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Abstract

Several studies have addressed the challenges faced by cultural and creative professionals and
businesses since the emergence of the global COVID-19 pandemic. Some success stories have
surfaced around larger organizations that managed to adapt quickly because they had been
preparing for the digital era. The focus of the study presented here adds the much-needed
viewpoint of those individuals who form the target audiences and are vital for the future of any
CCI organization. These are the results of a public survey aimed at informing directly cultural
organizations that experiment with new creative approaches and are adjusting to the
transformations that have taken place. Findings are vital for organizations from smaller cultural
markets while key conclusions shed light on the new disposition of the public towards existing
and future formats of cultural offers online that are valid for contemporary audiences in general.
These cover several key observations regarding the most popular type of cultural content and
events online; the engagement rate of different audience groups; the most preferred duration of
culture in video format; gender affinities influencing the engagement with cultural content online;
the motivations and barriers for attending cultural events online, ways to keep the audiences
informed, and finally, which new forms of cultural and creative offers would the public be willing
to attend online in the recent future. The article demonstrates that knowing the target audience
and using data analytics on public dispositions while creating new content can empower CCI
organizations. This claim is also based on the successful experience of pilot offers created by CCIs
that have benefited directly from the research results of Intercultura Consult’s 2021 project. Work
continues in a new project empowering cultural organizations to incubate experimental offers
(digital dimension including). The goal is to enhance their connection with key audiences.
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Introduction

The pandemic of COVID-19 while extremely challenging for the cultural sector, provided
an opportunity for re-evaluation of the sector, the policies that guide it, and its impact on
social and economic development. It, thus, brought forward an opportunity for change
and evolution. Some CCIs jumped at the occasion to experiment and launch new services
and creation, others were taken by surprise and left aside.

Culture’s economic importance and the value of the creative industries for growth and
jobs became once again a matter of debate. It was quickly obvious that not a single
country should underrate their importance. In 2020 in France, PRODISS estimated that
due to the COVID-19 crisis in two months, the industry would have lost 590 million
euros (PRODISS, 2020). In Bulgaria, a country with a much smaller market, a survey of
the sector demonstrated that the expected revenue losses from the crisis until July 2020,
would have been around 8 million euro; or 21.5 million euro until the end of 2020
(Stoeva, 2020). These numbers define CCI professionals and their activities as an
important economic driver. Advocates of the cultural sector also underlined the intrinsic
values and potential of the CCIs to be “a major accelerator of social, societal and
environmental transitions in Europe” (Lhermitte et al, 2021). The role of CCI’s cross-
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sectoral innovation and its value in view of transformations that affect industrial and
social change became a topic of international discussion (Koleva et al.,, 2021).

Above all, the re-valuation debate was dominated by the urgency of ‘becoming digital’
that affected /will affect all CCIs- irrespective of their location, type of activity, or state of
readiness. This was the immediate factor driving innovation in CCI's creative processes
and services that transformed the marketing and sales aspects but more than this. It also
brought forth new factors defining and motivating cultural attendance such as the
attention span of the public and new forms of engaging the public online. Indeed, digital
innovation and social innovation have evolved as common priorities of CCI organizations
(IDEA Consult, Amann, & Heinsius, 2021).

Organizations and artists alike turned to the digital realm in need of finding a ‘digital’
outlet for their activities and of establishing a new connection to their audiences. Many
of them were doing this for the first time. In Bulgaria, as in many parts of the world, CCI
professionals had to use skills and tools previously unknown to them. This led to an
outburst of digital cultural content that was seeking to engage the audience. The quality
was unstable, some offers had great content and some others were less spectacular.
More importantly, this was a time in which new creative forms appeared which the
sector had previously not considered possible (Berbenkova & Koleva, 2020).

Many of us who work in the CCI sector or are collaborating with cultural and creative
professionals have by now formed a good idea of the new status quo. Valuable research
studies have focused on the industry side and its needs. A lot of attention has been
placed on the value of ‘relief video content’ and the fact that online films, audiobooks,
and various digital art forms provided comfort to individuals in isolation. Research on
CCI’s influencing wellbeing became even more prominent. The spotlight has also been
put on ways in which COVID-19 has increased the public interaction with virtual cultural
heritage in European countries (Wiesand & Ateca-Amestoy, 2021; Sofaer et al., 2021).

One may conclude that digital innovation and social innovation have become a dominant
part of the cultural policy discourse over the last year. The concepts of externalities that
CClIs deliver to society at large have progressively broadened the notion of CCI industries
benefiting the economy and society (European Commission, 2010). What the authors
found lacking in view of obtaining a ‘360-degree view’ of the transformations that have
taken place was the viewpoint of the public. The public, the audience, the consumers of
cultural goods or services were the object of research. It was time to address the
audiences and their perception of the CCI transformation particularly when it came to
how cultural attendance and participation were affected. This important insight is, in the
opinion of the authors, vital to creatives, cultural managers, or policymakers. It regards
the analysis of the actual uptake of digital cultural content by audiences.

