
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

Engaging Dance Audiences: Summary 

Assessment of Grantees’ Engagement 

Practices 

 
 
Commissioned by Dance/USA 
 
October 2011 
 

 

 

 

ALAN S. BROWN 

JENNIFER L. NOVAK-LEONARD 

Copyright 2011, WolfBrown, all rights reserved   



EDA: Summary Assessment of Grantees’ Engagement Practices 

 2 Prepared by WolfBrown  
  

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Introduction .......................................................................................................................................... 3 
 
Measuring Engagement ....................................................................................................................... 4 
 
Emergent Themes ................................................................................................................................ 5 
 
Promising Practices ............................................................................................................................ 10 
 
Individual Grantee Results 
 American Dance Festival ........................................................................................................... 12 
 Cowles Center for Dance & The Performing Arts ................................................................ 14 
 Oberlin Dance Collective (ODC) ............................................................................................. 17 
 On the Boards .............................................................................................................................. 19 
 STREB .......................................................................................................................................... 21 
 Trey McIntyre Project ................................................................................................................. 24 
 Walker Art Center ....................................................................................................................... 27 
 Yerba Buena Center for the Arts .............................................................................................. 30  
 Misnomer Dance Theater .......................................................................................................... 32 
 
Technical Appendix ........................................................................................................................... 33 

 



EDA: Summary Assessment of Grantees’ Engagement Practices 

 3 Prepared by WolfBrown  
  

INTRODUCTION 

 
With support from the Doris Duke Charitable Foundation and the James Irvine Foundation, 
Dance/USA launched Engaging Dance Audiences (EDA) in 2008,1 a $2.1 million pilot grant 
program to assist the dance field in testing, assessing, and learning about new and refined strategies 
for engaging dance audiences.  
 
This report communicates results of research and assessment work undertaken by the EDA 
grantees in connection with their project support2, and is intended to help share lessons 
learned from the grantees’ experiences with the dance field. The other two components of the 
EDA initiative were: 
 

 A Learning Community. At its core, EDA is a learning initiative for Dance/USA members 
and the dance field. The core of the learning community was built by joining the grantees 
through meetings, conference calls, and the use of social media to share challenges, suc-
cesses, and questions throughout the course of their projects. The full Dance/USA member-
ship was invited to share in the learning through the use of social media, webinars, in-person 
meetings, reports, and in other ways. 

 A National Survey of Dance Audiences. Dance/USA commissioned WolfBrown to con-
duct the first, large-scale study of its kind on dance audiences. The overall purpose of the 
study was to provide dance presenters and producers with new information that will help 
them more effectively engage their audiences. The study was conducted in the summer of 
2010 with the help of 42 partners3 who sent a standardized survey to their dance ticket buy-
ers. 

Grantee Research and Assessment 
 
EDA grantees worked with WolfBrown to design and conduct a plan of research on their own 
audience engagement practices, with their own audiences. The purposes of this research were:  

 To provide grantees with useful information that could improve their projects 

 To generate data across the grantees that will inform and advance the field‟s knowledge of 
engagement practices 

 
The original call for proposals invited a broad range of project ideas. Ultimately, nine diverse projects 
were supported. The nine projects were wide-ranging in their approaches and specific aims, but 
shared the common goal of engaging dance audiences more deeply in the art form. The project-
specific EDA assessment research was designed in partnership with each grantee following an 
iterative assessment process from which learnings about audience engagement could be incorporated 
into future project activities. WolfBrown provided technical assistance to the grantees by honing 
research questions, designing data collection methods and tools, and providing assistance to execute 

                                                      
1 To access all of the materials produced from the Engaging Dance Audiences initiative, please visit 
http://www.danceusa.org/engagingdanceaudiences 
2 From a highly competitive field of applicants, nine Dance/USA members were funded to implement and 
assess new or refined audience engagement practices and share their discoveries with the dance field. To learn 
more about each of the nine grantees‟ projects, please visit 
http://www.danceusa.org/engagingdanceaudiencesgrantees 
3 For the list of study partners, please visit http://www.danceusa.org/edastudypartners 

http://www.danceusa.org/engagingdanceaudiences
http://www.danceusa.org/engagingdanceaudiencesgrantees
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the data collection. The interim data analyses and grantee reflections on the data are archived online 
at https://eda.groupsite.com. This report communicates the overall results of the grantees‟ research 
and assessment efforts; it is not an evaluation of grantees‟ projects. For more information about the 
grantees‟ projects, please visit their profiles on the Dance/USA website. For your reference, hyper-
links to the online project profiles are included in the report section entitled Individual Grantee 
Results. 
 
