Data are the new gold,
but does that also apply
to the cultural sector?
How audiences perceive
the value and sharing of data
Dimitri Lahaut

Introduction
Visitor data have a major impact on the cultural sector. By gathering
and analysing visitor data, marketers in the cultural sector can reach
out to a larger and more diverse audience. The question remains,
however, how much of their personal data cultural visitors are willing to
share with the cultural sector and what they expect in return.
To answer these questions, Bureau Lahaut was commissioned by Into
Culture to speak to a diverse group of Dutch cultural visitors. The
participants in this study visit at least one cultural institution per year,
such as a cinema, theatre, concert hall or museum. They were asked
about their willingness to share their data with the cultural sector, their
experiences with cultural streams and their expectations for an online
platform that offers cultural content. The study has resulted in various
important insights, which we will describe in this article.
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Sharing data is acceptable
under certain conditions
The cultural visitors who participated in the study indicate that they
have grown used to the idea of companies using their personal data for
recommendations, advertisements and personal offers. They
understand the benefits: it can make things easier, because you are
sometimes shown good recommendations or advertisements that you
are truly interested in. Social media such as Facebook and Instagram
have also improved our lives by making easier to stay informed and
maintain social contacts. Still, not everyone likes the idea of their
personal data being used by others; it has become virtually impossible
to live your life anonymously. Many people also feel like they have no
control over what their data are used for or what data they want to
share or not. Cultural visitors are also afraid of being confronted by
too many advertisements. In general, however, cultural visitors have
accepted the ways things are in this day and age. They know that
online platforms use their data to earn money. If you do not want them
to use your data, you should stay off those platforms entirely.

“I’m okay with it if my data are used for
recommendations, but they are also used for other
purposes [advertising or information for other
companies]. I don’t like that, but what can you do?
All those platforms (Facebook, Google) are doing it;
it’s how they make their money.”
(Sulfrend, 40, high school and college education)
How do cultural visitors feel about sharing their data with the cultural
sector? Many cultural visitors are willing to share their personal, usage
and transaction data with the cultural sector, albeit under certain
conditions. The conditions for sharing these data are that
organisations must first ask for their consent and that the shared data
are only used by other parties in the cultural sector.
Cultural visitors with a higher education are more likely than those
with a lower education to want control over what they share with the
cultural sector. People also expect a degree of transparency regarding
data usage and purposes.
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“I have no problem with it. My information
is not that sensitive.”
(Karin, 48, high school and college education)

“They can use my data – to a certain extent, of course.
It would be nice if you could specify what you do (not)
want to share and if the companies reveal what they use
your data for and how. Facebook and YouTube do not
make that very clear.”
(Anouk, 23, university student)

Sharing data for relevant recommendations
and out of goodwill
People choose to share their data with the cultural sector to receive
better recommendations and out of a sense of goodwill. The latter
means that cultural visitors hope that them sharing their data will help
theatres, cinemas, museums and concert halls attract more visitors.

“I don’t have a problem with it. Personalised offers are
the future. Instead of being shown all kinds of random
advertisements, we only see relevant content. Google
and Facebook are already doing that. The other day,
an amazing concert was held on the Dam. It sold out in
less than fifteen minutes, so I would have missed it if
I hadn’t seen it on Facebook.
(Heidi, 47, university education)
In return for their data, cultural visitors expect relevant and honest
recommendations and personalised content.1 At the same time, they
say they do not like to be bombarded with emails and other push
notifications. Some cultural visitors expect an opt-in system that allows
them to specify what information they wish to receive. In other words,
visitor data should be used in moderation and only if there are clear
benefits to its use.

“I do not have as much of a problem with it if the cultural
sector does it; if it helps them earn more revenue or
offer me good and relevant suggestions, they can share
my data.”
(Eric, 55, university education)
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Personalised content utilises specific
information about consumers to create
a distinct, unique experience between
an individual and a brand or service.

