Big Data: Supportive, straightjacket or shambles?
Richard Fletcher from De Montfort University leads this discussion on the pitfalls and
promises of collective research and big data for the festival sector. We will look at a
wide range of festivals, and the research and evaluation strand of Leicester's UK City
of Culture bid. How often does your organisation undertake research and what
happens to that data afterwards? What is the potential for collaborative analysis,
benchmarking and lobbying power?
Quick intro to me, I’m a part-time lecturer / part-time researcher at DMU, about 4-5
years now, worked on/with most of the festivals and venues in
Leicester/Leicestershire at one stage or the other, we do ‘get out’ to other parts of
the country too now and then – and do wider creative industries ‘stuff’ too.
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I’ll get the shameless self promotion out of the way with to start with - I Completed a
Masters by Research earlier this year – the ‘short version’ of which I have a few
copies here to give out – or it is available to download freely along with my
colleagues’ one on a lifecycle approach to Buxton festival. We also hope to have a
third in the series out soon – regarding Melas, and the EFRP (European Festivals
Research project) – will be publishing ‘Festivals in focus’ about 12 essays in the hard
version and a digital version with about 30 – European and international perspectives
on festivals. Something like this I believe really is a first and I encourage you to look
out for it – it will invariably appear on reading lists around the world.
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IN this session we’ll discuss ‘big data’ generally, then there have been 3 projects that
I’ve worked on / or at least contributed to that trying to usefully incorporate some of
this ‘big data’ type of approach. Finally I hope to conclude with some suggestions for
what I hope may be coming down the line in the future – how we can make sure it is
– as the title to this session suggests - ‘supportive’ not a straightjacket or a shambles.
To begin then --- As a festivals researcher, people always ask ‘oh you must get to go to
loads of festivals, so what’s the best one?’
To which I reply – ‘First of all, nowhere near as many as I’d like to, at least not to
actually experience them fully instead of working’ and ‘Second of all... my idea of a
perfect festival is a really weird dystopian nightmare”
Let me describe my perfect festival, from a research perspective.
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We’re watching you before you even buy a ticket. You arrive at the venue, there is
only one entrance/exit where people are photographed and subject to a solid half
hour of detailed interrogation on entrance and exit. We measure you and weigh you.
We attach heart rate monitors and EEG /Electroencephalography equipment to
everyone. You are obliged to put on a mono-coloured uniform, and you see that
everyone else is too – with different colours for audience, staff, traders and
volunteers etc – so they are all easily identifiable.
Cameras and microphones are mounted everywhere, on every surface and on flying
drones, all with super high resolution stills and video equipment. This is all instantly
recorded and triple backed up. No cash is allowed, everything done electronically and
therefore traceable. The price of everything is rounded to the nearest pound for
simplicity. The festival site is precisely measured and covered in a neutral coloured
grid of 1cm x 1cm squares. It looks and feels like you are in a beautiful spring glade,
but really, it is a climate controlled, empty warehouse in a cheap industrial park,
covered in picture perfect videowalls. You look at the programme; which might as
well be blank, because I don’t really care whats on, as long as it runs strictly to time
and isn’t too loud or dark so we can still see and hear everything you do. We watch
you leave, and keep tabs on you until it’s time to do it all over again next year.
And finally, if that wasn’t enough, I’d like to create a pocket dimension, alternate
reality or similar, in which I could view multiple copies of the same festival,
experimenting on different versions and measuring the outcomes. In fact, lets just set
the whole thing up in a very complicated spreadsheet and call it a day.
The hanging CCTV camera is by Addie Wagenknecht : Asymmetric Love Number 2
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Okay, point made. I am a pathological measurer of things. But - As outlandish as this hypothetical
festival is, with the exception of the dimension-altering stuff, and presumably some substantial bribery
to get people to submit to all this, this is not entirely unfeasible – and is, in an ideal world, the kind of
thing I’m often striving towards – of course, not even barely reaching this level of big-brother-esque
omniscience.
