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Introduction 

Foreword 

 The inspiration for this paper grew out of an applied project I worked on between September 

2015 and March 2016 with Zeitgeist Center for New Music, located in St. Paul, Minnesota. Zeitgeist's 

goal was to increase participation in its Eric Stokes Song Contest, an annual songwriting competition for 

amateur composers of all ages and genres. We found through a logic model process that increasing the 

diversity among participants led to much more than simply an increase in the quality and rigor of the 

contest. I observed a direct correlation between the participation of young, diverse audiences and a wide 

array outcomes defined by the contest from artistic development of the amateur composers to people's 

"connection with music of our time," Zeitgeist's mission.
1
 This relationship, often overlooked in the 

context of classical music, nevertheless was the single most powerful force we identified in the logic 

model. Thus, empowered by the potential to reenergize the field as a whole, I felt a compelling need to 

pursue the topic of integrating Millennials into classical music organizations.  

Research Statement 

 As the largest demographic group in America both now
2
 and for the foreseeable future,

3
 

Millennials carry great promise for classical music - that is, if classical music organizations can capitalize 

on the traits that make this generation so distinct. Classical music organizations must 'retune' 

programming to reflect Millennials in light of significant demographic changes which have occurred 

during the generational lifetime of baby boomers. If classical music can avoid a sharp decline in 

audiences in the near future, then I posit that solution necessitates a cultural revolution in the way 

classical music is institutionalized, centered on the reintegration of young audiences. To that end, I make 

three key recommendations that any classical music organization can incorporate: creating programming 

                                                           
 1 Alexander Legeros, "Zeitgeist's Eric Stokes Song Contest," (report, St. Paul, Minnesota, 2016), 5.  

2 Public Information Office, "Millennials Outnumber Baby Boomers and Are Far More Diverse, Census 
Bureau Reports," United States Census Bureau, June 25, 2016, "https://www.census.gov/newsroom/press-
releases/2015/cb15-113.html. 

3 Greg Sandow, "From Peter Sachon: Millennial America," ArtsJounal, April 25, 2014. 
http://www.artsjournal.com/sandow/2014/04/from-peter-sachon.html. 
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that is less time-dependent, building trust and relationships with Millennials, and empowering the 

(numerically) greatest generation. 

The Context of Classical Music's "Death" 

 The only thing certain about the future of classical music is that the future of classical music is 

uncertain. Slate published an article in early 2014 proclaiming "Classical Music is Dead,"
4
 which had an 

incendiary effect on the national conversation surrounding the health of symphony orchestras, and 

catalyzed an already pessimistic view that classical music is increasingly irrelevant. At the heart of the 

argument posited by Slate is that classical music audiences are aging rapidly, indicating that Millennials - 

the youngest demographic audience segment in America - are not participating. The "death" of classical 

music will come as the nation reaches a demographic cliff, when its aging audiences can no longer fill 

concert halls, and more worryingly, can no longer financially support large professional orchestras. 

 Among the plethora of passionate responses to the Slate article, two distinct voices stand out. 

First, one argument falls in line behind critics like Charles Rosen, who points out that "the death of 

classical music is perhaps its oldest continuing tradition."
5
 Blogger Andy Doe took this point to the 

extreme,
6
 putting together a table of rhetorical incidents proclaiming the death of classical music all the 

way back to 1324.
7
 These authors cite that audiences, although admittedly smaller in proportion than 

historical data illustrates, still number in the millions nationally. Moreover, authors point to encouraging 

stories like the groundswell of grass-roots community support that led to the resolution of the 15-month 

Minnesota Orchestra lockout
8
 as a concrete sign that people in this century still deeply care about 

classical music.  

                                                           
4 Mark Vanhoenacker, "Classical music in America is Dead," Slate, January 21, 2014, 

http://www.slate.com/articles/arts/culturebox/2014/01/classical_music_sales_decline_is_classical_on_deat
h_s_door.html. 

5 William Robin, "Classical Music Isn't Dead," The New Yorker, January 29, 2014, 
http://www.newyorker.com/culture/culture-desk/the-fat-lady-is-still-singing. 

6 Andy Doe, "Mark Vanhoenacker, I have a bone to pick with you," Proper Discord, January 24, 2014, 
https://properdiscord.com/2014/01/24/mark-vanhoenacker-i-have-a-bone-to-pick-with-you/. 

7 Robin, "Classical Music Isn't Dead."  

8 Ibid. 
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 Another more data-driven reaction blends these first two voices, which is why this paper 

proclaims neither the death nor life, but rather the "Purgatory" of classical music. A number of 

institutions, scholars, and commentators report crucial and inescapable truths on both sides of the 

argument. Summarizing briefly, participation at the institutional level is down, both overall, and 

especially among the Millennial generation. This means that symphony orchestras across the country are 

squeezing their core audience - baby boomers - tighter for ticket sales, subscriptions, and donations, 

leading to financial stress and short-sighted programming. Data from the National Endowment for the 

Arts and other corroborating sources show clear structural demographic declines in participation, which 

ultimately underscore the time-sensitive nature of this conversation. 