This is why, in August 2020, Intercultura Consult started working on a project that
aimed to address precisely this issue. The project “Reconnect: Audiences and Cultural
Content in the Digital Environment” consisted of a public survey on dispositions
regarding cultural content online, four focus groups with representatives of the general
public targeting specific cultural content (the general attitudes of the audience towards
culture online, contemporary performance art, children’s events, and cultural tourism).
The special focus of this project, realized in partnership, was to create a bridge between
the research of audiences and the current focus of CCI organizations working in the
period of adaptations. The project was realized with the support of the National
"Culture" Fund, Bulgaria through a dedicated program called ‘Public’ which offers a grant
to do research on the public or specific audiences and to raise the capacity of cultural
organizations (Intercultura Consult, 2020).
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Figure 1. Infographic Reconnect: Audiences and Cultural Content in the Digital Environment
(Intercultura Consult, 2020)

Besides research of the public, the project also integrated an incubation process
involving three cultural organizations. The activities of support are aimed at two related
goals: 1) for organizations to obtain new knowledge about their audiences and also of
key public dispositions, and 2) test approaches that will be beneficial for organizations.

Each creative organization undertook experimentation with creating new cultural
content based on new knowledge and in all three cases the results have been very
positive. The project offered a unique opportunity to examine the disposition,
expectations, and reaction of the public to new offers in Bulgaria, where data on
audiences is rarely collected. There are only incidental research publications on a
specific audience and target groups. Thus, the project allowed the partners to embed the
research insights into creative and cultural marketing practices of the organizations,
innovating the connection with the public directly and tangibly.

This article presents a selected focus on key results concerning the public primarily. It is
divided into two parts focusing on 1) current dispositions of the public and 2) emerging
preferences for cultural content online.

Research concept and methodology

The survey of the public was conducted online during a period of strict lockdown
measures in Bulgaria and most of Europe, early in 2021. It aimed to research the
attitude of members of the public towards the phenomenon of online cultural events
and content.

One should bear in mind that the study focused primarily on the consumption of
cultural participation aspect. To a much lesser extent has it discussed the supply side of
culture (online and offline). This inevitably influences the results obtained, since
cultural participation is in general considered to be led by the offer, not by demand
(Koleva, 2013). To obtain another level of relevant conclusions, a comparison between
supply and demand in each of the cultural sub-domains discussed would be required.
This study had its limitations and provides a good opportunity for further work.

The survey was conducted mostly addressing the public in Bulgaria but there was also
an English version of the same groups of questions collecting feedback from
international respondents based in other countries. The survey did not address all
forms of culture; individual artworks or content. It was completed by 714 people, of
whom 502 answered all questions.
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Limitations and validation

The purpose of the survey and focus groups consultations was to reach out and engage
as much as possible the wide public. These were defined to be people who are: 1) not
cultural and creative organization professionals and 2) are potentially the audience less
regularly engaging with cultural offers. The survey did not cover all forms of culture
and did not aim to compare individual artistic disciplines of artworks. The survey was
promoted using paid ads.

The results presented here are based on actual responses to a selected number of
questions, any missing data are excluded. For instance, demographic data was not
mandatory and responses were filled only by willing respondents, thus 70% have
answered these questions. The analysis provides the unique view of those who
completed the survey.

The profile of respondents includes 70% of professionals who do not work in the
cultural and creative industries. A higher percentage of representation was found
among respondents working in education, marketing, and communications, IT, finance
and economics, design, and humanities / social sciences; over 19% of university
students - including doctoral and employed students, 18.33% at the age of 19 - 25, and
28.88% at the age of 26 - 35; at least 35% of the respondents reside outside Sofia,
Bulgaria, 7.62% outside the country. Some respondents did not share in which city in
Bulgaria they live; 79% women and 18% men, additionally 3% offered no answer. Some
of the survey results have been further validated via four focus groups engaging 43
persons conducted as a second research step in the project.

Public preferences in the usage of cultural content online

The findings presented in the first section are based on analysis of the data collected via
the public survey and enriched with additional analysis via focus groups that were
carried out during the project. The findings can be divided into seven topics:

- audiences for online and offline cultural content: engagement rates;

- most used cultural content online and preferred length;

- engagement with culture: online and offline;

- gender affinities influencing preferences for cultural content online;

- motivations and barriers for attending cultural events online vs. offline;

- information channels about cultural content;

- emerging preferences for cultural content online.

The first most immediate goal of the project was to attempt a mapping of who are the
audiences and what are their usual ways of experiencing cultural offers. This resulted in
a comparative view of preferences for in situ versus online attendance. The period of
conducting the survey at the end of 2020 and the beginning of 2021 was seen as the right
moment for people to have a clear memory of both past habits and new practices. We
expect that by the end of 2022 memories to be blurred, so the profiling obtained here is,
in a certain sense, unique.

Audiences for online and offline cultural content: engagement rates

In general, by frequency of attending cultural events, audiences can be divided into three
large groups. There are: Active - attending once a week and more often; Potential -
attending a few times per month (but less than once a week); Passive - attending less
than once a month.
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Figure 2. Audience engagement rate with cultural content and events - in situ to online

Unsurprisingly, the responses confirm that active audiences for in situ events are also
the most active users of online cultural content. By contrast, the ‘potential’ and ‘passive’
groups of audiences of in situ events tend to decrease their level of engagement with
cultural content online, as seen in Figure 2 above.

