San Jose State University

SJSU ScholarWorks

Master's Theses Master's Theses and Graduate Research

Summer 2011

Tools of Engagement: The Potential of Theatre
Web Sites for Fostering Active Audience
Participation

Elizabeth Lynn McClelland
San Jose State University

Follow this and additional works at: http://scholarworks.sjsu.edu/etd theses

Recommended Citation

McClelland, Elizabeth Lynn, "Tools of Engagement: The Potential of Theatre Web Sites for Fostering Active Audience Participation"
(2011). Master’s Theses. 4063.
http://scholarworks.sjsu.edu/etd_theses/4063

This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by the Master's Theses and Graduate Research at SJSU ScholarWorks. It has been accepted for

inclusion in Master's Theses by an authorized administrator of SJSU ScholarWorks. For more information, please contact scholarworks@sjsu.edu.


http://scholarworks.sjsu.edu?utm_source=scholarworks.sjsu.edu%2Fetd_theses%2F4063&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://scholarworks.sjsu.edu/etd_theses?utm_source=scholarworks.sjsu.edu%2Fetd_theses%2F4063&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://scholarworks.sjsu.edu/etd?utm_source=scholarworks.sjsu.edu%2Fetd_theses%2F4063&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://scholarworks.sjsu.edu/etd_theses?utm_source=scholarworks.sjsu.edu%2Fetd_theses%2F4063&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://scholarworks.sjsu.edu/etd_theses/4063?utm_source=scholarworks.sjsu.edu%2Fetd_theses%2F4063&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:scholarworks@sjsu.edu

TOOLS OF ENGAGEMENT:
THE POTENTIAL OF THEATRE WEB SITES FOR FOSTERING ACTIVE
AUDIENCE PARTICIPATION

A Thesis
Presented to
The Faculty of the Department of Television, Radio, Film, and Theatre, and Animation
and lllustration

San José State University

In Partial Fulfillment
of the Requirements for the Degree

Master of Arts

by
Elizabeth L. McClelland

August 2011



© 2011

Elizabeth L. McClelland

ALL RIGHTS RESERVED



The Designated Thesis Committee Approves the Thesis Titled

TOOLS OF ENGAGEMENT:
THE POTENTIAL OF THEATRE WEB SITES FOR FOSTERING ACTIVE
AUDIENCE PARTICIPATION

by

Elizabeth L. McClelland

APPROVED FOR THE DEPARTMENT OF TELEVISION, RADIO, FILM, AND
THEATRE, AND ANIMATION AND ILLUSTRATION

SAN JOSE STATE UNIVERSITY

August 2011

Dr. Alison L. McKee Department of Television, Radio, Film, and

Theatre, and Animation and Illustration
Dr. Kimb Massey Department of Television, Radio, Film, and
Theatre, and Animation and Illustration
Dr. Ethel Pitts Walker Department of Television, Radio, Film, and
Theatre, and Animation and Illustration



ABSTRACT
TOOLS OF ENGAGEMENT:
THE POTENTIAL OF THEATRE WEB SITES FOR FOSTERING ACTIVE
AUDIENCE PARTICIPATION

by Elizabeth L. McClelland

This thesis explores whether theatre Web sites contain tools that have the
potential to deepen audience engagement in live performance. By synthesizifigrdat
a variety of scholarly sources, it presents a thorough and specific definition of
engagement (active participation through educated interpretation, convergation a
critique, social connection to a theatre company’s community, or creapwession) and
makes a detailed case that online tools can increase audience engadggnause it
addresses the significance of engagement and Internet technologies toeaudienc
participation in the theatrical event, this study is relevant not only to theatreteind a
participation scholars but also to theatre companies and other arts organizations

To provide an unbiased account of how theatre Web sites may deepen audience
engagement, this study examined the Web presences of a randomly setagbeaf gr
American not-for-profit theatre companies, identifying engaging ei&srend analyzing
their features and functions. All of the sampled theatre Web presencesedntai
elements that could increase audience engagement, and these elemeakshaffer
possibility of engagement in all its forms—educated interpretation, coner satil

critique, social connection, and creative expression.
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CHAPTER ONE — INTRODUCTION

Performance Studies scholar Philip Auslander reports that there exsstsray”
tendency in performance theory to place live performance and mediatized or
technologized forms in opposition to one another” (1). Often, Auslander suggests,
analyses of live performance in relation to digital and mechanical media “takeain a
of melodrama in which virtuous live performance is threatened, encroached upon,
dominated, and contaminated by its insidious other, with which it is locked in a life or
death struggle” (2). An example of one of these melodramatic discourses can ba& found i
online theatre critic Scott Vogel's January 2@0terican Theatrarticle, “Surfing for
Godot.” In the article, Vogel shares an anecdote that illustrates his respamseaéews
that Americans at the turn of the twenty-first century spent more time plalgsetime in
face to face contact with other human beings, and less time participatwenis eutside
the home. Vogel describes feeling anxious that his work as an online theatye crit
instead of “[energizing] people with a love of the theatre” and encouragingethea
attendance, was actually contributing to the “demise of communality . . .atreafehe
theatre” (71). After sharing his fears with colleagues, ironically throughig-Vogel
was calmed. Although responses to his e-mail ranged from reminders of theapracti
value of the Internet for better informing audiences to utopian predictions of the
Internet’s capacity to save theatre from marginalization, all expdethe conviction that

the Internet would encourage theatre attendance rather than replaee theatr



Nearly ten years have passed since Vogel’s article was publishele lyutetstion
of whether Internet use in general affects theatre participationvebsivr negatively
remains complicated and is not a question | seek to answer. Rather, | dugfgest t
Internet tools found in theatre Web presences have the potential to deepen audience
engagement in the theatrical experience. However, although many theatraiesmpga
Internet tools, such as online ticketing, e-newsletters, and Facebook pages, to promote
and facilitate participation, recent reports show that theatre attemdias declined over
the last several years. In a summary of Theatre Communication Groui$ &hGual
report on the fiscal health of American not-for-profit thealtegatre Facts 20Q0%elia
Wren reports that despite gains in federal, local, and individual funding, audience
attendance declined by 5.5% between 2001 and 2005 among “Trend Theatres,” a group
of one hundred companies tracked for at least five years. Season subscriptions and
subscription renewal rates also declined (36-41). At the same time, the tolbermafm
performances rose 4.9%. This trend of declining theatre attendance in spite of a
increase in total number of performances continued in 2006 and 2007 (Wren, Fiscal and
Readiness). A broader examination of theatre attendance by the National EEmddarm
the Arts (NEA),All America’s a Stage: Growth and Challenges in Nonprofit Theatre
supports TCG'’s findings. It shows that while the number of nonprofit theatres doubled
between 1990 and 2005, attendance declined, and those declines have accelerated since
the turn of the century.

Researchers attribute the growth in number of nonprofit theatres and

performances to government policy and funding that focused on increasing theafupply



theatre; however, they do not link the decline in theatre attendance directlysmgle
cultural, economic, or technological factor. The Internet often comes up insietsf
the challenges facing theatre, as part of both the problem and the solution. In a pape
outlining the major challenges facing the nonprofit arts in California, the Janmes
Foundation suggests, “The nonprofit arts and cultural sector is facing majoanasenm
structural changes brought on by technological advances, globalization amdyshifti
consumer behavior” (2). The paper goes on to report that new media, including the
Internet, can facilitate both active and passive cultural participation @uever, it
warns that nonprofit arts organizations, which have been slower than comméscial ar
organizations and individual artists to react to shifting conditions, “must adapt to
evolving technologies and consumer demand or become increasingly irrelevant” (6)
Many researchers also suggest that not-for-profit theatre corspanst work
harder to create demand for theatre, especially in this new, technologg-driv
environment of extreme variety of choice and convenient, interactive in-home
entertainment. Kimberly Jinnett and Kevin McCarthy of the RAND Corporatiticizéd
arts organizations for placing too much emphasis on obtaining funding to create arts
supply and argue that more attention must be paid to building arts participationir In the
report,A New Framework for Building Participation in the Artisey outline three major
tactics for building participation. The first tactic, “diversifying,” é@m@s on individuals
not inclined to participate in the arts and works to persuade those individuals that arts
experiences can be relevant and rewarding. The second tactic, “broadergnggsfon

individuals who are inclined to participate in the arts but not currently partiugpatid



works to remove any practical barriers to attendance by better inforinusg t
individuals about the types of programs available as well as prices, parkilaipiditaai
dates, and times. The third tactic, “deepening,” focuses on individuals who amtlgurr
participating in the arts and works to make those individuals’ arts experesces
rewarding, or engaging, as possible by increasing their knowledge aborstaec
instilling in them a sense of belonging to a community (31-33). Although McCanthy
Jinnett suggest that goal of “deepening” is most relevant to individualstyrre
participating in the arts, it is also made clear that creating revgpadis experiences is
the key to continued participation by all groups. In other words, if an individual has a
positive, or “engaging,” arts experience, he or she will be more inclined toijpete in
the arts in the future.

Although the Internet is a component of the shifting conditions that have
heightened the need to create demand for theatre, it can also be used as a toolrgr buildi
participation. The use of the Internet in attempts to “broaden” theatre jpatroci is
widespread (Smith and Blades). Theatre Web sites offer tickets fardale and offer
many additional features that both inform audience members about upcoming adents a
work to make attendance at those events as convenient as possible. However, | suggest
that the Internet presence of American not-for-profit theatres, whicthdqgrurposes of
this thesis, includes their official Web sites as well as any socidihrsies they
administer, also provides tools that have the potential to deepen participatioatingcre
more engaging theatre experiences for audiences. | base my argument on the

examination and analysis of the Internet presence of a random samplatgf twe



American not-for-profit theatre companies. It is beyond the scope dttialg to
determine whether these Internet tools succeed in increasing engagasrefdre, | will
demonstrate thepotentialin increasing engagement.

Before presenting my argument, it is necessary to explore and definentepitso
of engagement and participation as they relate to this study. The temgagééor
“engaging” are often used in studies of theatre audiences; howeverrehayely
concretely defined, if defined at all. According to RAND researcheGavtay,
Ondaatje, Zakaras, and Brooks, “[tjhose individuals who are most engaged layttheir
experience are the ones who are the most attuned to the intrinsic benefitsafté]the
(56). Therefore, an engaging experience is an experience which audiencesferdbe
personally satisfying, and engagement can occur not only on an intellectoatmral
level, but also on a social level. These engaging experiences are ‘ehaeddby
enjoyment, a heightened sense of life, and imaginative departure” (57)nadiltely, in
the conclusion t&ngaging Arf an anthology that examines the “changing landscape of
cultural participation” (lvey, “Introduction”, 2), Steven Tepper offers twiniteons of
“engaging.” The first considers the term as an adjective, which Tepp®rdssfocuses
more on supplying great, “engaging” art: “. . . if we are able to producprasdnt art
that is engaging (i.e., attractive, compelling, beautiful), such as wiadd-music, theatre
and dance, then good things will happen. Audiences will be uplifted, converted, and
inspired, and the public interest will be served” (363). While not diminishing the
importance of “bringing great art to the people,” Tepper prefers to look atieggag a

verb (e.g., to interlock, to involve, or to cause),” which “suggests citizens thatactive



connect to art—discovering new meanings, appropriating it for their own purposes,
creatively combining different styles and genres, offering their ouigue, and,
importantly, making and producing art themselves” (363).

For the purposes of this thesis, | will read “engaging” as a verb; therefore,
borrowing liberally from Tepper’s definition but shifting it slightly foyrawn purposes
and to include the social engagement described by the RAND researcherss hdefi
engaging experience as an experience that allows an audience menoppottenity to
actively participate in the theatrical performance through educated etedrpn,
conversation and critique, social connection to a theatre organization’s cayrouni
creative expression. It is beyond the scope of this thesis to determimemingtrnet
tools actually succeed in increasing engagement. Thus, in examiningthsités, |
will look for tools that offer audience members gessibilityof deepening their
engagement with the theatre experience through educated interpretationsatmvend
critique, social connection, and creative expression.

Arts participation scholars are also faced with the question of defining
participation, and several articleskngaging Artexplore this question. In “Comparing
Participation in the Arts and Culture,” J. Mark Schuster examines severatide$ of
arts and cultural participation and reports that “the question of participatibe arts
and culture is intimately linked to the definitional boundary constructed around them;
consequently, one sees considerable variation in the coverage of various participati
studies” (54). Definitions of participation in studies of arts and culture, hevégliare

largely influenced by the interests of the scholar or organization performingtiye s



Bill Ivey, Steven J. Tepper, and Yang Gao suggest that the NEA and the arts community
in general have focused their definition of participation primarily on atteredat
institutionally sponsored events (2, 35). In “Engaging Art - What Counts?,” Tepde

Gao criticize the arts community for pursuing “a relatively narrowcephof

participation, one that is more concerned with the health of existing nonprofit arts
institutions than with the diverse ways the citizens engage with culturamasur art
makers, as volunteers, as curators, as commentators, and as donors and members” (43).
Based on their research on patrticipation in religion, politics, and culture, theyeout

several different modes of participation, some of which echo the activisesok in

my definition of engagement, including attendance at an institution’s scheduled,
structured events, personal practice and expression, support through membership and
giving, and acquisition of knowledge and skills about a subject (27).

In this study of how tools found in the Internet presence of American not-for-
profit theatres may deepen participation by potentially creatinggergytheatre
experiences, the definition of participation in a theatrical experience isniiatd to live
attendance. This research specifically examines experiences antkadtiat occur on
the Internet, away from the live event. However, | am interested pynrahbw these
outside activities intersect with the experience of attending live thestteencing and
possibly enhancing that experience, rather than what they mean as theipavatese
experiences. | do not suggest that an online experience can replace thpdiienee of
theatre, merely that it can shape and potentially deepen the live expefitiecefore,

although it is not the focus this study, attendance at live performance rexhtiascore



of the concept of audience patrticipation in the theatrical experieratgigiséd for this
thesis.

In my next chapter, | draw from both theoretical and practical literature teefurt
analyze the concepts of engagement and participation, explore how the Internet and new
media have influenced audience expectations and experiences of the livedheatr
and examine how theatres have responded to those influences with their online presence.
In Chapter Three, | discuss methodology, outlining the parameters for thigosetéthe
sample group as well as my process in examining the Web presences of the twenty
theatre companies chosen. In Chapter Four, | present the results of niyagxemand
discuss the features of the engaging elements identified within the Wselmpes of the
sampled theatre companies. In Chapter Five, | analyze how the etetigaging
elements may function to potentially increase audience engagementy, kiin@hapter

Six, | evaluate the results as a whole and assess the implicationsstéidyis



CHAPTER TWO - LITERATURE REVIEW

To examine how tools found within the Internet presence of American not-for-
profit theatres may deepen audience participation by potentiallyregyesatgaging
theatrical experiences, | draw from literature in many fieldsudioh new media,

Internet studies, theatre, arts participation, and audience reception. dnapisr, | use
information gleaned from these sources to further analyze the conceptsgérarga

and participation, to explore how the Internet and new media have influenced audience
expectations of and engagement in the live theatre event, and to examine h@s theat
have responded to those influences with their online presence. The scholarship in these
fields, particularly in the field of new media and Internet studies, is exparapiuiyr.

Here | highlight only those themes which are most pertinent to this study.

Audience reception and participation literature offers insights into the gbaice
practices of engagement, which is defined for this thesis as actii@gadidn through
educated interpretation, conversation and critique, social connection, or creative
expression. A theme that emerges in both fields is the importance of surrounding
messages and experiences before, during, and after the theatrical eventhi ahapi
audience’s experience of performance and creating the conditions necessary f
engagement. Although I argue that the Internet provides tools that potemtaliy c
these surrounding experiences, the following literature, some of which vitesbefore
the Internet was widely used, does not always make the connection between the

surrounding messages and events required for engagement and the possibilities of



Internet technology. However, this material serves as a jumping off pocarioections
that will be made in more recent literature as well as in my examinatidmefican not-
for-profit theatre Web sites.

Audience reception scholars Lynne Conner and Susan Bennett study the
audience’s role in creating the meaning of the theatrical event, and thkisuggests
applications of the Internet in audience engagement. Bennett analyzapateon
through interpretation, which she considers active even when it is privapsgienced,
while Conner decries the lack of coauthorship in the form of the more public acts of
debate, critique, and conversation. Neither scholar specifically mentiotesrthe
“engagement,” but in their descriptions of audiences that are, or should beyactivel
involved in co-creating the meaning of theatrical events, they clearlyiloesn
audience that, according to the definition established for this thesis, issdngag

In her seminal work on theatre recepti®heatre Audience8ennett highlights
the active nature of interpretation, stressing that theatre at its @réirgeractive
process, which relies on the presence of spectators to achieve its effetfermance,
Bennett asserts, is “always open to immediate and public acceptancecatioahifor
rejection by those people it addresses” (72). She proposes a model of receptioh in whic
audience members view performance through a culturally constructed fraume” that
is composed of audience expectations of a performance. These expectations may be
derived from personal experience as well as any messages receiveddroaters,
critics, friends, and other sources. Bennett's “outer frame” interaittsaw “inner

frame” which encompasses the live experience of viewing the perfoenmatize theatre,

10



during which audience members interpret the visual and aural signs presented to them
from the stage. Key to my study are her assertions that not only is ird&goret
culturally encoded but it can also be shaped by information received before, daodng,
after viewing a theatrical performance (114) and that successfuhaadieszolvement
requires that audience members be familiar with the codes and conventions of any
theatrical performance (105, 112). These points are suggestive for this studyheyhat
anticipate the role that the Internet plays in shaping audience engagasieoith a
cultural influence and a practical tool that can promote engagement by providing
information that shapes audience expectations of the theatrical event. Bestndyt
also provides the groundwork for several more recent studies of audienceorecepti
discussed later in this chapter, that specifically examine the Irigeefiketcts on audience
engagement in the theatrical experience.

