
Kansas City Collaborative Audience Development Initiative 
 

Three Phases of Audience Development 
Executive Summary 

 
“In Kansas  Ci ty ,  they  have  c r eat ed  an env i ronment  and l earn ing  communi ty  where  

peop l e  wi l l ing l y  share  exper iments ,  suc c e s s e s ,  and ev en non-suc c es s e s .   In to  th i s  
c ruc ib l e ,  Sura l e  Phi l l ips  and her  par tner s  in  Kansas  Ci ty  have  been ab l e  to  in j e c t  and 

advance  the  l earn ing ,  and thus ,  the  r each and suc c e s s  o f  the  art s  communi ty .   The  
r e su l t ing  r epor t s  can be used  l ike  workbooks ,  wi th  e f f e c t i v e  t e chniques  on a lmos t  ev e ry  

page  to  broaden ,  de epen ,  and d ive r s i f y  audi enc e s .”  
—Gerald D. (Jerry) Yoshitomi,  Meaning Matters ,  LLC 

 
Introduction 
The job of connect ing with arts  audiences is  gett ing tougher in an increasingly 
competi t ive ,  frenzied,  and chaot ic  world.   Adding to this  chal lenge is  the fact that  arts  
organizat ions often work in isolat ion,  unaware of research and repl icable innovat ions 
from across town or from across the nat ion.   Through this  execut ive summary we hope 
to offer  guidance for f inding new audiences and connect ing with a l l  audiences in 
meaningful  ways.  
 
Methodology and Findings 
This summary is  an overview of a three-phased audience development research project  
ini t iated by the Arts  Counci l  of Metropol itan Kansas City and conducted by Surale 
Phi l l ips between 2003 to 2008.  While  our intent in shar ing this  information is  to feature 
the results  from the third phase of the project ,  br ief  descr ipt ions of Phase I  and Phase II  
are provided for context .   Results  from al l  three studies are avai lable onl ine in the 
Publ icat ions section at  www.ArtsKC.org.  
 
Phase I (2003-2004) 
To f ind out more about the actual  behavior 
of arts  patrons and what might be done to 
increase their  part ic ipat ion rates in r
cultural  act iv i t ies ,  the Arts  Counci l  o
Metropol i tan Kansas City embarked o
col laborat ive market study with 53 
different organizat ions.  The project  s
near ly  158,000 cultural ly  act ive 
households—about 25 percent of the local  
market .  The f indings suggested poten
for strong growth in numerous market  
segments and latent demand in some 
untapped areas and discussed impl ic
for act ing on the results .  
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Phase II (2005-2006) 
Phase II  of the audience development ini t iat ive br idged research and act ion through the 
implementat ion of projects  designed in response to Phase I  f indings.   Surale  Phi l l ips was 
invited back to Kansas City to work with 20 of the or ig inal  53 organizat ions to design 
and execute seven different audience development projects .  The goal  was to explore a 
var iety of strategies and approaches to ident ify which showed promise for further 
pursuit .  
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The two projects  that  showed the most success in effecting last ing,  organizat ional  
approaches  to cult ivat ing audiences were those that  explored patron values using surveys 
that  engaged people in a dia logue around the benef i ts  they seek and the meaning they 
f ind in arts exper iences .  This  patron dia logue—or va lues -based  surveying—helped each 
organizat ion better  understand their  audiences in a  more personal  way.  
 
For Phase II ,  surveys were bui l t  around values themes such as personal  creat iv i ty ,  socia l  
connect ions,  inte l lectual  st imulat ion,  cultura l  l i teracy,  and other aspirat ions.  The survey 
methods typical ly  involved a l ine of quest ioning that  encouraged people to ref lect  on 
what br ings them meaning and how the experiences fulf i l l  them. 
 

Kimberly Hines,  director of market ing and 
communicat ions for Kansas City Friends of Alvin Ai ley 
(KCFAA) chose to take part  in this  study “to get  to a 
place of making decis ions based on what we know 
instead of what we thought we knew.” 
 
One of her lessons learned was that  a l though Ai ley has 
a lways been best  known for i ts  dance performances,  the 
patron feedback revealed that  the most valued aspects  of  
KCFAA’s miss ion were:  exposing chi ldren to creat ive 
express ion,  encouraging them to make smart l i fe choices ,  
and providing fun,  chal lenging programs for students .  