So, fine, I can stand here and pontificate about all the wonders of technology, when – really, in an
abstract way – all any of these wacky technological schemes helps us do, from a research perspective
is increase the volume of data available to us. But lots of data isn’t the solution, and I would imagine
some of you are sat there thinking this already... say you’re in the control room of this hypothetical
festival – with all this data piling in – what on earth are you supposed to DO with it all?
Anyone would be rightly baffled by this, and in many casesit’s not hard to argue that even with our
comparatively primitive methods... producing nowhere near as much data as we could... we get easily
overwhelmed by data and despite some really amazing efforts don’t quite make the most of it. The
gap between our capacity to understand data and our capacity to make something useful out of data
threatens to grow. For instance ‘Data literacy’ was rated by Wired magazine as a key skill for coming
decades – not just in a purely educational sense, but as we’re well aware now, in various social
perspectives – to be a useful, sceptical, critical member of society.
“Big Data” then – what is it? Well, it’s a lot of data – but the common definition gives it 3 “dimensions”
– 3 V’s that are quite easy to remember – Volume, Variety and Velocity. More data, more topics and
more frequent. Sometimes there is a fourth – Veracity – or reliability. It’s just a useful way of
remembering the different “shapes” of these things, you can have a lot of data about a very small
topic, a little data about a wide range of topics, and finally you can collect these more or less
frequently.
Additionally, “Big data” gets described as a kind of raw material, which I suppose as an analogy is not
terrible – but unlike coal, or iron or wheat – it falls down when you consider what this raw material
gets ‘processed’ into - - - knowledge I guess? However, the approach that I’ll eventually conclude with,
could, usefully be imagined as a kind of waste prevention/recycling process – collecting lots of
disparate bits together into something more than the sum of its parts.
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As with festivals as a topic of investigation - there are many possible approaches to
consider for this – ways we can describe audiences

One barrier we face here immediately, is that this type of information is can be hard
for us to get hold of – than some of the broad categories we’ve discussed – or at least
we need to change our approach
Of course we can just observe the crowd, talk to people or read what others have
written about the same – but a lot of it isn’t as readily available – at least not in a
context independant and quantifiable form. (NB – this may or may not actually be
crucial but I’ve never heard of a festival going bust because of having too much
information available – at the same time, I’m not sure if being a omniscient, godlike
mindreader would neccesarily help you out either?)
Where it is available, it will likely be fragmented.
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Where it is available, it will likely be fragmented.

Some postcodes here, some social media stuff here, a competition/quiz/survey thing
they did one year then immediately forgot about? Larger festivals may attract
independant research – and may or may not have much input into or ownership over
this.
What could be a useful metaphor to describe this? It might be like turning up late to a
buffet. In theory all this stuff is available, but a lot of it’s missing – it can be quite hard
to put together a balanced meal – some stuff there’s loads of – like a Chinese buffet
that you’re the last person to get to... maybe you like piles and piles of egg fried rice
but it’s not like you’ve got the choice!
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Number 1: UK Music published ‘Destination Music’ in 2011, and since ‘updated’ it
with “Wish you were here” earlier this year. Headline economic and tourism stuff, not
much else – this is a thin slice but a very thorough one. In the latest version 2.5
million ticket purchases were the main source of data used. However they involved
researchers like me, in a simple enough way – to provide some more nitty gritty detail
– the spending habits of certain festivals. In particular, we were able to provide
insights into a couple of free festivals – for which of course they would never be able
to get ticketing data for. We were able to (quite easily) cut out the relevant sections-this is data that has already been collected, tidyed up and analysed—from 6 festivals,
just over 3000 responses to those specific questions. (also postcodes). Of course we
checked with all festivals whether this was okay or not, none of them were named or
identified in the final report – it’s not a ‘nur nur’ our audience were X, yours were Y, –
which is a mindset we still need to do some work to overcome – or at least address –
but I’ve always thought festivals were sufficiently different / unique enough to be
relatively non-competitive (in some ways).
