occurs through 

these conversations, in ways that could be further supported by arts organisations as a valuable 

tool for audience development. The audience exchange discussions also reveal the varieties of 

participation from 'drifting' to full attention that are all part of audience engagement. 

Research limitations/implications に This is a small-scale, qualitative study, and the method has 

potential to be tested in future studies with a greater variety of participants (e.g. younger or more 

ethnically diverse groups).   

Practical implications に The effectiveness of the audience exchange for enriching experiences of 

first-time attendance are demonstrated in the paper, and could be adopted by arts organisations 

as a regular part of their audience engagement.  Greater understanding of how new audience 

members draw on prior cultural experiences in finding the language to articulate their first 

impressions of an unfamiliar arts event could be valuable for targeted marketing, and for making 

arts events more accessible to new attenders.   

Originality/value に The originality of this study lies in its elaboration of the audience exchange 

method, and its focus on the language and peer-to-peer learning evident in the facilitated post-

performance discussions. 

Keywords に Audiences; audience exchange; facilitated conversations; live arts experience; 

qualitative research  

 

1. Introduction: talking with audiences 

The growth in qualitative research with arts audiences in recent years has implicitly placed a high 

value on conversation, used through interviews and focus groups to enable the articulation of 

audience experience in a way that goes beyond the demographic information and ratings scales of 

commercial market research (e.g. Burland & Pitts, 2014; Radbourne, Glow & Johanson, 2013).  

Emerging from these qualitative studies has been a realisation that the conversation itself is more 

than just a research tool, but can also enrich and solidify the arts experience itself, with potential 

benefits for future attendance and engagement.  Just as memories and identities are built in part 

by talking about them (McAdams, 2001), so the transitory experience of listening to a concert or 

watching a play can be heightened and affirmed in the discussion that follows.  For regular 

concert- and play-goers, perhaps attending with friends or making connections with other like-

minded audience members, this discussion can form part of the social enjoyment of arts 

attendance, helping to build a sense of audience community (Pitts & Spencer, 2008).  For 
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newcomers, however, who might lack both the connections with other audience members and the 

confidence to articulate their opinions and responses, talk about the arts can be an obstacle to 

engagement (Dobson & Pitts, 2011).  For audience researchers and arts organisations, this 

suggests the need to examine the ways in which regular and new audience members use 

opportunities to discuss their arts experiences, in order to understand the ways in which talking 

with audiences might hold potential for audience development and empowerment. 

Arts organisations themselves have been aware of the benefits of talking with audiences for 

some time, and innovations in the presentation of classical music, to take one example, have 

focused on making increased attempts to connect the musicians with the audience through pre-

concert talks, post-performance discussions, and spoken introductions to musical works during the 

concert.  There is small-scale but consistent evidence to suggest that this greater contact with 

musicians is largely welcomed に and increasingly expected に by regular audiences (e.g. Pitts, 

Dobson, Gee & Spencer, 2013), and can help to make new attenders feel that they have insight on 

デｴW けW┝ヮWヴデげ ヮWヴゲヮWIデｷ┗W ﾗa デｴW ﾏ┌ゲｷIｷ;ﾐゲが ;ゲ ┘Wﾉﾉ ;ゲ W┗ｷSWﾐIW デｴ;デ デｴW ﾏ┌ゲｷIｷ;ﾐゲ ;ヴW けﾐﾗヴﾏ;ﾉ 
ヮWﾗヮﾉWげ ふDﾗHゲﾗﾐ わ Pｷデデゲが ヲヰヱヱぎ ンヶヶぶく  Of course, the effects of such communication are not 

guaranteed to be positive: reviewing the spoken introductions on a selection of archive music and 

デｴW;デヴW ヴWIﾗヴSｷﾐｪゲが I┗ヴ┞ ふヲヰヰヲぶ ﾐﾗデWゲ デｴ;デ け;デデWﾏヮデゲ デﾗ ｴ┌ﾏ;ﾐｷ┣W IﾗﾐS┌Iデﾗヴゲ H;IﾆaｷヴW ┘ｴWﾐ 
spoken-┘ﾗヴS W┝IWヴヮデゲ ゲｴﾗ┘ デｴWﾏ ;ゲ W┗Wﾐ IﾗﾉSWヴ aｷゲｴ デｴ;ﾐ ┘W ゲ┌ゲヮWIデWSげ ふヮく ヱΒヶぶく  CWrtainly the 

expectation of talking from the stage places new demands on performers: the pianist Susan Tomes 

ｴ;ゲ ┘ヴｷデデWﾐ ﾗa デｴW け┗┌ﾉﾐWヴ;Hｷﾉｷデ┞げ ﾗa ゲヮW;ﾆｷﾐｪ HWaﾗヴW ヮﾉ;┞ｷﾐｪ ふTﾗﾏWゲが ヲヰヱヲぶが デｴﾗ┌ｪｴ デｴWヴW ｷゲ ゲﾗﾏW 
evidence that these expectations are becoming more commonplace for recently trained 

professional musicians (James & Sloboda, 2015). 

Beyond the one-way communication of spoken introductions and pre-concert talks, arts 

organisations have also been trialling more interactive audience discussions, providing a setting 

for feedback from audience members に a practice fairly well-established in theatre (Heim, 2012), 

but relatively recent in music (Dobson & Sloboda, 2014), and in both cases often associated with 

new works and experimental programming.  Again, these interactions place new demands on 

ヮWヴaﾗヴﾏWヴゲが ;ﾐS HWｷﾏ ﾐﾗデWゲ デｴ;デ け;Iデﾗヴゲ ;ヴW ﾗaデWﾐ ｴWゲｷデ;ﾐデ デﾗ ｷﾐデWヴ;Iデ ┘ｷデｴ デｴW ;┌SｷWﾐIW ;ﾐS 
prefer to preserve the relationship of characterにaudience rather than create a new relationship of 

actorに;┌SｷWﾐIWげ ふHWｷﾏが ヲヰヱヲぎ 190).  A singer-;Iデﾗヴ ｷﾐ DﾗHゲﾗﾐ ;ﾐS “ﾉﾗHﾗS;げゲ ゲデ┌S┞ IﾗﾏﾏWﾐデWS 
ﾉｷﾆW┘ｷゲW デｴ;デ SｷゲI┌ゲゲｷﾗﾐ ┘ｷデｴ デｴW ;┌SｷWﾐIW けSWデヴ;IデWS aヴﾗﾏ ﾏ┞ ヮﾗゲデ-ヮWヴaﾗヴﾏ;ﾐIW ｴｷｪｴ ぷぐへ Tﾗ HW 
IﾗﾏヮﾉWデWﾉ┞ ｴﾗﾐWゲデ ｷデ デﾗﾗﾆ ;┘;┞ aヴﾗﾏ ﾏ┞ Wｪﾗげ ふヮく ヱヶΓぶが SWﾏﾗﾐゲデヴ;デｷﾐｪ デｴ;デ aﾗヴ ヮWヴaﾗヴﾏWヴゲが ;ゲ aﾗヴ 
audiences, talking about arts experience shapes and changes that experience, and not necessarily 

for the better.  Viewed more widely, such dialogue between audiences and arts organisations can 

HW ゲWWﾐ デﾗ けIｴ;ﾉﾉWﾐｪｷﾐｪ I┌ﾉデ┌ヴ;ﾉ ;┌デｴﾗヴｷデ┞げ ふGﾉﾗ┘が ヲヰヱンぶが H┞ デ;ﾆｷﾐｪ the audience role beyond that of 

consumer, and into active participation in and shaping of cultural institutions.  Heim (2012) 

suggests, however, that such participation is often subtly controlled by the organisation, typically 

aﾗﾉﾉﾗ┘ｷﾐｪ WｷデｴWヴ ;ﾐ けW┝ヮWヴデ-Sヴｷ┗Wﾐげ ﾗヴ ; けケ┌Wゲデｷﾗﾐ ;ﾐS ;ﾐゲ┘Wヴげ ﾏﾗSWﾉ ｷﾐ ┘ｴｷIｴ デｴW ┗ﾗｷIWゲ ﾗa ;Iデﾗヴゲ 
are privileged over those of the audience members. Organised opportunities to talk with other 

;┌SｷWﾐIW ﾏWﾏHWヴゲが H┌デ ┘ｷデｴﾗ┌デ デｴW ﾏWSｷ;デｷﾐｪ ヮヴWゲWﾐIW ﾗa ;ﾐ けW┝ヮWヴデげ aヴﾗﾏ デｴW ;ヴデゲ ﾗヴｪ;ﾐｷゲ;tion, 

remain relatively rare に yet there is potential for such activity to bring the advantages of enriching 

audience experience through conversation, without the pressure to articulate a view to someone 

assumed to be more knowledgeable.  Comparisons can be made with the more widespread 

ヮｴWﾐﾗﾏWﾐﾗﾐ ﾗa デｴW Hﾗﾗﾆ Iﾉ┌Hが ┘ｴｷIｴ ゲｷﾏｷﾉ;ヴﾉ┞ けデヴ;ﾐゲaﾗヴﾏ デｴW ｷﾐデWﾐゲWﾉ┞ ヮヴｷ┗;デW ヮヴﾗIWゲゲ ﾗa ヴW;Sｷﾐｪ 
ｷﾐデﾗ ;ﾐ ﾗヮWﾐが ヮ┌HﾉｷI aﾗヴ┌ﾏげ ふ“WSﾗが ヲヰヰンぎ Βヵぶ に with the same attendant risks and benefits of 

changing the experience of cultural consumption through dialogue with others.   
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In this article, we explore the effects of talking about experiences of the arts, through an 

;IIﾗ┌ﾐデ ﾗa ｴﾗ┘ ﾗ┌ヴ け;┌SｷWﾐIW W┝Iｴ;ﾐｪWげ ﾏWデｴﾗS ふSWゲIヴｷHWS HWﾉﾗ┘ぶ ｴ;ゲ HWWﾐ ┌ゲWS ｷﾐ ゲW┗Wヴ;ﾉ 
studies to facilitate discussion about unfamiliar arts events.  The aims of the linked research 

projects in which audience exchanges were employed included the evaluation of this method に 

both for its potential to offer insight on audience experience, and as an applied approach for 

developing new and existing audiences for the contemporary arts, in particular.  Additionally, we 

ゲﾗ┌ｪｴデ デﾗ ｷﾐ┗Wゲデｷｪ;デW ヮWﾗヮﾉWげゲ ヴﾗ┌デWゲ ｷﾐデﾗ ;ヴデゲ Wﾐｪ;ｪWﾏWﾐデが ;ﾐS デｴW ┗;ヴｷWデｷWゲ ﾗa ヮ;ヴデｷIｷヮ;デｷﾗﾐ 
evident in their connections with the arts.  By drawing first on a case study from a project with a 

network of contemporary arts organisations in Birmingham, UK, and then on wider examples from 

recent studies with audiences in Sheffield and Leeds, we illustrate our uses of the audience 

exchange approach and the findings that emerged from these interventions に addressing the kinds 

ﾗa けデ;ﾉﾆ ;Hﾗ┌デ デｴW ;ヴデゲげ デｴ;デ デｴW┞ WﾉｷIｷデWSが ;ﾐS デｴW ヮﾗデWﾐデｷ;ﾉ ｷﾏヮﾉｷI;デｷﾗﾐゲ ﾗa デｴWゲW a;Iｷﾉｷデ;デWS 
conversations for researchers, arts organisations, and audience members themselves. 

