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Ensuring the experienced relevance 
A study on audience feedback during the creative process in film-, television- and children/youth 

theatre productions 
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By Anna Lawaetz, PhD 
 
I am sitting in a dark room. I hear the sound of running feet. On the screen I see a close-up of a 
woman. Only 30 seconds have passed and I am already immerged. 
It is not a coincidence that I am absorbed by the experience. Three years have passed since the first 
draft of the film.  During those years, not only professionals have been editing and commenting the 
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film while in production, but also a selected audience have been invited to screenings in order to help 
the director, the editor, the producer and the scriptwriter with information about how the film is 
perceived.  
 
In this article A Suitcase of Methods has been interviewing audience researcher Lene Heiselberg from 
the Danish Broadcasting Corporation (DR), producer Thomas Heinesen from Nordisk Film Production 
and stage director and choreographer Jørgen Carlslund from the children and youth company ZeBU 
about their use of audience feedback in creation of a program, a film or a theatre play. Heinesen, 
Carlslund and Heiselberg have extensive experience in using audience feedback in the creative phase 
of a production. Though theatre, film and radio/television are very different in their form, they all 
engage with an audience. This article provides an insight into the methods applied across these art 
forms. The aim is to inspire practitioners who want to work with audience response before the show 
goes on. 
 
Why use audience feedback 
Stage director and choreographer Jørgen Carlslund had his debut in the late 1980ies.  After a couple 
of performances for children, he felt a need to include the child-spectator as part of the rehearsal 
process. “The children don’t choose to go to the theatre” he tells me in the foyer at his theatre ZeBU, 
where cosy cushions are placed on a velvet snake-like bench.  Childrens theatre in Denmark finds its 
main audiences in school classes. The children don’t have the option to leave if they are bored or if 
their boundaries are overstepped. “Therefore, I have a large responsibility towards my audience – I 
have to engage a group of children with diverse backgrounds and interests. To grown-ups it is not 
mandatory to go to the theatre – you choose what you’d like to watch. We have to be accessible for 
all children somehow. That’s a huge difference”, he states.  This is why he has been working 
systematically with audience feedback through the past 20 years.  “I remember once a child said after 
a test performance: It is very beautiful and very nice, but it is not for someone like us. And he was 
absolutely right. So we changed the staging radically and we ended up with something that was 
relevant to children”.  
Producer Thomas Heinesen has more rarely been targeting a child audience, and his audiences 
normally choose to go to the cinema by their own free will. Nevertheless, he has been using test 
screenings since he started at the Nordisk Film film production company in the mid 1990ies. To him it 
is a question of avoiding blind spots. “When you have been working on a film for more than two years 
and you are well into the editing phase you might be blind to elements in your production” he tells me 
from a couch next to the small cinema in the production house at Nordisk Film in the Copenhagen 
area. “I think that most film directors today are interested in reaching a wider audience and therefore 
open up to test screenings – but in the end it is up to the film director. It is a tool to get audience 
response but it is never forced upon the creative team. And whatever the audience tell us stays in the 
editing room”.  
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Media researcher Lene Heiselberg is working in the Danish Broadcast Corporation that produces 
national television, radio and web-content. Her task, among others, is to test new program formats on 
audiences but also to test why a program after years on air is losing its audiences. “As a public service 
institution we have a large audience and we are obliged to ensure that our broadcast is relevant to our 
audience” she tells me. Unlike the two other interviewees she is not part of the creative team, and the 
choice to make an audience test is made by the head of the channel, representing the institution, in 
collaboration with the Audience Research Department. “The programs we are testing are mainly 
those with a large audience, whether it is radio, television or web”. Nevertheless, she has exactly the 
same aim as the filmmaker and the stage director: She wants to ensure relevance and sees her work 
as a component in the entire creative production that gives the audience a place in the process.  
 

How is the audience response captured and transmitted? 
The production of a play, a film and an entertainment program differs a lot. Thus the engagement 
with the audience is taking place at very different stages in the process and the possible outcome of 
the process differs – as well as the methodical set-ups.  
 

 
“Landet under” staged by Jørgen Carlslund for audiences from the age of 7. Photo: ZeBU 
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You cannot ask chi ldren “Did you get it?” 
Stage director and choreographer Jørgen Carlslund is working with three different approaches to 
audience involvement during the creation of a play. The first is content creation through workshops. 
Here he gets an insight into the everyday life and concerns of the children. The primary goal is to get 
inspiration for a certain theme or collect stories. But he gets bonus information during this process too: 
“As theatre makers we often forget that seeing a production might be less important than the power 
struggles the children are dealing with every day. We can try to be aware of it as a creative team. But 
entering the schoolyard and spending time with the children is re-opening my eyes every time. I 
experience what is important in their lives”. This work goes on long before the rehearsal period with 
the actors begin, although some of the actors might participate.     
 
