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Seasonality in Northern Irish Arts and Culture 

At thrive, we are in the lucky position of having access to a lot of data from venues and 

festivals all across Northern Ireland.   

We can use this to help individual organisations know more about their own audiences, with 

an eye to spotting where growth could happen. But we can also pull it together to see what 

that can uncover about audiences and their behaviours for the wider cultural sector. 

This report is the first of two reports where we look to bust some assumptions around how 

the time of year affects audience attendance.  We’ve had a look at ticket sales across 2016 

and what happens each month to the volumes of tickets being sold. The variations that you 

would expect to see are called ‘seasonality’. 

Big Picture 

We’ve been looking at ticketing data to see what the seasonal variations are since 2008 and 

the unsurprising truth is the trends are pretty consistent – Sales are lowest in the summer 

months and peak in December.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

So if there are some gaps or dips in sales at particular months, are there opportunities to 

fill those?  Or are people really not interested in going to arts and culture at certain times 

of the year?  
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A Focus on 2016  

Brexit, Trump and losing some of the greats in show business made 2016 a year to 

remember but for ticket sales, it was business as usual.   

In April, sales took a dip below the average and continued to slow into the summer.  

October saw sales recover followed by the Christmas peak. 

Ticket Sales Patterns 

 

 

 

He’s behind you? 

Every year, sales of pantomime and other family shows gives organisations’ income a much-

needed boost, and are often the yearly trip to the theatre for some families. 

We wondered what the graph above would look like if we took out all those lovely panto 

and Christmas show sales…
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Do your sales match this pattern?  

If not, why could that be? 
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Ticket Sales – without panto 

 

So what are we seeing now?  

With panto and other family Christmas shows removed from the data, now March and 

October become the peak months.  

There is still a bit of a slump in the summer and in the second of these reports we will look a 

bit closer at the summer months but for now, let’s focus on the start of the year. 

The January Blues 
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We all know that January can be a challenging month. Excesses 

over the festive period make it a time of belt straining – 

financially, and if you’ve had a mince pie too many, literally.   So 

it’s easy to assume that going out to arts events is not high on 

the list of things to do in the dark January days.   
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On the other hand, some people love the chance for renewal that January brings.  A time to 

move on that’s full of opportunities and possibilities. So maybe it is time to see more arts 

and culture, get involved in a new pastime or just do something different. 

What does the data tell us? 

It shows that there is less programmed product in January - there are 17% fewer 

performances in January than in an average month. 

Why does that matter?  

It’s all about supply and demand.  Sales of anything will depend both on what’s on offer 

(supply) and who wants to go (demand). 

 

 

 

 

 

Do people really want more events in January then? 

You can’t tell that specifically from the data, unfortunately, but we can pick out certain clues 

in the data to point us in the right direction.   

We do know this much: 

If there is less demand we would expect to see venues less full or at the same levels of 

capacity that in other months i.e. January would meet the average demand. 

But in January, 61% of the tickets available to buy were sold and that’s the second highest of 

the year and above the annual average of 55%.  Remember, we are not counting panto and 

Christmas shows here either. 

So it would appear that there is a ticket-buying public available in January that is interested 

in more than just panto. 

So if we are putting on 17% less events in January, are we 

failing to offer the opportunity to attend or simply 

reacting to a lower level of interest in going out that 

month? 
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What about the money? 

 

 

 

 

There’s not enough of a difference there to suggest people can’t afford to go in January. 

We also know that those from economically deprived areas don’t attend the arts as often 

and that price and value are real issues for these groups.   

Again following through on the “January is a challenging month financially” theory, you’d 

expect to see even lower levels than average of those attending from the most economically 

deprived areas of NI.   

That isn’t happening though.  In fact, in January 25% of bookers are from the 300 most 

deprived areas of NI and that matches the average figure for right across the year. 

So…. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Which means?  