One can easily conclude that online consumption exceeds the in-situ one, potentially
driven by the increasingly diverse offer and greater flexibility of the supply side which
allows live streaming, on-demand, or hybrid forms of interaction. However, looking
closer at the data, a disturbing trend is also prominent. In the context of a pandemic and

a predominant online supply, the less engaged public is weakening their engagement
with cultural content.

Most used cultural content online and preferred lengths

In line with observations of the marketing and social media industry, the respondents
indicate video as being most frequently used (45.2%). The reason is that the medium of
video, using moving images as well as sound is more engaging and possibly captures
more of the authentic cultural experience. It can be used by cultural operators to attract
audiences in a meaningful way. One key contribution of this study is the finding that the
preferred video length according to the public is longer than one is led to believe.

Indeed, marketing experts claim that in the digital environment, a person has a shorter
concentration span than a goldfish (9 seconds) (McSpadden. 2015). As a rule, digital
marketing gurus recommend using videos of length up to 30 seconds and grabbing
content duration of 3 seconds. In the present study, however, videos of cultural content

lasting up to 20 or even 40 minutes are preferred by the public more than those of up to 5
minutes duration.

Most often, the videos I watch online are __long

I do not watch video

more than 60 minutes

41 to 60 minutes 11.95%

up to 5 minutes 13.99%

21 to 40 minutes 14.85%

6 to 10 minutes

11 to 20 minutes

29.86%

0.00% 5.00%  10.00% 15.00% 20.00% 25.00% 30.00% 35.00%

Figure 3. Preferred length of content in video format



Culture. Society. Economy. Politics | 17
Vol. 1(2021) no. 2, pp. 12-31; DOI 10.2478/csep-2021-0008

Respondents indicate that the videos they watch online usually last between 11 and 20
minutes, as visible in Figure 3. In interpreting these results the following additional
observations should be taken into account:

- Short video length is usually associated with the preferences of audiences younger
than 25, while the largest part of the respondents in the survey is over 25 years old.
In this study, the age group expressing the strongest preference for shorter videos (6
to 10 minutes) is 46 - 55-year-old. This finding suggests that preference for long
video content is correlated with other determinants.

- One of those important factors that drive the interest in longer video content is the
habits of cultural participation cultivated in the public. These are formed over time
of cultural exposure and are associated with the capacity of audiences to maintain
long-term concentration to follow the intricacies of a plot, the abilities to transfer
attention from detail to abstraction, etc. These individual dispositions and capacities
are also collectively developed over time and may be subject to new patterns which
are the reason the study also asked the respondents to set some projections for the
future, (see Emerging preferences for cultural content online).

- Finally, one should not underestimate the fact that respondents to the survey were
experiencing a state of lockdown (due to the pandemic) at the time of sharing their
views. They were confined at home and, thus, more inclined to dedicate time to
consuming cultural content online. The regular routines of most respondents in
‘normal’ pre-pandemic circumstances are likely to have been defined by different
factors such as time pressure. Under ‘normal’ circumstances such time constraints
would have imposed limits to the duration of videos one would choose to see as a
means for cultural participation.

Engagement with culture: online and offline

As seen above, cultural content engagement online is generally stronger than the one
offline. This is valid for rather different types of cultural content, showcasing
correlations and dissonances between online and offline cultural participation in specific
situations, see Figure 4.

The overall cultural engagement online is stronger when compared to “live” attendance
for the art forms listed in the survey filled by the respondents. This trend can be
explained by the immediate action undertaken by the CCI sector which resulted in
offering a more even supply of various art and culture forms online. These digital offers
overcome (more easily) geographical and financial barriers. These conclusions are
supported by the other data in the survey presented in section Motivations and barriers
for attending cultural events online vs. offline. In addition, speaking of Bulgaria, it is worth
pointing out that in general, access to good internet is available even in places where
there is normally next to nothing in terms of cultural offer.

Selected pairing of preferences for cultural events,
live and online
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Figure 4. The selected pairing of preferences for cultural events - live and online



18 | Petya KOLEVA, Milena BERBENKOVA
Reconnect: Cultural Content and Audiences in the Digital Environment

The respondents have rated the preferences shown in Figure 4 above in two separate
questions for their ‘habitual’ in situ- and for their ‘current’ online usage. These questions
were set apart from each other in the survey, so they are likely to reflect an authentic
reaction. Music concerts and theatre performances (not visualized in the chart above)
take the first two places in audiences’ preferences towards cultural events for both
options of attendance - digitally or on location. However, the preference for attending
physically events in the theatre is considerably stronger than that for the same art for
online forms of attendance (26.23% compared to 15.57% online), while online
consumption of music concerts outweighs the regularity of physical attendance (16.97%
online, 13.46% live). The interpretation of these results is further discussed in the
section Motivations and barriers for attending cultural events online vs. offline.

Virtual museum visits and tours are more popular compared to their in-situ counterparts
(2.81% live by 6.45% online). This higher interest is closely correlated to the increased
offer of (free) online content from foreign and well-known institutions online, presented
in high digital quality offering an interactive ‘online visit’, e.g. Le Louvre. Bulgarian
museum institutions did not propose many online activities at the time of the survey and
did not obtain the same level of engagement from audiences online. This important
finding was further confirmed in discussions in the focus groups after the survey had
been completed.