Will it achieve what they want it to? Perhaps. Given the size of the report, the
recommendations are quite brief but if they only get a few of the things they are
asking for, I think they (and their members) will be very happy with this. The most
impressive part, for me was how thoroughly everyone (seemed to) buy into it – their
methods were not particularly onerous but well reviewed and rigorous – and that
they were able to, quite quickly in research terms – build on and address the
failings/shortcomings of the previous report.
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Number 2: Creative Leicestershire is the umbrella organisation for Leicestershire &
Rutland – advice, support, networks, advocacy etc. We were engaged to expand on a
previous economic study – and combined with a variety of general
membership/satisfaction/consultation elements. They don’t strictly have a
‘membership’ but there are about 100 or so arts organisations they work with and
500 or 600 sole traders. So, we were brought on to extend a small piece we did back
in 2010, with just 12 of the larger organisations – essentially to try and reach
everyone else. The first stage reached about 300 people, with a very detailed
questionnaire – 60+ questions about them and their business. The second stage
we’re trying to roll out will then go through each of the organisations (not sole
traders) to reach their audiences across a 6 month period.
Aside from the initial results and headline figures – a key benefit (and the main
challenge) of it so far has just been to get all these disparate groups involved, and
thinking of themselves as part of a wider sector with a large overarching project like
this to contribute to. In another project with DLCF that we’ve done 5-6 years with
now, we’re gradually shifting the balance of work from us onto the festival (in a good,
capacity building way!) So, in many ways, I’m always trying to make myself obsolete.
One final benefit from this is that we’ve, at least started to mobilise the sector in the
lead up to ...
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Number 3: UK City of Culture bid – of which Leicester is in the final four, and after telling you
how amazing we are, we will inevitably not get it.... at least I can say, well, the R&E bit I
contributed to was amazing! CoC, or something like this, presents a huge range of activities
and possible areas of interest – after many many meetings and discussions – (that I can’t fully
comment on, only involved in the specific R&E section) – we contructed a colossal ‘inventory’
of indicators – about 130 - from hard/quant, to soft/qual – covering all the aspects the rest
of the bid claimed to be able to deliver. Structured under the ‘step changes’ CoC (plus some
we threw in ourselves) – so ‘A strong and unifying civic identity’ – things like general approval
ratings from the city and outsiders – media coverage – ‘Connected communities’ – things like
education, well being, cultural ‘mapping’.
Two key concepts we referred to were Holdens’ three-part definition of Cultural value (from
DEMOS – maybe 10 years ago now) – you have intrinsic, instrumental and institutional value -- and more recent work by Donovan (research associate w DCMS) – a holistic approach to
cultural value – consulted a wide range of arts managers/culture profs... this perceived
tension between instrumental/intrinsic approaches can be resolved with a clever balancing
act. Why not use them all, if it works? That – if anything – is cultures curse when it comes to
case making and measurement. Really, to make any sense of it, to make the *best* sense of
it, you have to mobilize them all.
So, strictly speaking, regarding the CoC - - - if we’ve done our job properly, it won’t be the
end of the world if we don’t get it. Certainly this is what everyone is agreeing – the process
has been valuable, but we’ll see if the knives come out after the 20th. You don’t have to be a
massive cynic, but you don’t have to look far to see examples of these mega-projects over
promising and under delivering – Derry are, I understand, struggling to ‘keep it up’ for a year
- even something as broadly well received as Liverpool, or London 2012 – there are always
areas for improvement. The most valuable thing for me in the process, is that I will always
have the utmost respect for people prepared to take that long, hard look in the mirror about
their own failings. Any old berk can accept a trophy.
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The 3 V’s then – each of these projects kind of ticks the box in different ways – UK
music , not much variety but tons of volume and velocity (2 years) – Creative
Leicestershire – lots of variety, not so much of the others – or at least compensating
by virtue of lots of little bits brought together --- CoC – kind of trying to do ‘the big
one’ , from Leicesters point of view at least.
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So, what might big data be able to do for festivals?
I have been concocting, with reference to BAFA and other festival associations, a kind of research database that would address
a lot of these issues. It only exists on paper (or in the ‘ether’) but hopefully we’ve got some time now – I’m always interested to
hear your perceptions of research and evaluation processes – would it be useful, what might you be able to contribute to it and
what you’d want to find out from it. Currently looking at funds to get something moving in this regard.
