
Live jazz: the importance of the
audience-performer relationship 
Home > Insights into arts and culture > Live and digital engagement

in arts and culture 

This research was carried out by Gail Brand, John Sloboda, Ben Saul and

Martin Hathaway at the Guildhall School of Music and Drama, UK

Summary

The researchers conducted a pilot study to investigate how the audience-

performer relationship contributes to the success of a jazz performance. They

arrived at three major findings. First, the audience has ‘considerable power to

impact on the musician during play, in both positive and negative ways’.

Second, the size of the venue and subsequent intimacy between performer and

audience has a ‘considerable impact on the quality of the experience for both

groups’. Third, there is sometimes a divergence of understanding between

audiences and performers as to what form of relationship is required for a good

performance.

Negotiating the interaction between audience
and performer

The researchers interviewed seven jazz musicians and ten audience members

who were recruited at concerts in a small jazz venue in east London. The venue

has an emphasis on post-1960s jazz. The research describes the ‘bittersweet

struggle’ between performers and their audiences to ‘keep at bay the aspects

of the relationship which are unhelpful whilst drawing on those that make live

performance a worthwhile activity for them’. To be successful, the expectations

of all involved must be balanced, for example in relation to the choice of

repertoire or use of stylistic innovation.
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From passive to active audiences: a new area
of interest for research and practice

The researchers suggest that finding ways of educating audiences as to the

significant role they play in successful performances might serve to empower

and reinvigorate audiences for live music.
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