In her article “In and Out of the Dark,” Conner also suggests the importance of an
“outer frame,” which she calls “surrounding experiences,” in creating\daroament in
which audience members feel comfortable coauthoring the meaning of dkvctie
event. Conner maintains that the arts industry must do more to promote audience
understanding and debate. The sports industry, she writes, has given its fhilgyie a
participate in meaningful ways, as athletes competing in amateur gagtes, and as
non-athletes reading and listening to sports programs, debating stratedyenis and
co-workers, or sharing opinions on a radio or television show. In contrast, artscagdie
do not feel that they have the authority to debate the meaning of an arts events “Sport

fans,” Conner suggests, “unlike their arts counterparts, have been given pBriassi

11



express their opinions openly and the tools they need to back up those opinions” (116-7).
For Conner, the key to coauthorship, her term for active participation or engagsment
“a critical mass of surrounding experiences that converge in and around areatt®e
provide useful information, opportunities to process that information, and, finally, a
follow-through experience that allows for synthesis, analysis, debate, atekstasome

of the time—consensus on the meaning of the arts event” (119). In spite of Conner’s
doubts, in this thesis | suggest that arts fans do in fact have access to toolsy\Wes the
presences of American not-for-profit theatres, that potentially allowrfgagement in or
coauthorship of arts experiences. Although she does not consider the engagement
possibilities of the Internet, Conner’s work is useful for this study in that it ageie
stresses the importance of surrounding events to engagement in theatricalqeré

and also hints at two important ways that the Internet may be used to promote
engagement: first as a means of distributing information and second ag &ospac
conversation and critique.

Arts participation studies also provide insight into audience engagefa#ty.of
the MuseA New Framework for Arts ParticipatipandCultivating Demand for the Arts,
all recently published by the RAND Corporation, present a broad examinatios of t
conceptual and practical aspects of engagement. Again, the reseatuhemducted
these studies do not always consider the Internet’'s potential in thesgstsafor
fostering engagement, but their analysis of the concept and tactics of audienc

engagement informs my evaluation of the engagement possibilities of the ootlde w
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In the RAND Corporation’ssifts of the MuseMcCarthy, Ondaatje, Zakaras, and
Brooks put forth that engagement may occur in many different forms. Audience
members, they assert, can be engaged in “multiple ways—mentally, emotiomelly, a
socially” (57), and an individual may experience high levels of engagementi
category without necessarily achieving high levels of engagement in theatbgories
(57-58). Moreover, they suggest that engagement can be experienced botlypasatel
in the interpretive co-creation analyzed by Bennett, or communally, as in teepnigic
debate and discussion touted by Conner. More than Bennett or Conner, however, these
authors highlight the importance of a third form of engagement analyzed ingbis+
active participation through a social connection to a theatre company’s caiyimuni
Social engagement, as they call it, acknowledges that the theatpealegce is most
often a communal experience, and this type of engagement includes activpaiaotici
through “social discourse” with fellow audience members as well aselstatf and
artists. Social engagement can foster opportunities for debate and discussitena c
sense of belonging, and provide opportunities for stewardship, such as serving on a
board, fundraising, or planning events (57). Further, McCarthy and Jinnett stinggest
some individuals “find personal fulfilment and a sense of identity by connestihg
wider community of arts lovers (say, those who support a particular artatinsijt
(28), and | argue that the Internet presence of American not-for-profitéremahpanies
provides many tools for creating this kind of social connection.

Like Bennett and Conner, the RAND studies stress that for audiences to engage in

an artwork, they must not only encounter a high quality work of art but also have the
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capacity to engage with that art form. Galtivating Demand for the Artdaura Zakaras

and Julia F. Lowell contend that arts education, by building the skills and knowledge of
“aesthetic perception, artistic creation, historical and cultural cqraedtinterpretation

and judgment,” is the key to providing audience members the tools they need to engage
in, understand, and appreciate artworks (20). Again, they emphasize the impoitance
knowledge and opportunities for conversation and critique in increasing engagement;
however, they also introduce the idea that creative expression, the fourth fotmeof ac
participation included in the definition of engagement as established for nyy stud

“builds the skills of engagement” (22). They suggest that “. . . creativetpcteepens

the understanding of achievement in any art form” (22). Though Zakaras and Lowel
focus the majority of their evaluation on colleges and public K-12 schools, they also
point out that arts organizations can provide educational programming for adults, such as
“pre- and post-performance talks, membership newsletters, program notes, and the
occasional lecture series and cooperative program with an educationaliamst{c®).
McCarthy, Ondaatje, Zakaras and Brooks similarly suggest that, in orthamilttate

engaging experiences, theatre companies should work to build “individual competence in
the arts and [develop] the individual’s ties to arts organizations” (Gifts 73), and the
believe that arts organizations can do this by increasing their audience’s égealeout

their artwork through “special events, seminars, workshops and pre- and post-
performance discussions” and instilling in them a sense of belonging to the atgarsz
community through social events (McCarthy and Jinnett 33). For the most part, the

tactics the RAND authors describe take the form of participation in liveguaut these
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live strategies also point to ways that engagement may potentiallytbeetbsenline. For
example, the material shared in a live seminar may be posted online in a videewntervi
historical and cultural context may be provided in online study guides, creatayjt be
encouraged through online art contests, and pre and post performance discussions can
take place on social media pages.

Although the theatre reception and arts participation literature discussed above
does not link the concept of audience engagement with the technological tools of the
Internet, it does offer several important insights into the concept of engageFirst,
engagement can be increased by experiences and activities that occur notiongligutur
also before and after the theatrical event, which suggests that although eundeznicers
rarely participate in online activities while watching a perforneaihaternet tools
accessed before or after viewing a performance may affect audiegagement.

Second, engagement requires not only a great work of art, but also that audience
members have the necessary tools to appreciate that great work of illreugjgest that
such tools may potentially be accessed online. Third, as the definition of ergagem
established for this thesis suggests, audiences may actively particigegehndtrical
experience in a number of ways—through educated interpretation, social comnecti
conversation and critique, or creative expression—that may occur separately or

combination with one another. As | move forward, | will begin to examine sources

! Although the theatre companies studied for thésighdo not permit audience members to access the
Internet during performances, some theatre compam&experimenting with allowing audience members
to use mobile devices to text, “tweet,” and acaesme resources while watching certain productions
(Lord, Virtual Play).

15



which specifically explore how the Internet affects audience engagamthettheatrical
experience, as both a cultural influence and a tool for engagement.

Although scholars remind us that Internet access and technical ability iama
from universal (Tepper 373), for many, the Internet has become ubiquitous through
computers, handheld devices and other electronics. It is not only changing theopésy
communicate and interact with each other but also how they participate inlcutra
social activities. IrSociety Onlinga collection of essays that examine how new media
affect the various spheres of Americans’ social lives, editor Philip Howpuaits that
surveys show that people feel that “new media technology has allowed them tg solidif
and extend their social networks and to expand their understanding of cultural, political
and economic matters” (14). As such, the Internet is now part of the cultural context and
surrounding experiences that can shape audience’s experiences of theharts, bot
indirectly, by shaping society’s expectations of participation, and dirdxstlgpening
new pathways to participation. Many scholars have begun to explore the raomé ezt
these influences, and their work provides a better understanding of the culturalcediue
of the Internet and its possibilities for creating engaging theaperiexnces which allow
the audience to actively connect with theatre through educated interpretation,
conversation and critique, social connection, and creative expression.

As the Internet develops and expands, it offers increasing opportunities not only
for audiences to tailor their cultural and entertainment consumption but also to publish
their own creative expressions through new technologies often referred &baa @V In

his book of the same title, Tom Funk describes Web 2.0 as “a landscape where users

16



control their online experience and influence the experiences of others’ngfiaaocial
transformation that has put more interactivity and control of content into the hands of
regular users, not just big site owners (xv). His work analyzes the major trendb of We
2.0, including the reallocation of power from large corporations to individuals, the
authority of consumers to decide which content they will and will not receive, and the
opportunity for individual users to modify Web content in ways not necessarily intended
by original content creators. He examines the cultural and sociologicatatmris of
these trends with particular focus on how they relate to consumer behavior and how
businesses can use Web 2.0 to stay competitive in today’s market. Though Funk does not
examine live theatre, his study points to how Web 2.0 has shaped the expectations of a
new generation of theatre goers and how its features can allow them to engage in the
theatrical experience.

For Funk, the Web 2.0 trait that stands out above all others is interactivity. He
believes that the interactivity of today’s Internet goes beyond people simgigatihg
with other people online. With the advent of the technologies of Web 2.0, interactivity is
about content, context, and elaboration—"people modifying Websites in the process of
interacting with other people: posting text commentary and opinions; uploading and
tagging photos, creating videos, audio streams, online conferencing, and ctibabhara
(2). Further, Funk suggests that the interactive technologies of Web 2.0 allow $esines
to create relationships with their customers that are stronger and more jisgdona
“Putting tools for expression and personal connection into the hands of your customers is

a win-win situation,” he writes. “It energizes them, deepens their connegtih your

17



brand and their favorite aspects of the market you serve; it lets them biyfdaring
others into the network and authentically vouch for the quality of their favorite @ech
services” (94). Over a billion people interface with Web 2.0 dally; it is a “kthegag
place and expression of our culture” (143); and, to succeed in this new environment,
businesses must adapt to the needs of newly powerful and interactive consumers by
creating fun and entertaining Web content that can be delivered to mobile devices
wherever and whenever consumers want it and by allowing Web visitors tosgexpre
themselves, interact with [business representatives], and each other” (143).

Again, Funk does not address theatre directly, but his suggestions for businesses
also have implications for the theatre industry, and his call to businesseat®\tfeb
sites that allow for expression and interaction echoes the theatreoacepi
participation scholars’ calls to theatres to create opportunities for aacdegagement.
The picture Funk paints of Web 2.0, a place where expression, interaction, discussion,
and personal connection are all made possible, is the picture of an ideal tooliémca
engagement, which is defined in this thesis as active participation in theatrical
performance through educated interpretation, conversation and critique, social
connection, and creative expression. In future chapters, | will show how the
technological tools of Web 2.0 have been put to use in theatre Web presences to create
potentially engaging experiences for audiences who are now used to increasedmabwer
interactivity in their daily interactions with businesses.

As individuals are offered more and more new media tools to create and publish

their own content and creative expressions, their expectations of theis tblea#re
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audience members has evolved. Drawing from the work of Bennett and other earlier
reception scholarship, Amy Petersen Jensen, Christie Carson, and Li Lan éongeex
how the Internet is changing audience expectations, as both a general cultural
phenomenon and a medium for participating in theatre. These scholars do not provide
the same specific definition and in-depth examination of audience engagkatdrid
in this thesis; however, their work establishes that audience members haveaibeen tr
by their experiences with media to seek out engaging experiencet@athet—online
and off—and that tools that potentially increase audience engagement may be found on
theatre Web sites. Although my examination focuses on the Web presences ohAmeric
not-for-profit theatre companies, many of the conclusions Jensen, Carsorgraqnd Y
make about the Web sites of Broadway, British, and Shakespearean theatres loan als
applied to my research.

In Theatre in a Media Culturelensen builds on Bennett’s idea that all reception
is culturally encoded to examine how production and reception of traditional theatre have
been shaped by the new media culture, an environment in which media, “the means of
communicating mechanically delivered messages of persuasion that bind large
populations into communities,” are pervasive (12). Because media technoldgyingc
film, television and the Internet, is, in her opinion, “undeniably omnipresent,” its
conventions have necessarily altered both contemporary stagings of nedlihea
audience’s acceptance of that staged reality. She writes, “The conéeyngadience’s
acceptance of staged reality is governed by the constructs thatraesllbg the general

populace through the assimilation of media’s forms into their collective cuss@ss”
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(3). Most notably for my study, she suggests, “The American consumers’ igellect
interaction with media has created a “participatory spectator” who, intddng
interactions with media forms, has learned to advance theatrical narkaixes the
threshold of the theatre space into their own private space” (4). Jensen’s woikhestabl
not only that audiences have the opportunity to participate in engaging, or whatrshe te
performative, experiences via the media, but also that they have been tatight tgily
interactions with media to seek and initiate those kinds of experiences witle thea
Jensen examines audience interactions primarily with Broadway and n&biariad)
productions since those theatrical performances are available to a natidiesice and

are therefore most influenced by media conventions. However, | believe tlaaiahesis

of how spectators’ daily interactions with media affect theatricaptexecan be also be
applied to American not-for-profit theatre. Audiences for American nepifofit

theatres tend to be more localized, but they are also exposed to the same omnipresent
media that influence reception by a national audience.

In her description of the participatory spectator, Jensen paints a picture of an
audience member whose “body becomes the site of negotiation between the dominant
media and the smaller but still relevant theatre” (4). She proposes thas @aadignces
relate to theatrical performances through intellectual connections anthtiess¢cand
“[t]he lexicon for those associations increasingly comes from virtual exuoes
mediated through technology rather than our physical experiences” (85-6).téShei
marketing of the 1996 revival of the musi€dlicagoas an example of this phenomenon.

Because of images and information presented online, in print, in television, and film,
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even audiences who have never $gbitagoassociate it with “fishnet stockings; high
heels; a shadowy, noir atmosphere; and a unique style of movement” (84). Audiences
bring these associations to the theatre, and their reception of the play is coltred by
Chicagothey experience via the media. Moreover, the availability of intellectual
connections to an artwork lends it a sense of significance. Giving as evidence for he
claim the continued success of Broadway reviv@li¢ago, film adaptations
(Spamaloy, and works which reinvent other work#&icked, Jensen argues that
audiences prefer to feel connected to what they watch (86). In the currenizaddiat
environment, Jensen suggests:
Audiences, therefore, bring more to the theatre than an open mind and a
warm body: they bring cultural data, mined from mediatized sources,
which interface with culture data delivered from the stage. Meaning is
generated in the negotiation between the two data sets, and the theatre
becomes a hybrid space of negotiated meaning between the ideas
projected from the stage by the performers and producers and the ideas
projected onto the stage by the audience. (189)
In this study, | argue that, like the other media sources Jensen discussesaAmet
for-profit theatre Web sites provide cultural data and information thatatiay
audience members to make intellectual connections and negotiate meaning in the
theatrical experience and, therefore, potentially lead to engagenmrghheducated
interpretation.
Jensen also advances the idea that audience members, used to interactive and even
performative actions with media in their daily lives, such as voting on réaligyision

shows, calling into radio talk shows, creating Internet personas, and writing dimdjrea

online commentary, now initiate similar interactions with theatre perioces
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extending their participation in the theatrical narrative outside of the tnaalitiixed time
and space of the theatrical event. In other words, spectators have been taughaby me
entities “that they can interact and even perform within a theatricativar. . .” (172).
For Jensen, performative actions can take many forms, but they gemeiailtie some
kind of creative expression or conversation and critique, both of which could possibly
lead to increased engagement. These performative actions can be ex¢rame
examples of fans who create alternate identities for themselves, both onling amatk of
mirror the characters from their favorite shows, but Jensen also maihtatifisther
more practical examples give evidence of that same extension of the thedtret prto
the everyday” (176). Many theatres sell show merchandise, and those purchases ar
“augmented by digital interactions that allow spectators to experiensaakefrom their
own homes” (176). For example, by interacting with Broadway theatre \Wésbh si
audience members can learn dances from their favorite shows, look through cast photo
albums, post reviews, watch streaming video, and participate in discussions. halef t
actions, Jensen believes, can be viewed as “[the staging of] theatriagiveanto
performative acts within [the audience’s] own personal space” (171-2), amael that,
by offering similar tools and experiences, American not-for-profit the&eb sites may
increase engagement through conversation and critique and creative expression.
Also building on Bennett’s idea of culturally encoded reception, but focusing
more specifically than Jensen on the influences of the Internet rather tbenime
general, Christie Carson and Li Lan Yong study the effects of BritidlSaakespeare

theatre Web sites, respectively, on audience reception in their articlesn@
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Conventional Theatre Inside Out: Democratizing the Audience Relationship” and
“Shakespeare as a Virtual Event.” Although Carson and Yong do not examine audience
engagement in depth, their studies of how theatre Web sites affect audiept®mnec
contain implications for the possibilities of American not-for-profit thedleb sites in
deepening audience engagement.

Carson focuses on the educational possibilities of theatre Web sites itidher ar
“Turning Conventional Theatre Inside Out: Democratizing the Audiencei&®eatp.”
She suggests that there is a shift occurring in the relationship betweeestlaeak their
audiences from a marketing and development driven relationship to an audience driven
relationship that focuses on education and interaction with artists rather thaatingar
departments. “[Audiences] expect to arrive at the theatre prepared irsemwsg;” she
writes (164). Previously, being able to purchase tickets and view theatre kind par
maps online, was enough to satisfy this expectation. However, audiences areagecomi
increasingly interested in learning about the theatrical process, lasswelated issues in
theatrical criticism and research (164). “Through Web-based archives;tgr@nd
interactions,” Carson explains, “the institutional theatres are movirgydsvereating an
ongoing relationship with their audiences which is based on an interest in and
engagement with the theatrical process” (56). Carson’s description dfithis s
suggestive for my study in that it recalls the RAND researchersiitiefis of
participation building strategies and asserts that theatre companngspnbne tools, are

moving from a model of broadening participation, by providing tools and information
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that simply facilitate attendance, to a model of deepening participatiqgmoliging
tools and information that foster engagement.

Although Carson does not offer a specific definition of audience engagement, she
emphasizes education, discussion, and interaction with theatre artists as geypeais
of the audience driven relationship she sees developing in the twenty-first cdntury
reviewing and critiquing the Web sites of three major British theathekeSpeare’s
Globe Theatre, The National Theatre, and the Royal Shakespeare Center, she found tha
at the time of her study all three sites offered educational materialsiowie sites, but
that the Globe Theatre’s Web site was exemplary in providing audience nsehmber
opportunity to connect with theatre artists. A particularly innovative portion of the
Globe’s Web site that Carson describes is its “Adopt an Actor” programh\ahawvs
audience members to participate in a two way dialogue with actors as thasectied
perform at the theatre. Through this program, students are offered the opportumity bot
learn about the actor’s process in creating a role and to participaieetyelay offering
the actors suggestions to try in rehearsal (158). Her findings describe onlth&bol
may offer the possibility of increased audience engagement and, sigttyfica my
study, affirm the existence of such tools.