 

MEASURING ENGAGEMENT 

 
Arts groups of all disciplines devote a great deal of energy these days to assisting visitors and 
audiences in having deeper, more meaningful arts experiences. A wide variety of methods are being 
developed, including pre-event contextualization, interpretive assistance, and post-event discussions,. 
These programs are presumed to heighten anticipation and magnify impact of the arts experience on 
audience members, although empirical research is scarce. Within the budgetary limitations of the 
initiative, this report provides a first step towards objectively assessing the extent to which the EDA-
supported programs affected audiences‟ experiences.4 
 
The data collection tools—which included a range of audience surveys, and focus group and inter-
view protocols developed specifically for each of the EDA grantees‟ projects—utilized constructs 
measuring the impact of arts experiences first developed by WolfBrown in Assessing the Intrinsic Impacts 
of a Live Performance.5 The measurement constructs are:  
 

 Captivation: The extent to which the audience member was absorbed in the performance. 
Captivation is the linchpin of impact—if an audience member is captivated, then other im-
pacts are likely to happen, whereas if he is not captivated (or worse, if he snoozes through 
the program), other impacts are less likely to happen.    

o Example: Did you lose track of time and forget about everything else during the performance? 
 

 Intellectual Stimulation: The degree to which the performance triggered thinking about 
the art, issues, or topics, or caused critical reflection. 

o Example: Afterwards, did you discuss the performance with others who attended? If so, was this a 
casual exchange or an intense exchange?  
 

                                                      
4 Several researchers have conceived models for the audience experience. These include the Australia Council‟s 
model for “the arts attendance journey” (Australia Council for the Arts, Arts audiences online: How Australian 
audiences are connecting with the arts online, 2011), which spans from the moment an audience member learns about 
an event to the period of time after an event during which any number of meaning-making activities might 
occur. At a recent Chicago workshop presented by the Arts Engagement Exchange in partnership with Illinois 
Institute of Technology‟s Institute of Design, participants were taught about “the Five Es of Experience 
Design” and encouraged to conceptualize the audience experience in terms of five processes: Entice, Enter, 
Experience, Exit, and Extend (conceived by Ben Jacobson of Conifer Research, based on the Compelling 
Experiences Framework created by the Doblin Group). We think more in terms of an „arc of engagement‟—
different for every audience member—referring to a series of interactions and experiences leading up to, 
extending after, and including the arts program itself. This virtuous cycle extends, sustains and reinforces an 
audience member‟s relationship with the presenter, and builds excitement for future arts experiences. For more 
perspective, see Making Sense of Audience Engagement, by Rebecca Ratzkin and Alan S. Brown, released by the San 
Francisco Foundation and WolfBrown in November 2011. 
5 Brown, Alan S. and Jennifer L. Novak, Assessing the Intrinsic Impacts of a Live Performance, WolfBrown, 2007. 
Available at: www.wolfbrown.com/mup 

https://eda.groupsite.com/
http://www.doblin.com/Doblin_home.html
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 Emotional Resonance: The extent to which the audience member experienced a heigh-
tened emotional state during or after the performance. 

o Examples: What was your emotional response to the performance? (scale: 1=weak, 
5=strong); To what extent did you feel a bond with one or more of the dancers? 
 

 Aesthetic Enrichment: The extent to which the audience member was exposed to a new 
style, type of dance, or artist (growing the audience member‟s own aesthetic awareness), and 
also the extent to which the experience served to validate and celebrate familiar forms of 
dance (validating the audience member‟s aesthetic taste). 

o Example: Did this performance expose you to a style or type of dance with which you were unfa-
miliar? 
 

