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LINES OF INQUIRY AND 
METHODOLOGY



Purpose
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To field research with a representative sample of king 

county residents, documenting current cultural 

engagement among King County residents. 

This research establishes a benchmark and is designed to be replicated 
over time to assess the impact of newly implemented Doors Open 
programs on cultural access.



4Culture’S INVOLVEMENT
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WHY THIS STUDY?

Understand Participation Patterns
Move beyond event counts to understand how, why, and how often King 
County residents participate in cultural life.

Support Smarter Decisions
Inform the cultural sector with actionable insights to support audience 
development, programming, outreach, and investment strategies.

Center Resident Experience
Better understand motivations, barriers, access, and pathways to arts 
discovery to help cultural practitioners feel relevant and welcoming.

4Culture launched this study through Doors Open to create an evidence 
base for King County’s cultural sector and assist cultural practitioners to 
understand residents today and help plan for tomorrow.
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In addition to benchmarking cultural participation in King County, this 
research also sought to develop a better understanding of:

DESIRED RESEARCH OUTCOMES

Audience Development
• Leisure time patterns
• Motivations
• Access and barriers to 

participation

Public Perspectives
• Thoughts about cultural 

organizations
• Attitudes towards content

Impact and Relevance
• Individual outcomes: health, wellbeing, education, affective outcomes
• Social outcomes: volunteering, community engagement and connection, 

bonding with loved ones
• Community outcomes: quality of life, historic preservation, sense of place, 

civic outcomes
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THIS STUDY IS INTENDED TO:

What this study is and is not

Assess and create 
benchmarks of cultural 

participation in King 
County

Identify 
barriers to 

cultural 
participation

Measure the public’s 
perceptions of the impact 
of culture in their lives as 
well as in King County’s 

communities

THIS STUDY IS NOT:

An evaluation of 
King County’s 

cultural 
organizations

A ranking or 
assessment

An advocacy 
document

An economic 
impact report



14

methodology

To best understand cultural audiences, both current and potential, the 
survey instrument was put out into the field in two ways, both included in 
this report:

A sample of King County cultural 
audiences

• Distributed via 
communications lists of 9 
community-based cultural 
organizations and 4Culture

• N = 1,787

• 85% King County residents

• Results designated as “Cultural 
Sample” in this report

A generally demographically-
representative sample of King 
County residents

• Purchased sample, gathered 
via Alchemer Panel Services

• N = 963

• 95% confidence with a 
margin of error of ±3.2 %

• 100% King County residents

• Results designated as “King 
County Sample” in this report
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methodology

Organizations contributing to the sample of King County cultural audiences:

4Culture

Cham Refugees Community

Friends of Issaquah Salmon Hatchery

KidsQuest Children’s Museum

Pacific Bonsai Museum

Pacific Northwest Ballet

Pacific Science Center

ShoreLake Arts

Wing Luke Museum

Woodland Park Zoo
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Demographic representation goals:
King county sample
The King County Sample had ambitious goals to ensure it represented the 
residents of the county. All demographic goals were met except for three:

GEOGRAPHIC 
DISTRIBUTION

RACE AND 
ETHNICITY

GENDER

Less than 1% of panel 
respondents indicated they live 
in unincorporated King County, 
less than the 10% recorded in 

the U.S. Census. To supplement 
this sample, 50 respondents 
from the cultural sample that 

identified as living in 
unincorporated areas of King 

County were aggregated into the 
King County Sample, for a total 

of 6%; this did not affect the 
overall results in a statistically 

significant way.

The panel sample missed the goal 
for Asian, East Asian, South Asian, 
or Southeast Asian representation 

by a single percentage point. To 
supplement this sample, 26 

respondents from this racial and 
ethnic segment from the cultural 
sample were aggregated into the 
King County Sample; this did not 

affect the overall results in a 
statistically significant way.

The panel sample under-represented 
men by nine percentage points: only 

42% vs 51% of all King County residents. 
Women, in turn, were slightly over-

represented. Since men and women 
comprised 96% of all responses, results 
by these two genders were compared to 

determine where differences were 
greatest, and test weighting was run to 

see if those differences affected the 
overall results. The greatest differences 
in the overall results were less than one 
percentage point, and no weighting of 

the overall sample was deemed 
necessary. 
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Presentation of results

In this report, results are presented through multiple lenses, including:

By sample

By life stage

By participation patterns
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Note: not all questions were asked in both surveys; results are presented only if asked in that survey. Because of rounding, 
some results may total 99% or 101% rather than 100%.