In “Shakespeare as a Virtual Event,” Li Lan Yong examines Shakeapeare
theatre Web sites, arguing that the staging of Shakespearean perfoomiarecehanges
its constitution as an event. In studying how Shakespeare is “staged” onlirgeisYunt
studying the broadcast of live performance via the Internet, but rather himrnpence is

represented on the Web through information and performance materials, such as
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photographs, video clips, reviews, interviews, audience commentary, and casiKists.
Jensen and Carson, she does not focus solely on audience engagement; however, her
assertion that Web sites re-stage performance in terms of public opinioncand all
audiences the possibility to feel a sense of virtual involvement in the astoftse
theatre company is key to my study.
Yong suggests that through publicly posted audience commentary on the Web
site of the British National Theatre regarding the company’s presantdfl he Winter’s
Tale “[the British National Theatre] stages the audience’s virtual produofithe
performance event, in other words the payts public reception” (50). In these
comments, the play is presented from the point of view of the audience, rather than from
the point of view of its producers, which Yong considers a radical departure foaralty
conventions:
Published on the Web, these messages not only create a virtual audience
for the NT’sWinter’'s Tale but stage it to the public view. Whereas a
theatre audience would commonly discuss its views in private or in a
limited way as part of another public forum, the audience in its virtual
capacity, as a community that re-dramatizes the performance in their
response to it, performs as a public part of it and is thereby folded back
into the production of the play, at its virtual site. (51)

Interestingly for this study, Yong’'s analysis confirms the Internet @sssible venue for

engagement through conversation and critique and a potentially powerful whg for t

audience to participate in creating the meaning of theatrical perfoandn these

forums, Yong suggests “. . . the passive, off-stage party in the theatricaotptite

audience, gains a virtual stage and voice. . .” (50).
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Additionally, Yong's study supports my assertion that Web sites may provide
valuable tools for increasing engagement through social connection. She reveals tha
many Shakespeare Web sites emphasize and even emulate the creation of opymuni
inviting their visitors to “join the show,” “join our club,” “become a member,” or “get
involved” by signing up to receive theatre newsletters and information, gainiegsacc
special member pages, donating, or even volunteering. Although she admits thaf man
the activities advertized solicit actual in-person activity, she propodesutii@nces can
feel a sense of participation simply by visiting these Web sites. “[ijpertext links
that prompt a mouse-click blur the distinction between virtual and actual partinipa
between going to another page or the site, requesting regular e-mail indorarad
joining the membership,” she argues (54).

Both Carson and Yong also examine the unique ways that the Internet changes
audience reception. Yong argues, “The electronic medium of the Internet intespora
magnifies and changes the significance of [other] duplicatory media figipig an
immediate, continuous accessibility and a breadth of public dissemination thadgan m
over the performance as a simultaneous event, with a virtual audience” (48). For Yong,
the Internet is unique in its ability to provide audience members accessdgpaton in
a theatrical event at the time and place of their choosing. Further, Carson prbabses t
Internet technologies extend the theatrical experience in time and spadiewaritbaa
discussion with audiences that can begin long before the audience arrivehaatiee t
and can carry on long after the experience is over” (56). These argumentt sogjge

only that engagement is possible online but also that online engagement, bycallowi

26



convenient, extended access to information and experiences, may be more achassible t
more traditional offline methods of engagement.

Sita Popat, a professor of dance and online choreographer, studies how the
Internet facilitates creative collaboration between audience and perforiner book
Invisible Connections: Dance, Choreography, and Internet Communiilee studies
dance specifically, but also applies her ideas to theatre. Although the thleatrestudy
use mainly traditional offline methods to create performances, Popat'sasteat
Internet technologies “can support a creative process in dance or theatre” (5) is
suggestive for my analysis of engagement through creative expressioniorallyit in
her theoretical and practical examinations of the creation of choreograjuig, chle
makes several observations regarding motivations for and barriers topgdéiditithat
will be helpful for my analysis of the engaging tools found on the sites of Aameniot-
for-profit theatre Web sites.

Popat focuses more on interactivity than engagement, but “interaction,” &s Popa
describes it, may also be seen as a form of engagement, as definedpmjéuis
Paraphrasing Brenda Laurel, a human computer interaction scholar antitea thea
specialist, Popat suggests that a sense of “participation in an ongoing action of
representation” is the basis for any interaction. So, for Popat, activegaditic, which
is also the basis for any engaging experience as defined for this ihaskey
component of any interactive experience (31). Interestingly, Popat natési¢ha
interaction may not be feasible in larger groups, like many theatre audiencist bt

those instances, audience members may feel a sense of vicarious arterdarge

27



groups almost always demand participatory rather than interactive sisudtlembers
may take part in exchanges on behalf of the group or the group consensus may be
communicated, but individual group members may be unable to communicate their
personal point of view” (32). However, if group members feel connected to each other,
“. .. asingle individual interacting on behalf of the group can lead to a strong sense of
participation being felt by the others” (33). Popat supports this point bingeastory
she found on the Dance and Technology Listserv:
You know, one thing | have learned about interactive events is that they
don’t have to be VERY interactive to make a very interactive experience.
| often tell the story of a woman who came up to me after a show and
explained how much she enjoyed ‘the part of the how where we took part’.
It took me a moment to realize what she meant, for SHE was not one of
the volunteers who were a part of the audience-interactive piece we did.
She means ‘WE’ the audience. That is, she had felt part of the
piece_vicariously . (qtd. in Popat 33)
This anecdote is particularly interesting for my project as it suggestsénaly having
the possibility of engaging with an artwork online, or knowing that other awgienc
members have engaged with an artwork online, may make the rest of the ateience
vicariously engaged in a performance.
Popat’s analysis of what is required for interaction is also significatiifstudy
as it suggests that lack of knowledge or commitment may be obstacley¢o acti
participation and engagement. Popat notes that commitment from all pakeggdasany
interactive experience, as all parties take on a portion of the responsabilitye f
outcome of the project (35), and that knowledge seems to be a prerequisite towuccessf

interaction in the creative process (141). In her experience with the Hands @ Danc

Projects, a collection of works created to allow Internet users with galeiels of
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dance knowledge to co-create a dance remotely with a group of dancers andta projec
manager, Popat found that lack of dance knowledge was an obstacle to co-geadivit
interactive choreography. The dance artists who participated in the prejecwilling
and able to discuss the project, whereas non-dancers felt daunted by their lack of
experience and often qualified their comments with their lack of understanding. Popa
asserts:
Confidence is required to take the stage alongside experienced actors, and
this research shows that such confidence appears usually to be fuelled by
pre-existing knowledge unless it is presented in a specific framework such
as a traditional pantomime where audience members already know the role
that is expected of them. The creative role of interactor within a
performance situation in which the choices are not predetermined is
demanding. (143)
Therefore, it is not surprising that interaction between audience members and
professional artists, both on and offline, is most often and most successfully gul@sent
the context of education, which Popat believes “offers a safety net that supports
participants in acknowledging a lack of previous experience” (144). Based on Popat’s
conclusions, | suggest that theatre companies can encourage engagement lmgremovi
obstacles of lack of knowledge and commitment by providing educational information
online and providing opportunities to engage that do not require a large commitment of
time and energy.
The literature reviewed in this chapter provides an introduction to the concepts
and practices of theatrical engagement and, in its examination of the cultiabatical

implications of Internet technologies on audience reception, lays the grodnfdwaory

argument that American not-for-profit theatre Web presences providethadlhave the
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potential to deepen an audience member’s engagement in the theatricahexper

through educated interpretation, social connection, conversation and critique, or creative
expression. | expand on the above literature by presenting a thorough and specific
definition of engagement based on a synthesis of several scholarly sources afkihigy m

a clear and specific case for the potential of online tools in increasiagemgnt.

Moreover, unlike the reviewed sources, which select exemplary Web sites to support
their points, my analysis, which is derived from the examination of a random sample of
twenty American not-for-profit theatre Web sites, provides an unbiased glimpsthe
broader trends of the possibilities of online engagement in the American +potfior

theatre world.
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CHAPTER THREE - METHODOLOGY

To determine whether American not-for-profit theatre Web sites cowials that
may provide audience members the possibility of deepening their engdgertie
theatrical experience, | examined the Web sites of a sample group of fweeatican
not-for-profit theatre companies randomly selected from the members atird he
Communications Group (TCG). | specifically looked for any engaging elspuzfined
for this study as any Web feature that may foster active audienagpgardin through
educated interpretation, conversation and critique, social connection, or creative
expression. American not-for-profit theatre companies are particultgresting for
audience engagement research because, unlike the Broadway theatres 3enbes,de
whose standardized production and reception increasingly mirrors that of nthas me
not-for-profit theatres serve unique local communities and were founded to provide a
“creative alternative to the audience-driven manufactures of BroadBaystéin 32).
American not-for-profit theatres balance artistic vision and audiencesniznd,
according to formeAmerican Theatr&xecutive Director Gigi Bolt, strive “to offer work
that derives from both a genuine conversation with community and an artist’s
unconstrained voice” (8). These theatres share a mission that includes oledocati
“personal connection” and “a genuine and deep engagement with community” (8). Not-
for-profit theatres depend on local audiences with whom they hope to have
“conversations conceived as continuing not only over months or a season but over years

or a lifetime,” and they focus more than Broadway theatres do on artistic aradiedlaic
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goals rather than commercial goals (8). Although Bolt does not specifiiedihe
“engagement” in her article, the goals she assigns to American Aotefirtheatre—
education, conversation, and connection to community—echo the definition of
engagement established for this thesis (active participation through educated
interpretation, conversation and critique, social connection, or creativessixjore
Hence, American not-for-profit theatres are an appropriate sample group sbuahy.
In fact, McCarthy, Ondaatje, Zakaras, and Brooks, of the RAND corporation, suggests
that arts organizations which aim to present work that is relevant to theirwcoties are
particularly suited to increasing audience engagement in the arts (Gifjs 73

Because TCG is considered to be the primary body representing American not-
for-profit theatre (Abuhamdieh 30), its membership served as the startindquadims
selection of my sample group. The diversity of the membership ensured thahpie sa
group would provide a broad representation of American not-for-profit theatre, and
TCG’s membership requirements ensured that the theatres that made up tkeegsanmpl
would be established in terms of budget, operations, and artistic goals. efisostdhe
membership page of their Web site, “TCG member theatres reprds@atcbspectrum of
aesthetic and cultural viewpoints, organizational structures, budget sizegssONS
and together are responsible for much of the vibrant work being produced in America’s
theatres today"{CG). Additionally, TCG members must meet several eligibility
requirements. They must have acquired not-for-profit tax exempt status andaramini
budget of $50,000; they must provide evidence of “community vitality,” demonstrated

through local funding, media coverage, awards, and recognition, and “rigorous pursuit of
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theatrical form,” demonstrated through number of performances and aytisll;pand
they must have been in operation for at least one J€xB)(

To obtain a representative and unbiased sample, | used random sampling to select
a group of twenty not-for-profit theatres. | compiled my random sample from the list of
462 TCG member theatres as published on their Web site on July 27, 2007. | assigned
each theatre a number according to its position on the list and then used an online random
integer generator (www.random.org) to generate twenty numbers. Theshbat
matched the generated numbers make up my sample group. Reflecting ¢chéidgfi
currently facing the American not-for-profit theatre industry, one obtlgnally
selected theatres went out of business during the course of my research, ated riyee
above process to select a replacement theatre. The theatre companiésah saynple
group, listed alphabetically, are Alliance Theatre, American ShakesQ@eater,
Arkansas Repertory Theatre, B Street Theatre, Brat Productions, ThE Ghpdeatre
Project, Connecticut Repertory Theatre, Cyrano's Theatre Company, En3émedtie
of Cincinnati, Guthrie Theater, Harlequin Productions, Kitchen Dog Theater, Kitche
Theatre Company, Northwest Children's Theater & School, Park SquareeT IRegtiron
Theatre Company, Piven Theatre Workshop, The Repertory Theatre of St. Louis; Socie
Hill Playhouse, and South Coast Repertory. Since Web sites are vast and lgonstant
changing entities, the sample was limited to twenty theatres in ordeké&tms study
feasible. In spite of this limitation, the sample group includes theatresixteen
states, with reported 2007 - 2008 season budgets ranging from $90,000 to $24 million

among those theatres that provided budget information. The theatres selected@lso se
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diverse communities and produce many different performance genres, includksg wor

by new authors, non-traditional and collaboratively created works, traditiesalaal

and modern plays, children’s theatre, and Shakespeare. The above traits are dnentione
illustrate the diversity of the sample group; however, budget, size, location,uroiyym
diversity, and types of work produced do not factor into my analysis.

During the initial phase of my research, November 2007 - June 2010, | performed
a detailed overview of each of the Web sites of the twenty theatres in my sam@k a
as an extensive review of relevant literature. | catalogued the nejoems found on
each Web site and compared those elements across the Web sites of thengpigre sa
group. Then, | compared my findings to the information gleaned from mytlitera
review. The data collected during this initial research phase informed mitidefof
engagement (active participation through educated interpretation, conversation a
critique, social connection, or creative expression) as well as the follpamageters for
my analysis of the American not-for-profit theatre Web sites.

First, | determined that it was important to study each theatre compangis “W
presence” rather than just its official Web site. With the explosion adlsoedia online,
theatres now post and manage Web content relevant to this study not only on their
official Web sites but also on sites like Facebook, YouTube, and Twitter. “Web
presence” is the term | adopted to refer to this enlarged vision of a thea#le’sitd/

Since all of the theatres in the sample group maintain Facebook pages, Web presence
refers to each theatre’s official Web site, its Facebook page, and any dmkiehto

from either of those sources, provided that it is directly related to theglveatpany
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(e.q., theatre sponsored YouTube video or Twitter feeds). In accordance svith thi
definition, any content related to the theatre company but not linked through their
Facebook page or official Web site (e.g., fan pages or online newspaper articlasj was
considered in this study. Additionally, Web content that is linked through a theatre
company’s Web site or Facebook page but does not directly relate to the tosapany
studied (e.qg., linked information about related arts organizations and events and local
companies, like restaurants and hotels) was not analyzed. While | belieradatea
outside content may in some cases allow for active audience participabagh

educated interpretation, conversation and critique, social connection, or creative
expression, this content was eliminated in order to create a manageable stupe for
study. Although I reviewed the content of the “Web presences” of the theatpanies
sampled, the term “Web site” will still be used in this thesis to referlieatre

company’s official Web site.

Second, according to Dave Lawrence and Soheyla Tavakol, autli@ettaated
Website Desigrpurpose, usability, and aesthetics are all essential elements insfuicces
Web design (9). However, in studying the engaging elements on the Web predences
my sample group, | focus solely on the overt or implicit purpose, or function, of each
element. In other words, | assessed each element only in that itaetgaed may
function to allow audience members the chance to engage (actively particrpatght
educated interpretation, conversation and critique, social connection, or creative
expression) more deeply in the theatrical experience. It is beyond the secope of

research to assess aesthetics or usability, although these akeicipartant aspects of
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any Web element. While good aesthetics and usability would certainlyasdisnce
members in using any engaging elements, analyzing these aspectsarhpig Web

sites would require approaches and methodologies that are too expansive to be contained
in this thesis. It is also important to reiterate that it is beyond the scoperesearch to
determine whether the elements I've studied actually succeed in hengh#emiience
engagement. For the most part, except in the case of user-posted commentary on blog
social networking sites, | do not have access to the information necessaryrorcete

the extent to which audience members use the elements | am studying. To do so would
require both that the sample theatres actually collected information about myvwsess
access various portions of their Web sites and that | could retrieve thatatifmn. For

this study, my goal is simply to identify and analyze online tools that allowraagdie
members the possibility to deepen their engagement (active participatagtthr

educated interpretation, conversation and critique, social connection, or creative
expression) in the theatrical experience.

Third, most theatre companies use a combination of tactics, both online and
offline, to build audience participation (McCarthy and Jinnett); however, my stud
centers on those online elements which offer the opportunity to deepen audience
involvement through the creation of engaging theatrical experiences,difirthis
study as experiences which foster active audience participation throucgited
interpretation, conversation and critique, social connection, or creativessixjre
Therefore, some notable elements found on theatre Web sites, including onlituiegticke

box office information, and other logistical information, such as schedules, pankthg, a
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prices, that function primarily to facilitate attendance were not amélyZhese elements
may remove practical barriers to attendance, creating a more convepieneese, but
they do not necessarily create a more engaging experience. For thjsigtudy
attendance remains at the core of the concept of participation in a theadpieaence,
but, in studying engagement, | am exploring what happens after the decision to
participate has already been made. Therefore, although these elemertseanely
important to the larger goal of building participation and could be considered an
important precursor to the possibility of an engaging experience, they do natHail

the parameters of my study. Similarly, online ads for live events and engesithat
may increase engagement (e.g., ads for live post show discussions, clessas) or
functions) were not analyzed. Although attendance at such live events magencrea
engagement, the online ads, much like online ticketing and logistical informaticely mer
facilitate attendance at that event.

With these parameters as well as a working definition of engagencéwe(a
participation through educated interpretation, conversation and critiqud, socia
connection, or creative expression) in place, | began the second phase of mjresearc
conducted between July and September 2010. This research phase focused on a detailed
analysis of the potential tools for audience engagement found on the Internetgseaden
the twenty sampled American not-for-profit theatre companies. Based ontialy ini
research and literature review and using my definition of engagementtas, & ¢reated
a list of sixty-six distinct Web elements that, for this project, arsicdered potentially

engaging. To make the list of engaging elements more manageable forsatiadysi
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elements were broken down based on functionality into eleven categories: News
Extended Show/Production Information, Theatre Company Information, ActBikiew
Information, Donation, Subscription, Merchandise Purchase/Download, Share Fynctions
Contact/Feedback, Social Media, and Creative Submissions. The elentkimteach of
these categories provide one or more of the types of engagement outlined imtherde
of engagement: educated interpretation, conversation and critique, social icon et
creative expression. The categories are not hard and fast, and many overlap. For
example, elements within the Social Media category could easily be ingtudezhy of
the other categories such as News, Extended Show/Production Information and
Contact/Feedback; however, the categories are useful here as an ayalgiicita basis
for organized discussion.

Based on the information found in the Web presences of the sampled theatres, the
first four categories of engaging elements—News, Extended Shmu@ion
Information, Theatre Company Information, and Archived Show Informateme
primarily informational and usually focused on one-way communication from tagdhe
company to the audience member. Elements in the News category incleds gews
and announcements, online newsletters, online magazines, links to outside news articles
about the theatre, and subscription e-newsletters. Extended Show/Productioatiain
is comprised of elements such as synopses, reviews, director's notes, production photos,
video and sound clips, artist information, PDF programs, related historical amclcult
data, and study guides. Theatre Company Information consists of companggsyistor

staff, board, and founder information, building information, and mission statements.
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Finally, Archived Show Information includes any online data about productions from
theatre companies’ past seasons. Elements in all of these categories trevid
possibility of deeper engagement through educated interpretation by offeringcaudie
members the chance to learn more about both theatrical productions and the theatre
companies themselves. Additionally, by offering exclusive, behind the scenes
information as well as up-to-date news, these elements have the posHilhiétghtening
engagement by making audience members feel like privileged members ahplg sa
theatres’ communities.