 Social Bridging and Bonding: Connectedness with the rest of the audience, new insight 
into one’s own culture or a culture outside of one’s life experience, or new perspective 
on human relationships or social issues.  

o Example: Did you feel a sense of connectedness with the rest of the audience? 
 
It is not reasonable to expect that a live arts experience would engage an audience member across 
each impact construct. The crux of this research is to understand what the differences are in impact, 
in engagement, and between audience members who do and audience members who do not partici-
pate in the engagement activities supported by the EDA initiative.  
 
For additional information on emergent themes and promising practices, refer to the full report on the Dance/USA 
website.    A technical appendix, including all instruments and topline reports, is also available under separate cover on 
the Dance/USA website.  
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Cowles Center for Dance & The Performing Arts 
 
The Cowles Center for Dance & The Performing Arts‟ EDA project addressed three constituencies: 
(1) dance companies who partnered with the Cowles Center to develop a dance consortium, whose 
activities included Guest Appearances, (2) individual “dance enthusiasts” who participated in a new 
docent program, and (3) dance patrons in the Twin Cities. After discussions with the Cowles Center, 
WolfBrown focused its assessment efforts on helping them to survey audience reactions to guest 
appearances, and to document and reflect on the evolution of the core dance consortium partners.  

 

Guest Appearances 
 

Methods 
Paper surveys were randomly pre-set on audience members‟ seats in the venue. The Cowles Center 
conducted 5 successful audience surveys16 in an effort to gauge audience response to the concept of 
guest appearances and how this format affected audience engagement. On average, the surveys 
yielded an approximate 31% response rate. To boost response rates, the Cowles Center held raffles 
for free tickets (open to those who completed and returned their surveys) and made announcements 
about the survey from the stage prior to the performances. The surveys were to be completed after 
the performance, preferably within 24 hours, and returned via post in the accompanying pre-paid 
business reply envelopes. 
 

Results  
For the shows surveyed, the vast majority (85% or more) of the audience was unaware prior to 
arriving at the performance that there would be a guest appearance. Up to approximately 70% of the 
audience had never even heard of the dance company giving the guest appearance; therefore the 
guest appearance served as first-time exposure for the majority of the audience to the guest 
performance dance company. The audiences most familiar with each company‟s work attended the 
performances given by Zenon Dance and James Sewell Ballet, where only 16% of the audience had 
not heard of the other before.  
 
On average, 58% of respondents reported that the guest appearance enhanced their expe-
rience at the performances, while 13% found it at least somewhat distracting. The audience 
members reporting the guest appearance as the most distracting were also those reporting that they 
were unaware that the guest appearance would occur. On average, 52% of the audience reported 
that they were more likely to follow the work of the guest appearance company as a result of 
seeing them perform, 39% reported no difference, and about 10% reported they were less likely to 
follow the work of the guest appearance company as a result of seeing them perform. Not only did 
the guest appearances expose audiences to new dance companies, but also, on average, 30% of 
audiences reported being introduced to a new style or type of dance through the guest appearances. 
 
Respondents provided rich, largely positive feedback when asked what they thought of seeing a guest 
appearance by a second company prior to a main performance by another company. People saw it as 
a great means of seeing something new, of adding value to their ticket price, and appreciated the 
„bonus‟ nature of the guest appearance. Some offered the caveat that the piece be kept short to keep 
it from distracting from their main purpose for attending. Some audience members questioned 
whether the style and content of the guest appearance made sense with the main program. For 
example, a few audience members suggested that seeing a balletic guest appearance distracted a bit 
from the overall experience they had anticipated, given that they were only expecting to see the main 

                                                      
16 An additional survey was conducted, but due to a survey administration error the quantitative data could not 
be used in our analyses. 

http://www.danceusa.org/cowlescenterfordanceandtheperformingarts


EDA: Summary Assessment of Grantees’ Engagement Practices 

 15 Prepared by WolfBrown  
  

performance by an ethnic dance company. Some respondents were averse to the „commercial‟ feel of 
the appearance.  
 