 

2. Research methods: thW け;┌SｷWﾐIW W┝Iｴ;ﾐｪWげ 

Our devised method of audience exchange brings together the established methods of 

ethnography and group interviewing, each of which have contributed to the growing body of 

qualitative studies with audiences across art forms in recent years (Burland & Pitts, 2014; 

Radbourne, Glow & Johanson, 2013).  An audience exchange involves taking audience members to 

an unfamiliar arts event and asking them to reflect on their first impressions, their attempts to 

engage with the event and its sense of connection with their existing arts or leisure activities.  

These reflections take place through a group interview, facilitated by a researcher who has also 

attended the arts event, ideally held immediately following the performance in a relaxed social 

space such as the bar in the performance venue.  The element of participant observation brought 

by having the researcher in the audience is essential to enabling conversation amongst people 

┘ｴﾗ ﾏ;┞ ﾐﾗデ aWWﾉ デｴW┞ ｴ;┗W デｴW けW┝ヮWヴデげ ┗ﾗI;H┌ﾉ;ヴ┞ ﾐWWSWS to articulate their views: being able to 

ヴWaWヴ デﾗ さデｴ;デ Hｷデ ;aデWヴ デｴW ｷﾐデWヴ┗;ﾉざ H┞ヮ;ゲゲWゲ デｴW ﾐWWS aﾗヴ ﾏﾗヴW デWIｴﾐｷI;ﾉ ﾉ;ﾐｪ┌;ｪWが ;ﾐS ｴWﾉヮゲ 
participants to generate their own areas for discussion rather than those being led entirely by the 

researcher.  While full-blown conversation analysis has not (thus far) been part of this method, 

close attention is paid to the language used by participants and the reference points it provides to 

prior cultural knowledge and experience.  

Interview questions have varied slightly across the three studies drawn upon in this paper, 

H┌デ デﾗヮｷIゲ ｴ;┗W IﾗﾐゲｷゲデWﾐデﾉ┞ ｷﾐIﾉ┌SWS ;┌SｷWﾐIW ﾏWﾏHWヴゲげ ヴWゲヮﾗﾐゲWゲ デﾗ ;ﾉﾉ ;ゲヮWIデゲ ﾗa デｴW 
performance or event, their impressions of the venue, staff and other audience members, and 

their experiences of seeking to engage with the art form, including the ways in which they drew 

upon other arts or media practices that were more familiar to them.  Table 1 introduces the 

different studies in which the audience exchange method has been used, along with the codes 

that will be used to refer to these studies later in the paper. 

Table 1: Audience exchange studies 2009-15 

 Research projects and funders (with 

references) 

Audience exchange events (and codes) 

2009-10 Yorkshire Forward Innovation Grant: 

けNW┘ ;┌SｷWﾐIWゲ aﾗヴ Iｴ;ﾏHWヴ ﾏ┌ゲｷI ｷﾐ 
Two exchanges with first-time attenders at 

Music in the Round chamber music 
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the 21-ンヰ ;ｪW ｪヴﾗ┌ヮげ (Dobson & Pitts, 

2011) 

concerts: 

 Cﾗﾏヮ;ｪﾐｷ; SげIゲデヴ┌ﾏWﾐデｷ - recorder, 

strings and harpsichord (CI) 

 Ensemble 360 に flute, horn, piano and 

strings (E360A) 

2013-14 Arts and Humanities Research Council, 

C┌ﾉデ┌ヴ;ﾉ V;ﾉ┌W ヮヴﾗﾃWIデぎ  けUﾐSWヴゲデ;ﾐSｷﾐｪ 
cultural value from the perspective of 

lapsed and partial arts participanデゲげ 
(Pitts, 2015; Pitts, Robinson & Goh, 

2015) 

Three exchanges taking regular arts 

attenders to an unfamiliar art form: 

 Verdi opera, Nabucco (VN) 

 Music in the Round chamber music 

concert by Ensemble 360 (E360B) 

 Jay Phelps jazz sextet (JPJ) 

2014-15 University of Sheffield Innovation, 

Impact and Knowledge Exchange (IIKE) 

ヮヴﾗﾃWIデぎ けUﾐSWヴゲデ;ﾐSｷﾐｪ ;┌SｷWﾐIWゲ aﾗヴ 
デｴW IﾗﾐデWﾏヮﾗヴ;ヴ┞ ;ヴデゲげ (Gross & Pitts, 

2016) 

Four exchanges across contemporary art 

forms in Birmingham, with participants of 

varying levels of arts involvement: 

 TｴW けBｷヴﾏｷﾐｪｴ;ﾏ “ｴﾗ┘げ W┝ｴｷHｷデｷﾗﾐ ;デ 
Eastside Projects (EP) 

 A family concert at Birmingham 

Contemporary Music Group (BCMG)  

 A performance by Vincent Dance 

Theatre at DanceXchange (DX) 

 An exhibition by A K Dolven at the Ikon 

Gallery (IKG) 

 

Our experience of this method across the diverse settings of these studies has repeatedly 

demonstrated the usefulness of peer-to-peer dialogue after a new arts experience, not least in 

ｷﾐIヴW;ゲｷﾐｪ ;┌SｷWﾐIW ﾏWﾏHWヴゲげ Wﾐｪ;ｪWﾏWﾐデ ;ﾐS Wﾐﾃﾗ┞ﾏWﾐデ ﾗa デｴW W┗Wﾐデ H┞ ヮroviding an 

ﾗヮヮﾗヴデ┌ﾐｷデ┞ デﾗ ヮヴﾗIWゲゲ デｴWｷヴ ﾗ┘ﾐ ヴWゲヮﾗﾐゲWゲ ;ﾉﾗﾐｪゲｷSW ﾗデｴWヴ ヮWﾗヮﾉWげゲく  WｴｷﾉW デｴW Iｴ;ﾉﾉWﾐｪWゲ ﾗa 
group interviewing are consistent with those reported in other contexts (e.g. Mason, 2002) に 

namely ensuring full participation from all members and dealing carefully with sensitive subjects in 

an open forum に our audience exchange participants have explicitly welcomed the opportunity to 

explore their experiences in this way, and the peer-to-peer group format has created conditions in 

which ideas and experiences could be articulated, tested and contested amongst the group. 

Audience exchange members who have felt uncertain about their response to the arts event have 

found that uncertainty replicated in other participants, and so became more confident in their 

thinking aloud, drawing on the language and experiences of their other cultural reference points, 

and enriching their response to the event through discussion.  For arts organisations, this method 

therefore offers a useful illustration of potential ways of deepening, broadening and sustaining 

relationships with and between audiences. For researchers, it provides fresh insight on the 

relationship between organisations, events and audiences, and the place and potential that the 

arts hold in the lives of both committed attendees and, most particularly, those who are newly 

involved. 

 

3. A┌SｷWﾐIW W┝Iｴ;ﾐｪW I;ゲW ゲデ┌S┞ぎ けUﾐSWヴゲデ;ﾐSｷﾐｪ A┌SｷWﾐIWゲ aﾗヴ デｴW CﾗﾐデWﾏヮﾗヴ;ヴ┞ Aヴデゲげ 

Our audience exchange for contemporary arts audiences took place as part of a study initiated by 
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Birmingham Contemporary Music Group (BCMG) with the Sheffield Performer and Audience 

Research Centre (SPARC) to explore the potential for crossover between audiences interested in 

けﾐW┘げ ;ヴデ ┘ﾗヴﾆく  Wﾗヴﾆｷﾐｪ ┘ｷデｴ ; ﾐW┘ﾉ┞ Wゲデ;HﾉｷゲｴWS ﾐWデ┘ﾗヴﾆ ﾗa IﾗﾐデWﾏヮﾗヴary arts organisations in 

Birmingham, UK, we conducted a research project between October 2014 and May 2015 which 

included 56 life history interviews with audience members, five interviews with staff in our key 

partner organisations, and an audience exchange, involving four visits with groups of 8-12 

participants (see Gross & Pitts, 2016, for an overview of the project).  Audience exchange 

volunteers were drawn from the individual interview stage of the data collection, and while they 

were self-selecting according to availability and willingness, they represented a spread of 

educational backgrounds, employment status, cultural preferences and levels of arts involvement.  

T┞ヮｷI;ﾉﾉ┞が デｴW┞ ┘WヴW けﾐW┘ ;┌SｷWﾐIWゲげ aﾗヴ デｴW IﾗﾐデWﾏヮﾗヴ;ヴ┞ ;ヴデゲが ﾗヴ aﾗヴ デｴW ゲヮWIｷaｷI ;ヴデ aﾗヴﾏ デﾗ 
which they were invited for the audience exchange, but they had more arts experience than those 

ヮ;ヴデｷIｷヮ;ﾐデゲ Iﾉ;ゲゲWS ;ゲ けﾐW┘げ ｷﾐ ﾗデｴWヴ ;┌SｷWﾐIW ゲデ┌SｷWゲ ふWくｪく DﾗHゲﾗﾐが ヲヰヱヰぶく The average age of 

participants was 56.4 years, but while we had some participants in their 40s and 50s (and one 10 

year old accompanying her grandfather), the preponderance of retired participants was consistent 

with those of typical audiences for classical concerts and theatre (Keaney & Oskala, 2007).  Using 

the audience exchange method to reach younger, more diverse and less arts-experienced 

audiences remains a possibility for future studies, building on the effectiveness of group interview 

studies in classical music (Dobson & Pitts, 2011) and theatre (Lindelof & Hansen, 2015). 