W h en  i t  com es  t o  j o i n i ng  and  
g i v i n g  to  K C F A A ,  “ p e o p l e  w an t  t o  
g i v e  t o  u s  b e c a u s e  t h e y  b e l i e v e  i n  w h a t  
w e ’ r e  d o i n g  f o r  k i d s ,  n o t  b e c a u s e  w e  a r e  
g i v i n g  t h e m  a  t - s h i r t . ”  
–  K i m b e r l y  H i n e s ,  D i r e c t o r  o f  
M a r k e t i n g  an d  C o m m u n i c a t i on s ,  
K C  F r i e n d s  o f  A l v i n  A i l e y  

 
As a result ,  Hines enhanced the profi le  of the youth 
educat ion programs and is  us ing their  popular i ty  as  
leverage to encourage deeper engagement through 
membership and other avenues.  

 
The overal l  impl icat ions from the research seemed s imple on the surface—the more 
“connected” people fe l t  to an organizat ion and i ts  miss ion,  the more act ive,  support ive,  
and invested they were in the inst i tut ion.  But the underly ing questions remained,  
“beyond del iver ing a qual i ty  art is t ic  exper ience,  what helps fac i l i tat e  the  connec t ion  that  
dr ives retent ion and continued investment?  What experiences are most memorable for 
people and why?  What are the important stor ies  to te l l?   How do people ’s  aspirat ions 
and purchase motivat ion correlate with these stor ies? What are the broader impl icat ions 
for audience development?” 
 
Phase III (2007-2008) 
Building on lessons from Phase II ,  the Phase III research was designed around a 
storyte l l ing approach in which people openly re lated personal  accounts of meaningful  
arts  exper iences through an emai l  survey.   The fol lowing organizat ions took part  in 
Phase III  of the project ,  us ing a standard set  of quest ions that  was customized for each 
organizat ion and sent under their  own s ignature  to their  own audience e-mai l  l i s ts  with a 
cover letter  from staff .  

•  A m e r i c a n  J a z z  M u s e u m  
•  C a r l s e n  C e n t e r  a t  J o h ns on  C ou n t y  

C o m m u n i t y  C o l l e g e  
•  T h e  C o t e r i e  T h e a t r e  
•  H a r r i m a n - J ew e l l  S e r i e s  
•  H e a r t l a n d  M en ' s  C ho r u s  
•  K a n s a s  C i t y  F r i e n d s  o f  A l v i n  A i l e y  
•  K e m p e r  M u s eum  o f  C o n t e m p o r a r y  A r t  
•  L y r i c  O p e r a  o f  K a n s a s  C i t y  
•  N e l s o n - At k i n s  M u s eu m  o f  A r t  
•  S t a r l i g h t  T h e a t r e  
•  U n i c o r n  T h e a t r e   
S a m p l e  Q u e s t io n s  
 

How pe r s ona l l y  c onne c t ed  do  you  f e e l  w i th  th i s  
o r gan iza t i on?  
 

I f  y ou  had  a  pa r t i cu l a r l y  memorab l e  expe r i en c e  w i th  th i s  
o r gan iza t i on ,  we  wou ld  be  g ra t e f u l  i f  y ou  wou ld  b r i e f l y  
shar e  tha t  s t o r y  w i th  us .  What  happened  t o  make  th e  
expe r i en c e  s tand  ou t  f o r  y ou?  
 

Whi ch  t yp e s  o f  expe r i en c e s  have  made  y ou  f e e l  th e  mos t  
c onne c t ed?  
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The goals  of  Phase III  were to:  
-  Learn what dr ives enjoyment and deeper connect ions.  
-  Evoke memories of posi t ive arts  experiences.  
-  Report  results  to help make decis ions about programs and communicat ion.  
-  Gather patron quotes and comments useful  to shar ing the story.  