The second approach is the theatre form IRL (In Real Life) - a theatre method that Carlslund has 
invented for a youth audience. In this set-up, the audience make the choices for the actors, advising 
them what to do. This special participatory form demands an audience almost from the beginning of 
the process. The performance cannot exist without the audience – literally.  
 
The third approach is audience feedback after a rehearsel. “I invite an audience as early as possible” 
Jørgen Carlslund says. As soon as it is appropriate, the administrative staff at the theatre is asked to 
contact a network of teachers. Although each process is unique, the dynamics of the group of actors 
must be taken in to consideration, they know from the beginning that audiences are entering the 
rehearsal space as soon as it makes sense. “I remember one time I was too eager and invited a school 
class and the administrative staff. Nobody could see the potential of the raw form– it was too early in 
the process and definitely not a success”. The most common rehearsal time for theatre productions in 
Denmark is 7-8 weeks. Often Carlslund invites a test-audience already after 4 weeks. “It helps us to 
adjust several elements and find out what works and what doesn’t. We are also testing the age range.” 
In the beginning of the tests Carlslund is working with one class at a time. “If we have several classes at 
once time I often find that the children are expressing themselves less freely. They get a bit shy”.  
When the test-audiences enter the rehearsal space they are told as little as possible. “They don’t 
understand if we tell them that the light-design will change. They respond to what is actually there”.  
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Audience at the children and youth theatre ZeBU, Copenhagen. Photo: ZeBU 
 
The test class is welcomed by Carlslund who tells them when the performance will premiere and that 
they are the first audience to see the performance – or among the first. This makes them feel special 
– but he is not overwhelming them with information. During the test performance Carlslund sits in the 
audience, looking at how they respond instantly to the performance. “If the performance is dealing 
with problems that are too close to the everyday life of the children they will protect themselves. 
While I can ask if they know somebody who has been in such a situation, to protect them, but the 
immediate response while they are watching is an immense source for me”. After the test-
performance Carlslund asks questions to the audiences. The actors sit around him on the stage. “I am 
not interested in whether it is a good or bad experience. I am interested in what the experience evoke 
in them”. Therefore, the opening question is “What do you think – what is on your mind?” It has to be as 
open as possible. “Then I pose some of the questions based on discussions we have had on the set 
like: Was there frightening elements”. If some of the children find it frightening, the next step is to find 
out if it was unpleasant.  The fact that the group was observed during the performance helps in this 
process too – to navigate between the group dynamics and individual experience. 
 
“You cannot ask “Did you get it?” because they don’t know what they didn’t get. So instead, I ask if the 
children in the class below would be able to watch this performance. If they say no, I know that our 
age limit is just right. Otherwise I have to find an even younger test audience, to  properly adjust the 
age limit.” Carlslund says. The children do not receive any reward  after a test performance.  They just 
leave after eating their packed lunch. While they are leaving, Carlslund addresses the teacher  to hear 
how she thinks the group received the performance. “Sometimes you have a class where some of the 
children are diagnosed with ADHD. As an outsider to the class, you do not know that. You probably find 
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them noisy, but the teacher knows the class and can tell if the students were more concentrated than 
in the classroom.“ 
The actors are a part of the audience feedback session and are usually responding to questions that 
the children pose directly to them. A children’s theatre play is often playing and touring for three 
years, but some might go on for 7-8 years. Carlslund is usually producing 1-2 new theatre plays a 
year. 
 
Inspiration for the edit ing room 
“We try to avoid the audience talking together after a screening” producer Thomas Heinesen explains 
“We want their personal response, and adults are easy to sway. They instinctively want to be placed in 
a group in a certain way”. Therefore, the test audiences at Nordisk Film receive a questionnaire 
immediately after a screening.  The questionnaire is a combination of demographic questions, rating 
scales and open-ended qualitative questions. Some of the questions are in the questionnaire every 
time; others are targeting uncertainties in the editing room.  “We want them to explain why they found 
something strange or good. And we want the judgement from an audience that consists of people 
that normally would like the genre – but are not used to screenings”. It takes about half an hour to fill 
out the sheets. The audience is recruited through different external channels.  
 