Learning for the Field 
Overall, the Guest Appearances appear to be a promising systematic model for aesthetic exposure. 
Not all audience members are interested in this „bonus‟ feature, so offering Guest Appearances on 
certain, advertised nights may be the best way to communicate to audiences that the Guest Appear-
ance will be occurring and permit them to select which night to attend.  
 
While scheduling opportunities drove the Cowles Center‟s pilot undertaking of this program, greater 
curatorial oversight for matching aesthetics—not only of companies, but of specific pieces to be 
performed—may result in audience members sensing a greater cohesion to the overall program, and 
drawing a direct connection to another experience they may like. In essence, Guest Appearances can 
serve as a live version of the now ubiquitous “you might also like…” links we find online. 
 

Dance Consortium 
One component of the Cowles Center‟s Engaging Dance Audiences grant project was to develop a 
consortium among eight dance companies, of varying genre, aesthetic, and size, in the Twin Cities—
an experiment in building a collaborative “dance community” among companies who share a 
potential market base. A case study providing a full account of the Cowles Center‟s experience with 
building a dance consortium is included in the Technical Appendix; here we provide a synopsis: 
 
Consortium members originally had unclear or minimal expectations of what would come from it, 
but felt that the idea was good and their goals coincided with what they understood to be the general 
goals of the grant and the consortium group. However, not until members were in the same room 
with each other did questions about the group‟s goals and activities truly arise—including the 
feasibility of the activities and whether all consortium members agreed to participate in them. While 
some of our interviewees from the consortium membership seemed excited by this carte blanche 
approach, others strongly preferred that a clear agenda be laid out for the consortium before they 
decided whether to participate. 
 
Early on the consortium organized itself into two subcommittees: one to address marketing and 
artistic issues, and the other to address issues related to administration, management, and personnel 
issues (e.g., health insurance). WolfBrown tracked consortium efforts around marketing and artistic 
issues given their relevance to the EDA grant. Activities ultimately undertaken by the consortium 
were a joint advertising program insert, two workshops, and, most significantly, piloting Guest 
Appearances. Interviewees cited “opportunity to connect with colleagues in the field” as the main 
benefit of their involvement in the consortium.  
 
Observing its evolution at a distance, WolfBrown saw that a key challenge facing the consortium‟s 
development was its interconnectedness with the dynamics unfolding around the opening of the 
Cowles Center itself. The lead-up to the opening of the building provided a window of opportunity 
to bring the dance companies together, but ultimately the multiple layers of objectives left the 
consortium befuddled. In addition, the consortium was challenged by a turnover in leadership at the 
Cowles Center and changes in the Center‟s staffing. More predictable challenges were also faced, 
including how to overcome the competitive nature of companies in the same market space.  
 
 

Learning for the Field 
Vital elements for forming any group are: 1) understanding (potential) members‟ benefits and 
motivations for being involved, and 2) having a mutual understanding of the purpose for forming the 
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affinity. The real challenges come up in how to approach these elements. These questions arose from 
Cowles‟ initial experience and may be helpful for others in the field contemplating local or regional 
consortia: 
 

 Which should come first, a convening of consortium members who then generate projects 
and mission, or a clear mission to which members ascribe themselves? 

 How much pre-planning can be done before everyone is in the room together? 

 Do projects need to rise organically from the group or can they come from the convener? 
Does a democratic idea-generation process lead to stalling? Do directives from a convener 
provide focus and galvanize energy? 

 Undoubtedly, the EDA grant provided an incentive for dance companies‟ participation in 
the consortium. What can be started, and sustained, without committed funding? Is a con-
sortium really possible without a pot of new money attached to it, or without a means of col-
lecting money from its members, or from a “dance tax” (i.e., a surcharge on all dance tickets 
that would fund the consortium)?  

 If fractionalism is inevitable, then how can involvement in the consortium be designed for 
different levels of commitment or leadership? 

 How can all consortium members share in the collective opportunity? 
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