 
The organizat ions a lso needed to know if  the services ,  
educat ional  opportunit ies ,  pr int  and Web s i te  mater ia ls ,  
enhancement programs,  socia l  opportunit ies ,  recept ions,  
part ies ,  and the t ime spent on act iv i t ies  in suppor t  of  the 
art is t ic  program real ly  made a difference to their  
patrons.   I t  did,  and to a larger degree than ant ic ipated.  
The stor ies  were r ich with ins ights into what mattered.  

“ I  l o v e  l i s t e n i n g  t o  t h e  c a s t  m e m b e r s  
a n d  d i r e c t o r  r e s p o n d  t o  t h e  q u e s t i o n s  
a n d  o f f e r  t h e i r  i n s i g h t s  i n t o  t h e  p l a y  
a n d  t h e  C o t e r i e ’ s  p r o d u c t i o n  o f  t h e  
p l a y . ”  
–  S u r v e y  R e s po n d e n t  

 
From the col lected stor ies  and correlat ion of var ious data points ,  overal l ,  i t  appears that  
efforts  to deepen the “feel ing of connect ion” among arts  audiences are worth 
considerat ion within al l  the var ious touch points  organizat ions have with their  patrons 
and prospects .   Patrons with the strongest  feel ings of connect ion attend more often,  g ive 
more often,  and are rewarded more deeply by a var iety of personal ,  social ,  and communal  
benef i ts  der ived from their  arts  experiences.  
 
There appears to be opportunity in growing deeper re lat ionships.   Arts  patrons welcome 
stronger feel ings of connect ion through opportunit ies  to learn more about the art  and 
creat ive process and connect with art is ts ,  s taff  members ,  and volunteers as wel l  as  with 
other audience members who share their  interests .  
 

Close to 30 percent of the more than 2,000 responses 
gathered included some form of open comment regarding 
“memorable experiences .”  The most strongly connected 
patrons spoke express ively about the memories that  
spark their  desire to return and bring others with them.  
The most connected patrons are no doubt an invis ible 
sa les  force spreading the good buzz through word-of-
mouth.   Nurtur ing a deeper connect ion before,  during,  
and after  the event or vis i t  reminds people of their  

posi t ive exper iences and meri ts  considerat ion as part  of  market ing and audience 
development strategies .  

“ T h e  f i r s t  p e r f o rm a n c e  w e  a t t e n d e d  o f  
t h e  H e a r t l a n d  Me n ’ s  C h o r u s   w a s  l a s t  
C h r i s t m a s .  B o t h  m y  h u s b a n d  a n d  I  
f o u n d  i t  i n s p i r i n g ,  s o m b e r  a n d  
h i l a r i o u s ;  u l t i m a t e l y  t r a n s f o r m i n g .  I ’ v e  
n e v e r  w a l k e d  o u t  o f  a  p e r f o r ma n c e  i n  
s u c h  a  j o y o u s  s t a t e  o f  m i n d .  W e  w e r e  
h o o k e d - a n d  w e ’ v e  a t t e n d e d  e v e r y  
p e r f o r m an c e  s i n c e ! ”  
–  S u r v e y  R e s po n d e n t  

 
Reflections 
The data we col lected through stor ies  was not typical  market  
research and required two leaps of fa i th:  

“ I  r e a l l y  e n j o y e d  s e e i n g  t h e  b l a c k  
p o e t s  c o l l e c t i v e  p e r f o r m  a t  t h e  B l u e  
R o o m  ( A m e r i c a n  J a z z  
M u s e u m ) … T h e y  i n s p i r e d  m e  t o  d i g  
d e e p  w i t h i n  m y s e l f  a n d  f i n d  m y  
c r e a t i v e  v o i c e . ”  
 –  S u r v e y  R e s po n d e n t  

 
1 )  We had to  be l ieve  our  audiences  would be wi l l ing  to share  
incred ib ly  personal  exper iences  and take  the t ime to do i t .  
2 )  We had to  be l ieve  these  s tor ies  could be corre la ted to behav ior  
and leave us  wi th resul t s  we could  rea l ly  use .  
 