While museums attendance online is increasing in general, the visits to art galleries
online fare less well. This is likely associated with the same trend of relatively low supply
by Bulgarian galleries at the time of the survey. One more fact should be considered. The
galleries, more than museums, are affected by the art market in general, particularly
collectors. Even in Bulgaria, where many art galleries are institutions supported by state
or municipal funding, this is the case. This is why, the findings that ‘one-third of
businesses downsized during the first half of 2020’ and some faced closure because they
lost staff would be relevant to Bulgaria as well (McAndrew, 2020). This said, public
support for the private ‘for-profit sector as well as for the ‘free/independent/not for
profit arts organizations, has become an open debate and priority since 2020 in Bulgaria
as well as in many other countries of the EU. As a result, some reforms have been
implemented of the support measures for CCls, in view of revaluation of the positive
contribution CCIs make to the economy and society. New programs have opened at a
national and local level and legislative changes are discussed which may be seen as a
positive side-effect of this period of hardship. While we expect enforced policy measures
in the coming period which would protect the rights of arts and cultural professionals, it
is clear that the online offer is diversifying and increasing at a very rapid speed.

By the time of writing this article, the authors are noticing the rising awareness of
galleries and other organizations of the need to engage with their audiences online. A
striking preference for online attendance over the in-situ attendance regards the
lectures or art discussions (12.48% online, live are 2.52%). This is a very important
trend that should be taken into account by cultural operators as it regards the increased
demand for educational content along with the core online offer or service.

Since video is the most preferred form of cultural content online (45.2% of respondents)
it is reasonable to pay attention to the arts most closely associated with it: cinema and
films. In terms of physical attendance, cinema ranked as the top preference by audiences.
The survey did not explicitly ask respondents to express preferences towards its online
equivalent, as the answer was likely to skew the responses. However, respondents who
had selected the option “other” to the question asking them to indicate the most
preferred form of online culture, most often reported the attendance of online “movies”
and “film festivals”. These preferences were further confirmed by the focus groups where
the interest in film festivals, movies, and series proved to be higher than the one in
online performing arts (music concerts, theatre, etc.). Once again, the state of forced
isolation is to be considered a factor stimulating the increase of film consumption online.
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The study found that the least attended events, both online and offline, fall in the
categories: classical ballet and opera, interactive events, contemporary dance
performances, and literature. Once more, access has to be considered as one of the factors
influencing these results. For example, in Bulgaria, opera performances are mainly held
in the capital. However, for all these genres, the study confirmed that online audiences
are more active than offline ones.

Gender dffinities influencing preferences for cultural content online

While both men and women generally demonstrate the same preferences towards
cultural participation in situ and online, some affinities became clear in the analysis.

The most visited in situ cultural events :

B Men HWomen
other =77 g3y,
interactive events g’ 7 2.04%
lectures and art discussion s 3.83%
literary events #%’ 2.81%
art gallery exhibits # 10.46%
contemporary dance performances ml% 3.83%
classical ballet or opera 0/ 2.04%
museums _A)4.08% 14.44%

. 0 _
]
cinema 12.75% 34.44%

theatre plays

o 38.77%
music concerts T — 17,86%o

Figure 5. Comparison between men and women in the preferences towards live cultural
events

As seen in Figure 5, theatre plays are the number one choice for in situ events for both
groups, yet women express a more pronounced interest in attending theatre events than
men. Musical concerts as the second choice of preferences, capture more firmly the
attention of men. When it comes to classical ballet, literary events, and interactive
events, there is no significant difference between men and women.

It is noteworthy that none of the male respondents indicated contemporary dance
performances as a favorite event in situ while 3.83% of women have expressed such a
preference.
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Figure 6. Comparison between men and women in the preferences towards online cultural
events

Online, the affinities remain similar. There is a more even distribution in the preferences
expressed for the various arts online that is impressive. A factor contributing to this trend
is the seamless way in which additional information about the arts form or specific event
or cultural offer is available and actively demanded by both men and women in the
audience (discussed in section Engagement with culture: online and offline above). It is
very likely that cultural organizations accompany their offer with promotional content
which stimulates interest.

The main difference by gender affinity is that online there is a higher percentage of men
demonstrating interest in modern dance. A possible explanation is the newly discovered
availability of performances that are becoming more accessible online. Another factor
discussed elsewhere in this article is the anonymity and freedom to explore associated
with online consumption. This information may be useful by contemporary dance
companies and organizations to attract new, diverse audiences.

Motivations and barriers for attending cultural events online vs. offline

The aims of the study were not to validate specific assumptions around cultural
participation based on theoretical projection. The project was designed on the premise
of fact-finding regarding the dispositions of the public at a specific moment in time. Its
goal was to obtain new data regarding some of the well-known factors defining a
potential cause for audiences to engage often and actively with cultural content online.
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Selected pairing on factors motivating cultural
attendance, in situ and online
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Figure 7. Selected pairing on factors motivating cultural attendance - in situ and online

Among the most powerful motives for attending cultural events in situ are the
socialization aspects such as the “opportunity to participate, meet new people, ideas, and
cultures". This is a response selected by the respondents at 40.11% for live events vs.
18.79% for online. Excluded from the pairs in the above chart is the data on events in
situ for which the highest-rated motivation to attend is “the opportunity to meet friends
and colleagues” at (42.22%). Since this optional answer was not directly relevant for
‘online’ cultural attendance at the time of the survey, it was not presented.