Audience exchange participants were asked to sign up for one or more of a range of events 

according to their availability and curiosity for particular art forms, and encouraged to select an 

event that would bring them into contact with an organisation or art form with which they were 

not already familiar. Participants were invited to bring a friend for whom the arts event was also 

likely to be unfamiliar, so allowing the research to reach new participants and ensuring that 

members of the audience exchange had some existing social connections with one another that 

would help to facilitate the group discussion.  All four events took place in Birmingham in March 

2015: details of the events and participants (using pseudonyms) are shown in Table 2. 

Table 2: Birmingham audience exchange events and participants 

Event details Participants, age and occupation 

TｴW けBｷヴﾏｷﾐｪｴ;ﾏ Sｴﾗ┘げ ;デ E;ゲデゲｷSW PヴﾗﾃWIデゲ 
(EP): an exhibition held in a repurposed 

warehouse space in an industrial part of the 

city, featuring work made in and about the city 

of Birmingham, with contributions from over 

thirty artists 

Ashanti, 51, arts administrator  

Beatrice, 59, former teacher; storyteller 

Clive, 73, former chaplain; theatre reviewer 

and poet 

Helga, 56, management consultant with 

degree in design 

Jasmin, 47, artist, working in community 

projects 

Oliver, 57, retired art therapist 

Sara, 47, teacher now working in art gallery 

education 

A family concert at Birmingham Contemporary 

Music Group (BCMG): an annual event in which 

a concert of contemporary classical music is 

developed and performed in collaboration with 

a theatre company, making use of dramaturgy, 

sets, lighting and narration. 

Beatrice, 59 (as above) 

Bridget, 67, retired doctor 

BヴｷSｪWデげゲ ｴ┌ゲH;ﾐSが DWﾐﾐｷゲ ふヮヴWIｷゲW ;ｪW ;ﾐS 
occupation not disclosed) 

Clive, 73 (as above) 

Ed, 68, retired IT 
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Karen, 68, full-time at home 

Lorraine, 66, lab technician 

M;ｪｪｷWが ヱヰが Oﾉｷ┗Wヴげゲ ｪヴ;ﾐSS;┌ｪｴデWヴ 

Oliver, 57 (as above) 

A performance by Vincent Dance Theatre at 

DanceXchange (DX): けUﾐSWヴ┘ﾗヴﾉSげが performed 

in the Patrick Theatre, inspired by the myth of 

Orpheus. The performance was accompanied 

by the opportunity to explore and respond 

IヴW;デｷ┗Wﾉ┞ デﾗ デｴW Iﾗﾏヮ;ﾐ┞げゲ ;ヴIｴｷ┗W に including 

materials that had inspired past productions に 

in a dedicated education and engagement 

room. 

Clive, 73 (as above) 

Deborah, 57, community artist and arts 

educator 

Ed, 68 (as above) 

Jasmin, 47 (as above) 

Lorraine, 66 (as above) 

Oliver, 57 (as above) 

Richard, 63, retired examinations 

administrator 

Ursula, 68, psychotherapist 

A K Dﾗﾉ┗Wﾐが けPﾉW;ゲW ‘Wデ┌ヴﾐげが ;デ デｴW Iﾆﾗﾐ G;ﾉﾉWヴ┞ 
(IKG): an exhibition held in Birminｪｴ;ﾏげゲ ﾏﾗゲデ 
high profile and longest established 

contemporary art gallery, featuring painting, 

ｷﾐゲデ;ﾉﾉ;デｷﾗﾐが aｷﾉﾏ ;ﾐS ゲﾗ┌ﾐS H┞ ﾗﾐW ﾗa Nﾗヴ┘;┞げゲ 
most prominent artists, addressing themes of 

sublime natural forces. 

Ashanti, 51 (as above) 

Beatrice, 59 (as above) 

Bridget, 67 (as above) 

Doris, 57, local authority administrator 

Ed, 68 (as above) 

Karen, 68 (as above) 

 

 

 3.1 First impressions 

Each audience exchange conversation, held immediately after the event in a room within the 

venue and facilitated by the second author, Jonathan Gross, began by asking participants about 

their first impressions of the event.  This open question generally prompted an evaluative 

response, in which participants expressed their enjoyment (or otherwise), often without much 

initial elaboration: 

Sara (EP): さI ﾉﾗ┗W デｴW ゲヮ;IW ぷぐへ I デｴｷﾐﾆ ｷデげゲ ｴﾗ┘ ;ﾐ ;ヴデゲ ゲヮ;IW ゲｴﾗ┌ﾉS HWくざ 

Karen (IKG): さNﾗデ ; ﾉﾗデ ﾗa ゲデｷﾏ┌ﾉ;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗヴ ｷﾐデWヴWゲデくざ 

Deborah (BCMG): さI デｴﾗ┌ｪｴデ ｷデ ┘;ゲ ┗Wヴ┞ ｷﾐ┗Wﾐデｷ┗Wく I ヴW;ﾉﾉ┞ Wﾐﾃﾗ┞WS ｷデく  I ヮ;ヴデｷI┌ﾉ;ヴﾉ┞ ﾉｷﾆWS デｴW 
visualisations. I デｴｷﾐﾆ デｴW┞ ┘WヴW ┗Wヴ┞ WaaWIデｷ┗Wくざ 

These responsive statements, in which participants were rarely in complete agreement, quickly led 

to more involved discourse, often about how people had felt in the space or engaged with the 

event over its duration.  Sar;げゲ Wﾐデｴ┌ゲｷ;ゲデｷI ヴWゲヮﾗﾐゲW デﾗ デｴW ヮヴWゲWﾐデ;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa ;ヴデ ｷﾐ デｴW ┗;I;デWS 
factories of the Eastside Projects, for example, prompted a variety of opinions on whether these 

galleries were sufficiently accessible to potential visitors:  

Clive (EP): さIデ ｷゲ ; ﾆｷﾐS ﾗa ヮﾉ;IW ┘ｴWヴW ┞ﾗ┌ ﾏｷｪｴデ ヮ;ゲゲ H┞ ;ﾐS ﾐﾗデ HW ゲ┌ヴW ┘ｴWデｴWヴ ┞ﾗ┌げヴW 
supposed to come in, or are you allowed in に ﾗヴ ｷa ┞ﾗ┌ IﾗﾏW ｷﾐが デｴWﾐ ┘ｴ;デいざ 

“ｷﾏｷﾉ;ヴ さｷﾏヮﾗゲデWヴざ aWWﾉｷﾐｪゲ ふBヴｷSｪWデが IKPぶ ┘WヴW W┝ヮヴWゲゲWS ｷﾐ ﾗデｴWヴ ;ヴデゲ ┗Wﾐ┌Wゲが ┘ｷデｴ BヴｷSｪWデ aWWﾉｷﾐｪ 
out of place at tｴW Iﾆﾗﾐ G;ﾉﾉWヴ┞ HWI;┌ゲW さI ｴ;┗Wﾐげデ IﾗﾏW aﾗヴ ; ┘ｴｷﾉW Iﾗゲ デｴWヴWげゲ ﾃ┌ゲデ ゲﾗ ﾏ;ﾐ┞ ﾗデｴWヴ 
デｴｷﾐｪゲ デﾗ Sﾗざく  OデｴWヴゲ ヮﾗゲｷデｷﾗﾐWS デｴWﾏゲWﾉ┗Wゲ ｷﾐ ヴWﾉ;デｷﾗﾐ デﾗ ﾗデｴWヴ ;┌SｷWﾐIW ﾏWﾏHWヴゲ ｷﾐ ﾃ┌Sｪｷﾐｪ 
whether their own response ｴ;S HWWﾐ けデ┞ヮｷI;ﾉげ ｷﾐ ゲﾗﾏW ┘;┞ぎ さI ヴW;ﾉﾉ┞ Wﾐﾃﾗ┞WS ｷデが H┌デ デｴ;デげs 
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probably because I like danceざ (Jasmin, DX). In these early stages of the audience exchange 

discussions, therefore, the participants were articulating and comparing their experiences, quickly 

revealing a diversity of responses amongst the group, and so establishing a forum for debate and 

exploration. 

 

 3.2 Sense-making and responding 

From these initial responses, the conversation took different turns depending on the dominant 

interests and voices in the group.  The Eastside Projects group moved quickly on to a discussion of 

city council funding and support for the arts, a topic that emerged consistently across the groups, 

but usually later in the discussion.  Tｴｷゲ ┘;ゲ ﾗﾐW W┝;ﾏヮﾉW ﾗa ┘ｴWヴW デｴW ヮ;ヴデｷIｷヮ;ﾐデゲげ ヮヴｷﾗヴ ;ヴデゲ 
experience or arts-related work steered the conversation in directions that might not be reached 

in audience exchanges where the members were less frequent arts attenders.  In other groups, 

participants lingered on their responses to the specific event, with the temporal nature of the 

dance and concert performances often prompting a reconstruction of how their concentration and 

engagement had fluctuated over the course of the event: 

Ursula (DX): さIデ ┘;ゲ ┗Wヴ┞ ﾉﾗﾐｪく  Iデ ┘;ゲ ┗Wヴ┞ ｷﾐデWﾐゲWく  IげS ゲﾗヴデ ﾗa ｴ;S Wﾐﾗ┌ｪｴ Wﾏﾗデｷﾗﾐ;ﾉﾉ┞が I 
think.  I デｴｷﾐﾆ I aWﾉデ I ゲｴﾗ┌ﾉS ｴ;┗W ﾉWaデ HWaﾗヴW I SｷSが ヴW;ﾉﾉ┞く  I ﾆWヮデ ゲデ;┞ｷﾐｪが デｴｷﾐﾆｷﾐｪ けOｴが ﾏ;┞HW I 
Sﾗﾐげデ ┘;ﾐデ デﾗ ﾏｷゲゲ ;ﾐ┞デｴｷﾐｪが ┞ﾗ┌ ﾆﾐﾗ┘が ｷﾐ I;ゲW ゲﾗﾏWデｴｷﾐｪ ヴW;ﾉﾉ┞ ｷﾐデWヴWゲデｷﾐｪ ｴ;ヮヮWﾐゲくげ  B┌デ I 
think I overstayed my capacity for the intensity of it, really.  So, in retrospect, I should have 

ﾉWaデ HWaﾗヴWくざ 

Oliver (DX): さI W┗Wﾐデ┌;ﾉﾉ┞ ﾉﾗﾗﾆWS ;デ ﾏ┞ ┘;デIｴ ;ﾐS ｷデ ┘;ゲ ﾉｷﾆW ﾗ┗Wヴ ;ﾐ ｴﾗ┌ヴ ;ﾐS ; ｴ;ﾉa ﾉ;デWヴく  
And in those uncomfortable chairs, for me, uncomfortable chairs, that was an achievement 