Presentation of results
By sample

King County’s residents participate in cultural activities at widely varying rates. 
To understand audiences more completely, it is helpful to examine the two 
samples directly:

KING COUNTY 
RESIDENTS:

CULTURAL 
RESPONDENTS:

the demographically-
representative sample 
of King County 
residents

respondents who 
participated by 
responding to the 
survey sent out by 
one of the 
community-based 
organizations or by 
4Culture

This sample 
presents an 
overview of the 
entire community 
and its 
engagement with 
culture, as well as 
how engagement 
might differ 
across segments. 

This sample 
provides 
insights into 
the most 
frequent 
participants 
and 
supporters of 
cultural 
communities.

1 2
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Presentation of results
By LIFE STAGE

Life stage makes a significant difference in how, and how often, people engage 
with culture and cultural organizations. Understanding leisure time patterns, 
motivations, opportunities and constraints, cultural engagement, and potential 
barriers to cultural engagement by life stage can help cultural organizations 
serve these audiences more effectively and empathetically while also 
forecasting future audience trends. 

There are four life stages we tracked in this research:
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Museum 
visitation rates

Presentation of results
By participation patterns

This study found that virtually all King County residents participate in cultural 
activities, but participation rates vary. 

To better understand audiences by participation rates, a scoring system was 
developed to assess overall cultural engagement among King County residents. 
This scoring system was based on:

Live performance 
attendance rates

Participation rates 
in a variety of other 
cultural activities
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Annual Survey of Museum-Goers and Broader 
Population Sampling, 2025 and 2026 (American Alliance 
of Museums + Wilkening Consulting)

Americans Speak Out About the Arts: An In-Depth Look 
at Public Perceptions and Attitudes About Arts & Culture 
in America in 2023 (Americans for the Arts) 

Digital Media Trends, 18th Edition, Fall 2024 (Deloitte 
Insights)

NATIONAL COMPARISONS

Where possible, findings are compared with national datasets to assess how 
King County residents differ from or align with U.S. adults. These research 
studies include:



Results by survey themes



Leisure time activities 
and motivations

Results by survey themes
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Leisure time activities and motivations

To establish a baseline for leisure time preferences of King County 
residents, respondents began the survey by answering a set of questions 
about their leisure time habits. 

These questions were 
intended to gain 

understanding about the 
role of cultural activities in 

their lives. 

While cultural survey 
respondents were aware this was 

a research project fielded by 
4Culture, King County broader 

population respondents were not 
yet aware the survey was about 

cultural engagement in King 
County. This was intentional, in 
order to reduce “false positives” 
on the cultural answer choices. 
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Cultural Participation 
Types and Frequency

Results by survey themes
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Cultural and creative activities can take many forms. The surveys attempted to 
capture a diverse array of them.

Museums and performing arts/live performances make up a significant 
number of cultural and creative activities. For this reason, participation 
questions were broken down into three categories:

Cultural participation types and frequency

Live 
performances

Museums Other cultural and 
creative activities

Participation rates

Types of museums visited
Attendance rates

Types of performances 
attended
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Rates of participation at museums or live performances specifically were 
determined as follows:

Participation Rate Definitions:

Museums or live performance

CASUAL

SPORADIC

NON-VISITORS/NON-PARTICIPANTS

individuals who indicated they had participated in that activity in the 
past 12 months (can include high-frequency participants)

individuals who indicated they participate in that activity from time 
to time, but not in the past 12 months

individuals who self-reported that they do 
not generally participate in that activity
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The cultural activities provided in all three of these questions are expansive. 

Cultural Participation is the Norm in King County

For the purposes of this study, a 
narrower definition of cultural 
participation is used, namely 
participation in at least one of 
the following:

When all of these cultural activities are taken 
together, 93% of King County residents 
participated in at least one cultural activity in the 
past year. 

Comparisons to U.S. adults are limited. A 2023 
study from Americans for the Arts found that 
79% of U.S. adults had visited a cultural 
organization or attended a cultural event in the 
previous year. This measure, however, does not 
appear to include participation in cultural 
traditions or some of the other forms of 
engagement tracked in this study.

Most U.S. adults actively participate in cultural 
activities, while nearly all King County residents 
engaged to some degree.