It is *not* I repeat *not* supposed to be a big pile of documents that no one ever reads! We have those, they are called
libraries- whether they are ‘real’ or ‘digital’ – technically they are “document retrieval systems” – we’re trying to go a bit deeper
than that. What we’d love to do is start cracking open these documents, taking out these ‘common threads’ out of their
documents, carefully of course and putting them somewhere they are much more readily available and useful – and, at least,
not simply waved around, used to generate a nice bit of press in the local rag – and immediately forgotten about. I don’t have
the time to do a full events and festivals literature review but, trust me, the things academics always end up saying – not
enough longitudinal studies, too many isolated / one-offs, let’s not have a universal framework if its forced – but surely there
are parts where we could connect the dots.
In addition, it would look at hardware/technology – simple things like – nearly 10 years ago, DMU spent about 5 grand on our
paper survey software and associated document scanner for paper qnaires – not to mention subscription to things like survey
monkey or SPSS. There are some some really great open-source alternatives that we could develop into free tools – just need a
bit of time to do so. Not to mention cheap computing – raspberry pis – hacked touchscreen e-readers – experimenting with
drones – automatic camera software just for measuring crowd flows.... but before I dribble over technology too much - -remembering - - we’ve got to be able to DO something with it all !for instance the Qualia/Cheltenham festivals project is worth
investigating – meeting the researcher tomorrow actually.
Yes, it will be quite surface level, simple, mostly quantitiative stuff to begin with. But even I am reminded of the sheer power of
basic numbers – for example there is an enormous difference between 1 and 2 I discovered today – when turning up for a 6.15
train at 6.25.
It’s tapping into plenty of data that already exists (a lot of which arguably going to waste) and shaping our approach to future
investigations
Equally useable to small and large festivals – whether you are contributing to a few variables or everything
It can help reduce costs up and down the chain – less time considering what’s likely to work - less time designing tools – less
time finding useful comparisons afterwards.
Hopefully it’s a virtuous cycle – ‘I contribute something and as such I get something back, while helping out others’
It’s ‘impact agnostic’ – it’s principally a framework (with some direction) that is, there are applications for it whether your focus
is economic, social or environmental impacts (okay it is mainly quantitative, at least to begin with)
It bridges the gap between casual, small scale research and ‘full fat’ academic research
With festivals we’re starting relatively small – but it could be a great trailblazer for other arts and cultural research projects –
anything with limited research funds and a wide variety of impacts
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One of my favourite words now is resilience (and if you know me, you know I like etymology)
so lets wrap up with this – resilience – from resilire - the ‘re’ part we’re familiar with – re-turn
– re-view ... something about coming back – the ‘salier’ bit from ‘to jump or leap’ ---- so
resilience – the capacity to endure, to bounce back. Shares a lot with ‘result’ and ‘salient’ –
the ‘salient point’ – the point that sticks out, the starting point. Not about promising big
revolutions but improving the day to day stuff. (Punctum Saliens, ‘Quantum revolution’)
Assorted bits:
Big Data - 3Vs – Volume, Variety and Velocity - Laney, Douglas. "3D Data Management:
Controlling Data Volume, Velocity and Variety". (+ maybe V for Veracity – aka reliability)
Sheffield University - National Fairground Archive http://www.nfa.dept.shef.ac.uk/index.html
Centre for Metropolitan History- GAZETTEER OF MARKETS AND FAIRS IN ENGLAND AND
WALES TO 1516
http://www.history.ac.uk/cmh/gaz/gazweb2.html
Fractured Atlas
Slice the pie (?)
SDAPS is an open source (GPLv3, LPPL) optical mark recognition (OMR) program. It is written
in python and has an integrated workflow with both LibreOffice and LaTeX to create
questionnaires. http://sdaps.org/
LimeSurvey has a lot of features and contains everything you need for doing nearly every
survey with grace. https://www.limesurvey.org/en/about-limesurvey/features
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