Either we’ve a bigger market to cater for than we thought or at the very least we’ve 

overplayed our assumptions about the January blues and cut supply by too much. 

 

If we assume that people are financially strapped in January 

and won’t want to spend on arts events, then we’d also expect 

to see lower ticket yields (i.e. the average cost of a ticket 

would be lower).  While it is actually lower, this is only by a 

small margin - £17.63 compared to an overall yield of £18.10.  

 

 Demand for product in January was actually higher than we 

might have thought. 

 People spend only slightly less per ticket than in other 

months. 

 People from economically deprived areas of NI are just as 

likely to come in January as at any other time of the year. 



7 

 

If that’s true, what are the opportunities in January? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Both ways told us the same thing (phew) 

In January, most venues and festivals are playing it safe by presenting mainly mainstream or 

already familiar product.  Music is the most popular art form in January, alongside General 

Entertainment, Plays and Comedy. 

Using the Total Audience approach, we segmented all the events in January and again, the 

data suggests that we’re taking fewer risks at the start of the year.  

 

 

 

 

To try and see what the actual opportunities are we’ve 

had a further rummage in the data using two different 

methods. 

As usual, we’ve looked at sales for specific artforms, 

but we’ve also looked at different styles of product 

based on Indigo’s Total Audience model (which some 

of you may be familiar with).  

This assumes that audiences are more likely to be 

interested in work of similar styles – even if they are 

different artforms.  

So, you’re more likely to convince someone who loves 

contemporary dance to see some contemporary visual 

art than to get them to go to a classic ballet. 

 

We saw a decrease of over 60% in the number of events 

that fall into the Contemporary category in January.   

 

http://www.indigo-ltd.com/
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While there are drops in the programming of all types of product, Contemporary events are 

programmed at a significantly lower rate at the start of the year than any other style.  

So, supply dropped, but is there a noticeable demand for contemporary product in January? 

Again the data can give us some pointers on this potential audience. 

First, there are people who like contemporary work generally, and attended something in 

January but didn’t attend anything contemporary. We know that because 18% of those who 

booked in January but for non-contemporary events then also attended contemporary 

product later in the year. 

Secondly, if we look at the months leading up to January 2016 (i.e. at any point in 2015), we 

see that 42% of contemporary bookers from 2015 didn’t then attend at all in 2016. Finally, if 

we also look post-January 2016 (i.e. at bookings between February and December 2016), 

85% of contemporary bookers booked no events at all in January. 

So there are people attending in January already who might have opted for more 

contemporary work if it was available, and there are significant numbers of contemporary 

bookers from 2015 and 2016 who didn’t attend at all in January 2016. 

Tell me again what all this means? 

 

 

 

 

 

Of course, it’s not simply about the work you’re presenting, it’s also about creating and 

communicating the right experience in the right way. 

It’s important that if you are going to develop work for the New Year period you develop 

and position it very clearly to make your target market really eager to attend.  What you are 

offering? Where? The price? To whom? The reason to come? These all need consideration 

before embarking on exploiting the January market. 

First the good news.  There is a market out there in 

January that could be attending all types of events 

from mainstream to contemporary. 

The biggest opportunity appears to be in 

presenting contemporary work though.  
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One example of that being done is Belfast’s Out To Lunch Festival. Initially offering a great 

event plus a bit of lunch for £5 to beat those January blues, it has now become an 

established part of the cultural calendar with increasing numbers of events and audiences.  

It’s developed its offer to present shows in the evening time too – enticing us out of our 

warm homes on a January night to experience some brilliant contemporary music, theatre, 

poetry and prose. 

So if you’re looking for opportunities to develop your audiences and January could be the 

time then we hope our first Big Picture report has given you some data and insight to inform 

your thinking. If you’d like to know more please visit www.wewillthrive.co.uk and get in 

touch. 

 

 

http://cqaf.com/otl2017.html
http://www.wewillthrive.co.uk/
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