This factor, in combination with the stated interest in lectures and discussions about art
online, showcases the need for CCI organizations to consider ways to meet this demand
for opportunities for social interaction (discussions, forums, surveys, etc.) while presenting
products online, thus compensating at least in part the loss of social interaction.

By contrast, respondents value the online opportunity to participate in events that are
otherwise unavailable (54.98%). This high response rate is certainly influenced by the
situation of the lockdown with no access to public events. Additionally, as confirmed by
the focus groups, online attendance of this choice regards events that take place in
remote places, that are inaccessible financially or geographically, and particularly events
by international stars and organizations that rarely tour in Bulgaria. In this regard, the
finding indicates that a future study may need to compare public demand with the
supply side (online and offline) so that even more precise conclusions can be drawn with
respect to specific arts or cultural productions and content.

The motivation to engage with “high artistic value” is cited as most relevant to both
online and live attendance. While it is the leading motive in both scenarios, there is a
significant priority for in situ culture (62.13% vs. 35.76% online). The decrease of
importance for online participation may be because in the digital environment the
audiences are more willing to experiment in selectively trying out new content since the
risks of a wasted financial investment or the social phenomenon of not ‘losing face’ are
less pronounced.

The motivation to attend a cultural event to accompany children did not emerge among
the top choices selected by the respondents. The response rates are comparable for
online and offline use with a slight advantage for offline offers (10.10% compared to
7.01% online). One reason is that a larger group of respondents in the survey are likely
to have been people with no children or with grown-up children (per estimated age
groups) and this affected the response rates. In one of the focus groups, however, where
parents and teachers discussed the existing online cultural offer for children, it became
clear that both groups are actively engaged with seeking and providing cultural
experiences to children. Parents expressed concern with the difficulty of obtaining
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information about suitable events for children as well as in finding cultural content in
Bulgarian.

As seen in Figure 7, affordable price (16.13% live vs. 10.52% online) and good event
organization (24.12% live vs. 11.08% online) are rated higher for live events than online.
This is a sign to the organizers of online events to rethink the organizational approach
and pricing policies. The readiness to pay online is lower and is correlated with
expectations for improving the quality of the offered events (in terms of content and
technology).

Among the key motivators for acquiring ‘cultural capital’ is the fact that it embellishes
the position of the respective individual among a distinctive group in society (Bourdieu,
1987). The data presented here proves once again that the social vector of cultural
participation is very important to the audiences and it plays a significant role in several
dimensions. It may present a barrier to online participation as discussed above because
it is a factor informing the choice of cultural offers (discussed in section Information
channels about cultural content) and it drives emerging preferences for online
engagement (analyzed in section Emerging preferences for cultural content online).

A contribution of the study is also the finding that online practices may be motivated by
a related human desire of being ‘invisible’. Online participation offers a chance of
sometimes being less exposed to the judgment of others regarding the cultural taste we
demonstrate.

Finally, a considerable incentive for online culture participation in Bulgaria was the
lifting of (financial and physical) barriers to attending an event of interest at the given
period.

Selected pairing on barriers to cultural attendance,
in situ vs online
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Figure 8. Selected pairing on barriers to cultural attendance - in situ vs online

According to the survey data, the most serious barrier to the consumption of cultural
production, both live and online, is the lack of free time (31.14% live 14.45% online).
This barrier is significantly higher for live visits. This is understandable, as they demand
more time from the visitor to prepare, travel, organize care for dependent children, etc.
Cultural operators working on online content would benefit from expanding and
diversifying their offer online in view of this trend as online attendance requires less
effort. They, however, should consider another factor, the time of cultural engagement
being flexible, leaving room for a personal choice on when to attend online events.

While the remoteness of the locations is ranked as the second most commonly
recognized barrier to attending live events (13.88%), the indirect equivalent to this
barrier in the responses regarding online culture is associated with the dissatisfaction
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with the technical quality of the events. Some respondents indicate this as a barrier to
online cultural participation that may be interpreted as distancing them from the
experience of a live event, (7.85%).

The second most important diversion from engaging with online cultural content is
alternative leisure time preferences according to 12.06% respondents for online and
5.05% live events. The situation of confinement and restrictions evidently provides more
choices for recreation besides culture. Additionally, in the context of forced isolation,
people spend more time online to accomplish various other activities which limits their
capacity to absorb online content. They work, study, and even connect with friends and
relatives online which often leads to digital fatigue (Auxier & Silverglate, 2021). In this
sense, further research is needed on the structure of leisure time in a pandemic
situation, to be compared with the ‘usual’ activities and forms of cultural participation.
Digital fatigue presents an important new barrier to cultural participation.