Taking both leaps paid off .   We received r ich and powerful  feedback from many 
respondents that  the consultant synthesized and t ied to other questions.   While  this  
innovat ive approach takes more t ime (and sometimes more money) than a typical  check-
the-box survey,  analys is  of  this  k ind br ings a much deeper understanding of audiences 
and their  value for our work.  I t  a lso te l ls  us  how we best  del iver that  value.   And we can 
authent ical ly  convey how the arts  transform l ives.   We learned a lot  by remaining f lexible 
and open,  let t ing the ini t iat ive be dr iven by the information as i t  was uncovered,  and not 
by pursuing a preconceived scient if ic  theory that  we thought we could prove to be true.  
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Tools You Can Use Now 
In sum, these are highl ights of ins ights g leaned through the work and recommendat ions 
made in the Phase III  study:  
 

•  Use the language your audience uses ,  including their  words and quotes ,  to 
honest ly  communicate what one might expect  to gain from attendance.  

•  Track f irst- t ime buyers and vis i tors and integrate fol low-up communicat ion tact ics  
to welcome them. 

•  Use pre-  and post-performance engagement act iv i t ies  to underscore the benef i ts  
of  attendance and cement them in memory.   

•  Communicate with audiences without sel l ing, such as shar ing comments from the 
art ists  about the venue or about the creat ive process ,  feedback from other 
patrons,  and opportunit ies  to learn more or provide ideas .   

•  Encourage people to download support  mater ia ls  from your Web s i te  such as 
lyr ics ,  interviews,  and cl ips .  

•  Strengthen personal  touches and connect ions between the art is ts ,  the art ,  the 
community ,  and the organizat ions.  

•  Collect  stor ies  from your audience.  Use these to ref lect  on your market ing 
message by asking,  “what story are we te l l ing?” Is  this  the r ight story? Is  there a 
better  story that  conveys our message in c lear ,  s imple language of our audience? 

 
Respondents who reported feel ing “not” connected were offered the opportunity to 
suggest  openly what might help strengthen their  feel ing of connect ion.   The most 
frequent suggest ions included:  

 more regular  communicat ions;  
 more diverse programming;  
 more socia l  and learning engagement act iv i t ies ;  
 improved customer services ,  purchase f lexibi l i ty ;  
 discounted offers ;  and 
 more t ie- ins to communit ies  and neighborhoods. 

 
Return on Investment 
The organizat ions involved in the research found the resul ts  directly  translated into 
act ionable ideas .   They used results  to re-tool  communicat ions by changing words,  
phrases ,  and images,  to encourage deeper engagement by using stories  in their  
communicat ions,  and to increase customer service messaging and new paths to the 
organizat ion.   
 
One example comes from The Kansas City Bal let ,  
who chose some of the most touching stor ies they 
col lected to add to their  Web s i te  
(http://www.kcbal let .org/50/stor ies .html) .  Giving 
their  audience a vehic le to share their  memories ,  in 
their  own voice,  was a new and innovat ive concept .  
The quotes a lso were shared with the Bal let  staff .  
This  renewal  of miss ion,  stra ight from those the staff  works so hard to reach,  has been 
invigorat ing.   

“ I  s a y  t h a t  b a l l e t  i s  g o o d  f o r  m y  s o u l .  M y  
t i c k e t s  a r e  f o r  F r i d a y  n i g h t .  O n  F r i d a y  
n i g h t  I  a m  t i r e d  a f t e r  t h e  w e e k  a t  w o r k ,  
b u t  I  d o n ’ t  a l l ow  m y s e l f  t o  t h i n k  a b o u t  
n o t  a t t e n d i n g  a  p e r f o r m an c e .  On c e  t h e  
d a n c i n g  b e g i n s  m y  s p i r i t  r i s e s  a n d  m y  
e n e r g y  i n c r e a s e s . ”  
- K a ns a s  C i t y  Ba l l e t  A t t e nd e e  

 
To further strengthen connect ions with audiences (subscr ibers ,  donors ,  corporate 
contacts ,  parents of our students and others) ,  the Bal let  re instated a quarter ly  pr inted 
newsletter .  They found the newsletters  help patrons feel  connected to the performances 
and dancers .  Other overal l  highl ights were that  20 percent sa id they expect  to attend the 
Bal let  more often than they do now. And,  nearly  39 percent sa id they plan to recommend 
the Bal let  more often than they do now.  
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Call to Action 
Even without repl icat ion of the research,  the Phase III  report  can be of benef i t  
immediate ly  to arts  organizat ions in other c it ies  and be should be required reading for 
arts  organizat ions and arts  funders that  seek to increase audiences and earned revenues.   
Whi le  many of these f indings are intui t ive and organizations are already working hard to 
provide audiences with outstanding experiences ,  i t  is  worthwhi le  to examine how value is  
del ivered at var ious points  to engage,  reta in,  and ult imately evolve the patron 
re lat ionship.  