 
Nordisk Film Production, Valby, Copenhagen. Photo: Nordisk Film Production 
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The questionnaires are collected and next morning a report has to be ready.  The stats data is easily 
compiled and the comments are collected as themes under each question e.g. “Good description of 
the historical period x 10”. It is a very raw summary, which gives inspiration to the future work in the 
editing room. 
In contrast to the theatre production, the actors are not part of this process since they have finished 
their work on the production months earlier. Only the producer, the director, the editor and the 
scriptwriter are involved in this study of perception and relevance of the film. Like Carlslund, they are 
often present at the screening to get a “sense of the audience”. 
 
While the stage director can change dramatically in the theatre play after a test performance, it is 
mainly the cutting and the sounds that are changed after a test-screening of a film. “With children and 
youth film we sometimes edit the soundscape a lot to make it accessible for a younger audience”. 
Nordisk Film produces 3-4 films a year and Thomas Heinesen is works on an estimated 1 ½ production 
a year. A film normally plays 7-8 weeks in the cinemas, then turns into a DVD and finally shown on TV. 
 
A toolbox that helps public service stay public service 
Lene Heiselberg and her team at DR run about 50 qualitative and quantitative viewer evaluations from 
drama to news magazine and across media platforms (radio, television, web, cell phone) each year, 
and have three full time employees working only with this area. As opposed to the method used at 
Nordisk Film Production and at ZeBU no one from the creative team is present during the audience 
feedback sessions, mainly because most of the evaluations are done online. But there is also another 
reason when it comes to focus groups  “Contrary to what is written in the books, we find that it blurs 
the picture when somebody from production is present. It is not because we do not want to be 
transparent, but often they only have time to meet with one focus group, and they get very 
influenced by what is said – and react to it. Like the news journalist who immediately wants to change 
a heading because he heard one focus group member mention it. They do not get the entire picture 
and then it doesn’t help them –it actually blocks their creative process”. Instead, the media researchers 
collect the data and present the results to the head of the channel and the head of the production 
team. The head of the channel chooses which elements the production team needs to take into 
consideration. It is the same person who decides whether a production is financed. 
 
The tests are conducted on a show pilot, the first episode of a show, or as a post-test of an already 
existing program or format. “The tests are a tool to ascertain the quality of the programing to the 
public. We are a public service institution broadcasting to the entire nation and therefore we must 
make sure we deliver a consistent high quality. And quality in this context has to be understood as 
relevance to the audience”. Although there is conducted quite a number of tests, not all programs 
goes through this process. “The programs that are most expensive and reach most audiences are the 
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ones we focus on”. Basically the media researchers are working with four approaches to audience 
feedback: 1) A traditional focus group set up where the media researchers travel around the country 
or invite the group into the head quarter in Copenhagen. “This approach is both time consuming and 
expensive if we want to represent the entire nation”. 2) Online Bulletin Boards is a way to overcome 
geographic challenges. It is an online-focus group set up, where participants enter a virtual meeting 
space at a pre-set time, and a moderator conducts the meeting. 3) A web-survey is a very quick and 
smooth way to receive audience feedback whenever it suits the audience. “In this set up the test 
person can choose the time of the day he wants to participate. This allows us to reach the busy 
businessman”. The audience sees or hears a test and responds to open questions. This set up is the 
most efficient to generate data and is often used when there is a very limited time frame.  The survey 
is inspired by gamification: “We ask the participants to rate, order or freely describe elements. The 
design is developed to keep the test person engaged and active” Heiselberg says. The survey is 
limited by a time frame “We might invite 100 persons to the test and in 24 hours get responses from 
45”. 4) Biometric data is used to test the non-linguistic reactions to what is produced. The last three 
years DR has been testing those methods, and is now combining eye-tracking with GSR-
measurements (arousal and valence) in combination with surveys. “This gives an insight to the 
immediate reaction, that can be hard for the participants to put into words afterwards,” Heiselberg 
says. Instead of “sensing the audience” which was important to both Heinesen and Carlslund, 
Heiselberg produces hard measurements. 