ヴW;ﾉﾉ┞き HWI;┌ゲW ﾐﾗヴﾏ;ﾉﾉ┞ Iげﾏ ヴWゲデﾉWゲゲ ;ﾐS Iげﾏ ┘;ﾐデｷﾐｪ デﾗ ﾏﾗ┗Wが H┌デ I ┘;ゲ デヴ;ﾐゲaｷ┝WSくざ 

H;┗ｷﾐｪ ;IIWゲゲ デﾗ ﾗデｴWヴ ヮWﾗヮﾉWげゲ ﾉｷゲデWﾐｷﾐｪ ;ﾐS ┗ｷW┘ｷﾐｪ W┝ヮWヴｷWﾐIWゲ ｷゲ ; ヴ;ヴW ｷﾐゲｷｪｴデ aﾗヴ ;┌SｷWﾐIW 
members, and the group members seemed accepting of and interested in the range of responses 

offered, W┗Wﾐ ｷa Oﾉｷ┗Wヴ ふDXぶ ヮヴWaｷｪ┌ヴWS ｴｷゲ IﾗﾏﾏWﾐデゲ ふ;Hﾗ┗Wぶ ┘ｷデｴ デｴW ゲデ;デWﾏWﾐデが さI デｴｷﾐﾆ I ﾏ┌ゲデ 
ｴ;┗W HWWﾐ ┘;デIｴｷﾐｪ ゲﾗﾏWデｴｷﾐｪ SｷaaWヴWﾐデざく  TｴWゲW ;ヴデｷI┌ﾉ;デWS SｷaaWヴWﾐIWゲ ｴWﾉヮWS デﾗ ｴｷｪｴﾉｷｪｴデ デｴW 
relationship between the art and its audiences, with an implicit recognition that every viewer or 

listener brings their own perspectives, which interplay with the set of affordances the 

performance or exhibition offers: 

Deborah (DX): さIデげゲ Iｴ;ﾉﾉWﾐｪｷﾐｪが I デｴｷﾐﾆく  Iデげゲ Iｴ;ﾉﾉWﾐｪｷﾐｪく  I デｴｷﾐﾆ ｷデ SWﾏ;ﾐSゲ ; ﾉﾗデ ﾏﾗヴW ﾗa デｴW 
;┌SｷWﾐIWくざ 

Ed (DX): さYW;ｴが I ｪﾗデ ; ゲWﾐゲW ﾗa ゲデヴ┌ｪｪﾉWく  TｴWﾏ ゲデヴ┌ｪｪﾉｷﾐｪ ┘ｷデｴ ﾗﾐW ;ﾐﾗデｴWヴが ┘ｷデｴ デｴWﾏゲWﾉ┗Wゲき 
;ﾐS デヴ┞ｷﾐｪ デﾗ ヮヴWゲWﾐデ デｴ;デ ゲデヴ┌ｪｪﾉWが ┞ﾗ┌ ﾆﾐﾗ┘が ｷデ ┘;ゲ ; ゲデヴ┌ｪｪﾉW aﾗヴ ┌ゲ ぷUヴゲ┌ﾉ;ぎ さYWゲくざへ  ｷﾐ ; 
way, to know what was going on and why they were doing ぷデｴｷﾐｪゲへくざ 

The participants in the Birmingham audience exchanges were all talking about contemporary 

art, which might have encouraged them to be uninhibited in their expressions of puzzlement and 

さゲデヴ┌ｪｪﾉWざが ┘ｷデｴ デｴW ;ゲゲ┌ﾏヮデｷﾗﾐ デｴ;デ ﾗデｴWヴゲ ｷﾐ デｴW ｪヴﾗ┌ヮ ┘Wヴe unlikely to be any better informed 

about the specific work or event under discussion.  An example of this came in the Ikon Gallery 

group, where visitors might have expected explanatory text next to the art, and responded 

variously to its absence: 
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Doris (IKG): さNﾗ W┝ヮﾉ;ﾐ;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗﾐ デｴW ┘;ﾉﾉゲく  WｴｷIｴ ｷゲ デｴW ゲデ;ﾐS;ヴS デｴｷﾐｪが ┞ﾗ┌ ﾆﾐﾗ┘く  
ぷPヴWゲ┌ﾏ;Hﾉ┞へ デｴW┞ ┘;ﾐデ デﾗ Iｴ;ﾉﾉWﾐｪW デｴ;デが デｴW Iﾆﾗﾐ SﾗWゲが ;ﾐS デｴ;デげゲ ｪヴW;デ にさ 

Anouk: さNﾗが ｷデげゲ ﾗﾐﾉ┞ デｴｷゲ W┝ｴｷHｷデｷﾗﾐき デｴW┞ Sﾗﾐげデ ;ﾉ┘;┞ゲ ﾐﾗデ ｴ;┗W ぷぐへ デｴｷﾐｪゲ ﾗﾐ デｴW ┘;ﾉﾉく  TｴW┞ 
do somWデｷﾏWゲくざ 

Bridget: さB┌デ デｴW┞ Sﾗﾐげデ ;ﾉ┘;┞ゲ ｴWﾉヮ デｴﾗ┌ｪｴが HWI;┌ゲW I ヴW;S ｷデ ;ﾐS デｴｷﾐﾆが けOｴが Iげﾏ ヴW;ﾉﾉ┞ 
デｴｷIﾆげくざ 

‘WゲヮﾗﾐゲWゲ デﾗ ﾐﾗデ ┌ﾐSWヴゲデ;ﾐSｷﾐｪ ;ヴデ ｷﾐIﾉ┌SWS Cﾉｷ┗Wげゲ ふBCMGぶ さI┞ﾐｷI;ﾉざ ;ﾐS Aﾐﾗ┌ﾆげゲ ふEPぶ 
さｷﾐデｷﾏｷS;デWSざ ;ゲ ┘Wﾉﾉ ;ゲ BヴｷSｪWデげゲ ふIKGぶ ゲWﾐゲW ﾗa HWｷﾐｪ さデｴｷIﾆざが H┌デ ﾗデｴWヴゲ WﾏHヴ;IWS デｴｷゲ ﾉ;Iﾆ ﾗa 
understanding, though paradoxically for broadly educational reasons: 

Doris (IKG): さIデげゲ ; Hｷデ ﾉｷﾆW ;ﾉﾉ ;ヴデが I IﾗﾏW ｴWヴW aﾗヴ ﾏ┞ ﾗ┘ﾐ ｪﾗﾗS に ┞ﾗ┌ ﾆﾐﾗ┘が ｷデげゲ ｪﾗﾗS aﾗヴ ﾏWぎ 
; Hｷデ ﾉｷﾆW W;デｷﾐｪ HヴﾗIIﾗﾉｷく ぷぐへ Yﾗ┌げヴW W┝ヮﾗゲWS デﾗ デｴｷﾐｪゲ ┞ﾗ┌ Sﾗﾐげデ ┌ﾐSWヴゲデ;ﾐSが ;ﾐS ｷデ ;ﾉﾉﾗ┘ゲ 
you to be grumpy for a reason. [Laughter from the group] Oヴ Wﾐﾃﾗ┞ ｷデくざ 

Sara (EP/DX): さFヴﾗﾏ ;ﾐ WS┌I;デﾗヴげゲ ヮﾗｷﾐデ ﾗa ┞ﾗ┌ I デｴｷﾐﾆが けﾗｴが ┘Wﾉﾉ ┘W ゲｴﾗ┌ﾉS ﾆﾐﾗ┘ ゲﾗﾏWデｴｷﾐｪ 
about it, we should be learning, we should know about what the philosophy behind this 

ヮｷWIW ｷゲげく AﾐS aヴﾗﾏ ;ﾐ ;ヴデ Iﾗﾐゲ┌ﾏWヴ ヮﾗｷﾐデ ﾗa ┗ｷW┘ Iげﾏ デｴｷﾐﾆｷﾐｪが け┞ﾗ┌ ﾆﾐﾗ┘ ┘ｴ;デが ;Iデ┌;ﾉﾉ┞が ﾐﾗく 
WWげヴW デﾗﾗ ┌ゲWS デﾗ ｴ;┗ｷﾐｪ デｴｷﾐｪゲ W┝ヮﾉ;ｷﾐWS デﾗ ┌ゲくげざ 

“;ヴ;げゲ ゲデ;デWﾏWﾐデ に ヴWｷﾐaﾗヴIWS ﾉ;デWヴ ┘ｷデｴ ; IヴｷデｷIｷゲﾏ ﾗa ヮWﾗヮﾉW ┘ｴﾗ さゲヮWﾐS ﾏﾗヴW デime reading the 

ﾉ;HWﾉ デｴ;ﾐ デｴW┞ Sﾗ ﾉﾗﾗﾆｷﾐｪ ;デ デｴW ヮｷWIW ﾗa ;ヴデざ ふ“;ヴ;が EPぶ に was resisted by various members of the 

Eastside Projects group, who grappled further with the complexities of when and how 

け┌ﾐSWヴゲデ;ﾐSｷﾐｪげ ゲｴﾗ┌ﾉS HW ゲﾗ┌ｪｴデ ｷﾐ ;ﾐ W┝ヮWヴｷWﾐIW ﾗa ;ヴデ.  Oliver (EP) also enjoyed attending a 

ｪ;ﾉﾉWヴ┞ ┘ｷデｴﾗ┌デ ｴ;┗ｷﾐｪ さヴW;S ┌ヮ ;Hﾗ┌デ デｴW ┘ｴ;デ ;ﾐS デｴW ┘ｴﾗ ;ﾐS デｴW ┘ｴ┞ざ ;ﾐS W┝ヮWヴｷWﾐIｷﾐｪ 
;aヴWゲｴ さ┘ｴ;デ ｷデ ゲWデゲ ﾗaa ｷﾐ ﾏ┞ ｴW;Sざが H┌デ ﾗデｴWヴゲ W┝ヮヴWゲゲWS ; ﾐWWS aﾗヴ さ; ﾉｷデデﾉW ﾗヮWﾐｷﾐｪ デﾗ WﾐデWヴざ 
(Jasmin, EP) through the provision of explanatory texts or friendly curators who could answer 

questions.  Their exchanges were polite but robust, using the group discussion as a vehicle for 

articulating and defending their positions, and revealing the multitude of assumptions and 

experiences that are brought to the interpretation of an event. 