 These same sources are quick to point out that although serious, these conclusions are incomplete. 

First, the very notion of participation is changing, and as scholars examine digital media and arts 

experiences outside benchmark activities like buying tickets for symphonies, they find much greater 

evidence for interest and even increasing engagement among Millennials. As one musician from Boston's 

Millennial-focused classical music organization Groupmuse points out,
9
 this is the generation of niche 

culture, and Millennials are craving substantive arts experiences that classical music has been able to offer 

audiences for centuries. Moreover, orchestras already have evidence of success in increasing Millennial 

participation through innovative programs both in- and outside the concert hall.  

 

Millennials and the Pressures Facing Classical Music Organizations 

The Good News about Millennials  

[Millennials] are a huge generation of impatient, experiential learners, digital natives, multitaskers, and 

gamers who love the flat, networked world and expect nomadic connectivity, 24x7. More importantly they 

are demanding consumers who expect more selectivity, personalization and customization in their 

products and services. - Richard Sweeney, Millennial Behaviors and Demographics
10

 

                                                           
9 Erza Weller, "Das Reddit Post: Can Millennials Save Classical Music?" Groupmusings, August 9, 2014, 

http://blog.groupmuse.com/2014/08/09/das-reddit-post-can-Millennials-save-classical-music/. 

10 Richard Sweeney, "Millennial Behaviors & Demographics," New Jersey Institute of Technology, 
December 22, (2006): 1, https://certi.mst.edu/media/administrative/certi/documents/Article-Millennial-
Behaviors.pdf. 
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 The Millennial generation dominates the market. Thus, Millennials are increasingly discussed 

within classical music field, and rightly so; as Greg Sandow, Graduate Studies professor at The Julliard 

School, points out:  

 Millennials are the largest generation in human history, and at nearly 90 million people they will 

 very soon make up the vast majority of our orchestras’ stakeholders, constituents, audience, staff 

 members and supporters — and instrumentalists. [...] There is simply no generation in the next 

 forty years that will have the size and potential purchasing power to influence American 

 orchestras more than Millennials.
11

  

 

Although the exact date range can vary between researchers,
12

 generally those born between 1980 and 

2000 are considered Millennials. Interestingly, roughly 40% of Millennials misidentify themselves 

generationally,
13

 and even among Millennials there is a great resistance to being categorized.
14

 The 

greater racial,
15

 educational,
16

 and economic
17

 diversity of this generation may be at the heart of why 

Millennials resist homogenous labels. They also share similarities with baby boomers - the previous 

generational juggernaut - such as growing up in a time of great social tension; however, they are overall 

very different than classical music audiences that preceded them.   

 There are a number of statistical indicators about Millennial consumption and participation habits 

that should be good news to classical music organizations, but the lack of benchmark activities like 

attending classical music concerts remains worrying. Since the landmark NEA 2008 Survey of Public 

                                                           
11 Sandow, "From Peter Sachon." 

12 Pew Research Center, "Most Millennials Resist the 'Millennial' Label," from Generations in a Mirror: 
How They See Themselves, September 2015, 4. 

13 Catherine Starek, "The Millennials' Orchestra: Defining a Contemporary Generation," 
Mezzaphoincally Speaking, June 1, 2013, https://mezzaphonicallyspeaking.wordpress.com/2013/06/11/the-
Millennials-orchestra-defining-a-contemporary-generation/. 

14 Pew Research Center, "Most Millennials Resist," 5-6. 

15 Heidi Cohen, "30 Millennial Demographics You Need [Charts]," February 21, 2014, 
http://heidicohen.com/30-Millennial-demographics-chart/. 

16 Samantha Raphelson, "Amid The Stereotypes, Some Facts About Millennials," National Public 
Radio, November 18, 2014, http://www.npr.org/2014/11/18/354196302/amid-the-stereotypes-some-facts-
about-Millennials. 

17 Nielsen, "Millennials at the Mall: What Factors Drive Young Consumers' Retail Decisions?" Nielsen 
Consumer Report, October 28, 2015, http://www.nielsen.com/us/en/insights/news/2015/Millennials-at-the-
mall-what-factors-drive-young-consumers-retail-decisions.html. 

http://online.barrons.com/news/articles/SB50001424052748703889404578440972842742076#articleTabs_article%3D1
http://www.people-press.org/2015/09/03/most-millennials-resist-the-millennial-label/
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Participation in the Arts,
18

 arts leaders have been very concerned about shrinking participation among 

Millennials; the study found that participation in that age bracket contracted between 37-46% from 1982-

2008.
19

  

 The finality of such findings is an overstatement, because as one Huffington Post article said so 

well, "[Millennials’] hearts are now beating to the bits and bytes of a new tempo."
20

 This generation is 

engaging with classical music using new digital media, though this fact leaves a large blind spot among 

those with a traditional understanding of arts participation. As a 2011 Washington Post article points out, 

"The 2008 survey told us that only some 35% of adults attended a performance or visited a museum; but 

[new data] pulls the lens back and realizes that 75% of adults interacted with art in some form via their 

computers."
21

  

 Surprisingly, classical music is doing far better in the digital age than one would expect. Research 

compiled by the League of American Orchestras found that not only are Millennials more likely to stream 

classical music than attend a performance, but also that overall classical music audiences are more likely 

to consume music digitally than the general population.
22

 The same study found no evidence of a 

"smoking gun" for classical music among Millennials - three in ten consumed some kind of classical 

music online but did not attend performances regularly.
23

 This helps to explain why, in contrast to the 

                                                           
18 "2008 Survey of Public Participation in the Arts," National Endowment for the Arts, November 

2009. 