• Museums

• Live performances

• History/heritage activities

• Cultural festivals

• STEM events

• Literary arts events

• Customs/practices of a specific 
cultural community

• Indigenous, Native, and 
traditional cultural activities



Barriers, Access, and Support 
Needs for Cultural Engagement

Results by survey themes
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Barriers, access, and support needs take many forms. 

Barriers, Access, and Support Needs for Cultural Engagement

Some barriers reflect personal preference. In these 
cases, individuals simply are not interested, and that is 
unlikely to change their mind. As this study shows, these 
individuals are few in number. 

Some constraints are practical, such as distance, 
transportation, or cost. Others are more complex, including 
time pressures, busy households, job or family responsibilities, 
and social environment. Whether practical or complex, these 
barriers are often difficult to address.



What are the barriers?
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*Similarly, a national study from Deloitte Insights found that nearly 60% of U.S. adults had skipped a live event (including concerts and sports) 
due to high ticket prices. 

https://www.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/industry/technology/digital-media-trends-consumption-habits-survey/2024/funflation-goes-up-against-cost-conscious-consumers.html
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Personal Outcomes of 
Cultural Participation

Results by survey themes
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There are many ways to measure outcomes of cultural participation. For this 
study, members of the public were asked what they thought the impact of 
cultural participation had been in their lives. 

Personal Outcomes of Cultural Participation

Two questions focused on personal impact: 
one giving a wide variety of options, and a second 
focusing on health and wellbeing outcomes.
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Community Responsibility 
and Impact of Cultural 
Organizations

Results by survey themes
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Cultural organizations are, ultimately, about people and human expression. 
Sharing that work carries real responsibilities to the past, to artists and 
creators, to different cultures, to audiences, and to truth. Understanding how 
the public views these responsibilities can help organizations act with greater 
integrity and transparency.

Community responsibility and impact of cultural organizations

This can also provide cultural organizations with a 
better foundation for greater impact. To explore 
this further, participants were asked three 
questions about the responsibilities and impact 
of cultural organizations in their community.
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-12 education) 

-partisan 
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-12 education) 

-partisan 
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Cultural Content and 
Individual Values

Results by survey themes
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Individual values influence expectations of cultural content, as well as 
responses to different types of content. These values are often influenced by 
upbringing, peer groups, religious beliefs, political views, personal experience, 
and individual conscience. 

Cultural Content and Individual Values

In a polarized time, navigating differing values can 
be fraught for cultural organizations. While this 
research is not focused on these challenges, 
three questions were included to provide initial 
insights and guidance for cultural institutions in 
King County.
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Over the past several years, public and school libraries have faced an 
escalation in attempts to ban or restrict books based on content. Additionally, 
some states have restricted how educators may present certain subjects in 
classrooms, particularly history.

More recently, content at some local, state, and federal museums and 
performing arts facilities have come under greater scrutiny, and many cultural 
organizations receiving federal funding have seen funding revoked or restricted 
based on content. 

While this has not been a significant factor in King County, it has affected 
cultural organizations in King County receiving federal funding. 

Content pressures

A single question was asked of respondents to both 
surveys to gauge their opinion of these actions. 
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like: Gender

U.S. 

Adults

52%

17%

15%

7%

5%

4%
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like: Gender

U.S. 

Adults

52%

17%

15%

7%

5%

4%
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Respondents in King County were asked a series of questions about inclusive 
content in cultural organizations. On sensitive topics like these, respondents 
often answer differently depending on how questions are framed, whether 
direct, scenario-based, or more generally. A tested scoring system, used for 
the past several years in the museum sector, was adapted for use in this 
research to make overall estimates about respondent viewpoints on inclusive 
content in King County’s cultural organizations.

Inclusion
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Results by Life Stage
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People move through different stages over the course of a lifetime, from early 
adulthood, middle age, to eventual old age. Some people become parents, and 
some do not. 

Results by life stage

These life stages can deeply 
influence engagement in culture. 
For instance, young adults have 

different time and financial 
resources available for cultural 
consumption. They also have 

different social needs than retirees. 
The needs of children, as they 
progress through their mini-life 
stages of childhood, also exert 

extraordinary influence on 
household cultural consumption. 

To optimize engagement and 
reduce barriers, it is extremely 

useful to examine cultural 
participation by life stage. Some 
patterns are unique to each life 
stage, while other behaviors are 

consistent among all adults. 
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The following four pages examine the life stages delineated in this 
report:

Results by life stage

Adults 60 or 
older with no 
minor children

A word of caution: it is easy to take the characteristics and behaviors 
described here and extend them to all individuals who fit within that age and 
parental status. But what is shared here are overall patterns and individuals 
within each life stage can vary widely in their values, attitudes, and behaviors. 
Understanding overall patterns is extremely useful, but always make room for 
individual difference. 