In exploring the importance (or not) of the provision of supporting explanations for 

performances and exhibitions, the participants indicated that the contemporary dance and music 

events (in these cases) had made more obvious attempts to engage and inform their audiences に 

perhaps because the interactions over time and with live performers made these attempts more 

visible and intrinsic to the performance.  At the BCMG Family Concert, there were visual and 

spoken commentaries on the music, and whilst some found the visuals, particularly, to be 

distracting, Dennis related both to positive experiences of classical music concerts: 

Dennis (BCMG): さI デｴｷﾐﾆ デｴW IﾗﾏHｷﾐ;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa ┗ｷゲ┌;ﾉ ;ﾐS ﾏ┌ゲｷI に ｷデげゲ ﾉｷﾆW ┘hen one goes to see 

a stage opera; when Opera North came and did the Ring, and their visual stuff actually 

brought what was a fundamentally very difficult and complicated piece of music to actual 

life; and so I think this combination of vision and music, that the purist might object, but 

┘WげヴW ﾐﾗデ ｴWヴW デ;ﾉﾆｷﾐｪ ;Hﾗ┌デ デｴW ヮ┌ヴｷゲデ ┘WげヴW デ;ﾉﾆｷﾐｪ ;Hﾗ┌デ デヴ┞ｷﾐｪ デﾗ Wﾐｪ;ｪW ヮWﾗヮﾉW ;ﾐS ;ﾉゲﾗ 
デﾗ ｴ;┗W Wﾐﾃﾗ┞ﾏWﾐデくざ 
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Iﾐ ｴｷゲ ;Iﾆﾐﾗ┘ﾉWSｪWﾏWﾐデ デｴ;デ ; さヮ┌ヴｷゲデざ ﾏｷｪｴデ ﾐﾗデ ┘WﾉIﾗﾏW デｴW ゲ;ﾏW ┗ｷゲ┌;ﾉ ｷﾐヮ┌デ ﾗﾐ ; 
performance as he did, Dennis identifies one of the dilemmas faced by all of the organisations 

visited during the audience exchange: how to engage new audience members while also appealing 

to those who might be more familiar and confident with the art form?  At DanceXchange, 

audience members were invited to come in and out of the performance, and also to visit an 

けWﾐｪ;ｪWﾏWﾐデ ヴﾗﾗﾏげ デｴ;デ ｴ;S さ; ┘ｴﾗﾉW ﾉﾗ;S ﾗa Hﾗﾗﾆゲ ;ﾐS ゲデ┌aa ;Hﾗ┌デ ヮWヴaﾗヴﾏ;ﾐIW ;ヴデざ ふLﾗヴヴ;ｷﾐWが 
DX).  The variety of available sources of information meant that audience exchange members had 

experienced the event differently, and attributed those differences mainly to their engagement 

with the supplementary materials, as this conversation illustrates: 

Deborah (DX): さI Wﾐﾃﾗ┞WS デｴW Wﾐｪ;ｪWﾏWﾐデく  I Wﾐﾃﾗ┞WS ﾉﾗﾗﾆｷﾐｪ ;デ デｴW ;Iデｷ┗ｷデｷWs they were 

inviting us to join into.  I enjoyed looking at the books that obviously have inspired them, to 

ゲWW ┘ｴｷIｴ ;ヴデｷゲデゲ デｴ;デ デｴW┞げ┗W HWWﾐ ヴWaWヴヴｷﾐｪ デﾗぐ 

Oliver: さ“ﾗ デｴｷゲ ┘;ゲ ゲﾗﾏWデｴｷﾐｪ ┞ﾗ┌ Iﾗ┌ﾉS にざ ぷUrsula: さIデげゲ ゲデｷﾉﾉ デｴWヴWくざへ 

Deborah: さTｴWヴW ┘;ゲ ; ゲﾆetching activity, and writing activities, and all sorts; and just, you 

ﾆﾐﾗ┘が デｴWヴWげゲ ヮﾉ;IWゲ デﾗ ゲｷデ Sﾗ┘ﾐ ;ﾐS ヴW;S デｴW Hﾗﾗﾆゲくざ  

Oliver: さI ｴ;┗Wﾐげデ ｪﾗデ デﾗ デｴ;デ ┞Wデくざ 

Ursula: さOｴが ｷデ ┘;ゲ デﾗﾗ ﾏ┌Iｴ aﾗヴ ﾏWく  I ﾃ┌ゲデ Iﾗ┌ﾉSﾐげデ に ┞ﾗ┌ ﾆﾐﾗ┘が I ┘Wﾐデ ｷﾐ デｴWヴWが ;ﾐS I aWﾉデ けI 
I;ﾐげデ HW Sﾗｷﾐｪ ┘ｷデｴ デｴｷゲげが Iﾗゲ ﾏ┞ ﾏｷﾐS ┘;ゲ ゲデｷﾉﾉ ｷﾐ デｴW S;ﾐIW ヮWヴaﾗヴﾏ;ﾐIW ぷEd: さMﾏﾏざが in 

agreementへく I ﾃ┌ゲデ Iﾗ┌ﾉSﾐげデ デ;ﾆW ;ﾐ┞デｴｷﾐｪ WﾉゲW ﾗﾐが ┞ﾗ┌ ﾆﾐﾗ┘く  M;┞HW ｷa ｷデ ｴ;S been another 

デｷﾏWく  Oヴ ｴ;S I ｪﾗﾐW ;ﾐS SﾗﾐW ゲﾗﾏWデｴｷﾐｪ WﾉゲW ;ﾐS IﾗﾏW H;Iﾆく  Iデ ┘;ゲ ;ﾉﾉ デﾗﾗ ﾏ┌Iｴくざ 

TｴWゲW ｷﾐデWヴIｴ;ﾐｪWゲ ゲｴﾗ┘ ｴﾗ┘ ﾗﾐW ヮWヴゲﾗﾐげゲ ゲWﾐゲW ﾗa ゲ┌aaｷIｷWﾐデ ｷﾐaﾗヴﾏ;デｷﾗﾐ ｷゲ ﾗ┗Wヴ┘ｴWﾉﾏｷﾐｪ デﾗ 
another, and while Richard (DX) offered the conciliatory suggestion デｴ;デ ｷﾐ Wﾐｪ;ｪｷﾐｪ けヴ;┘げ ﾗヴ ┘ｷデｴ 
ｷﾐaﾗヴﾏ;デｷﾗﾐが さ┞ﾗ┌ I;ﾐ Sﾗ Hﾗデｴざが ｷデ ゲWWﾏゲ デｴ;デ W┗Wﾐ デｴW ヮヴWゲWﾐIW ﾗa W┝ヮﾉ;ﾐ;デﾗヴ┞ ﾗヴ Wﾐｪ;ｪWﾏWﾐデ 
materials invites a different kind of response, which might be disruptive for some audience 

ﾏWﾏHWヴゲく  TｴW ヮヴﾗ┗ｷゲｷﾗﾐ ﾗa ;ﾐ けWﾐｪ;ｪWﾏWﾐデ ヴﾗﾗﾏげ ;デ D;ﾐIWXIｴ;ﾐｪW I;ﾐ HW ｷﾐaWヴヴWS デﾗ HW ; 
careful attempt to offer varied levels of interaction for different audience members, but the mixed 

reception of these participants shows that the balance of emotional and intellectual prompts is 

hard for arts organisations to provide in a way that satisfies everyone. 

 

 3.3 Reflecting on the audience exchange 

After their rich engagement with their own arts experience and those of the other members of the 

group, several of the audience exchange groups ended their discussions in a similar way, by 

reflecting on the value of sharing ideas with other audience members: 

Deborah (DX): さIデげゲ ヴW;ﾉﾉ┞ ﾐｷIW デﾗ デ;ﾉﾆ ;Hﾗ┌デ ｷデ ;aデWヴ┘;ヴSゲく  ‘;デｴWヴ デｴ;ﾐ ﾃ┌ゲデ ゲﾗヴデ ﾗa デ;ﾆｷﾐｪ ｷデ ;ﾉﾉ 
ｴﾗﾏW ┘ｷデｴ ┞ﾗ┌くざ 

Bridget (IKG/BCMG): さぐ;デ デｴW Iﾗﾐデemporary music thing, it was quite nice to sit down at the 

end and talk with other people about the experience [agreement] because otherwise you 

sort of wander away with a couple of inane comments, and sort of forget about it.  But 
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sitting down with people is an interesting way of reflecting にさ ぷDoris: さIデ I;ﾐ ;SS デﾗ デｴW 
W┝ヮWヴｷWﾐIWくざへ 

This deepening of experience through conversation was also evident in the group discussions 

themselves, as participants wrestled with their own responses to an event and sought insight and 

reassurance from others in the group.  They emphasised that the particular kind of discussion they 

had enjoyed in the audience exchange was not the same as the conversations with performers 

sometimes offered by theatre or concert provideヴゲが ┘ｴWヴW Dﾗヴｷゲ ふIKGぶ aWﾉデ ゲｴW さ┘ﾗ┌ﾉS aWWﾉ ; Hｷデ 
intimidated about saying something not terribly deep and meaningful に H┌デ デｴｷゲ SﾗWゲﾐげデ 
ｷﾐデｷﾏｷS;デWざく  TｴW┞ ;ﾉゲﾗ ┗;ﾉ┌WS デｴW a;Iｷﾉｷデ;デｷﾐｪ ﾗa デｴW SｷゲI┌ゲゲｷﾗﾐ ;ﾐS ゲ┌ｪｪWゲデWS デｴ;デ ｷデ Iﾗ┌ﾉS HW 
さ┌ゲWa┌ﾉ aﾗヴ デｴW ﾗヴｪ;ﾐｷゲ;デｷﾗﾐ デﾗﾗが ;Iデ┌;ﾉﾉ┞ざが ｷﾏヮﾉ┞ｷﾐｪ デｴ;デ デｴW┞ ┘ﾗ┌ﾉS ｴ;┗W HWWﾐ ｴ;ヮヮ┞ aﾗヴ デｴWｷヴ 
comments to be used to inform future events and marketing, though this had not been the stated 

aim of our audience exchange activities. 