 
DR Byen, Copenhagen. Photo: Bjarne Bergius Hermansen 
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The test persons are found in the DR user panel, which consists of 9000 voluntary test persons who 
have volunteered. The members of the user panel have enriched the database with not only 
demographic data but also information about their media habits. A sample of test persons is carefully 
selected to provide a broad insight into the perception of a specific program. “The average user in 
Denmark consume 3 hours television or radio per day. We therefore consider our user-panel to 
consist of professional users” Heiselberg explains. 
The questions are developed in collaboration with the production team. There is no standard formula: 
“We once tried collecting basic data across the tests, but it did not give a useful overview”: Still, some 
basic questions occurs regularly: rating the host, premise, plot, form, relevance and the graphical 
content.  
 
When a production contract is signed with an external partner at DR, it is agreed up front if the media 
research is going to do a survey on the production. But the design of the survey and timing of 
execution differs every time. “We have to adjust to the production team, and get in to the process 
when it makes sense. We certainly don’t want to be a problem to the production flow”. Normally the 
media researchers have 1 ½ day to conduct a survey and one day for data managing. “We are not 
providing data for a PhD. We usually make a presentation of 20-25 slides presenting the method and 
the outcome. It is a tool for the production team to optimise the outcome.” In this process the media 
researchers are always working in teams of two persons in order to ensure the results and not miss 
important details. While the media researchers are working, the production team is on hold. “We have 
an editing room waiting for our response, and that is expensive – and there is of course a long 
professional editing process before and after we are involved”.  
 
Compared to Nordisk Film quite a lot can be changed, depending on the audience feedback: 
Sometimes a scene in a drama is shot again and sometimes the host in an entertainment program is 
replaced. Those changes are radical “But we take the audience feedback very seriously”. Whereas 
television and radio earlier only had a lifetime of one-two emissions, a production now has an afterlife 
at the DR on demand web site.  
 
In the end we have to face an audience 
Children theatre, film, television and radio are obviously very different. Just think of the situation of 
delivery (live form vs. mediated form), the purpose (entertainment, art, education), if the audience 
choose to participate by themselves, the production costs, and institution and money behind.  
Nevertheless Carlslund, Heinensen and Heiselberg agree that the involvement of an audience 
provides added value to the entire production. “It is a tool that helps us ensure the relevance” 
Carlslund states. The involvement of an audience does not replace the professional and artistic 
expertise in the creative process. “Before we run a screening we have had a pre-screening for our 
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colleagues in the field – it is a non-competitive culture we have at this stage in the process, and that 
part – the peer review process you can call it – is extremely important too” Thomas Heinesen tells.  
 
An artistic vulnerability exists and is taken into consideration when choosing the moment for audience 
involvement and the persons involved in the feedback situation. The framing of the audience 
feedback in the three different approaches ensures that no one is hurt. “But at this stage in the 
process you have to face what you have done, and it is important to face your audience” Thomas 
Heinesen states.  
 
The questions the audience are asked are based on uncertainties from the creative team and the 
audience feedback therefore a possibility for them to get help. The level of adjustment differs 
between minor adjustments (sound, editing) to large dramaturgical revisions and replacement of 
persons on screen/shooting of new scenes. 
 
It is possible to distinguish between the unconscious reaction during the experience and the 
conscious reflection after the experience. Both elements are important to Heinesen, Carlslund and 
Heiselberg. Whereas the producer and the stage director sense the unconscious reaction while they 
are sitting with the audience during a test-performance/screening, the media researcher is using 
biometric measurements. The stage director can, as head of the creative team at the production, use 
this instinctive feedback right away in the creative process whereas the media researcher gives the 
feedback to a superior. “To use biometric data is more time consuming but it gives us insight and a 
possibility to understand the audience response to certain elements at a deeper level now” Heiselberg 
tells. 
The conscious reflections are collected after the experience and the method differs from open 
conversations to individual written feedback.  It is not important whether the audience finds it good or 
bad, but what they experienced and why they like something more than something else. 
 
Children and youth theatre, film, radio and television and the institutional organisation behind have 
developed different methods of audience feedback in the creative process, but what Carlslund, 
Heinesen and Heiselberg agree on is that the use of audience feedback during the creative process is 
a powerful tool. And maybe that is one of the reasons that I am absorbed into a fictive world in the 
cinema just after merely 30 seconds – that I stay tuned to the TV show every Friday evening or I enjoy 
watching a play with my children. Because I, as spectator, has been considered a part of the 
production. Not only as an abstract idea but also through a physical meeting embodied by a test 
audience, making sure that the stories are told to me, an audience member. 
 
Thanks to Lene Heiselberg, Jørgen Carslund and Thomas Heinesen for sharing of methods. And 
thanks to Martin Havn and Mira Bach Hansen for proof reading of this article. 