The second four categories—Donation, Subscription, Merchandise
Purchase/Download, and Share Functions—may promote engagement with tieatheat
experience by allowing audience members the possibility of feelingal sonnection to
the sampled theatre companies’ communities. The Donate category shahlche
donation functions and information about donating, including appeals to audience
members to support theatre companies, testimonials from artists and audierizeErsne
who believe theatre companies have made a difference in their lives, and adescapti
what donations mean to the theatre companies and how those donations may be used.
Subscription is made up of online subscription functions and other subscription
information, such as descriptions of shows and lists of subscriber benefits. Mesehandi
Purchase/Download includes theatre or show related merchandise offerdd for sa
through online gift shops or, in some cases, as a free download. In the Share Function
category are Web elements that allow audience members to shareatrdarabout

theatre events with their friends using theatre sponsored e-mailslseecaocial media
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functions. By giving audience members the opportunity to donate to a theatre company
or subscribe to a season of productions, Donation and Subscription elements may make
them feel like they are joining an elite group of audience members who support the
theatre company financially. Additionally, the online theatre gift shogsein t

Merchandise Purchase/Download category provide audience members the @ehance t
identify themselves as part of a theatre’s social community, and ShargoRamay

allow audience members to feel as though they are acting as ambassaa@arficular
theatre company by giving audience members the chance to share theeaneeperth

others online.

Elements in the Contact/Feedback and Social Media categories may allow
audience members to engage with the theatrical experience by providing an opgportunit
for participation in conversation and critique. The Contact/Feedback categsigts of
e-mail contact information and online contact forms, videos of audience feedback, a
posted online commentary. Facebook pages, Twitter accounts, blogs, and other social
media are found in the Social Media category. These elements offer audienicerme
the opportunity to participate in discussions with and express their opinions to
representatives of theatre companies and fellow audience members. Eid/ed@
category may also promote educated interpretation by dispersing educatbedals
and create a sense social connection by allowing audience members theal@nce
groups or identify themselves as fans of a theatre company.

Elements in the Creative Submissions category may allow audience rsémbe

engage with the theatrical experience through their own creative expreshien. T
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category includes online essay, art, and video contests and calls for audierzersite
submit ideas and inspirations related to various aspects of productions. The opportunity
to submit creative work or inspirations may also allow audience members th@lippss

to supplement or influence the artistic direction of the theatre company.

Using the categories described above, | tracked both the overall catagonel
as individual elements identified as engaging (those which may allow fee act
participation through educated interpretation, conversation and critiqud, socia
connection, or creative expression) across my sample sites, recordingstrecprer
absence of each element and analyzing their features and functionabtgbdve
paragraphs present only a brief overview of the engaging elements foundthetweb
presences of the sample theatres. As | continue my study of the Internetgsesie
American not-for-profit theatres and the tools they contain that have the patential
encourage audience engagement, | further investigate the features armh$uoicthe
engaging elements described here. A complete discussion of the features of thes
elements is presented in Chapter Four, and extensive analysis of thearfsiastthey

relate to potentially deepening audience engagement is presented in Ehagpter
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CHAPTER FOUR — DISCUSSION OF FEATURES

All twenty (100%) of the Web presences of the theatre companies sampled
contain elements which have the possibility of deepening audience engagement, here
defined as active participation in the theatre experience through educatecktaten,
conversation and critique, social connection, and creative expression. Singe nearl
seventy engaging elements were identified, the elements were dividezlaven
categories based on functionality: News, Extended Show/Production Itimmma
Theatre Company Information, Archived Show Information, Donation, Subscription,
Merchandise Purchase/Download, Share Functions, Contact/FeedbackiViedczaland
Creative Submissions. All twenty (100%) of the theatre Web presences imiple sa
group contain elements in at least four of the eleven engaging casegorie (5%)
includes elements in just four categories, sixteen (80%) include elemantgo nine
categories, and three (15%) include elements in all but one of the engaguyiest In
this chapter, | discuss the recurrence and the features of the eleven lpotargeging
categories as well as specific elements from each category rgadieant by their
recurrence across several of the sampled Web presences or theirgradieunbnce to
the concept of engagement as defined for this tAeBistailed analysis of how these
categories and elements may potentially function to increase audigyaggearent is
found in Chapter Five. A complete listing of engaging elements and thaireece

across the Web sites of the sampled theatre companies is found in the Appendix.

2 See Appendix for a complete chart of the engaglaments tracked for this study and their recuenc
over the sampled Web sites.
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NEWS
Eighteen (90%) of the Web presences sampled contain elements thrao fedke
News category. News elements include postings of general news and announcements,
online newsletters, online magazines, links to outside news articles about thes teh
subscription e-newsletters. The elements in the News category provite sontent
but are differentiated in terms of delivery, format, and quantity of informatesepted.
E-newsletters may be delivered directly to audience members’ dsaxas, and they
tend to summarize theatre companies’ current and upcoming programs with links back t
the main Web site for additional information. On the other hand, articles posted dr linke
to online often delve more deeply into one particular topic.
All of the elements in the News category present information about theatre
companies’ latest events, programs, and announcements. The Alliance Thestug sum
the character of the News category in an online invitation to sign up for their
e-newsletter, “The Insider:”
Get in the loop! The Alliance has so much going onstage AND off! Sign-
up for The Insider e-newsletter, our monthly online newsletter, and in
addition to regular Alliance discounts, you'll get the latest in restaurant
partner discounts, arts news and partnerships, reviews, fun promotions and
special events, educational opportunities, acting classes, and so much
more.... Alliance

As suggested by the previous quote, news content includes show and event information,

news about artists associated with the theatre company, announcements about the

upcoming production season and ticket sales, updates on fundraising campaigns, and

special offers. The information presented ranges from basic adventigngation,
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such as show dates, times, and tickets prices, to more educational information, such as
playwright biographies, links to backstage photos and video, and reviews.

The most prevalent element in the News category is the subscription
e- newsletter. All eighteen of the theatre Web presences with engagmgnes in the
News category (90% of the entire sample group) include online invitations to sign up for
an e-newsletter. These invitations promise audience members “specs/ difisider
news,” and all the “latest and greatest” theatre information. The nexwsl#temselves
contain all of the types of news content previously discussed. Generally, thedepaovi
overview of all the shows, events, and programs currently taking place at edh thea
company, but many theatres also send more frequent, “breaking news” updates, such as
special offers and discounts, late-breaking show and event information, anchiast mi
ads for programs. Users can sign up to receive e-newsletters in justlecksvibyg
providing contact information and, in some cases, indicating which programs most

interest them.

EXTENDED SHOW/PRODUCTION INFORMATION

All twenty (100%) of the sampled Web presences include elements in the
Extended Show/Production Information category. Like elements in the Ne@gocy,
these elements are primarily informational. Extended Show/Production Iimnma
elements provide both general and in-depth information about the texts, histories, and
current productions of the shows performed at the sample theatres. This extensive

category boasts nineteen separate engaging elements, nearlthencenber included in
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any of the other categories. It encompasses elements such asplasesy reviews,
director's notes, production photos, video clips, sound clips, cast lists, artist biogjraphie
PDF programs, related historical and cultural data, study guides, and othesrcadlc
content. The information in this category is presented in a variety of faunisas

written articles, photos, videos, and podcasts.

All of the sampled Web presences (100%) include at minimum a brief synopsis of
each show they present, making synopses the most prevalent engaging element in the
Extended Show/Production Information category. Artist information also appears
frequently in the Web presences of the sample group. Fourteen (70%) includes;ast i
artist biographies, headshots, artist interviews, or alumni news. Fifteepndssnces
(75%) also include linked or posted reviews of their productions, and six (30%) offer
their own perspective on the shows they produce through director’s notes or other
recommendations to the audience.

The Extended Show/Production Information category also includes several
elements presented through multimedia. Nineteen (95%) of the sampled Webgwesenc
include poster images as well as show, artist, or backstage photos; fourteem¢rode)
production and backstage videos; and three (15%) include sound clips from upcoming
shows. The photos, often presented in alboums or slideshows, depict moments from
performances, actor headshots and candids, and glimpses of the production process, such
as rehearsals and the building of stage properties and costumes. The sound clips, posted
in conjunction with musical performances, present recordings from the original

Broadway casts of shows in production at the sample theatres. Online video clips
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provide extensive production and backstage information. These clips exhibit scenes from
productions, take viewers behind the scenes to observe rehearsals and meet actors,
directors, and designers through video interviews, and reveal how technicalcceate
the world of the show by building sets, costumes, props, and other components of
production. Videos can also provide educational information about productions. The
South Coast Repertory’s Web site, which has a particularly extensive video sect
includes footage of the design, construction and completion of a giant chandelier, a
lesson on the “Southernisms” found in the tex€dmes of the Heartand, most
impressively, an interactive video called “Dr. Cerberus’ Interactive”lahich allows
viewers to explore a video set created for their stage productdn Gerberusand

learn the history of any props they click on along the way. Another interestieg, vi
from the B Street Theatre’s Web site, uses a time lapsed recordingdbhrewethe
theatre’s backstage crew tackles a major set change in just a few hogfeyneng the
stage from a run-down cabin in the woods, usebhe Conductor: Harriet Tubman and
the Underground Railroado an abstract collection of gear shaped platforms and
backdrops, used ifihe Intelligent Design of Jenny Chow.

Study guides are also a significant element in the Extended Show/Production
Information category. Although only seven (35%) of the theatres sampled offer the
online study guides provide extensive educational information about plays and
performances. Most guides are twenty to thirty pages long. They include plot
summaries, character descriptions, playwright biographies, relateddaktord cultural

information, play excerpts, behind the scenes information about how the play was
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produced and designed, related resources, and other educational material. yrhe stud
guides are often aimed toward youth, but they are available to any theatengjoars w
Internet connection. Study guides also suggest theatre-related actutbsas
discussion questions, writing assignments, and other creative tasks. For exastyuds
guide from the Northwestern Children’s Theatre & School Web site challasgesders
to act out what they think the page<ain't Let the Pigeon Drive the Busight look
like on stage, locate the settings kadeline and the Gypsies Google Maps, and even
cook Turkish Delight, a candy featuredNiarnia. Similarly, South Coast Repertory’s
online study guides ask readers to re-imagine the embdeofmportance of Being Ernest
discuss the significance of the use of flashbaclkés @Ghristmas Cargland write journal
entries as the main characters frelamlet

Additionally, new media terminology, examples, and formats are often found in
the elements of the Extended Show/Production Information category. ThecAllia
Theatre calls its promotional videos “trailers,” and the American Shakes Center’s
Web site contains PDF files that depict how plays Mkeeh Ado About Nothingnd
Titus Andronicusnight progress on a Facebook wall. These imaginary Facebook walls
include status updates, such as “Hero has a crush on Claudio,” “Rome is a fan of Lucius,”
and “Lucius has called for a clean-up on Aisle Ainerican Shakespeare Center
Additionally, the Repertory Theatre of St. Louis references modern ielegisows like
The BachelarSaturday Night LiveandFamily Guyin its online study guides and uses
texting and instant messaging acronyms throughout. Their study guide inbodeeids

as follows:

47



At The Rep, we know that life moves fast—okay, really fast. But we also
know that some things are worth slowing down for. We believe that live
theatre is one of those pit stops worth making and are excited that you are
going to stop by for a show. To help you get the most bang for your buck,
we have put together WU? @ THE REP—an IM guide that will give you
everything you need to know to get at the top of your theatergoing game—
fast. You'll find character descriptions (A/S/L), a plot summary (FYI),
biographical information on the playwright (F2F), historical context
(B4U), and other bits and pieces (HTH). Most importantly, we’ll have
some ideas about what this all means IRL, anywRgpértory

THEATRE COMPANY INFORMATION

The elements in the Theatre Company Information category, often organized in a
section called “About,” “About Us,” or “Who We Are” on the Web sites of the sample
group, provides data about the more permanent aspects of the theatre compaheels sam
Elements in this section disclose information about the people, buildings, and ideas that
make up a theatre company. All twenty (100%) of the theatre companies ¢istudie
contain at least one of the elements in the Theatre Company Informatioorgatetpeir
Web presences. The most common engaging elements found in this category include
general descriptions of the theatre companies; company historiéshaetatl and
founder information; building information; and mission/vision statements.

All (100%) of the theatre companies sampled include general descriptions of their
company and company histories in their Web presences. General company amalhistor
information fills anywhere from a few paragraphs to several pages and kateinc
photos, video, and other media. The South Coast Repertory’'s Web site, for example,

posts not only an extensive article recounting the company’s history but datsahls

photographs of their various theatre buildings and artistic companies as wall as t
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related articles that detail the theatre’s history from the points of i@nocal theatre

critic who was present at the theatre’s creation and artists previessigi@ed with the
theatre. Eighteen (90%) of the sampled theatre Web presences inclydeostalf and
founder information. Again this information is typically brief, usually a list df stad

board members and their positions, but it can also be more extensive with headshots and
biographies, or historical information about the theatre’s founders. Building irfforma

is present on thirteen (65%) of the Web presences in the sample group. It provides
information on the physical space of the theatre company, such as seatisgptitdaas

of theatre spaces, virtual tours, and building histories. A final significaagery

element in the Theatre Company Information category is the mission/viatemsnt.

All twenty (100%) of the theatre companies sampled post them on their Web sites, and
these statements identify the ideas and goals at the core of eachglmagtras well as

the theatre companies’ expectations of their relationship with their audresrobers.

ARCHIVED SHOW INFORMATION

Elements in the Archived Show Information category include production history
lists and archived collections of data about productions from theatre companies’ past
seasons. Seventeen (85%) of the sampled theatre Web presences incasi®ia¢ lef
the elements in the Archived Show Information category. The content of the el@ments
this category is similar to but less extensive than the content found in elem#as of
Extended Show/Production Information category. The data presented rangeisriptem s

lists of past productions by date to extensive archives that include summatiasdcas
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staff lists, artist biographies, reviews, audience responses, awards, sl pbiztos and
video. Also, although many of the theatres in my sample group list productions dating
back more than fifty years, the most extensive archived Web informationasatign
available only for shows produced in the past five years.

One theatre company (5%) in the sample group, the Guthrie Theater, includes
audience submissions in its collection of online archived data. Although audience
submissions to production archives are rare, they form a significant eggdgment
because they allow audience members a chance to participate actigbbriog their
memories of productions on the theatre’s official Web site. The Guthrie’s \éeb si
invites audience members as well as previous artists associated withthhe @Gushare
their memories via e-mail. The e-mail form asks, “What was your frak&peare
show at the Guthrie? Do you have an interesting story from attending a Shakgdgear
here? How has seeing Shakespeare at the Guthrie affected your life®ribte
submitted are posted on a Web page called “Shakespeare Through the YeangTimel
via a link called “Memory Lane.” The postings on “Memory Lane” includemories

shared by audience members, actors, and other artistic staff members.

DONATION

Eighteen (90%) of Web presences in my sample group contain elements in the
Donation category. Elements in the Donation category include online donation functions,
information about donating, lists of donor benefits, online auctions, and links to online

retailers who donate portions of sales to theatre companies. All eighteersaimpied
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Web presences with elements in this category include some form of online donation.
Seventeen (85%) include online donation functions, and an one more (5%) offers only a
downloadable donation form which can be filled out and then mailed in to the theatre
with payment. In this case, although the monetary transaction does not happen online,
the decision and process of donation is supported by online documents. The Piven
Theatre Workshop’s Web siédso allows online donors to decide specifically which
programs they would like their donation to support. Donors may choose between
supporting upcoming productions, educational programs, new works, scholarships and
outreach, or the general operations of the theatre.

Additionally, five (25%) of the sampled Web presences have elements in the
Donation category which offer alternative ways to support the theatngacoes online.
One (5%) of the theatre companies, The Kitchen Theatre, holds an annual online auction.
Items for bid in their 2009 auction included show tickets, museum tours, juggling lessons,
and even the chance to give the curtain speech at one of the Kitchen Theayse’s pl
Four (20%) of the sampled theatre companies contain links on their Web sites which
allow users to support the theatre through online shopping, either by signing up for
programs like eScrip and GoodShop or by clicking through to participating online
retailers using special links that track purchases and then donate a portion of those
purchases to the linked theatre companies.

Eighteen (90%) of theatres in the sample group provide information about
donation in their Web presences. This information is made up of appeals to audience

members to support the theatre companies, testimonials from artists andeudienc
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members who believe the theatre companies have made a difference in theand/e
descriptions of what donations mean to the theatre company and how they may be used.
For example, the Ensemble Theatre of Cincinnati posts a list on its WebesitéHOW

YOUR CONTRIBUTION CAN HELP: 20 WAYS TO GET US TO 2010.” The list

reports that a donation of $25 will pay for two underprivileged children tSleeping

Beauty $550 will pay for one week of gas and electricity, and $2500 will pay for the raw
materials needed to build a set for one production. Additionally, donor benefits,
including online benefits, such as recognition on the theatre’s Web site andtaccess
exclusive online materials, and offline benefits, such as free tickets to pooduict

invitations to mingle with artists at exclusive events, reserved parking, endgiaghts,

are listed on thirteen (65%) of the sampled theatre Web presences.

SUBSCRIPTION

Thirteen (65%) of the theatres sampled include Subscription category edlement
their Web presences. Elements in this category include online subscriptionriarand
subscription information. Twelve (60%) of the sampled Web presences include some
form of online subscription. Nine (45%) provide online subscription functions, and three
more (15%) provide only a downloadable subscription form that can be mailed to the
theatre with payment. Like online donation forms, although the monetary transaction
does not happen online, the decision and process of subscription is supported by online

documents. Thirteen (65%) of the sampled theatre Web presences contain ioformat
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about subscription. This information includes lists of subscriber benefits, prices and
policies, and descriptions of how subscriptions benefit the theatre companies.