This case study of the Birmingham audience exchange groups has illustrated some key 

features of the method, notably its ability to foster conversation between audience members, to 

encourage the articulation and comparison of their experiences, and so to reveal aspects of arts 

engagement and understanding that are often hidden from other audience members. Strikingly, 

participants in the audience exchange groups indicated how much they enjoyed the opportunity 

for these conversations, and directly asked the research team to suggest to the participating arts 

organisations that they schedule peer-to-peer conversations such as these into their regular 

programme of activities (something BCMG have indeed adopted following the completion of our 

research project). Some participants were keen to stress that these conversations should not 

ｷﾐ┗ﾗﾉ┗W けW┝ヮWヴデげ ヮ;ヴデｷIｷヮ;ﾐデゲぎ ┘ｴ;デ ┘;ゲ ゲﾗ SｷゲデｷﾐIデｷ┗W ;ﾐS Wﾐﾃﾗ┞;HﾉW ;Hﾗ┌デ デｴWﾏ ┘;ゲ デｴW 
opportunity to think out loud with other participants, exploring their (often equivocal and 

uncertain) experiences together without the sense of SWaWヴヴｷﾐｪ デﾗ ;ﾐ ;┌デｴﾗヴｷデ;デｷ┗W けW┝ヮWヴデげ 
presence. Participants also indicated that they enjoyed the opportunity to meet with other 

audience members with whom they would not otherwise make conversation. Both the 

opportunity to explore their experiences together and the opportunity to develop new forms of 

social interaction within the conditions provided by the arts organisation constitute significant 

new possibilities for how arts organisations develop relationships with and between their 

audience members.   

 

4. Audience exchange: the wider evidence 

Having used the Birmingham contemporary arts audience exchange as a case study to illustrate 

the effects and effectiveness of the process, we now draw on other previous uses of the method 

by the first author, Stephanie Pitts, to show how some of these features are generalisable across 

different contexts, and to consider their potential implications for researchers and arts 

organisations.  Through our repeated uses of the method, we have identified three key features of 

the kind of talk that emerges amongst audience exchange participants, each of which reveals 

something about the way in which audience members experience unfamiliar arts events.  The 

evidence from a wider range of arts events, including first-time attendance at opera, jazz and 

chamber music performances (see Table 1 for details), shows how some of the exploratory and 
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reflective conversational trends from the BCMG case study, while perhaps made easier by the 

ゲｴ;ヴWS けヮ┌┣┣ﾉｷﾐｪ ﾗ┌デげ ﾗa ; IﾗﾐデWﾏヮﾗヴ;ヴ┞ ;ヴデゲ Wvent, are relevant for new audiences in other 

performance contexts too. Across each of these studies, the audience exchange members have 

engaged in a process of clarifying and refining their individual impressions in relation to the 

articulated experiences of others に and they have unanimously reported on the usefulness of that 

reflective process, so illustrating its potential as a tool for audience development. 

 

 4.1 Exploratory talk 

TｴW ｷﾐ┗ｷデ;デｷﾗﾐ デﾗ さｪｷ┗W ┞ﾗ┌ヴ aｷヴゲデ ｷﾏヮヴWゲゲｷﾗﾐゲ ﾗa デｴW W┗Wﾐデざ ┘ｴｷIｴ HWｪ;ﾐ ﾗ┌ヴ ;┌SｷWﾐIW W┝Iｴ;ﾐｪW 
discussions is one made surprisingly infrequently to arts audiences.  The business of arts reviewing 

is largely professionalised に デｴﾗ┌ｪｴ ﾗﾐﾉｷﾐW けIﾗﾐゲ┌ﾏWヴ ヴW┗ｷW┘げ I┌ﾉデ┌ヴW ｷゲ ゲｴﾗ┘ｷﾐｪ ゲｷｪﾐゲ ﾗa Iｴ;ﾐｪｷﾐｪ 
this に ;ﾐS ;┌SｷWﾐIW ﾏWﾏHWヴゲ ;ヴW ﾉｷﾆWﾉ┞ デﾗ HW ﾏﾗヴW ┌ゲWS デﾗ ヴW;Sｷﾐｪ けW┝ヮWヴデげ ヴW┗ｷW┘ゲ ;ﾐS ヮ┌HﾉｷIｷデ┞ 
material than providing their own commentary on events (Jacobs et al., 2015).  While social media 

affords ever-increasing opportunities to give a public response to an event (Long, 2014; Bennett, 

2014), this demands a certain confidence in expressing an opinion, perhaps more likely to be held 

by a long-standing audience member than a newcomer.  By contrast, in the safe environment of 

the audience exchange, all participants had declared a similar level of unfamiliarity with the art 

form, and the reactions of another confused listener or viewer often provided reassurance and 

prompted further discussion, as was the case for these first-time opera-goers: 

Jane (VN): さLﾗ┌Sく I デｴﾗ┌ｪｴデ ｷデ ┘;ゲ ｪﾗｷﾐｪ デﾗ HW ┗Wヴ┞ ﾉﾗ┌Sが デｴW ﾏ┌ゲｷIが ;ﾐS デｴW ゲｷﾐｪｷﾐｪく Iデ ┘;ゲﾐげデ 
;ゲ ﾉﾗ┌S ;ゲ I ┘;ゲ W┝ヮWIデｷﾐｪが ;Iデ┌;ﾉﾉ┞くざ 

Rose (VN): さI デｴﾗ┌ｪｴデ デｴW ゲデﾗヴ┞ ﾏｷｪｴデ ｴ;┗W ｪヴ;HHWS ﾏW ; Hｷデ ﾏﾗヴWが デｴﾗ┌ｪｴデ I ﾏｷｪｴデ ｴ;┗W aWﾉデ 
a bit more involved with the characters, instead of に I aWﾉデ ケ┌ｷデW Sｷゲデ;ﾐIWS aヴﾗﾏ デｴWﾏくざ 

These first responses to opera show how expectations are recalibrated after even just one 

exposure to an art form, and therefore how useful this initial insight could be to arts organisations 

seeking to understand how their work will appear to new audiences.  First-timers at classical 

chamber music concert, similarly, highlighted features that would be commonplace to regular 

;デデWﾐSWヴゲが HWｷﾐｪ ゲ┌ヴヮヴｷゲWS ;デ デｴW さIﾗﾏﾏ┌ﾐｷI;デｷﾗﾐ HWデ┘WWﾐ ヮWヴaﾗヴﾏWヴゲざ ふAゲ;ﾆﾗが EンヶヰBぶ ;ﾐS デｴW 
さIﾉﾗゲWﾐWゲゲざ ﾗa デｴW ゲデ;ｪW ふAﾆ;ゲ┌ﾆｷが EンヶヰBぶく HW;ヴｷﾐｪ ﾐW┘ ;┌SｷWﾐIW ﾏWﾏHWヴゲ Wﾐｪ;ｪｷﾐｪ ｷﾐ デｴW 
formation of their understanding of an unfamiliar art form brings fresh insight for audience 

research; however, on some occasions we have found participants to be inhibited or uncertain in 

finding their own vocabulary to talk about events or art forms.  New audience members at Music 

ｷﾐ デｴW ‘ﾗ┌ﾐSが aﾗヴ W┝;ﾏヮﾉWが ヴWaWヴヴWS デﾗ ヮｷWIWゲ ﾗa Iﾉ;ゲゲｷI;ﾉ ﾏ┌ゲｷI ;ゲ さデヴ;Iﾆゲざ ;ﾐS さゲﾗﾐｪゲざが Hﾗヴヴﾗwing 

ﾏﾗヴW a;ﾏｷﾉｷ;ヴ デWヴﾏゲ aヴﾗﾏ ヮﾗヮ ﾏ┌ゲｷIが H┌デ ;Iﾆﾐﾗ┘ﾉWSｪｷﾐｪ デｴ;デ デｴｷゲ ┘;ゲ け┘ヴﾗﾐｪげ ｷﾐ ゲﾗﾏW ┘;┞ 
デｴヴﾗ┌ｪｴ IﾗﾏﾏWﾐデゲ ゲ┌Iｴ ;ゲ さIげ┗W ゲデｷﾉﾉ ｪﾗデ ﾐﾗ ｷSW; ┘ｴ;デ デｴW┞げヴW I;ﾉﾉWS に デｴW aｷヴゲデ Hｷデ ﾗa ﾏ┌ゲｷIざ ;ﾐS 
さけデ┌ﾐWげが デｴ;デげゲ ﾐﾗデ ┗Wヴ┞ ｪﾗﾗS ｷゲ ｷデいざ ふBヴ┞ﾗﾐ┞が EンヶヰAぶく  Tｴｷゲ ┌ﾐIertainty reinforces the particular 

character of the audience exchange conversation identified by the Birmingham groups (see 

section 3ぶ デｴ;デ ｴ;┗ｷﾐｪ ; a;Iｷﾉｷデ;デWS SｷゲI┌ゲゲｷﾗﾐ H┌デ ┘ｷデｴﾗ┌デ けW┝ヮWヴデげ ｷﾐヮ┌デ ヮヴﾗ┗ｷSWS ; ﾐWIWゲゲ;ヴ┞ 
forum for the exploration and articulation of new arts experiences.    

 4.2 Seeking peer-to-peer clarification 

Related to the idea of exploration, audience exchange members have often sought clarification 

from one another に ﾗﾐ ; Iﾗﾐa┌ゲｷﾐｪ ﾗヮWヴ; ヮﾉﾗデが aﾗヴ W┝;ﾏヮﾉWが ﾗヴ デｴW けﾏW;ﾐｷﾐｪげ ﾗa ; IﾗﾐデWﾏヮorary 
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dance performance.   At a jazz gig in Sheffield, audience exchange members returned several 

デｷﾏWゲ デﾗ デｴW ケ┌Wゲデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa さｴﾗ┘ ﾏ┌Iｴ [the performers] ┘WヴW ;Iデ┌;ﾉﾉ┞ ｷﾏヮヴﾗ┗ｷゲｷﾐｪざ ふJ┌ﾉｷWが JPJぶが 
exploring their uncertainty together in a way that was creatively distinctive from the input of a 

more authoritative source, such as a programme or pre-concert talk.  Amongst the opera-goers, 

some had bought a programme and read the plot synopsis, while others had struggled to piece 

together the story from the acting and surtitles: the richness of their exchange of ideas came not 

from the discussion of these alternatives, but from the expression of opinions about whether the 

opera had made sense to them, emotionally and intellectually: 

Alice (VN): さI ﾏW;ﾐが デｴW ﾏ┌ゲｷI;ﾉゲ Iげ┗W ゲWWﾐ ｴ;┗W ;ﾉ┘;┞ゲ ｴ;S ﾉｷﾆW ;ﾐ ｷﾐデWﾐゲｷデ┞ ﾗa Wﾏﾗデｷﾗﾐ に Iげ┗W 
;ﾉ┘;┞ゲ aWﾉデ ﾉｷﾆW Iげ┗W ヴW;ﾉﾉ┞ Wﾐｪ;ｪWS ┘ｷデｴ ゲﾗﾏW ﾗa デｴW Iｴ;ヴ;IデWヴゲが ;ﾐS ┞ﾗ┌ ﾆｷﾐS ﾗa ｪWデ デｴ;デ 
ｷﾐデWﾐゲｷデ┞く WｴWヴWが ┘ｷデｴ デｴｷゲが I SｷSﾐげデく “ﾗ I Sﾗﾐげデ ﾆﾐﾗ┘ ┘ｴ┞ に I Iﾗ┌ﾉSﾐげデ ┘ﾗヴﾆ ﾗ┌デ ｷa ｷデげゲ ; ヮｷWIW 
of music which I really enjoyed, and really liked the sound of it, or whether it was a bit of 