Young adults 
(under 40) with 

no minor 
children

Parents and 
guardians of 

minor children

Adults 40 – 59 
with no minor 

children
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Results by 
Participation Patterns
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This study examined participation patterns through three lenses: museum 
visitation, live performance attendance, and participation in an assortment of 
other cultural and creative activities. 

Results by participation patterns

INCIDENCE: A binary yes/no. Does 
someone participate in cultural 

activities? In King County, nearly all 
King County residents (93%) 

participated in cultural activities in 
the past year, and 7% did not. This 

is a measure of incidence.

There are two ways to assess participation:

FREQUENCY: A measure of how 
often someone participates in 
cultural activities in a defined 

period. 

Since 93% of King County residents participate in cultural activities, determining 
rates of frequency is important to understand participation patterns. 

Non-participants, at only 2% of the overall sample, were not stable enough for analysis.
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For most people, as participation rates increase, so does breadth of cultural 
experiences. That is, narrow interests alone are not the norm. Instead, cultural 
participation tends to widen while deepening in specific interest areas at the 
same time. For example:

Cultural Omnivorousness Grows with Participation

60% of casual museum-
goers are also casual 

attendees of live 
performances, and these 
individuals, on average, 

engage in over four 
additional cultural activities.

Since cultural engagement broadens with frequency, differences between 
audiences by activity are limited; patterns tend to be consistent across activities.

Non-participants, at only 2% of the overall sample, were not stable enough for analysis.

Over half of sporadic 
attendees of live 

performances are also 
sporadic museum-goers, 
and these individuals, on 
average, engage in about 
three additional cultural 

activities.

Over half of non-visitors to 
museums don’t attend live 
performances either, and 

they, on average, engage in 
fewer than two other 

cultural activities.
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A scoring system was developed to assess overall cultural engagement among 
King County residents using frequency measures.

A number of different scoring systems were tested, and the simplest produced 
the clearest results. Each respondent was assigned a score between 0 and 30, 
with a maximum 10 points scored each based on their reported visitation at 
museums, attendance at live performances, and participation in a set of six other 
cultural activities.

Assessing Cultural Engagement: 

Maximum 10 
points possible:

Frequency rates

Museum visitation 
based on frequency

Maximum 10 
points possible:

Live performance 
attendance based 
on frequency

Maximum 10 points 
possible (1.67 pts each):

Explored history or heritage

Attended a cultural festival

STEM events

Literary arts events

Participated in customs or practices of a specific 
cultural community 

Participated in Indigenous, Native, and traditional 
cultural activities 
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When examining audience gaps in the cultural sector, considering if gaps are 
incidence gaps or frequency gaps is important. 

Incidence Gaps or Frequency Gaps?

It’s important to use different 
methodologies to understand 
audience composition, primarily to 
distinguish between incidence gaps 
and frequency gaps. Frequency 
gaps are much more common, but 
both are important to understand 
when considering the effectiveness 
of an organization or the cultural 
sector.

Because frequent visitors, by 
definition, visit cultural 
organizations more often than other 
segments of the population, it can 
appear as if there are many more of 
them than there actually are. In 
reality, we’re often counting the 
same people, again and again. This 
can make it seem like an 
organization skews towards only a 
small segment in the population, 
when what is actually being 
observed is a frequency gap. 
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Broadly, this research shows 
that the cultural sector does 
not have significant incidence 
gaps, as it is reaching 93% of 
King County residents. But 
frequency gaps are apparent.

Incidence Gaps or Frequency Gaps?

Within cultural disciplines, such as 
different museum types, different 
forms of live performances, and other 
cultural activities, frequency gaps are 
apparent, but some disciplines have 
more obvious incidence gaps.

Individual cultural organizations are 
most likely to have both incidence and 
frequency gaps. With limited 
resources, it is hard to be all things for 
everyone, and some deliberately limit 
their missions to specific segments of 
the populations (i.e., an organization 
focused on children). 

For most organizations, 
however, incidence gaps are 
typically narrower, even 
significantly narrower, than 
observational and general 
attendance data collection 
(both frequency measures) 
would suggest. 



Results by 
Selected Disciplines
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Implications for King County 
Cultural Organizations
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Appendix: 
Full Text of Questions
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