Although subscription is focused primarily on guaranteeing attendance ht a ful
season of productions, the subscription content found in the sampled theatre Web
presences highlights the idea that subscription provides benefits for both the subscribe
and the theatre company. At the top of its subscription Web page, Harlequin Productions
tells its audience members, “Subscribing is good for you, and it's good for ustieFurt
guest passes, which allow subscribers to bring friends to shows for free oeptya de
discounted rate and theatre companies to reach new audience members, are included in
many subscription packages advertised online. Harlequin Productions calls itdeubsc
guest pass an “Ambassador Pass,” and they suggest that it serves ttreictimepany
by empowering the subscriber to help “spread the good word” about their theatre
productions [arlequin Productions

Subscription is also presented as a benefit to the subscriber. Subscribés benefi
listed online are similar to but usually lesser than those offered to donors. if@udiscr
benefits include discounted prices, free parking, easy exchanges, invitationlsiso/exc
events, the chance to meet theatre artists, and guest passes. The Kitclhaeddeg for
example, invites subscribers to opening night galas, their exclusive Hooch & Pooch
benefit, and subscriber parties at popular local restaurants. In addition to\getete
kinds of benefits, the elements in the Subscription category describe thepgidoscr
itself as being advantageous to the subscriber. For instance, the ConnecticitrReper

Theatre subscription Web page suggests, “Your subscription will motivate youdotge
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and see surprising and exciting shows you might otherwise m@&RM)( Harlequin
Productions reports on its subscription Web page, “You subscribe. By the second show,
the money is forgotten, but the tickets are still providing adventure after adxentur

Seven nights out, all year round. It's a lasting gift to yourself, your mind, h@art and

your soul. Don't all of you deserve itHérlequin Productions).

MERCHANDISE PURCHASE/DOWNLOAD

Elements from the Merchandise Purchase/Download category are found on three
(15%) of the Web presences in my sample group. An additional theatre company ha
announced online that, as of September 2010, an online store is coming soon. Elements
in this category include online stores, found on three (15%) of sampled Web presences,
and free downloads, found on one (5%) of sampled Web presences. Although this
category is not available on many of the sampled theatre companies’ V¥ebqa® it
remains relevant as it offers audience members a unique way to astmiaelves
with their favorite theatre company.

All three of the online stores sell theatre logo items, such as hats, tegtstads
and even umbrellas. Online stores at the Guthrie Theater and the Cape Cod Theatre
Project also offer souvenirs, such as dish towels printed with Shakespeare quotes and
collectible costumed teddy bears, and educational materials, such as ipksyast
theatre history texts, related to each theatre’s productions. The Gutbateis official
Web site also offers free wallpaper and Web banner downloads using the logos and

poster images from some of its shows.
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SHARE FUNCTIONS

Of the theatre Web presences sampled, six (30%) include elements fronathe Sh
Functions category. Share Function elements are usually found on pages thaeadverti
current and future productions, and elements in this category include sociakhmedia
buttons, found on four (20%) of the sampled Web presences; e-cards, found on two
(10%) of the sampled Web presences; and e-mail share buttons, found on three (15%) of
the sampled Web presences. These engaging elements allow for thaleesgharing
of invitations to as well as messages and recommendations about the theatre companies
events and productions.

Social media share buttons facilitate sharing via Facebook, Twitter, and other
social media sites, and usually this element appears in the form of d tsmkanarking
sharing button widget” that enables the sharing of links on over three hundred different
social media sites. E-mail share buttons allow users to e-mail show infumroatVeb
pages, sometimes along with a personal message or invitation, directlyds friao
might be interested in a theatre company or its shows. The South Coast Repetiory W
site’s “Invite a Friend” e-mail share button, for example, offers usershidnece not only
to invite a friend to a show but also to suggest a specific date and time to daally, &
few theatre companies create show-specific e-cards that audiemt¥eraecan use to
spread the word about productions. These cards include animations and images related to

the show they advertise and also allow senders to include personal messages.

55



ONLINE CONTACT/FEEDBACK

All twenty (100%) of the theatre companies in the sample group provide elements
from the Online Contact/Feedback category on their Web presences. Elamtarg
category include e-mail contact, encouragement to provide feedback, public audience
commentary, and videotaped audience feedback. Commentary published on social media
web sites is not included here, but rather will be assessed as part of thé/fiedaal
category. The most common element in this category, found in all twenty (100%) of the
sampled Web presences, is e-mail contact, in the form of e-mail addfesséber a
general theatre mailbox or specific staff members, and online e-masd.fokaiditionally,
four (20%) of the theatre companies sampled specifically encourage audientbers
to provide them with feedback.

E-mail contact takes place privately between individual audience menmakrs a
theatre company representatives, but two (10%) of the sampled theatre esnpoehi
video of post-show audience commentary in their Web presences, and one (5%) of the
sampled theatre companies, the Alliance Theatre, also allows its audiemd®ers to
post commentary and feedback directly to their official Web site, makingilable
publicly to both the theatre company and other Web users. On the Alliance Theatre’s
official Web site, previously published commentary as well as a fealloseing Web
users to publish their comments directly to the site is posted on a tab called “Audience
Feedback,” which can be found on the Web pages for all of the theatre company’s
productions. As of the time of this study, the Alliance Theatre’s Septembepbed

2010 productionTwist, boasts thirty-six audience comments. Comments range from
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brief congratulatory statements to longer, more critical reviews whitddiedoth

positive and negative observations. Unlike the videotaped audience reviews, which are
edited by representatives of the theatre company, these comments are pestigd di

from the audience members straight to the Alliance Theatre’s Webtsiteesl not

appear that the theatre company publishes only the reviews and commenhtsdhtd i

its audience members to see.

SOCIAL MEDIA

Social Media is a vast and rapidly expanding category. When | began myrstudy
2007 only five (25%) of the sampled theatre companies participated in social media
Now, all (100%) of the Web presences sampled include at least one element inahe Soc
Media category. The most significant elements in this categoryaasbbok pages,
found in twenty (100%) of the sampled Web presences; Twitter accounts, found in twelve
(60%) of the sampled Web presences; and blogs, found in seven (35%) of theatres.
Twelve theatres (60%) also have YouTube accounts, but these accounts are used
primarily as a means of dispersing video about various productions, so YouTube video
was included in the general video element in the Show/Production Informaggoicat
The social media aspects of YouTube in relation to this project were lesgaigmnif

On their Facebook pages, theatre companies post information that mirrors the
information that is already available on their Web sites, but they preseiat less
formal manner. Theatre company news, show/production information, theatre profile

information, photos, videos, and educational information can all be found on the sampled
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theatre companies’ Facebook pages. However, since these elementsouesediin
previous categories, my discussion of this category will focus pryrarithe social
aspects of the sampled theatre’s Facebook pages. For example, Facebook nembers
associate themselves with a theatre company’s Facebook page by |teatimeatre
company’s page and clicking on the “Become a Fan” button at the top of that pame.
Facebook member’'s name and profile picture will be added to the group of those who are
“fans” of the theatre company, which may be displayed on the page, and a link to the
theatre’s Facebook page will be added to the audience member’s Facebook profile.
Facebook members will also receive updates from the theatre company hetwsi
Feed. At the time of this study, the theatre companies sampled have anymmei®%
to 18,678 Facebook fans, with those numbers growing on almost a daily basis for many
theatres.

Facebook also provides ample opportunity for members of their online
community to interact with each other and theatre company represent@iveke
sampled theatres’ Facebook Walls, fans can share messages, photos, and videos and read,
view, “like,” or comment on other people’s postings. Messages posted on the Facebook
walls of the sampled theatres come from both theatre company represeatadivass,
and they provide informal news and announcements about shows and events, audience
reviews, updates on artists previously associated with the theatre, and atieelr rel

comments and discussions. Much of this information is also provided on the theatre’s

3 Since the time of this study, Facebook has chaitg¢Become a Fan” button to a more generalized
“Like” button. Users may now “Like” the pages bkir favorite theatre companies; however, the fonct
of “liking” a page remains the same as “becomirfigra”
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Web site, but here it is offered in shorter bursts, and it is open to immediate public
reaction by fans of each theatre company’s Facebook page. Fans may express the
approval of any posting by clicking a “like” button; they may post commentargklgui
and easily, on any message they choose; or they may leave a new messagevai.the

The Facebook pages of the sample group contain numerous fan postings,
comments, and “likes.” Much like the postings on the Alliance Theatre’s Wb sit
Facebook postings are typically brief, positive reactions to productions and
announcements, though some also include constructive criticism and some comments
spark serious discussions. Some of the sampled theatre companies also sahentsom
from their fans, asking them to share favorite moments from shows, memohes of t
theatre company, and other theatre-related ideas. Taking this solc#agtep further,
the Piven Theatre Workshop enticed its fans to post a message on their Facebbpk wal
offering a $5 discount to s@avo by Pinter.Postings on the Facebook walls of my
sampled theatre companies also include invitations to informal events with rseshber
the theatre company, job and intern announcements, last minute requests arahaoffers,
even non theatre-related exchanges.

Twelve (60%) of the theatre companies sampled have Twitter accounts, and the
content of these accounts is typically very similar to the content found on thesheatr
Facebook walls, though it is always presented in messages 140 charaesss dmlitter
postings (“tweets”) are textual, but they may link to photos and video posted on other
sites. Often, theatres link their Facebook and Twitter accounts so that tackets a

Facebook status updates can be posted to both accounts simultaneously. However, at the

59



time of this study, Facebook fans outnumbered the Twitter followers of thgeshm

theatre companies, with the largest Twitter account maxing outt airjder 4,400

followers, compared to the largest Facebook account which has over 18,000 Facebook
fans.

The tweets on the Twitter pages of the sampled theatre companies aréyprimar
short informal announcements made by representatives of the theatre companies, but
some also contain postings and commentary from followers. Tweets may also give
followers a unique perspective into the theatre company. For examplepriPithkeatre’s
Twitter account is administered by of one of their interns who has createthateh&or
himself, S.I.R. (Super Intelligent Rat) @ Pig Iron. In his tweets, idsiéposting
general theatre news, he shares his day-to-day experiences dscarteza. On April
5, 2010, he posted, “Off to Washington, DC to root for Dito, Steve Cuiffo and James at
the Helen Hayes Awards. Make me proud, Pig Iron!” Later, on August 6, 2010, he
posted, “Cleaning day in the office! I'm finding all sorts of interesting aontistuff.

What ARE floppy disks, anyway?Tyitter). Additionally, American Shakespeare
Center has three different “tweeters” associated with their thealiréhrée are part of

the education department, and their tweets include updates on the creation ofistesly g
as well as casual musings on iambic pentameter. For instance, on August 4, 2010,
American Shakespeare Center’'s Education Resources Manager, Cassvivetes t
“Weird thing | noticed today: A lot of 3.1 of Comedy of Errors is written in hexan

even heptameter. Huh! How oddrwitter).
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Seven (35%) of the theatre companies in my sample group administer blogs.
These blogs provide in-depth production information and theatre news and may also
allow audience commentary. The tone of the blogs is informal and friendly, and blog
content includes theatre news, event announcements, traffic alerts, backstagation,
educational information, artist interviews, musings on the general state of thedtre
photos and video from rehearsals and production. Most blogs have some kind of
commentary enabled, which is either posted directly to the blog page or, inasesee:
mailed to the theatre, and the blogs offer their readers new and varieccpeespato
the operations of a theatre. The “Big Blue Blog” on the Guthrie Theateibssiée
includes recurring entries by actors from current productions, providing reagdkngpse
of an actor’s experience in preparing a show. Additionally, the American §leslte
Center Web site hosts blogs written by both its education department and fits. inter
Their education blogs explore both academic and practical issues that atasging,
studying, and viewing Shakespeare’s plays, and they provide discussion questions
invite reader commentary. On the other hand, their intern blog, written bylsevera
participating interns, informally reveals the behind-the-scenes exges of a theatre
intern. In this blog, interns discuss meetings with theatre designerspdeabeir

research projects, and reflect on what they are learning during their inpernshi

CREATIVE SUBMISSIONS

Elements of the Creative Submissions category can be found on four (20%) of the

sampled theatre Web presences. Elements in this category include onlin@aesaay
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video contests and calls for audience members to submit ideas and inspiratiodsaelate
various aspects of productions. As a side note, several theatre Web sites contain
information on script submission, but submissions are often restricted to authors who
have literary representation or previous publishing credits, and many theatres d

accept online submissions. Since very few people in a general audience would meet the
author requirements, and since many theatres do not accept online submissions, script
submission elements will not be analyzed.

Creative Submissions are often solicited through contests, and two theatre
companies (10%) include within their Web presences essay, art, or video contests
Interested parties can submit their entries online, and selected ergnestad on
theatres’ Web sites as part of their promotional materials and/or edutatfonaation.

The South Coast Repertory, for example, recently hosted an online essay ooiittest f
younger audience members. Students were invited to write brief essaythairout
favorite experience after attending a South Coast Repertory perf@m&he winning
essay was posted in “Stage Door,” their blog, along with a photo of the winning entrant
Similarly, BRAT Productions’ Web site invited its audience members to swatwiork

and video inspired by their productiblaunted Poe Artwork entries were required to be
presented in a format that could be sent electronically, winning artisiseddree play
tickets, and their artwork was featured in an online gallery. BRAT Prodatkiaunted
Poevideo contest was open to the first fifty videographers to sign up online. Those

videographers were invited to a dress rehearsal to shoot footage. Completed videos were
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submitted online, and the winning video was posted tbithented Po&Veb page and
featured in publicity related to the show and contest.

Four (20%) of the sampled theatre companies also invite audience members to
submit their ideas and inspirations in relation to productions. For instance, TherPig Ir
Theatre Company’s Web site asked its audience members to submit ideasrfetr caba
performances for their 2010 “For the Love of Pig Iron” fundraiser. Additignahen
South Coast Repertory producElde Happy Oneset in Orange County in 1975, it asked
its blog readers, “What did YOUR Orange County Look Like in 1975?” Readers who
lived in Orange County in the 1970s were asked to “[h]elp us get into the spirit of the
show by digging through your old photos from that era and sending us a digital image of
your favorite shot of your family in 1970s OC.” All submitted photos were posted in an
online slideshow, and some were included in lobby displays during performances. The
photos were also intended to “help get everyone into that 1970’s grddmeth(Coast
Repertory. Similarly, the Alliance Theatre asked its blog readers to subwutite
personal Christmas stories prior to a 2007 productigh ©hristmas Carol.Selected
stories were posted online to help readers get into the Christmas spirit.

In sum, all (100%) of the sample theatres provide tools on their Web presences
which have the possibility of deepening audience engagement. Potemigllyireg
elements from the Extended Show/Production Information, Theatre Company
Information, Contact/Feedback, and Social Media Categories can be foundallithi
(100%) of the Web presences. The Donation, News, and Archived Show Information

categories appear in most of the Web presences, nineteen (95%), eighteen (90%), and
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seventeen (85%) respectively. Subscription elements are available om t{tiE&g of
the sampled Web presences, and Share Functions are available on six (30%). Final
elements in the Merchandise Purchase/Download and Creative Submissgosiesit
occur on just four (20%) of the sampled Web presences. In Chapter Five, | wileanaly

how these categories and elements may function to increase engagement.
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CHAPTER FIVE - ANALYSIS OF FUNCTION

As discussed in Chapter Four, all twenty (100%) of the American not-for-profit
theatre companies sampled contain elements within their Web presendes/éhtite
potential to increase audience engagement. These engaging elemesisiniete
eleven categories based on features and functionality. In this chaptggreaerore
deeply how elements in each category may function to increase engageifivesd, fde
the purposes of this thesis as active participation in the theatre experieocgthr
educated interpretation, conversation and critique, social connection, and creative
expression.

Based on the information found in the Web presences of the sample theatre group,
the elements in the first four engaging categories—News, ExtendedFSbduttion
Information, Theatre Company Information, and Archived Show Information—t&umc
primarily to provide information about various aspects of theatrical productionkend t
theatre companies producing them. Many scholars and theatre practiticess shesit
the kinds of information found in these categories can be important tools for engageme
in the theatrical experience (Tepper; Conner; Popat; Carson; Zakaras agitj Low
McCarthy and Jinnett; McCarthy, Ondaatje, Zakaras and Brooks; Erickson; Brown
Lynn Conner points out that “. . . to realize the full potential of experiencing an arts
event, the audience member must possess two qualities: the authority to peaiticipa
process of coauthoring meaning; and the tools to do so effectively” (“In and Out” 114)

For Conner, “useful information” as well as opportunities to process and debate that
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information are key tools in realizing that potential. As Zakaras and Lpwei,
“Relevant factual knowledge is essential to understanding and appreciatograrand
specific works of art” (22). Knowledge not only allows audience members theectwan
actively participate in the theatrical experience through educated ettdrpn but also

can serve to promote engagement through conversation and critique and creative
expression. Sita Popat links knowledge to an individual’s willingness and ability to
discuss and participate in the artistic process in her study of online cre@talsoration
(141). Communication, she writes, “is limited by the individual's vocabulary and
knowledge of the subject under discussion” (43). Further, knowledge and information,
particularly when presented as privileged knowledge, can create fonegidembers a
sense of social connection with a particular institution or by making teehtike an
“insider.” Knowledge of a production’s creative process, plot, or performenseglea
from media sources can instill in audience members a sense that they havedlaaspe
unique connection to the performance” (Jensen 15). Finally, knowledge can promote
theatrical engagement before, during, and after a theatrical expdregoeng audience
members the tools to interpret productions and to participate in post-production
reflection, conversation, and critique (Bennett; Lord; Conner; Popat; Brown)efdtesr

it can be asserted that the elements in the News, Extended Show/Productioatiafgrm
Theatre Company Information, and Archived Show Information categories, though
primarily functioning to provide the tools necessary for educated inteiprethave the

potential to promote engagement in all its forms—educated interpretation, comversati
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and critique, social connection, and creative expression—by possibly increadieigca
members’ knowledge of theatrical productions and theatre companies.

The Extended Show/Production Information category stands out from the other
“informational” categories in terms of the amount of information available t@ncei
members as well as the recurrence of several elements across mansaof phex
theatre Web sites, and it seems to have the most potential to increaseeaudienc
engagement. Online Extended Show/Production Information elements identified in the
sampled theatre Web presences, such as synopses, reviews, director's notésnproduc
photos, video, and sound bytes, artist information, PDF programs, related historical and
cultural data, and study guides, may offer audience members the opportunity to review
detailed historical, cultural, thematic, and backstage information about ptayatel
productions. In general, the information in this category has an educational tone, and
thus has the potential to increase engagement by providing the tools necessary for
educated interpretation. Additionally, the elements in this category nalaglthe
groundwork for participation in conversation and critique and creative expression and
may make audience members feel as though they are “insiders” who havedecei
privileged information.