デｴW;デヴWく けCﾗゲ ｷデ ┘;ゲ ;ﾉﾏﾗゲデ ﾉｷﾆW ; Iｴﾗｷヴが H┌デ SヴWゲゲWS ┌ヮが I ｪ┌Wゲゲく WｴｷIｴ ﾏ;SW ｷデ ｷﾐデWヴWゲデｷﾐｪ デﾗ 
ﾉﾗﾗﾆ ;デが H┌デ ｷデ ┘;ゲ ﾆｷﾐS ﾗa SｷaaWヴWﾐデくざ 

In various audience exchanges, participants have expressed contradictory views about 

whether the provision of information, such as programme notes or gallery captions, has been 

useful to their understanding (see Section 3.2 ﾗﾐ デｴW けWﾐｪ;ｪWﾏWﾐデ ヴﾗﾗﾏげ ;デ D;ﾐIWXIｴ;ﾐｪWぶく  
Research on the effectiveness of these supplementary explanations is similarly inconclusive, with 

ﾗﾐW ゲデ┌S┞ ゲ┌ｪｪWゲデｷﾐｪ デｴ;デ ; ┘ヴｷデデWﾐ W┝ヮﾉ;ﾐ;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa ;ﾐ ┌ﾐa;ﾏｷﾉｷ;ヴ ヮｷWIW ﾗa ﾏ┌ゲｷI I;ﾐ ;ｷS ﾉｷゲデWﾐWヴゲげ 
Wﾐﾃﾗ┞ﾏWﾐデ ふ“ｷﾉ┗; わ “ｷﾉ┗;が ヲヰヰΓぶが ┘ｴｷﾉW ;ﾐﾗデｴWヴ aﾗ┌ﾐS デｴ;デ けIﾗﾐIWヮデ┌;ﾉ ﾉｷゲデWﾐｷﾐｪ may not be more 

ヮﾉW;ゲ;ﾐデげ ふM;ヴｪ┌ﾉｷゲが ヲヰヱヰぎ ヲΓΒぶが ﾐﾗデｷﾐｪ デｴ;デ ｴｷｪｴWヴ ﾉW┗Wﾉゲ ﾗa ｷﾐデWﾉﾉWIデ┌;ﾉ Wﾐｪ;ｪWﾏWﾐデ ┘ｷデｴ ; 
performance were not linked to increased pleasure in listening.  Even while the new audience 

members struggled to find a vocabulary to talk about their response to a concert, some felt that 

the language being used by the arts organisation also failed to capture their experience, with too 

much of an emphasis on analysis and not enough on the emotional impact of the music: 

Bryony (E360A): さFﾗヴ ﾏW デｴ;デ SWゲIヴｷヮデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa デﾗﾐｷｪｴデ SﾗWゲﾐげデ ﾏ;ﾆW ｷデ ゲﾗ┌ﾐS ┗Wヴ┞ W┝Iｷデｷﾐｪ に it 

ﾏ;ﾆWゲ ｷデ ゲﾗ┌ﾐS ; Hｷデ ヴ┌HHｷゲｴぁざ [laughs] 

Adam (E360A): さEゲヮWIｷ;ﾉﾉ┞ デｴW M;ヴデｷﾐ└ ﾗﾐWが ﾉｷﾆW デｴ;デ ┘;ゲ ﾏ┞ a;┗ﾗ┌ヴｷデW ﾗﾐWが ;ﾐS ｷデ ゲ;┞ゲ ｷデ 
けW┝ｴｷHｷデゲ デｴW aﾉ┌デW デﾗ ｪヴW;デ WaaWIデげ [laughter] but to me it was the violin that was really 

ｷﾐデWヴWゲデｷﾐｪが ;ﾐS デｴW ┗;ヴｷ;デｷﾗﾐゲ ｷﾐ デｴW ﾏ┌ゲｷIくざ 

Participants acknowledged the difficulty for arts organisations in communicating with their regular 

audiences while welcoming newcomers: references to past performers, for example, create a 

feeling of distance for newcomers, while contributing to the sense of community that is highly 

valued by regular attenders (Pitts & Spencer, 2008).  This highlights again the value of peer-to-peer 

dialogue, which creates an opportunity for exploring uncertain responses to an arts event and, in 

デｴｷゲ ｷﾐゲデ;ﾐIWが aﾗヴ ヮヴﾗIWゲゲｷﾐｪ デｴW ;┗;ｷﾉ;HﾉW ゲﾗ┌ヴIWゲ ﾗa けW┝ヮWヴデげ ｷﾐaﾗヴﾏ;デｷﾗﾐ ;ﾐS IﾗﾐゲｷSWヴｷﾐｪ ┘ｴ;デ 
they say about the art and how they say it.   

 4.3 Reflecting on attention and drifting 

Participants at the various events have reflected on their levels of concentration and engagement, 

often expressing a slightly guilty realisation that their attention had drifted during the course of a 

performance, as in this conversation between first-time chamber music listeners: 

Amelia (E360B): さI SｷS ﾉﾗﾗﾆ ;ヴﾗ┌ﾐS ﾗﾐIW ﾗヴ デ┘ｷIWが ;ﾐS I SｷS ゲWW ゲﾗﾏW ヮWﾗヮﾉW ﾆｷﾐS ﾗa ﾉｷﾆWが 
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looking off, and some people were like, really intense, which was quite nice to see に made 

ﾏW aWWﾉ ; Hｷデ ｪ┌ｷﾉデ┞ デｴ;デ I Iﾗ┌ﾉSﾐげデ ﾏ;ｷﾐデ;ｷﾐ デｴ;デ ﾉW┗Wﾉ ﾗa ｷﾐデWﾐゲｷデ┞ぁざ 

Dan: さI Sﾗﾐげデ デｴｷﾐﾆ ┞ﾗ┌ ゲｴﾗ┌ﾉS aWWﾉ H;Sが デｴWヴW ┘WヴW ;デ ﾉW;ゲデ ゲｷ┝デWWﾐ ヮWﾗヮﾉW ;ゲﾉWWヮ ;デ ﾗﾐW 
ヮﾗｷﾐデぁざ  

AﾏWﾉｷ; W┝ヮﾉ;ｷﾐWS ｴWヴ ゲWﾐゲW ﾗa さｪ┌ｷﾉデざ ｷﾐ ヴWﾉ;デｷﾗﾐ デﾗ デｴW ヮWヴaﾗヴﾏWヴゲが ┘ｴﾗ ┘WヴW さゲﾗ Wﾐデｴ┌ゲｷ;ゲデｷIざ 
that she felt she should have been giving them her full attention.  Akasuki, by contrast, claimed 

ｴWヴ さヴｷｪｴデ デﾗ S;┞SヴW;ﾏざが W┝ヮヴWゲゲｷﾐｪ デｴW ┗ｷW┘ デｴ;デ ｷa デｴW ﾏ┌ゲｷI encouraged her into personal 

thoughts and memories, this was in itself a response to the performance and not one for which 

ゲｴW ゲｴﾗ┌ﾉS aWWﾉ ;ヮﾗﾉﾗｪWデｷIく  Gｷ┗Wﾐ デｴ;デ ﾐﾗデｷﾗﾐゲ ﾗa さSヴｷaデｷﾐｪざ ;ﾐS ｷﾐ;デデWﾐデｷﾗﾐ に or rather, attention 

to features other than the liveness of the performance に has occurred in many of the audience 

exchange conversations, it would appear that the continuum between background listening in 

everyday life and distracted listening in the concert hall is a fruitful direction for further research.  

Akasukiげゲ さS;┞SヴW;ﾏゲざ ;ヴW ｷﾐ Iﾗﾐデヴ;ゲデ デﾗ デｴW ﾆｷﾐS ﾗa ;ﾐ;ﾉ┞デｷI;ﾉが IﾗﾐIWﾐデヴ;デWS ﾉｷゲデWﾐｷﾐｪ デｴ;デ ｷゲ 
implicitly encouraged in programme notes, and fostered through the quiet attention that is 

embedded in a traditional performance venue, with its dimmed lights, fixed seating and focus on 

the stage.  The abstract けidealsげ of musicological analysis or other perceptual frameworks that 

dominate the research literature have seeped through into the world of programme notes and 

reviews, with only a few provocative voices documenting the extent to which classical music can 

be a prompt to relaxation rather than attention (Goedde, 2005: 441).   

While our participants (and indeed Goedde, 2005) expressed feelings of guilt and disrespect 

;ヴﾗ┌ﾐS デｴWｷヴ IﾗﾐaWゲゲｷﾗﾐゲ ﾗa さSヴｷaデｷﾐｪざが デｴWｷヴ ｷﾐ;デデWﾐデｷ┗W ﾉｷゲデWﾐｷﾐｪ IﾗﾏWゲ ﾏﾗゲデ ﾗaデWﾐ aヴﾗﾏ 
enjoyment of the situation, rather than frustration with it, and is in itself a form of audience 

ヴWゲヮﾗﾐゲWく  AﾉｷIWげゲ Iﾗﾏヮ;ヴｷゲﾗﾐ ﾗa デｴW;デヴW ;ﾐS ﾏ┌ゲｷI ﾗaaWヴゲ a┌ヴデｴWヴ ｷﾐゲｷｪｴデぎ 

Alice (JPJ): さI ゲ┌ヮヮﾗゲW HWI;┌ゲW Iげﾏ ┌ゲWS デﾗ ゲWWｷﾐｪ デｴW;デヴWが ｷデげゲ ﾏ;ﾆｷﾐｪ ┞ﾗ┌ヴ ﾗ┘ﾐ ┗ｷゲ┌;ﾉゲが ｷゲﾐげデ 
it, in your head? So I would be, again, drifting in and out of myself and thinking of other 

things and associations, and に sometimes it was quite relaxing, actually, I was starting to 

think けﾗｴが デｴｷゲ ｷゲ ﾐｷIWぁげ に ;ﾐS デｴWﾐ デｴWヴW ┘ﾗ┌ﾉS HW ; ゲWケ┌WﾐIW デｴ;デ ┘ﾗ┌ﾉS ﾃ;ヴ ;ﾐS IげS HW H;Iﾆ 
ｷﾐ デｴW ヴﾗﾗﾏ ;ｪ;ｷﾐが ゲﾗ デｴ;デ ┘;ゲ ゲデヴ;ﾐｪWくざ 