As expected, the financial barrier is less pronounced with regard to online events
(13.32% live versus 4.47% online). These results are influenced by the wide affordability
of online cultural events, which were offered free of charge especially in the first months
of the pandemic.

The only barrier rated of equal importance for both online and offline cultural
participation (about 11% of respondents) is no ‘information’ about events. The perceived
lack of suitable offers defines another obstacle for the attendance of a considerable share
of those attending live- or online events, 10.52% and - 6.31% respectively. The absence
of territorial/geographical barriers to attending online events is a problem for fewer
people, yet the share of those unaware of suitable cultural offers online is considerable.
Thus, one may conclude that using the internet to provide cultural access to more
diverse events would benefit both organizations and audiences. Yet, there is still a
problem in reaching specific target audiences.

Staying informed about cultural events

When asked about their awareness of suitable cultural events, 10.94% of respondents
state they did not have enough information about relevant online cultural events. This
result testifies of a gap between the efforts of cultural operators to reach new audiences
online and the result. This is supported by findings in a focus group in which parents
shared that they have limited access to information about digital events for children.
This gap further underlines the fact that cultural operators need professional support to
promote creative or cultural content. They would need to also obtain new marketing
skills, as well as to improve communication strategies in general because they are the
primary source of reliable online information.

A large share of the respondents (28.19%) report to be consulting the "sites of cultural
organizations”, as well as (12.90%) of "cultural guides and directories”. This result
suggests there is an active audience for culture, which takes initiative in staying informed
about cultural events. This potential public is also aware of the official, most trustworthy
sources of information in the age of (mis)information.

As visible in Figure 9, a high percentage of people report on being informed by outdoor
advertising - posters, billboards, flyers, etc., as well as by the media. These channels are
very important and, even if more expensive, they remain valid for promoting online
cultural participation too.



24 | Petya KOLEVA, Milena BERBENKOVA
Reconnect: Cultural Content and Audiences in the Digital Environment

I get information about cultural events, both live and online, from...
(select all applicable for you)

[ am not interested in cultural events 0.14%

other social media

friends 44.88%

Facebook pages and events

9.82%
cultural guides and directories 12.90%
Instagram ‘ 16.83%
media outlets ‘ 20.76%
posters ‘ 21.88%
websites of cultural organizations 28.19%
|
\

‘ ‘ ‘ ‘ 64.24%
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Figure 9. Staying informed about cultural events online and in situ from (multiple choice)

The general conclusion of this section is that there is potential for building a more
effective and focused connection between culture and online audiences. Its evolution will
depend on improving the digital capacity and infrastructure of artists and organizations.
First of all, they need to develop the skills and find new means to attract online
audiences via digital marketing and using a creative approach to promote their presence
in the digital environment. It is important to maintain dialogue with the audience and
use official channels as well as offline media for this purpose. Secondly, specialists who
can assist CCls in developing a communication approach relevant to the field of art and
culture and at an affordable price have to be engaged. Last but not least, specific online
platforms or digital media outlets have to be developed to provide CCI organizations of
various sizes, types, and disciplines to inform their potential audiences via coordinated
promotional activities, e.g. at the level of a given city or region (Lorenzen & Friederiksen,
2007).

Advances will inevitably depend on CCIs acquiring skills to manage new tools or to
outsource needs effectively. The last option would allow the smallest representatives of
the sector to be less burdened by non-creative work and it is public funding that should
address these new needs. The largest CCIs are already able to hire in-house staff or
contract support on a longer-term basis but in any technological transition period, they
also need public support. In any case, the sector will need to be given the opportunity to
break open the boundaries of social network marketing, whose algorithms retrace the
previous (non-) actions of a given person and a close circle of friends, thus limiting the
choice of cultural offers being visible/accessible to the respective public.

Another avenue to improve connections with audiences online would be to explore
possible new formats of cultural offers online that they are already experimenting with
or willing to engage with. This topic was explored in the survey by inviting respondents
to share potential future interests, even if they could not yet testify of a relevant
experience.
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Emerging preferences for cultural content online

Most often visited online events by age

25.30%

B music concerts

20%
20%

o B S
(o)) inao
NN a
«— 00
i
8 H theatre plays
<
< X
— [¥e)
- S . 3 ® classical ballet or
2 — XX X
o) o QA Q opera
3] N X
2 o . ! i aa o
© X Y 0 § § § contemporary
g X P X
GRS © 3 S g eag 8’3 ?\, dance
Sp o xL o¥ 1) <0< performances
Y RS R <R M interactive events
~ S ~
N
X
I e H none of the listed

up to 25 yr 26 - 35 yr old 36 - 45 yr old 46 - 55 yr old 56 + yr old
old

Figure 10 A. Most often visited online events by age
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Figure 10 B. Preferences towards cultural content in parts online by age

Figure 10A and Figure 10B present the preference for engaging with cultural content “
episodes”. All age groups have selected as the top choice the "specially created online
content”. This indicates a possibility for a performance recorded in episodes to provoke
the interest of people who have previously not expressed interest in the respective
content. One should bear in mind in reading this answer that the question requested one
choice on the “most visited” type of events from the respondents, while the question on
being “interested” in events in parts or “not interested” allowed for multiple answers.
This has certainly affected the results but the conclusion is clearly in favor of
experimenting with the new format.