No medical data or address information
Lovers of culture are willing to share a lot about themselves, except for
medical data, their home address or their phone number. Some also
don’t like sharing their location data, while others would rather not
share their historical visitor behaviour. They do not like to feel like they
are being monitored. By carefully considering what data you ask for,
you can inspire a greater sense of trust in your visitors.

“I would like to receive recommendations based on
my preferences, as long as I get to choose what those are,
instead of having them be based on my past behaviour.
In other words, I am willing to share my data, but only
on my terms. It crosses a line for me when organisations
start to track my visitor behaviour.”
(Niels, 27, university education)
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Social media as a source of information:
fast and effective
Social media are one of the main sources of information to inform
people about upcoming cultural events. Social media are fast and
effective because cultural visitors can choose what cultural institutions
or artists they want to follow. Cultural visitors typically keep up with
the latest news from cultural institutions or artists. By constantly
recruiting new followers, you can retain more visitors for your cultural
institution. Furthermore, people are aware of the fact that social media
platforms tailor their content based on clicking behaviour, likes,
location data and other personal data.

“I am not very active on social media. I don’t use
Facebook all that much, so it is not one of my main
sources of information. I do read my friends’ posts when
they went somewhere and had a great time. That could
be interesting for me as well.
(Eric, 55, university education)

“Especially on Facebook, I see a lot of cultural events,
even some near me. Sometimes, I come across things
that I would not normally consider or hear about.
You are shown those advertisements based on what
your friends are doing”
(Hazel, 32, high school and college education)
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People know what their family members
or friends like
Recommendations from friends, family members and colleagues
– presented via social media or otherwise – have a major impact on
people’s cultural behaviour. The thought behind this is that people
know what their family members or friends like, which reduces the risk
of an event ending in disappointment. You can use this to your
advantage by making it easy for visitors to share something about
the event with their environment.

“I have to admit that when one of my friends or family
members recommends something to me or suggests
that we go somewhere together, I often agree to come.
Recommendations from people I know are more
valuable to me.”
(Koen, 49, higher education)
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Other sources of information
Keep investing in classical ways of reaching out to your target group.
Websites and newsletters from cultural institutions are also often used
as a source of information. Billboards, banners and posters in public
areas pique the curiosity of cultural visitors in major cities. Only a few
respondents indicate that personalised recommendations on online
platforms are their primary source of information. When asked about
this, it becomes clear that these recommendations do in fact have an
important impact on what cultural visitors see or listen to.

Platform: filtering quickly and good
recommendations
People like being able to access various streams and content of
different genres and various types of offline events via a single
platform. A good search function and filter options are essential for
this. Financial transactions should be fast, secure and easy. Push
notifications must be kept to a minimum. Being able to create personal
lists is a popular option. Recommendations must be relevant and leave
room for out-of-the-box recommendations.

Research method
The study involves ten focus groups with participants from the
Netherlands. The interviews were conducted online in September of
2021 via the video conferencing tool Teams. The groups of participants
were as varied as possible with regard to their background
characteristics (e.g. age, gender, education and place of residence).
What characterises all participants is that they engage in receptive
cultural participation. In total, 34 cultural visitors participated in the
study. They received an incentive in return for their participation. The
participants were recruited via the research panel of supplier Bureau
Fris. The following standard topics were covered during each of the
interviews:
•
•
•
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Cultural visitors’ experiences with physical visits and
watching cultural streams.
Cultural visitors’ willingness to share their personal data
with the cultural sector.
Cultural visitors’ expectations for an online platform
that offers cultural content.

Video recordings were made of the interviews. Next, detailed reports of
the interviews were drawn up and then coded and analysed using
ATLAS.ti.
A restriction of this study is the fact that it involves cultural visitors who
volunteered to participate in the study. Per definition, these are people
who feel less opposed to the idea of sharing of their personal data.

Want to learn more?
The study forms part of the Into Culture project, which explores
possibilities for collaboration with regard to the use of data in the
cultural sector. The Into Culture seminars of June and November 2021
are available via this link: https://www.intoculture-europe.com.
In addition to contributions from various international speakers, you
can also find the presentations of professor Koen van Eijck, who
explains more about the studies that have been conducted as part of
the project.
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