AﾉｷIWげゲ ヴWゲヮﾗﾐゲW ゲｴﾗ┘ゲ ｴWヴ Sヴ;┘ｷﾐｪ ﾗﾐ ｴWヴ ｪヴW;デWヴ W┝ヮWヴｷWﾐIW ﾗa デｴW;デヴW ｷﾐ ヴWゲヮﾗﾐSｷﾐｪ デﾗ ; 
musical performance, and IﾗﾏヮWﾐゲ;デｷﾐｪ aﾗヴ ; ﾉ;Iﾆ ﾗa さ┗ｷゲ┌;ﾉゲざ ;ゲ ゲｴW ﾉｷゲデWﾐゲく  OデｴWヴ ヮ;ヴデｷIｷヮ;ﾐデゲ 
ﾏ;SW ヴWaWヴWﾐIW デﾗ aｷﾉﾏゲ ;ﾐS デWﾉW┗ｷゲｷﾗﾐ ｷﾐ aﾗヴﾏｷﾐｪ デｴWｷヴ ﾗ┘ﾐ ┘;┞ゲ ﾗa ;デデWﾐSｷﾐｪが ｷﾉﾉ┌ゲデヴ;デｷﾐｪ Fヴｷデｴげゲ 
(2002) assertion that constant exposure to music in contemporary society can generate new 

listening skills rather than, as is sometimes feared, eroding the capacity for attention.  Some arts 

organisations have begun to respond to changes in listener behaviour amongst younger potential 

audiences, with experiments including the Orchestra oa デｴW AｪW ﾗa EﾐﾉｷｪｴデWﾐﾏWﾐデげゲ けNｷｪｴデ “ｴｷaデげ 
programme of informal classical music presentation (Dobson, 2010).  However, others might be 

understandably cautious of the effects of changing formats upon their established audiences, and 

the audience exchange discussions illustrate that there are no easy answers to this dilemma: while 

some newcomers would have welcomed a more flexible, informal setting, others were keen to 

adapt their behaviour to the perceived norms of the existing audience, with the expectation that 

their experience of the arts event would develop with practice. 

 

5. Conclusions and implications 
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As arts and cultural organisations in the UK respond to the ever-diminishing support of the state, 

they will need to think in increasingly creative ways about how they develop relationships with 

their audiences. The findings of our research with the audience exchange method suggest there is 

significant potential for arts and cultural organisations to create new opportunities for peer-to-

peer discussion. While our audience exchange participants welcomed the presence of a facilitator 

┘ｴﾗ ┘;ゲ ヮWヴIWｷ┗WS ﾐﾗデ デﾗ HW ;ﾐ けW┝ヮWヴデげ ﾗヴ ﾉｷﾐﾆWS デﾗ デｴW ;ヴデゲ ﾗヴｪ;ﾐｷゲ;デｷﾗﾐが デｴW┞ ゲｷﾏ┌ﾉデ;ﾐWﾗ┌ゲﾉ┞ 
demonstrated their own distinctive expertise as co-creators of organisational value, fulfilling 

W;ﾉﾏゲﾉW┞げゲ ふヲヰヱンぶ I;ﾉﾉ aﾗヴ さ; neo-institutionalist, creative management approach to articulating 

and evaluating artistic valueざ ふヮく ヲヱヴぶく Our work in Birmingham strongly suggests the potential for 

strengthening the relationships between audiences and cultural organisations through the 

audience exchange approach, creating conditions in which audience members are more likely to 

HWIﾗﾏW IﾗﾏﾏｷデデWS ヮ;ヴデｷIｷヮ;ﾐデゲ ;ﾐS けI┌ﾉデ┌ヴ;ﾉ Iｷデｷ┣Wﾐゲげ ふGross & Pitts, 2016), for whom cultural 

organisations are a site of ongoing encounter and conversation.  

Our findings also demonstrate the considerable potential of future action research initiatives 

which combine the ethnographic advantages of in situ conversation and participant observation 

with the opportunities offered by facilitated, semi-structured conversation. This may be 

particularly generative in sites of cultural experience in which deep qualitative knowledge of 

audience experience has been elusive, in which social encounter is not typically built into the 

mﾗSW ﾗa Wﾐｪ;ｪWﾏWﾐデが ﾗヴ ｷﾐ ┘ｴｷIｴ デｴWヴW ;ヴW ┘Wﾉﾉ Wゲデ;HﾉｷゲｴWS ヴWｪｷﾏWゲ ﾗa けﾉWｪｷデｷﾏ;デWげ ﾆﾐﾗ┘ﾉWSｪW 
and vocabularies of judgement. As financial necessity and artistic ambition increasingly prompt 

arts and cultural organisations to explore possibilities for collaboration (Cultural Institute Enquiry, 

2015), the audience exchange method offers a powerful tool for developing relationships between 

audiences, researchers and organisations, extending collaborative working in the arts in ways that 

are productive for all involved. By bringing a group of audience members into contact with one 

;ﾐﾗデｴWヴげゲ ;ヴデゲ W┝ヮWヴｷWﾐIWゲが the method confronts some of the tensions at the heart of audience 

development, namely whether the value of such activity is in deepening the experience of existing 

audience members or reaching out to new constituents (Lindelof, 2015): the audience exchange 

can do both at once, and so demonstrates the connections between varieties of past experience 

and potential for future engagement. At the most practical level, it also begins to encourage the 

flow of audiences from one organisation to another, offering opportunities for cross-marketing in 

ways that are now being explored by our Birmingham network of organisations. 

The audience exchange approach also suggests possibilities for more effective methods of 

evaluating arts and cultural programmes and events. One possible direction in which to take this 

would be to explore the experience of arts events by particular audience groups. For example, 

Gross, Edwards et al. (2014) used an audience exchange approach as part of the evaluation of 

LWWSゲ Cｷデ┞ Cﾗ┌ﾐIｷﾉげゲ Lｷｪｴデ Nｷｪｴデ aWゲデｷ┗;ﾉが ┘ｴｷIｴ デ;ﾆWゲ ヮﾉ;IW ｷﾐ ┗Wﾐ┌Wゲ ;Iヴﾗゲゲ デｴW Iｷデ┞ ﾗﾐ デｴW W┗Wﾐｷﾐｪ 
of the first Friday in October. This audience exchange was with a group of participants from the 

Arts and Minds Network, and the evaluation addressed whether the festival was accessible and 

enjoyable to a group of people who at times suffer from social anxiety, exploring these sensitive 

questions in ways that could have been less productive using conventional research methods.  

“WSｪﾏ;ﾐ ふヲヰヱヵぶ ｴ;ゲ ﾗHゲWヴ┗WS デｴ;デ ;┌SｷWﾐIW ﾏWﾏHWヴゲ ┘ｴﾗ IﾗﾐゲｷSWヴ デｴWﾏゲWﾉ┗Wゲ デﾗ HW けﾐﾗﾐ-W┝ヮWヴデげ 
ﾗヴ けﾐﾗデ デｴW ヴｷｪｴデ ﾆｷﾐS ﾗa ヮWﾗヮﾉWげ デﾗ W┗;ﾉ┌;デW ;ヴデゲ W┗Wﾐデゲ ;ヴW IﾗﾐゲWケ┌Wﾐデﾉ┞ ┌ﾐSWヴ-represented in the 

collective understanding of how the arts are meaningful in contemporary life. The audience 

exchange offers one way to reach marginalised groups who might be alienated by standard arts 

evaluation practices, and so would be valuable in demonstrating the impact of arts engagement 

on a wider section of the population, as well as identifying ways in which arts organisations can 
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speak more powerfully to the full breadth of their potential audiences. 

In light of our findings, oヴｪ;ﾐｷゲ;デｷﾗﾐゲ ﾏｷｪｴデ ゲデ;ヴデ デﾗ デｴｷﾐﾆ HW┞ﾗﾐS け;┌SｷWﾐIW SW┗WﾉﾗヮﾏWﾐデげ ;ゲ 
an extension of marketing strategy, and think more broadly about the varieties of participation 

that take place within the organisational conditions they create for their visitors. At BCMG, the 

facilitated conversation of the audience exchange method has now been adopted as a regular 

post-concert feature, and while this closer alignment with the organisation risks drifting into the 

けvirtuous circleげ ﾗa ヮﾗゲｷデｷ┗W ;┌SｷWﾐIW ヴWゲヮﾗﾐゲWゲ ｷSWﾐデｷaｷWS H┞ Jﾗｴ;ﾐゲﾗﾐ ;ﾐS Gﾉﾗ┘ ふヲヰヱヵぶ, early 

indications are that the conversations are performing a valuable role for both attenders and the 

organisation.  Peer-to-ヮWWヴ Iﾗﾐ┗Wヴゲ;デｷﾗﾐゲ ;ヴW ﾗﾐW ヮヴﾗﾏｷゲｷﾐｪ ┘;┞ デﾗ さﾆWWヮ デｴW ﾐﾗﾐ-performance 

ゲヮ;IWゲ ;ﾉｷ┗Wざが ;ゲ ﾗﾐW ヮ;ヴデｷIｷヮ;ﾐデ ｷﾐ デｴW Bｷヴﾏｷﾐｪｴ;ﾏ ヴWゲW;ヴIｴ ヮ┌デ ｷデく A┌SｷWﾐIW W┝Iｴ;ﾐｪe 

conversations not only indicate new ways for researchers and arts organisations to gain insight 

into audience experience and attitudes; they also indicate one way, amongst others, that arts 

organisations might expand the range of social encounters に and デｴW ┗;ヴｷWデｷWゲ ﾗa けヮ;ヴデｷIｷヮ;デｷﾗﾐげ に 

デｴ;デ デ;ﾆW ヮﾉ;IW HWaﾗヴWが S┌ヴｷﾐｪ ;ﾐS ;aデWヴ デｴW W┝ヮWヴｷWﾐIW ﾗa けデｴW ;ヴデ ｷデゲWﾉaげく TｴW aｷﾐSｷﾐｪゲ WﾏWヴｪｷﾐｪ 
from our use of audience exchange methods to date suggests that action research initiatives such 

as these, in addition to generating important new knowledge, offer possibilities for arts 

organisations and their (current and potential) audiences to develop fuller, more satisfying and 

potentially more enduring relationships. 
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