Many scholars emphasize the importance of preparing an audience to irgerpre
show. Lynne Conner, for example, describes ancient Greek theatre as amodelafor
coauthorship, which is the term she has applied to the concept of active pasticipat
| call engagement. For ancient Greek audiences, she suggests, “[t]he function of

interpretation was understood as both a cultural duty and a cultural right; thatis t
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that arts meaning could and should only be discerned through a thorough interpretive
process that by definition included the audience’s perspective” (107). Moreover,
audiences were not expected to understand the meaning of plays simply by watching
them, and playwrights were required to explain the plot and themes of their plays prior
their presentation (107). Zakaras and Lowell underscore the importanceoataistind
cultural context to the understanding of works of art in their répalttvating Demand
for the Arts: Arts Learning, Arts Engagement, and State Arts Polibgy write:
It is often necessary to acquire some knowledge of the historical evolution
of artistic practice in order to understand the full dimensions of an
individual piece . . . As experts in aesthetic education emphasize, the
function of historical and cultural knowledge is to provide individuals with
new and more-sensitive points of contact with works of art. (23)
Further, Steven J. Tepper suggests that allowing audiences to “see behind the curtai
can also deepen engagement. Audiences, he believes, are interested initke creat
process, and presenting art in its final form ignores the interest they hakiatinappens
backstage (381).

All of the elements in the Extended Show/Production Information section are
well-suited to providing these types of information—thematic, historicalira) and
backstage. For example, synopses and director’'s notes may serve to prepatiersce
to view a show by explaining the plot and themes of a text and also by detailing the
audience’s role in the experience and shaping their expectations of whaethegae.
Sometimes, this information is presented informally, as in the following “ShawdRa

from Harlequin Productions’ Web page fiane Taming of the Shrew

Warning: Real. Live. Theater. Rated: PDF (Pretty Dang Funny). Laughte
may be hazardous to your health. Includes gunshots, hog tying, fake
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violence, original songs, caterwauling, Shakespearean insults,
Shakespearean jokes, cowboy jokes, and maybe a boy in boxer shorts. Not
recommended for most people under six, honorary members of the
Politically Correct Police, or anyone who believes that Shakespeare should
only be performed in doublets and pumpkin paniarlequin

Production3

Alternatively, the information can be presented more formally, as in the follawiirge
director’s note foOthello found on the Web site of the American Shakespeare Center:

In a word, | think Othello is “powerful”...and “sexy”...wait, that's two

words. | think it can “play” like a runaway locomotive going downhill that
picks up more and more speed before it jumps the tracks and leaves
characters decimated and dead and audiences shocked and rocked in its
wake. | also think it's a funnier play than most people realize, not

including the character named “Clown” who's often cut out of productions
(we won'’t be cutting the Clown). The humor breathes more when you

leave the lights on and talk to the audience, making them part of the world
of the play. When lago speaks directly to you, he turns you into his co-
conspirator. His charm and humor can draw you in, just as it draws in all
the other characters on the stage. The humor often helps break the rising
tension so that the dramatic power can return to knock you upside the head
like an eighteen-pound sledgehammer. | think Othello can be one of the
greatest plays ever written/performed when it's mounted by amazing

actors using Shakespeare’s staging conditions. Come see it. Are you ready
to ride? American Shakespeare Center

In both cases, the content and tone of these texts offer a preview of what to rexpect f
each production along with suggestions on how to watch and interpret them that may in
turn increase an audience member’s engagement through educated interpretation. The
“warning” for Harlequin Productionslaming of the Shrevsuggests that the show is best
viewed with an open mind and a willingness to laugh and not take the show too seriously.
For American Shakespeare Cent@tbello, the director’s note paints a picture of an

intense experience, though not without humor, in which the audience and the stage are
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both lit, and audience members may be actively involved as co-conspirators rather than
just passive viewers.

Study guides also have great potential in increasing engagement by providing
thorough historical, cultural, thematic, and backstage information. These gunigs, w
include plot summaries, character descriptions, playwright biographiesdreistierical
and cultural information, play excerpts, behind the scenes information about how the play
was produced and designed, related resources, and other educational material, are
promoted as resources which give audience members “everything [theybriewait to
get at the top of [their] theatergoing gamBepertory. As the Guthrie Theater Web site
puts it, “Play Guides offer students and theatergoers a deeper understanditigrief G
productions by providing commentaries about the playwright, the play’s cultural and
historical context and its literary significance, as well as additem&ces and questions
for classroom use’Guthrie Theater. Study guides also promote active learning by
suggesting theatre-related activities, such as discussion questiomsy aggignments,
and other creative tasks related to current productions.

The online video clips found within my sample sites also provide extensive
production and backstage information, potentially increasing audience engadpyme
educating audience members about play texts and artistic processesevehbyg
moments from current productions, giving audience members a preview of the show
they’re about to see, or, perhaps, a reminder of the show they just saw. Thesgpsdeo c
take viewers behind the scenes to observe rehearsals, meet actors, directors, and

designers through video interviews, and discover how technical crews teatertd of
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the show by building sets, costumes, props and other components of production. Video
clips may provide information that is not available to those simply watchingdke pl
such as actor confessions, backstage secrets, vocabulary lessons, histongation
about props, and other unique insights into performances, and they can promote a deeper
understanding of both the meaning and the creation of various productions. Moreover, as
Tom Funk, author diveb 2.0 suggests, the presentation of this information through
online video may be particularly compelling to viewers. He writes, “Onlineovides
shown incredible power to grab and hold audiences, and to generate a sprawling social
energy of new content creation, rating, tagging, and commenting” (62). Additional
Clayton Lord suggests that the use of online video to convey backstage information may
also instill in audience members the feeling of being an insider, or, for my psirpbse
having a social connection to a theatre company. He writes, “Online vidéuisetief
help deepen the experience of your current patrons. Companies are alag creati
interviews, rehearsal videos, slide shows and even clever cartoons that fuffiilea
function to preshow talks, intimate wine parties and dramaturgical information in a
program—all making the patron feel like an insider” (“Online Video Revolution” 16).

The use of new media terminology in some theatres’ Extended Show/Production
Information elements, as discussed in Chapter Four, is interesting in thggetsss that
these theatre companies may feel the need to reach out to their audiences nat only vi
new media but using the language of new media. It may be, as Amy Pdtmnsen
posits, that “. . . those who wish to connect with spectators (for an artistic purpose, a

commercial purpose, or any other purpose) must use the language or semantics of
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contemporary spectatorship. In western culture, that language is domindted b
semantics of mediated messages” (134).

The elements in the Archived Show Information category function simtiarly
those in the Extended Show/Production Information category; however, the informat
they provide is typically less extensive. This section, which includes daiagdragm
simple lists of past productions by date to extensive archives that include ploasas)
cast and staff lists, artist biographies, reviews, audience responses, andnadated
photos and video, may help audience members learn what to expect from a theatre
company’s current and future productions, possibly promoting engagement by providing
information that leads to educated interpretation. These archives may also shape
interpretation after an audience member views a performance. As Beotestt
interpretation is “open to renegotiation before, during, and after the theatrical
performance” (114), and “. . . elements of post-production are potentially sagmific
the audience’s experience of theatre . . .” (176). Bennett suggests readitexisiayd
reviews and participating in discussions as possible post-production elements, but |
believe that all of the Archived Show Information elements found within the sampled
American not-for-profit Web sites have the potential to reshape an audiemteerise
initial interpretation of a play. Additionally, post-production elements have the
possibility of influencing audience members’ memories of the theatre expeeord,
“Making Meaning” 6). Since knowledge of the arts is refined by cumulatigerences

(Zakaras and Lowell 23), Archived Show Information elements may increase
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engagement by building an audience member’s theatrical knowledge base, Which w
lead to educated interpretation in future theatrical experiences.
The audience submissions in the Guthrie Theater Web site’s collection of
archived data, “Memory Lane,” allow audience members a chance to paetiagiaely
in the creation of memory by sharing their own memories and impressions of past
productions publicly on the theatre’s official Web site. Some “Memory Landingss
recall actors’ experiences on the Guthrie stage. John Carroll Lynchpamaatl 990
production ofHenry V, tells the following story:
When we hit our first preview, we ran late and the play started almost a
half hour late. So when we were in the wings we were surprised that
anyone was there. Then, when we hit the stage for our choral reading of
"0, for a muse of Fire" and the place was packed and the audience was on
their feet cheering and we had to quiet the crowd to begin. Wow.”
(Guthrie Theater
Other postings come from an audience perspective. For example, Lindabéadj, a
Minnesota English teacher, recalls the same production in her posting:
| will never forget the standing ovation at the endHefiry V | think it
was next to 30 minutes (or so it seemed) that the audience just would not
stop its thunderous applause. We who were there with our students
experienced something unlike we'll never witness again and felt as though
we had made history ourselves. The casting, the costuming, the timing, the
amazing workshops for teachers with dramaturg Michael Lupu were
unprecedentedQuthrie Theater
These memories, presented from both audience and actor perspective, allow i/eb use
both an inside perspective into the experience of previous shows and a chance to compare

those memories with their own experiences and reactions to the plays, difegptivey

them a chance to re-experience and reevaluate their memories of thoseteiom
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Elements in the News category, which include general news and announcements,
online newsletters, online magazines, links to outside news articles about thes treh
subscription e-newsletters, may engage audience members by providingithemp-te-
date knowledge about what is going on at the theatre and by presenting the kind of
privileged information that gives them a sense of social connection to tieethea
Though elements in the News category offer some educational content and magserve
a gateway to the educational content in the Extended Show/Production Information
category, the News category is distinguished by its focus on generatitejeant and
anticipation about upcoming events and productions as well as offering privileged
information and opportunities rather than on instilling in-depth educational data about
current productions. For example, the South Coast Repertory Web site e@phas
keeping up to date with timely information in its description of its online magazine
“With our online magazine, you’ll be able to keep up with the goings-on at SCR like
never before. You'll read more timely articles about SCR’s artists and pimtsjcnd
find links to end-the-scenes featurettes, slideshows and video clips from yaoitefa
productions . . .”$outh Coast Repertory

As discussed in Chapter Four, the most prevalent element in the News gategory
appearing on 90% of the sampled sites, is the subscription e-newsletter. Online
invitations to sign up for e-newsletters promise audience members “spéeig)’of
“insider news,” and all the “latest and greatest” theatre information. phingsing and
the name of the Alliance Theatre’s e-newsletter, “The Insiderghasize a sense of

exclusivity and the acquisition of privileged, up-to-date knowledge. Additionady, t
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terminology used in the invitations is often inclusive, possibly increasing engaigieyne
giving audience members the sense that by signing up for this e-newshetyesre
connecting themselves to a theatre company’s community. Theatreriemipaite
audience members to “join” their e-mail list, rather than simply sign upsame refer to
their list as an “e-club” rather than an e-newsletterfSHakespeare as a Virtual Eveht
Lan Yong suggests that audience members may feel a sense of involvementtie a thea
company without actual bodily participation. She writes, “[T]he hypertext timkis
prompt a mouse-click blur the distinction between virtual and actual participation,
between going to another page of the site, requesting regular e-mail inforadi

joining the membership” (54). Park Square Theatre’s e-newsletter td@h@ub:

Theatre In Your Inbox,” echoes Yong’s claim, seemingly suggesting thatazsers
participate in theatre simply by signing up to receive e-mails. Many othritens,

such as calls for donors and volunteers, audition announcements, educational
opportunities, and invites to special events, encourage audience members to become
more “involved” in the theatre company, possibly also increasing engagbynerating

a sense of belonging and social connection.

The Theatre Company Information elements from the Web sites of theesampl
group, which include general descriptions of the theatre companies, compangsyis
staff, board, and founder information, building information, and mission/vision
statements, reveal information about the people, buildings, and ideas that make up a
theatre company. In doing so, these elements may possibly increase audience

engagement by providing information that may function as a tool for educated
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interpretation and may be perceived as intimate or personal and could thieadaiee a
sense of social connection to the theatre company’s community.

Susan Bennett suggests that many aspects of a theatre’s physieaspat as
information about a theatre company’s history can influence interpretpteparing the
audience for the theatrical performance (135-148) and acting as “sagmigitmuli to the
audience’s decoding activity prior to any presentation of a fictional onstadpt’ ¢ist8).

By providing information about the goals, history, and physical space of thesthbatr
elements in the Theatre Company Information section may provide knowledgeltysat
audience members understand and interpret current productions. For example, Pig Iron
Theatre Company describes its work in its online history section, “In the pgsadsithe
company has created 24 original works and has toured to festivals and theatres in
England, Scotland, Poland, Lithuania, Brazil, Ireland, Italy, Romania and Ggrittae

body of Pig Iron's work is eclectic and darin®iq Iron). Brat Productions’ company
description suggests that audiences should expect non-traditional work and venues, “Brat
explores new plays and re-envisioned classics, collaborates with emergiranbbca
national artists, and produces work in non-traditional venues—all while offering one of
the most affordable tickets in towrBRAT). Similarly, the Guthrie Theater prepares
audiences to be at the center of the action with an online description of the Wurtele
Thrust Stage, one Guthrie Theater’s three theatre spaces. The des@gumriThe
Guthrie's unique thrust stage reaches out to its audience. With seating on tlsreaedide

opportunities for actors to enter and exit the stage via backstage, anartaliattion of
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trap doors and elevators, and directly through the audience, patrons are at thef cente
the action” (Guthrie Theatey.

Additionally, by providing the opportunity to learn about the people and goals of
the theatre company, elements in this section may increase in audience sreefeleéng
of intimacy with the theatre company, creating a sense social connectldyut &o of
the theatres sampled offer information about the staff, board, or founders of the theat
companies. Although the information is not always extensive, some sites offer
headshots, biographies, and historical information about the theatre’s founders. Amy
Petersen Jensen suggests that when audience members have access to adtors throug
media entities, like talk shows and other entertainment media, they candeska$
having an intimate knowledge of those actors (184-5). By providing information about
the individuals who make up a theatre company online, these elements may giilara si
feeling of intimacy with the people of the theatre company and perhaps ttre thea
company itself. For example, although much board and staff information is brief and
formal, it can also offer a window into the theatre staff's personal lives,the case of
the Connecticut Repertory Theatre’s managing director, Frank Mack. Mackis bid
shares, “He lives in Mansfield Center with his wife, Sarah Delia, and theichildren
Jason (six), Rebecca (three) and their dog CHIRT). Similarly, staff biographies on
the Kitchen Theatre Company’s Web site reveal that their Production Assisfares to
be a pastry chef, that, at the age of eight, their Graphic Designer wradeeotdd a

version ofThe Princess and the P@awhich she cast her younger sister as “the pea,”
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and that their Associate Producing Director is married to “Ithaca’'s onipuater
scientist/unicyclist/ukulele playerKitchen Theatre Compahy

Mission/Vision Statements, which were found on all of the sampled theatre Web
sites, not only identify the ideas and goals at the core of each theatre grolso beveal
the theatre companies’ relationships with their audiences. Many of the=mants
emphasize audience involvement and may increase engagement by making individuals
feel like important members in the theatre companies’ communities. Foplexaie
Society Hill Playhouse Web site reports, “This century-old building...preseot} g
entertaining shows. No highbrow, high-falutin artsy stuff here...these shiewstaonly
accessible, but they also reach out and pull you right in, sometimes [it¢8alsiety Hill
Playhousg The Arkansas Repertory Theatre’s online mission statementateci@he
Rep strives to enhance the didactic value of the theatre-going experiegoarig and
old alike. It will continue to enrich the audience experience by placingits iw
historic and cultural contextsAtkansas Repertory TheajreThe Kitchen Theatre’s
online mission statement suggests that its theatre, like a home kitchedytiaraic
place where important conversations begin—among collaborating,ddigjsstanding
and new patrons, and the community at lar¢fetchen Theatre Compajy Finally, the
Ensemble Theatre of Cincinnati’'s Web site conveys esteem for its audieticies w
mission statement, “Our audiences are a vital part of our ensentbhsiéifible Theatre
of Cincinnat).

A second set of tools vital to the potential deepening of audience engagement in a

theatrical experience are those tools that may allow audience mambegba social

78



connection to a theatre company’s community (Tepper; Jenkins and Bertozzi; Trepper a
Gao; McCarthy, Ondaatje, Zakaras, and Brooks; McCarthy and Jinnett). RAND
researchers McCarthy and Jinnett suggest that the key goals in degegpéatience
engagement are “to increase [audience members’] knowledge of the artlframtéo

them, and to instill in them a sense of belonging to the institution’s community” (31)
Additionally, “Some individuals give high value to the social contacts afforded by the
arts experience, and some find personal fulfilment and a sense of idertaprogcting

with a wider community of arts lovers (say, those who support a particular arts
institution)” (28). Elements in the second four categories identified as pdtentia
engaging on the Web sites of the sampled American not-for-theatre companies
Donation, Subscription, Merchandise Purchase/Download, and Share Functions—offer
audience members the opportunity to participate in various online activitiesahat m
allow them to make an exclusive connection to a theatre company. Through these
activities, elements in the aforementioned categories may promote engagatimé¢he
theatrical experience by allowing audience members the possibilitglofge social
connection to the theatre companies’ communities.

Elements in each of these categories—Donation, Subscription, Merchandise
Purchase/Download, and Share Functions—include information about and applications
for participation in various online activities that may increase engagemihaugh the
information provided may function to increase knowledge of a theatre companyg and it
work and, thus, may increase engagement through educated interpretation, it functions

primarily to promote the idea that participation in each particular onlingtgcwhether
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it be donating, subscribing, downloading or purchasing theatre merchandise, or sharing
recommendations with friends, can be a way to connect with the theatre company.