As showcased in section Engagement with culture: online and offline, all age groups
would normally prefer to attend theatre performances in situ. In Figure 10B, however,
there is a clearly demonstrated interest in "theatre production” being presented in parts
for the younger groups (up to 25 and up to 35 years of age). This preference is twice as
high as that expressed in another response regarding the already available online
theatre offer. There the age group up to 25 years old in favor constituted 20% while the
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same group selecting online theatre in series is as high as 43%. Those aged 26 to 35 yrs.
respectively favored online theatre at 20% but 38.62% consider the theatre offer ‘in
episodes’ to be more appealing.

Even more striking is the fact that the older audiences who express less pronounced
readiness to engage with cultural forms online, such as the people aged 56 + showcase
interest in online theatre being presented as a sequence of video-based content. Their
interest increased more than threefold from 9.53% for full-length formats to 33.33% for
ones delivered in parts. Similarly, the interest in a "music concert" being presented
online in parts is more likely to be higher than the currently expressed choice to attend
an entire event of the same type for the groups 46-55 and 56+.

There is also a significantly higher interest in the segmented offer of an online
experience of arts such as "classical ballet or opera” and "contemporary dance
performance” among those groups who have indicated zero to very little interest in
engaging with the full-length recording or streaming of content of the same arts in the
currently available online offers. For example, while none of the respondents in the age
group 56+ have selected “classical opera or ballet” as a preferred type of online cultural
content, however in episodes, this art form attracts more than 14%. For the younger age
groups (up to 25 and 26 - 35) the interest grows from 2-3% to over 15%. These findings
are a signal to organizations working with these typically more exclusive arts to
reconsider their digital presence to attract new interest online.

In this section of the survey, respondents were also asked to express their views on an
"interactive event in which I can participate” in episodes. This was more attractive for the
three groups younger than 45, who had not assigned it any significance when defining
their recent online consumption. The authors expect that this demand will grow as
especially the younger audiences become accustomed to mixing and merging online and
offline socializing behavior by 2023.

One may conclude that interest in full-length cultural online offers will expand but not as
quickly as the engagement with the same content is likely to grow when offered in
episodes. This assumption is further supported by the share of respondents in the
groups up to 45 years old who define their current use of culture online to include “none
of the above,, options. Its peak was in the age group 25 - 36 at 14.48%; while in the same
group only 6% selected the same answer for the option of engaging with the same
content that would be offered in episodes. The age groups 46+ who are even less
interested in any long duration of culture online offers also prefer the same in episodes.

Correlating these results with the previously discussed findings there is ground for
making several general recommendations to cultural operators working with online
audiences. They should, first of all, provide more and better diversity of high-quality
content online. Secondly, consider including offers divided into episodes. Also, create
opportunities for interactive events allowing various ways of involving the audience. The
last would also include educational events providing additional information about the
work, the performers, the context of its origin, etc. Finally, rethink the pricing policy and
the possibilities for presenting paid events. The willingness to pay for online culture is
lower, but the potential audience is much wider and less inhibited by geographical,
social, and psychological barriers.

Conclusions

The COVID-19 pandemic has presented new challenges such as the ad hoc closure of
operations for many CCI organizations and considerable shrinking of staff. This also
exacerbated disparities in the cultural participation of disadvantaged groups. However,
the crisis also paved the way to new opportunities such as new creative processes and
new means of communicating a cultural message.
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In terms of connecting arts with audiences, it accelerated digitalization and brought
advancements that would have otherwise taken years. Our study revealed that the
audiences were eager to engage with culture online within a few months of the enforced
confinement, and a key finding is that the duration of time they are willing to invest is
significant, up to 20 or even 40 minutes per interaction.

Some cultural offers easily translate into high levels of engagement online compared to
physical attendance. Music events, museum visits, and film festivals stand out.

Another important finding is that the online attendance for lectures and art discussions
is more appealing to audiences than the same offer in situ; moreover, this is true for
young generations too. One more valuable contribution of the study is confirming that
cultural dispositions by gender and age may be different online and there is a way to
expand cultural horizons.

The main factors that influence the will and ability of people to attend cultural events
online also differ considerably. This finding demonstrates that data analytics and
research of public dispositions are and will be important not only for policymakers but
also for the organizations themselves. This is exemplified by findings regarding
expectations of technical quality online. It needs to be of a different dimension and
reflect closely the current and emerging needs of audience groups, including being
approached by tailored communication strategies.

What will the future look like after this initial state of urgent transformation and
adaptation? There is the question of whether these processes will continue, or the CCIs
will revert to regular activities. The study concludes that the public demonstrates a clear
preference towards live, in situ, cultural participation for the same reasons as in
previous periods of cultural media evolution. The benefits of experiencing culture they
bring to the individual as being part of a community are valued high. Also, the intrinsic
value that the arts/cultural participation brings to each member of the audience is vital
for the public. Thus, the long-established fact that arts and culture bring positive
externalities holds true in the digital age (Brookes, 2008).

