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The Theatre Generation Company and individual theatres carried out research that showed a need to win back young people and family audiences. The research was presented at a seminar of more than 250 theatre professionals, and showed that young people, specifically 10-14 year olds and their families did not perceive theatre as a leisure option. With funding from Sainsbury's as well as Arts Council England's New Audiences Programme, 1999 two already commissioned productions were sponsored by Sainsbury's to research attitudes to family theatre. The shows toured and were intensively marketed. There was also promotion in nearby Sainsbury's stores.

about lead organisation

Theatre Generation Company is a non-profit company. It aims to promote the commissioning and production of new, imaginative high quality theatre for the family audience and young people and to encourage a new generation of theatre goers. It works in partnership with theatre companies, funders and sponsors.

background

At present, most theatres are unable to produce new high quality writing and productions for family audiences at reasonable prices. As a result many children only experience live theatre around Christmas. 

aims of the project

· To increase understanding of what families need from theatre

· To make theatre more accessible to families and young audiences

· To revitalise theatre

· To generate present and future theatre audiences

· To create awareness that will establish theatre as a popular family activity

· To address social, economic and ethnic issues that may be barriers to theatre attendance

· To enable work of high standards

· To share information across professional disciplines

about the project

In March 1999 the Older Younger Seminar presented commissioned research to more than 250 theatre professionals. The seminar presented 17 speakers -including leading writers, theatre directors and theatre managers. The research had showed that young people, specifically 10-14 year olds and their families did not perceive theatre as a leisure option.

At the seminar applicants were invited for the Sainsbury's Checkout Theatre funding. Following a selection process - there were 36 applications - 1999 two already commissioned productions were sponsored by Sainsbury's to research attitudes to family theatre. These productions - Frogs and Danny 306 + Me - were selected for their highly respected artistic teams and for the known quality of the work of the producing theatres. The tours also tested the popularity of Sunday performances.

The shows were intensively marketed, generating over 800,000 items of print. There was also promotion in nearby Sainsbury's stores and staff were offered generous discounts for tickets.

about the audience

The original target for the size of audience for the Older Younger Seminar was 80 people. It sold out twice and eventually was presented to an audience of more than 250 theatre professionals, representing all elements of the industry. Feedback showed that 83 per cent found the programme either excellent or good. 63 per cent found the content or relevance of the research excellent or good.

Roughly 10,000 people attended 37 performances of Frogs and 27 performances of Danny 306 + Me. This represented 27 per cent of capacity for Frogs and 33 per cent of capacity for Danny 306 + Me. Nearly half the audience for the public performances (as opposed to schools performances) were first time attenders.

Staff take-up at Sainsbury's was disappointing.

outcomes and lessons learned

The seminar was very well received and responses showed that it had been both fulfilling and timely. It attracted national media coverage and provoked a debate in the theatre industry press.

The intensity of the marketing reflected the need to reach new audiences. The poor take up among Sainsbury's staff was thought to reflect the fact that a production aimed at young people does not lend itself to group bookings and family focussed trips are usually arranged outside the work environment. Theatres' comments on the value of the partnership with Sainsbury's and the store promotion varied: much seemed to depend on the personnel involved at local level - on both sides.

Overall the response to the pilot productions was disappointing. Possibly the time of year - late spring and summer - meant that the shows had to compete with other seasonal attractions. Expectations of the effectiveness of the store promotions was unrealistically high. It is difficult to attract new audiences to any artform.