For example, elements in the Donate category, which include online donation
functions, lists of donor benefits, descriptions of the value of donations, and examples of
their uses, employ language that promotes donation as a way to make a deeper
connection with the theatre company. The American Shakespeare Center \Web site
donation material urges readers to “[jJoin our family of supportefgyigrican
Shakespeare Cenj)erand the Alliance Theatre’s Web site asks potential donors to “put
[themselves] in the special company of those committed to great gragstormance for
the whole community”Alliance Theatrg Donation content also includes language that
suggests active involvement. For example, the Guthrie Theater's Webrastges that
donors are “more than observers of our work” and that “[c]ontributing to the Guthrie
Theater is taking a personal stake in one of our nation’s most celebrated arts
organizations” Guthrie Theatex. Similarly, the Repertory Theatre of St. Louis asserts
on its Web site that donors can “increase [their] relationship with theehtbadugh
[their] gifts of treasure and time.” The Web site also states, “Donemsnaimportant
part of the Rep family and [their] dedication and partnership will help make thie ma
happen” Repertory. Finally, the Park Square Theatre’s online donation material
proposes that donors to the performing arts “will benefit old and young alike, ane inspir
a whole new generation to make theatre a part of their liRssk(Square Theatje

The potential of donation to create a feeling of social connection to a theatre

company’s community is further enhanced by lists of exclusive benefitslzesiba
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donors. These lists include online benefits, such as recognition on a theatresgaNeb

and access to restricted online materials, and offline benefits, suee déiskets to
productions, invitations to exclusive events that often present a chance to mihgle wit
artists from various productions, reserved parking, and naming rights. Thedenefit
themselves, particularly recognition and naming rights, which asso@atecs’s name

with the theatre, and invitations to exclusive events, which allow for social itnberac

with actors and staff members, as well as the expectation of rectiesg benefits have

the potential to increase audience engagement by creating a social iconioegttheatre
company’s community. Additionally, by allowing donors to understand how their
donation will benefit the theatre company, or, as in the case of the Piven Theatre
Workshop, allowing donors to choose which programs to support, informational elements
in the donation category may provide audience members with a more concrete vision of
how they, through their potential funding, could influence the fiscal and\czehtection

of a theatre, possibly making them feel like stakeholders in that theatre gon#san

Tepper and Gao suggest, activities such as donating to or joining the membership of an
arts organization “reflect the salience of an institution to a person’stidenti(27).

Elements in the Subscription category, which include online subscription
applications and subscription information, function similarly to elements in theidlonat
category. However, in place of a monetary gift, subscription entails thesgroim
continued participation as an audience member for an entire season of productgas. It

commitment of time and money, and it may have the potential to increase engagement b
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making audience members feel more connected to a theatre company than mghey si
purchased tickets to individual productions.
Like donation, subscription is presented on the Web sites of the sampled theatre
companies as a way to create a relationship with a theatre compiabgribats
subscriber and theatre company alike. In an online letter to subscribekficthee
Theatre’s Artistic Director, Susan V. Booth, refers to subscribers as bahd$ti and
“loved loyal audiences.” She goes on, closing her letter by assuringieeidieembers,
“. .. [subscribers], and [their] fierce engagement with [the Alliance Téjeatthe
artwork of which I am most proud. [Subscribers] are the Alliance, and | couldnibbe
grateful to be in your companyAlliance Theatrg Additionally, in an online video
detailing subscription benefits from subscribers’ points of view, Bill, a Guilmeater
subscriber of four years, speaks of the connection that he feels subscripgrehas
him:
By being a subscriber, when | come here, | don't feel like somebody that's
just attending a performance. | feel like I'm participating in one because
I’'m here all the time. | know I'm not a cast member; I'm not one of the
actors; I'm not one of the folks that put together the . . . stage or did the
lighting or any of those things; but | feel like | am part of that even though
I’'m not one of those, and that makes me feel pretty special when I'm here.
(Guthrie Theater
Subscriber benefits listed on the Web sites of the sampled theatre companies,
similar to but fewer than those offered to donors, may also promote the idea that
subscribers have a unigque connection to theatres’ communities. Subscribers may be

invited to special events through which they can meet other subscribers and individuals

associated with theatre companies. They may also receive guest paseegstthat
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they can share with their friends. By calling these passes “Ambag3askes,”
Harlequin Productions elevates subscribers to the role of respected mgirese
empowered to promote productions on the theatre company’s behalf.

The Merchandise Purchase/Download category includes online applichabns t
allow for the purchase or download of theatre and show-related merchandise, including
theatre logo items, educational materials, and other souvenirs, as well agiitorm
about that merchandise. These elements may increase audience engdgeogint t
social connection to a theatre company’s community by allowing individualslta fe
sense of participation in the theatre company or its productions in their own homes. Amy
Petersen Jensen, authoftieatre in a Media Culturesuggests that theatre audiences
have been taught by media entities that they can “interact and even peifoima
theatrical narrative and that these actions can extend beyond their passaotiamén
the theatre into their own personal space” (172), and she suggests that purchasing show-
related merchandise may be a practical way to do so (176). The Guthrie Theater Web
site echoes Jensen’s claim in an online video promoting its brick and mortar gift shop,
relating that its gift shop provides materials to help audience membersepi@gae a
show and “offers theatre goers the chance to remember their experiencidotitea
visit.” They hope that audience members who visit their store will “find mediba
that reflects [their] time and experiences at the Guthrie The&@eth(ie Theatex.

These statements can also be applied to their online store, which, despite hasgng a le

extensive selection, sells many of the same items as their offlirghgjs.

83



Moreover, the Pig Iron Theatre Company online gift shop suggests that by
purchasing logo items audience members may become representativestbé#tes
company. Their description of their merchandise urges Web visitors tprgsjent
[their] favorite oddball theatre company in public with these shirts, availaisieveral
colors and sizes'Hig Iron). Finally, by offering theatre-related computer wallpaper and
Web banners that can be downloaded for free and displayed on personal Web sites, blogs
or computer screens, the Guthrie Theater Web site offers yet anothetepassitior
audience members to associate themselves with the theatre and its shoauslidrme
members who may define themselves in terms of their support of and participation in a
particular theatre community, the ability to purchase or download merchandise online
may increase engagement in the theatrical experience by allowingdhiektheir
identity with that of the theatre company’s wider community.

Like Harlequin Productions’ “Ambassador Passes,” the Share Function edement
found on the Web sites of the theatre companies sampled for this thesis are Web
applications that may allow audience members to share recommendations about,
invitations to, and other messages regarding shows and events with their friends and
family via social media, e-mail, and e-card. The word-of-mouth marketihghtse
functions re-create online is not only highly valuable to the theatre companies
themselves, since peer recommendations are considered trustworthyticalémis
helpful (Lord “Happy Talkin;” Wren; Funk), but also potentially beneficial to the
“sharers” in terms of increasing engagement. The Repertory The&telafuis suggests

in a description of its online share functions, “Part of the fun of live theatreriagita
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with your friends!” Repertory. Furthermore, RAND researchers McCarthy, Ondaatje,
Zakaras, and Brooks highlight the engagement possibilities of working to promote a
theatre company, suggesting that “[s]tewardship is often a highly soemghging form

of participation—serving on a board, launching an arts fair, establishing a book group
(57). Spreading the word about a theatre company’s shows and events through online
share functions could be considered casual form of stewardship, possibly making
individuals feel as though they are acting as ambassadors or represenfativieeatre
company, and, therefore, increasing engagement by creating a sociatton to the
theatre’s community.

All of the online actions made possible by the elements in the four engaging
categories discussed above—Donation, Subscription, Merchandise Purchase/Download,
and Share Functions—are actions which could take place offline, and, in manyaoases
designed to result in an individual’'s offline physical participation in attendggason of
shows, wearing logo merchandise, joining a donor event, or viewing a performamce wit
a friend. However, when an audience member uses these Web elements, the initial
decision and action of donating, subscribing, purchasing or downloading merchandise, or

recommending a performance to a friend occurs online, and, as mentioned inykis anal

of e-newsletters, “. . . the hypertext links that prompt a mouse-click blur tirecticst
between virtual and actual participation . . .” (Yong 54). Further, Amy Petéessen
suggests that “. . . high tech tools allow for extended communication and connection to

other human beings . . . (63), and Thurlow, Lengel, and Tomic report that many scholars

believe the Internet can “help reinvigorate or enhance existing offline cortiesufdios).
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These online elements make donating, subscribing, purchasing or downloading
merchandise, and recommending a performance to a friend easy and accessithiey
potentially link individuals to theatre companies in various ways—as part of catktli
family of supporters or a loyal audience or as someone who represents and ptheote
theatre company—that may heighten engagement by creating arsetseial
connection to the theatre company’s community.

Conversation and critique is also stressed as a significant form of audience
engagement (Smith and Blades; Conner; Tepper; Popat; Bennett; Jensen; Zka@s
and Lowell; McCarthy, Ondaatje, Zakaras, and Brooks). As with other modes of
engagement, tools are needed to encourage conversation and critique. Tepper suggests
that not only does engagement require “literacy, general knowledge, and ansgkng
speak out and share opinions. It also requires an accessible forum where Angancans
debate art and culture, can share their judgments and ratings, and can connect to one
another around common cultural tastes and interests” (375). The Online
Contact/Feedback and Social Media elements found within the Web sites of the
American not-for-profit theatre companies sampled for this thesis provideugls a
forum, and thus have the potential to increase engagement through conversation and
critique. Although they stand out for their potential to encourage conversation and
critique, these elements, particularly those within the Social Mediaacgtedso have
the potential to deepen engagement through educated interpretation, by supplying
information that may possibly build an individual’'s knowledge base; social connection,

by providing individuals the opportunity connect with and identify themselves as part of
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a group that shares similar interests; and creative expression, byhgliodividuals to a
chance to express themselves in a creative manner.

Social Media is another exemplary engaging category both in terms of the
recurrence of some of its elements across 100% of the sample sites and fentialgot
increase engagement in all its forms. Scholars and practitioners refelatorsesta in
terms that highlight its potential to encourage conversation and critique asvaedense
of belonging to a community. Tom Funk refers to online social networks as “the new
public square” (6); Teresa Eyring likens Facebook to a “neighborhood” (“My
Neighborhood” 6); and Clayton Lord suggests, “The Web is increasingly where
community is (or at least wheasscommunity is), and more and more it is a place where
people are socializing (“Virtual Play” 34). Moreover, social media mayforeien for
creative expression. Theatre scholar E.J. Westlake suggests that samekingtcan be
a highly performative act (25), and Amy Petersen Jensen reports, “Online, paople ¢
build the environments that support new forms of socialization, and therefore new forms
of performance. In fact, with each post being carefully staged to comneuaipaecise
message, the forms and conventions of performance are required in these new public
spaces” (66). Finally, by providing an arena for discussion, Social Mediargtemay
also encourage educated interpretation. As RAND researchers Zakdraswell
propose, “. . . through conversation and debate . . . , aesthetic awareness grows in ways
that can enlarge the individual's experience of a work of art” (24).

Evidence found within the Web presences of the theatres sampled for this

research supports these claims. For example, Facebook pages offer audielpess mem
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the opportunity to become fans of their favorite theatre companies and identify
themselves as part of that theatre’s online community simply by joinirebBak, if not
already a member, and clicking on the “Become a Fan” button at the top eddh thea
company’s page. The Facebook member’s name and profile picture will be added to the
group of those who are “fans” of the theatre company, which may be displayed on the
page, and a link to the theatre’s Facebook page will be added to the audience member’s
Facebook profile. Facebook members will also receive updates from the theatre
company in their News Feed. These announcements are current, sometimes up to the
minute, and may give the fans the sense that they receiving not just pdvilege
information for Facebook fans but also the very latest information available from the
theatre companies.

Additionally, by providing a space in which “fans” can interact with theatre
companies and each other, commenting on posts, joining discussions, or simply
expressing approval of the postings and discussions of others by clicking Fasebook’
“Like” button, Facebook has great potential in increasing engagement through
conversation and critique. The Facebook pages of the sample group contain numerous
fan postings, comments, and “likes.” Often the online commentary consists of brief
positive reactions to productions and announcements, such as “Congratulations!”, “Don’t
miss this show!”, “Beautiful.”, or “I can’t wait!”. However, it can also aféeemore
critical perspective. For example, a comment from Yvonne Hartwig Moore dreét S
Theatre’s Facebook wall expresses constructive criticism for one optbeiuctions.

Moore writes, “LOVE CHILD was very confusing with all the characterges, but
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Pierini is terrific. If you do it again, perhaps you could add some hats solivikaow
who's talking” (Facebook A more serious discussion arose in response to South Coast
Repertory’'s musing about the possibility of creating a stage adaptationrahible
Twilight. Here brief comments quickly morphed into a discussion of the state of theatre
in general. Brianna Beach expresses her disdain for using pop culture to ingtiesithe
her comment:
| think it's a really silly way to bring in a younger audience . . . There HAS
to be a better way to make theatre more accessible to teenagers, but | don't
believe dumbing things down & incorporating pop culture will help the
theatre world in the long run. We've already got Wicked/Legally
Blonde/Shrek etc. etc. . . . One thing | like about seeing theatre is that the
quality of the content is almost always better than what you'll find in the
movies. Facebook
Comments from the pages of the sampled theatre companies also showcase
Facebook’s potential to encourage creative expression and the comments below show
evidence of fans’ willingness to interact with the theatre companies invereatys,
brainstorming fairy names and Shakespearean puns. For example, while in the enidst of
production ofA Midsummer Night's Dreangouth Coast Repertory Theatre asked its
Facebook fans to come up with names they would use if they were fairies, garneri
replies like “Apple Blossom” and “Prairie Mist.” Additionally, when the Aran
Shakespeare Center posted a news article suggesting that reading $inal@aps to
cows boosts milk production, audience members began sharing cow related puns on
Shakespearean play titles. Tim Hulsey, one of their fans, replied, “I likdtbedt .. The

Cowmedy of Errors? A Midsummer Night's Cream? Moolius Ceasar? And ofe;aues

can't forget Othello, the Moo of Venice...Fécebook

89



Postings and dialogue on the Facebook walls of my sampled theatre companies
may also foster a sense of community through informal conversation, eventansitat
and other special offers. For example, South Coast Repertory, which is located in
Southern California, received several responses when it asked its Facebookhfans if t
felt an earthquake that occurred moments earlier; Kitchen Dog Theatediits fans to
a pizza dinner at a local restaurant; and Pig Iron Theatre asked if amyaoisittould
loan them a large terrarium “for a secret, nefarious purpose (otherwise knawn as
“photoshoot”) on Thursday morningFacebook Kitchen Theatre, in the midst of a
remodel at the time of this study, combined merchandise acquisition with sodialane
July 26" 2010 when they offered: “Want a memento from the Clinton House? BYO
crescent wrench and muscles and take away YOUR VERY OWN THEATRE ISEAT
Come by today or tomorrow during office hours, 11:00am to 4:00pRa¢€book
Coincidentally, one fan who took them up on the offer responded that on the way home
from the theatre a ticket to a 2008 productiosobivenirfell out of one of his seats.

The discussions created, as well as the information provided on the Facebook
pages of the sampled theatres may help build an individuals’ knowledge base, potentially
increasing engagement through educated interpretation, and individuals ma/flemefi
reading the conversation and critique on Facebook pages whether or not they choose to
participate in the discussion. Zakaras and Lowell suggest that discussion, evenisvhen i
“mediated through reading and study” rather than experienced live, “. . . oiarere
the opportunity to test their perceptions against those of others and recogniteewhat

may have missed” (24). Additionally, in reaction to studies showing that most
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newsgroups function well despite having far more passive readers, sometlates ca
“lurkers,” than active contributors, Sita Popat suggests, “So perhaps it caerpedrhat
reading other people’s messages and observing their interactions on a kabject t
interests the individual is enough for many Internet participants to feel imvolvé
(39). These “lurkers” read messages, “. . . and may gain a considerable amount of
knowledge or enjoyment from doing so, but they do not choose to participate” (138).

Although they use a different delivery method and format, the Twitter accounts
found in the Web presences of the theatres sampled for this thesis functiorysimila
Facebook pages in terms of engagement. Individuals may feel a social moniteat
theatre company’s community by becoming “followers” of that theatre coyngad
receiving its “tweets;” they may join in Twitter discussions, partianggih conversation
and critique; they may glean knowledge that leads to educated interpretatiotinér
information in the “tweets;” and they may experiment with creative expresswriting
their own “tweets” or creating online personas. As Teresa Eyring, execlitector of
American Theatrewrites, “[Twitter] creates a sense of real-time connectedness to
people, conversations, events and performances that you might have been missing. It
also promotes a sense of community and friendship with people you might not otherwise
meet, which can lead to live interactions” (8).

The Pig Iron Theatre’s Twitter account, which is administered by of one of thei
interns, highlights Twitter’s possibilities for providing audience membeigue
perspectives into a theatre company’s day-to-day operations as welpateittial for

fostering creative expression. Though this example comes from theatratstarffthan
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the audience, audience members have access to these same tools and could ypresumabl
express themselves in a similar creative manner. Pig Iron’s hgaetern has created a
character for himself, S.I.R. (Super Intelligent Rat) @ Pig Iron. Hisl@mphoto

features a large white rat that appears to be conducting a scientifimexpieiand his
biographical statement reads: “I am a super-intelligent rat (or Sgixen human-level
intelligence in a biotech facility. Recently, | began an exciting int#prest Pig Iron

Theatre Co.” Twitter). Both of the above, along with his tweets, assist in the creation of
his Twitter character and promise audience members the possibilityiofese into the
experience of Pig Iron Theatre Company from an intern’s point of view. In éefsw
instead of posting general theatre news, he shares his day-to-dagresgeas a theatre
intern, maintaining his character as S.I.R. For example, on January 4, 2010, he posted,
“This plucky rodent is headed to the UNDER THE RADAR FESTIVAL to see the very
finest in experimental performance! I'll bring my thesaurus.” On January 22, 2010, he
posted, “Super Intelligent Rat wonders what Martha Graham Crackevewdtl at Hams
Across America. Look for me! I may hide out in her hairdoTwifter).

The final significant Web element in the Social Media category, the bloghéas
potential to provide audience members with in-depth educational information about the
theatre companies and, thus, may offer readers a chance at deeper engtgengh
educated interpretation. Like Twitter accounts, the blogs found in the Web presences of
the sample group provide specialized information from authors such as actors, interns,
educators, and other theatre staff members, and they have the possibilitp@teaders

perspectives into a theatre company’s operations that they may not find etseBlogs
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can also be a vehicle for possible engagement through conversation and anfique a
social connection.