Results also indicate that some digitalization trends are here to stay and CCI
organizations will experience their transformative power. Several key conclusions
relevant to CCI organizations and professionals should be stressed. Of primary
importance, the study found that the presence (or lack) of information about cultural
events is a factor that presents a serious barrier to both online and offline consumption.
The study demonstrates that even in the age of information a high percentage of people
(almost 11% of the respondents) testify of insufficient awareness of cultural events.
Mass- and also misinformation plays a key role as a barrier to cultural participation. The
gravity of this factor is supported by a good share of residents in the capital of Bulgaria
who took part in the survey and focus groups and demonstrated sufficient interest and
financial capacity to engage with arts and culture. This is a manifestation of a public need
to be met via targeted efforts on the part of cultural organizations but the updating of
approaches to connect with the audience should be supported by policymakers.

CCIs would need to widen their digital access and employ diverse information strategies
to assist the public launch of any cultural offer (artworks/cultural events). Furthermore,
the finding that “passive” audiences tend to be even less accessible online and the fact
that the younger public, though digital, also report on not finding relevant cultural offers
are of high significance. Social media open windows but also build barriers to reaching
new audiences and engaging those who are less advantaged. Therefore, a good deal of
creativity and informed choices should define the communication strategies of CCls in
the future.
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The study confirms that optional digital access to cultural events held in situ is likely to
become a new norm. While preferences towards events in situ are abundant, the new
status quo has already shaped audience expectations that those who cannot attend
physically should be able to access the content /event digitally. Thus, the online public is
here to stay.

Cultural operators will have to consider ways to make cultural attendance and
participation possible for more and diverse types of creative works and events. While
this is challenging, it also provides an opportunity for diversifying cultural offers. There
are new streams of revenue too as the online public is considerably larger, if not
unlimited. As cultural goods and services evolve, the CCI organizations and creative
professionals would need to keep abreast with the audience’s expectation to stay
informed (online and offline) of new cultural offers meeting their interests. This means
investing in activities that activate the public and cultivate it in new ways.

The key barrier to cultural attendance is the technical quality of online offers.
Respondents framed this to be the new factor distancing them from the cultural
experience. By contrast, the risk of offering creative experimentation online is likely to
present less of an obstacle for public activation compared to the in-situ engagement with
culture. Audiences are more willing to invest attention and time in experimental
artworks or new cultural offers online as this participation requires a lower financial
commitment and provides the public with a certain anonymity. CCI organizations may
benefit from this trend and direct certain offers (first or only) to the online public to test
initial interest or benefit from the larger audience.

The study validates a trend for demand of additional offers to accompany the core
cultural content. There is an expressed public interest in in-depth materials such as
lectures and discussions around the artwork and the creative processes. Cultivating this
public demand by delivering educational content online is a direct call to organizations
to engage with providing behind-the-scenes and process-based content interactive
formats. In addition, innovation projects will stimulate the overall renewal of the
economy as they are best realized in joint or network entrepreneurship which stabilizes
the CCI's organizational development (Koleva, 2013).

A key conclusion of the study is that public attendance - now either fully or partially
online - induces structural changes in the CCI value chain and work processes. One
should note that across the developed world a specific “problem of public support
schemes” has been flagged. They are seen as ‘ill-adapted to CCS business models and
forms of employment and in need of reform. (OECD, 2020) Specifically, innovation
support for new creative formats and content, including the use of different media, new
ways of working, new business models, and new forms of co-production are considered
of high priority in the current context of policy decisions and support.

Among the specific attention points is the emerging interest in cultural offers that
capture the attention but avoid accruing digital fatigue. To meet this and the above-
stated expectations of the public and step into new trends. CCIs need new resources and
tools. They are already acquiring new skills and seeking funds and support to enhance
their capabilities for delivering enhanced cultural offers online. New forms of the offer,
such as in series or episodes, are likely to transform public participation. They, of course,
require serious investment from CCIs which most of them are not able to make on an
individual basis.

Clear recommendations have been flagged again for “public sector initiatives to support
these processes and create new platforms for dissemination of creative content ...
[prioritizing] digital infrastructure” (OECD 2020). Given the local context in Bulgaria, it is
noteworthy that this very same priority was formulated by the large collective
representing the free arts scene of Sofia back in 2016. Today this strategy has been
endorsed by the municipality. Yet, the target investments in promoting all CCI
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organizations and their offer via a shared communication platform connecting them to
audiences in Sofia and attracting new public interest in its arts scene are still being
negotiated (Koleva et al., 2016). Public support is essential to the CCls as it is apparent
that the quality of local offers enters competition across geographical or linguistic
boundaries. This means that without specific action, the local public may become
estranged and disadvantaged while local CCIs would either become more innovative or
close operations.

The individual sections of the research analysis presented in this article focused only on
the key results regarding public preferences for attending cultural events online and/or
use of cultural content online; the motivations and barriers to culture access online and
finally new formats of interest to the audience. In the course of the analysis, specific
indications were provided on emerging trends and demands that define the newly
shaped dispositions of the public, including a comparison of the view of the same public
on what they value and appreciate the most from cultural participation online / in situ.
The authors expect that this survey has captured an imprint of the ‘public dispositions’
at a very crucial moment when the audience still recalls the period of time before online
cultural participation became a norm.
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