 
As noted by Jerry Yoshitomi,  the f indings of this  
ini t iat ive a l ign with recent research in socia l  psychology 
and marketing,  as  wel l  as  the Web 2.0,  socia l  market ing,  
se lf-curated world we see everywhere.  The 
recommendat ions and tools  included in the ful l  report  
take into considerat ion the changes in cultural  
communicat ion methods and make use of new, more 
eff ic ient  ways of us ing technology to keep market ing 
costs  down whi le increas ing patron connect ion and 
response.   

“ T h i s  q u a l i t a t i v e  d a t a  h e l p s  u s  t o  
u n d e r s t a n d  i n  a  n e w  a n d  v i s c e r a l  w a y  t h e  
k i n d s  o f  d e e p  c o n n e c t i o n s  p e o p l e  m a k e  
w i t h  e a c h  o t h e r  t h r o u g h  t h e  a r t s  a n d  h o w  
t h a t  c o n t r i b u t e s  t o  t h e i r  s e n s e  o f  
c o m m u n i t y .  H e a r i n g  f r o m  a r t s  e n t h u s i a s t s  
i n  t h e i r  o w n  w o r d s  a b o u t  w h y  t h e y  v a l u e  
t h e  a r t s  c a n  h e l p  p e r s u a d e  b u s i n e s s  a n d  
c i v i c  l e a d e r s  t h a t  t h e  a r t s  p l a y  a  k e y  r o l e  
i n  t h e  l i v e s  o f  t h e i r  c u s t o m e r s  a n d  
c o n s t i t u e n t s .  
- P a u l  T y l e r ,  G r a n t s  D i r e c t o r ,  A r t s  
C o u n c i l  o f  M e t r o p o l i t a n  K an s a s  C i t y  

 
Our hope is  that  other arts  marketers ,  development people ,  and programmers wi l l  learn 
from these results  ways to better  engage with their  audiences and f ind new ones.  Art  
transforms us and transforms the world,  and we have undertaken this  work to help you 
further your miss ion of keeping the arts  a l ive and wel l  across a l l  communit ies .  Authentic 
stor ies of transformation that  come from your audiences are powerful  and add meaning 
to market ing and development messages del ivered through any medium. 
 
For more information about this  study or any of i ts  research phases ,  please contact  
Surale Phi l l ips ,  Pres ident ,  Decis ion Support  Partners ,  Inc.  PO Box 6573,  Bozeman, MT 
59771. Tel  (406)-285-4479 or surale@suralephi l l ips .com or Paul  Tyler ,  Grants Director ,  
Arts  Counci l  of  Metropol i tan Kansas City .  Tel .  (816) 221-1777,  ty ler@artskc.org.  
 

 
 

As this  f inal  phase of the Col laborat ive Audience Development Init iat ive draws to a 
c lose,  the Arts  Counci l  and the part ic ipat ing organizat ions wish to thank a l l  of  the 
funders that  have made this  work possible .   The or ig inal  market study so ably conducted 
by Surale Phi l l ips for the Kansas City area was funded with the generous support  of the 
Murie l  McBrien Kauffman Foundat ion.   Phase II  was the result  of  investments from the 
National  Endowment for the Arts ,  the H & R Block Foundat ion,  the Richard J .  Stern 
Foundat ion for the Arts ,  and the Missouri  Arts  Counci l .   Our continuat ion with Phase 
III  was the result  of  even more support  from the NEA, with addit ional  funding again 
from the Stern Foundat ion.   And ongoing operat ing support  for several  years  for the 
Arts  Counci l  from the Greater  Kansas City Community Foundat ion and the Murie l  
McBrien Kauffman Foundat ion was essent ia l  in helping to pay for the staff  t ime that  was 
such a vi tal  component of this  work.  
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