Tom Funk suggests that blogs may help businesses create “a daily, informal,
newsy and personal connection” with customers (96), and the language used in the
descriptions of the blogs of the sample theatre companies corresponds with this
statement. The tone of the blogs is informal and friendly, and blog titles aniptiess
emphasize familiarity, the acquisition of privileged information, and adiessi
discussion. For example, the Guthrie Theater suggests that their Big Blus Bltess
formal than an article in a newsletter or program (we hope). Less rantbén a
conversation over a beer after a show (perha@)tHrie Theatex. The South Coast
Repertory’s blog title, “Stage Door,” suggests that those who read the blqzassl|
through the stage door and enter the behind the scenes world of SCR. In an introduction
to their education blog, the American Shakespeare Center writes, “Engatfing w
Shakespeare's staging conditions makes his plays accessible and fufbofgesryone.
Join us in our ongoing discussion about the works of Shakespeare and his contemporaries
and the staging of their playsAinerican Shakespeare Center

Elements in the contact category, which include e-mail contact, encouragement
provide feedback, public audience commentary, and videotaped audience feedback,
function primarily to potentially increase audience engagement through catnvei@nd
critique. However, as noted in analysis of the Social Media category,petita in
conversation and critique, as a reader or an active contributor, may also ehkance t

possibility of engagement through educated interpretation, social connecttbareative
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expression. E-mail contact functions and information open the door for individuals to
express their opinions and address questions to theatre company representatibs, poss
fostering to conversation and critique. Unlike the comments, questions, and discussions
on Facebook or Twitter, these exchanges remain private and, thereby, nmaidukiti

their potential to increase engagement for an audience at large. Nonetheledsntent

may provide engagement benefits for those involved in the exchanges. Additionally,
some theatre companies encourage e-mail feedback and discussion. For ekample, t
Ensemble Theatre of Cincinnati’s invitation for online contact reads as follBAE€

always welcomes your comments and feedback. If you like what you see eteditéen
friends. If you don’t, tell us. Your opinion matters. Good theatre creates dstussi

We want you to think and talk about what you see on our stagseble Theatre of
Cincinnat). South Coast Repertory invites its audience to share both commentary and
memories on their contact page. They write, “SCR Welcomes and Encourages Feedback.
Comment about a play or an experience at the theatre—positive or negative—as an
audience member or student. All comments will be forwarded to the appropriate. pers

Or how about sharing your most memorable experience at SGRath( Coast

Repertory. These comments not only promote discussion but also relate to audiences
that their opinions are valued, possibly also making them feel like valued members of the
theatre company’s community. Videotaped audience feedback gives audienceasnembe
the opportunity to hear the opinions of their peers and may also suggest that the theatre

companies who present this feedback value what their audiences have to say.
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Publicly posted audience commentary is only available on one site from my
sample group, but it is a significant element in that it allows audience mermiparst t
their comments directly to the Alliance Theatre’s official Web siteis €lement has
great potential in increasing engagement through conversation and critique, and it
functions similarly to a Facebook Wall in that it provides a forum in which audience
members may possibly post questions, comments, and other messages about a theatre
company and its productions. However, by publishing audience commentary directly to
the Web pages of its official site, the Alliance Theatre may give aceli@ninion more
weight. Li Lan Yong, who studied a similar function on the Web site of the British
National Theatre, suggests that by posting audience commentary online, onea theat
company’s official site, theatre companies give their audience the powestage plays
in terms of their public reception (50). She writes, “Whereas a theatre audiende w
commonly discuss its views in private or in a limited way as part of another patolio,f
the audience in its virtual capacity, as a community that re-dramatizesrtbemance in
their response to it, performs as a public part of it and is thereby folded back into the
production of the play, at its virtual site” (51). Also, the Alliance Theatre Wels sit
audience feedback function seems to foster audience reviews and critigeeifit s
shows rather than the varied commentary and conversation seen on the Facebook walls of
the sampled theatre sites. For example, at the time of this study, the Audeatback
tab for the Alliance Theatre’s September — October 2010 production of the ngisal
contains thirty-six comments from thirty-six different posters. All ofabmments

express opinions about the performanc&wist and, although some posters addressed
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cast members or the audience in general in their comments, they do nai sseott t
other’s postings. Most comments fowistare brief and positive, like the following
review provided by Tony Kimbrell: “| was there Wednesday evening, and wohat @&/
great show! It's the total package. From the moment the curtain goes up, you're
captivated” Alliance Theatrg Others, however, like the following review written by
“From A Theatre Professional” present a more critical point of view:
While | greatly appreciated the level of talent involved with the
production, | thought the musical itself was very weak, and at times,
bizarre. . . . There were so many odd moments in the production and such
a terrible book, it was hard to take it seriously. The music was all over the
place stylistically, given the wonderful period in which it was set. Why
was the idiom of the period not used more in the score? The staging and
choreography didn't seem to fit and with each scene the play got more and
more silly. The Alliance is a first-rate theater, so | have no ideatkdy
didn't vet this production and keep it in a second-rate community theatre
where it belongs Alliance Theatrg
Finally, theatre companies may also engage audience members loyng ovem
with tools for creative expression (Jensen; Tepper and Gao; Jenkins and Bertozzi;
Swerdlow; Tepper; Zakaras and Lowell). Elements in the Creative Subnsissi
category, online essay, art, and video contests and calls for audience mershbrsit
ideas and inspirations related to various aspects of productions, are the elemnettig fr
sample group which are focused primarily on encouraging this type of engagement. B
giving audience members the opportunity to submit their own artistic work and ideas,
Creative Submissions elements may foster engagement through creatiasierpre
Moreover, Zakaras and Lowell write that by allowing individuals to experidmce t

process of artistic creation, “creative activity deepens the underggaosfdichievement

in any art form” (22). This statement suggests that the activities masiblpds/ the
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Creative Submissions category may also provide knowledge that can possdyagre
engagement through educated interpretation.

Media scholars Henry Jenkins and Vanessa Bertozzi suggest that arts
organizations need to keep up with the changing culture of the arts in the United States,
which is “moving away from a world where a few gifted artists produced works that
would be consumed and admired by many to a world where many are producing works
that can be circulated among smaller niche publics” (176). They report that young
people, who have grown up with easy access to the creative tools of new media, “are
passionate about emerging forms of expression” (177), and in detailing many ways
online and offline, that arts organizations may foster engagement in the artéithroug
creative expression, they propose that “[arts institutions] can offer \iésbasid
exhibitions that showcase the best works that are produced and in this way can call
greater public attention to the creative expression of this emerging genexiadirtists”

(191-2). The online essay, art, and video contests found within the Web presences of my
sample theatre group potentially function as such a showcase. BRAT Productions
featured the work of itslaunted Poerzideo contest winner in online publicity materials

for the show. It also exhibited winniktaunted Poeartworks in an online gallery. Also,

the winning essay from South Coast Repertory’s writing contest was published in the
theatre’s “Stage Door” blog.

Audience submitted ideas and inspirations can also be publicly posted online. For
example, when South Coast Repertory asked its blog readers to submit photos of Orange

County, CA in 1975, they displayed all of the submissions in an online slideshow on their
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Web site and exhibited select submissions in lobby displays during performdinesse
submitted photos were intended to “help get everyone into that 1970’s gr&mueh (
Coast Repertony and may possibly have influenced the artistic design of the production
by providing inspiration for the theatre’s creative staff. At the very,ldaes creative
works and ideas of the audience, when published online, are like the publicly posted
online audience review and comments discussed previously in that they are “falkled ba
into the production of the play, at its virtual site” (Yong 51). Moreover, Jenkins and
Bertozzi suggest that in a participatory culture, “[n]ot every member needsttdate,
but all need to feel that they are free to contribute” (174), inferring, as Pdpat di
Invisible Connectionghat it is possible for audiences to feel a sense of vicarious
involvement (32-33). In that way, the elements in the Creative Submissionsrgateg
may have the potential to deepen engagement not only for those who submit their own
creative expression but also for those who know that they have the opportunity to submit
their creative ideas and work.

It is interesting to note that the potentially engaging categoriesvdra found on
all or most of the sampled theatre Web sites function primarily to increasgeemgyat in
three of its forms—educated interpretation, social connection, and conversation and
critigue. Extended Show/Production Information and Theatre Company Informati
found on 100% of the sampled Web presences, and News and Archived Show
Information, found on 90% and 85% of the sampled Web presences, respectively,
function principally to provide audience members with educational and privileged

information that may lead to engagement through educated interpretation and social
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connection. Donation, found on 95% of theatre Web presences, functions to facilitate an
online activity that has the potential to increase engagement through sociatton.

Social Media and Contact/Feedback, both found on 100% of the sampled Web presences,
function mainly to provide the opportunity for discussion between members of a theatre
community, thereby possibly fostering engagement through social connection and
conversation and critique.

Informational categories—Extended Show/Production Information, Theatre
Company Information, News, and Archived Show Information—may indirectlyantia
creative expression by increasing an individual’'s knowledge base and rttzting
individual more comfortable participating in artistic creation (Popat) Samuikl Media
elements may offer individuals the opportunity to express themselves irtigecrea
manner (Jensen). However, the category which functions chiefly to provide the
opportunity for engagement through creative expression, Creative Submissanmly, i
found on 20% of the sampled Web presences. This may infer, as Jenkins and Bertozzi
suggest, that traditional theatre companies have not kept up with the cultural and
technological changes that allow for increased participation in agigti@ssion (176).
Alternatively, engagement in the theatrical experience throughwerestpression may
currently be better-suited to offline activities. Though ultimatelyfadsffline
experiences were not included in the parameters for this study, initiataleseto the
sampled theatre companies showed that eleven theatre companies (55%) ugéehthei
sites to advertise live theatre-related classes, addressingakassacting and

playwriting, that could potentially foster engagement through creativesipn.
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Nonetheless, it is clear that the elements identified on the Web sitessaftipéed group
of American not-for-profit theatre companies function to provide the possibility
engagement in all its forms—educated interpretation, social connection, cooveasak

critique, and creative expression.
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CHAPTER SIX - SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

The Web presences of American not-for-profit theatre companies provide ma
tools that may potentially deepen audience engagement—active participasioghthr
educated interpretation, conversation and critique, social connection, or creative
expression—in the theatrical experience. Based on an examination of a gaoupl of
twenty American not-for-profit theatre Web presences, | identified-sixtpotentially
engaging Web elements and split these elements into eleven categones—EXEnded
Show/Production Information, Theatre Company Information, Archived Show
Information, Donation, Subscription, Merchandise Purchase/Download, Share Fynctions
Contact/Feedback, Social Media, and Creative Submissions—for discussion lgas.ana
All twenty (100%) of the theatre Web presences sampled for this studynezhtai
elements in at least four of the eleven engaging categories. Onen¢h3ded elements
in just four categories; sixteen (80%) included elements in six to nine dasgord
three (15%) included elements in all but one of the engaging categories. The most
prevalent categories, found on 100% of the sampled Web presences, included Extended
Show/Production Information, Theatre Company Information, Donation, and Social
Media. These categories were followed closely by News, found on 95% oétliésir
presences, Donation, found on 90% of Web presences, and Archived Show Information,
found on 85% of Web presences.

The potentially engaging tools identified within the Web presences ofiéane

not-for-profit theatre companies work together to provide the possibilitygeagement
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in all its forms—educated interpretation, conversation and critique, social camecti
and creative expression. The educational and privileged information provided by the
Extended Show/Production Information, Theatre Company Information, News, and
Archived Show Information categories clearly has the potential to heightEgement
through educated interpretation and social connection, and it may also give audience
members the tools and vocabulary needed to participate in creative expradsion a
conversation and critique. Also, by providing information about, as well as online
applications for, activities that connect audience members to theatpac@s, elements

in the Donate, Subscription, and Share Function categories provide the opportunity for
engagement through both social connection and educated interpretation. Addjtmnally
linking audience members to a theatre organization’s social community, teesntd

may foster opportunities for engagement through conversation and critiquearlgiroy
supplying a forum for individuals to express themselves publicly or privatelekhas

way to link themselves to a theatre company’s community, elements in the
Contact/Feedback and Social Media categories provide a space for poteyageément
through social connection, conversation and critique, and possibly even creative
expression. However, participation in conversation and critique may also aereas
individual’'s knowledge base and lead to engagement through educated interpretation.
Finally, by allowing audience members the opportunity to participate in anddéout

the creative process in a hands-on way, elements in the Creative Submisgigoig/cat
have the potential not only to increase engagement through creative expressism but a

through educated interpretation.
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The information and activities provided by elements on the sampled American
not-for-profit theatre Web presences do not replace the experience of periemanc
may augment it by increasing audience engagement—active partioigatbugh
educated interpretation, conversation and critique, social connection, or creative
expression. Many of these potential tools for engagement may also beeddessr
through other media. For example, theatre-related books and magazines may foste
educated interpretation; opening night parties may create a feelingalfcawmection;
post-show audience talk-backs may allow for conversation and critique; and acting
classes may encourage creative expression. However, by supplying oppsrtanitie
these kinds of participation online, the sampled American not-for-profit theatier W
presences provide their audiences with the potential for convenient engagemeaogshat
not necessarily require a large commitment of time and energy andlabivt them at
any location and at any time of their choosing, provided that a connection to thetinter
is available. As Li Lan Yong suggests, data posted on theatre Web sitegecan g
production “a longer life and wider circulation . . . .” Moreover, “The electronivme
of the Internet incorporates, magnifies and changes the significanit¢éhea
duplicatory media by providing an immediate, continuous accessibility and atboéadt
public dissemination that can map over the performance as a simultaneous event with a
virtual audience” (48). Therefore, the potentially engaging tools found withiniéane
not-for-profit theatre Web presences have the possibility of engagirdgaaudience

than tools which must be accessed through live participation or other forms of media do
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Previous literature established the importance of audience engagement in the
theatrical experience (Bennett; Conner; McCarthy, Ondaatje, Zakah8rooks;

Tepper; McCarthy and Jinnett; Zakaras and Lowell) and revealed tHatdhget may
function both as a competitor to live theatrical participation and as a tool to build live
theatrical participation by deepening audience engagement (lveys Jame

Foundation; Funk; Jensen; Yong; Carson; Jenkins and Bertozzi; Tepper). This study,
which proves that American not-for-profit theatre Web presences provide todisteat
the potential to deepen an audience member’s engagement in the theatricahegperi
through educated interpretation, social connection, conversation and critique, or creative
expression, builds on previous research in a number of ways. First, it presentgigithor
and specific definition of engagement based on a synthesis of several sgmiarhs;
second, it makes a clear case that online tools have the potential to iacidiasee
engagement; and, third, by randomly sampling a large group of American notfior-pr
theatre companies, it provides an unbiased account of the broad trends of thetpsssibili
of theatre Web presences for deepening audience engagement.

Thus, this thesis may serve as a platform for further study of audience
engagement via the Internet. Future research might investigate wihetipeténtially
engaging online tools discussed here actually do increase engagemeihtashoel
effectively they do so. Such research could include empirical surveys tarmeas
audience members’ perception of the effect of various Web elements on thailaévent
engagement in viewing a live theatrical production. Future studies mighixalsine

why theatre companies do or do not include potentially engaging elementsr diebe

104



sites and how factors such as budget, size, location, community diversity, and type of
work produced affect the quantity and quality of available Web content. Additionally,
the basic definition of engagement and the methodologies employed by this thesis could
easily be applied to studies of potentially engaging online tools in other tyfie=atie
organizations, such as Broadway or community-based theatres, or even in other arts
organizations, such as dance, musical, and visual arts companies. Finally, the
examination of broad trends in this thesis may inform narrower studies of specific
engaging elements, such as social media or study guides, or types of engagiechead
creative expression or conversation and critique.

McCarthy Ondaatje, Zakaras, and Brooks of the RAND corporation suggest tha
“[tlhose individuals who are most engaged by their arts experience are theramnase
the most attuned to the intrinsic benefits, and those benefits create not only positive
attitudes toward the arts, but also the motivation to return,” and, therefore arts
organizations must do more to increase engagement. Additionally, Amy Petsrsen J
asserts that “[tjechnological tools are the language of the day,” and “. . . thoseish
to connect with spectators (for an artistic purpose, a commercial purpose,athany
purpose) must use the language or semantics of contemporary spectatorship (62, 134).
By addressing the significance of both engagement and Internet technaamieleince
participation in the theatrical experience, future studies of the possgodittheatre Web
sites in increasing audience engagement are relevant not only to tinelaantsa

participation scholars but also to theatre companies and other arts orgasizat
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APPENDIX — ENGAGING ELEMENTS CHART

News 90%
1 | E-Newsletter 90%
2 | General News/Announcements 65%
3 | Links to Outside Articles 50%
4 | Online Newsletter 35%
5 | Online Magazine 5%
Extended Show/Production

Information 100%
1 | Play Synopsis 100%
2 | Poster Images 95%
3 | Photos 95%
4 | Full Reviews - Linked to or Posted 75%
5 | Video Clips 70%
6 | Cast Lists 70%
7 | Artist Biographies 60%
8 | Artist Headshots 45%
9 | Quotes from Reviews 35%
10 | Study Guides 35%
11 | Director's Notes/Recommendations 30%
12 | Artist Interviews 30%
13 | Educator Resources 25%

14 Relateq Historical/Contextual/Cultural
Info - Linked or Posted 20%
15 | Sound Clips 15%
16 | PDF Programs 10%
17 | Alumni News 10%
18 | Podcast 5%
19 | Special Applications and Animation 5%
Theatre Company Information 100%
1 | Mission/Vision Statement 100%
2 | History 100%
3 | General Description 90%
4 | Staff/Board/Founder Information 90%
5 | Sponsors/Memberships/Affiliations 85%
6 | Building Information 65%
7 | Program Information 60%
8 | Awards 50%
9 | Gift Shop Information 25%
10 | Frequently Asked Questions 20%
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Archived Show Information 85%
1 | Collection of Production Information 65%
2 | Production History List 50%
3 | Audience Submitted Memories 5%
Donate 95%
1 | Donation Information 90%
2 | Online Donation Application 85%
3 | Donor Benefits 65%
4 Links to Retailers Who Donate
Proceeds 20%
5 | Online Donation - Printable Form Only 5%
6 | Online Auction 5%
Subscribe 65%
1 | Subscription Information 65%
2 | Online Subscription Application 45%
3 | Downloadable PDF Subscription Only 15%
Merchandise Purchase/Download 20%
1 | Online Store 15%
2 | Downloads 5%
Share Functions 30%
1 | Social Media Share Button 20%
2 | E-mail Link 15%
3 | E-card 10%
Contact/Feedback 100%
1 | E-mail Contact 100%
2 | Encouragement to Provide Feedback 20%
3 | Public Audience Commentary 10%
4 | Videotaped Audience Feedback 10%
Social Media 100%
1 | Facebook 100%
2 | Twitter 60%
3 | Blog 35%
4 | My Space 5%
5 | Friend Feed 5%
6 | Yelp 5%
7 | Foursquare.com 5%
8 | LinkedIn 5%
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Social Media (continued)

Delicious 5%
Creative Submissions 20%
Idea/Inspiration Submissions 20%
Artistic Contest 10%
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