19 Catherine Starek, "The Millennials' Orchestra: The Challenges Facing U.S. Symphony Orchestras - 
Part 2," Mezzaphoincally Speaking, July 10, 2013, 
https://mezzaphonicallyspeaking.wordpress.com/2013/07/10/the-Millennials-orchestra-the-challenges-
facing-u-s-symphony-orchestras-part-2/. 

20 Christine Henseler, "The Arts and Humanities are Alive and Well- Just Watch the Millennials," 
Huffington Post, May 12, 2014, http://www.huffingtonpost.com/christine-henseler/the-arts-and-humanities-
a_b_5310797.html. 

21 Anne Midgette, "NEA survey: good news - bad news," The Washington Post, February 25, 2011, 
http://voices.washingtonpost.com/the-classical-beat/2011/02/nea_survey_good_news_-_bad_new.html. 

22 See Appendix Figure 1. 

23 Alan Brown, "Engaging Next Generation Audiences: A Study of College Student Preferences 
towards Music and the Performing Arts," League of American Orchestras, (2013): 7, 
http://americanorchestras.org/conference2013/wp-content/uploads/2013/02/Student-Engagement-
Study.pdf 



Legeros 6 
 

2008 NEA study, one segment of classical music record sales are growing - up 5% in 2013 according to 

Nielsen SoundScan.
24

  

  Music is very important to Millennials,
25

 although the ways they participate and consume it is 

different than among past generations. Richard Sweeney noted in his 2006 study that Millennials are the 

first generation of musical omnivores,
26

 which is fed by increasing use of YouTube, iTunes, and other 

digital streaming services that has overtaken even radio among the youngest Millennials.
27

 This does, in 

fact, translate into participation at the organizational level: 18-24 year olds attend more cultural activities 

each month than any other age group,
28

 and more than 30% attend at least one live music performance a 

month.
29

 And encouragingly, NEA research has shown a statistical increase in music education among 

Millennials, up 5% since 2002.
30

 

  The opportunity for orchestras to cultivate this audience segment is therefore, great. However, 

this good news comes while orchestras face a dire reality about their future.  

The Bad News for Classical Music Organizations 

 Despite these reasons to look optimistically for growth in the future, most orchestras face larger 

issues in the short term because of the undeniable contraction in classical music participation within their 

organizations. As the NEA's periodic Survey of Public Participation in the Arts showed in 2008, 

participation in classical music has declined dramatically as an overall percentage of the population. As 

illustrated below, a growing population over the past quarter century was able to cover this decline for a 

                                                           
24 This growth was primarily from "crossover classical" works; Jim Farber, "Classical music explodes, 

both in sales and in expanding boundaries," New York Daily News, February 21, 2014,  
http://www.nydailynews.com/entertainment/music-arts/classical-music-blowing-article-1.1618623. 

25 Cohen, "30 Millennial Demographics You Need."  

26 Sweeney, "Millennial Behaviors and Demographics," 2.    

27 Nielsen, "Music Discovery Still dominated by Radio, Says Nielsen Music 360 Report," Nielsen 
Consumer Report (August 2012), http://www.nielsen.com/us/en/press-room/2012/music-discovery-still-
dominated-by-radio--says-nielsen-music-360.html. 

28 See Appendix Figure 2.  

29 Nielsen, "Music Discovery." 

30 "How a Nation Engages with Art, Highlights from the 2012 Survey of Public Participation in the 
Arts," National Endowment for the Arts (September 2013): 36-40. 

https://certi.mst.edu/media/administrative/certi/documents/Article-Millennial-Behaviors.pdf
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time, but today absolute numbers are eroding as well.
31

 

Figure 1: Declining Participation, rates and numbers 

 

Source: Audience Demographic Research Review, League of American Orchestras (2009): 15. 

At the current rate, classical music audiences could decline by an additional 2.7 million, or 14%, by 

2018.
32

 Long before the most recent financial crisis, it was understood that classical music audiences were 

older, whiter, wealthier, and had fewer dependent children than the typical American. Until recently, 

experts like Steven Tepper and Bill Ivey assumed that younger audiences would naturally flock to replace 

graying audiences.
33

 However, this data clearly shows there should be cause for alarm, since this 

assumption is not holding true. 

  

 

                                                           
31 Catherine Starek, "The Millennials' Orchestra: The Challenges Facing U.S. Symphony Orchestras - 

Part 1," Mezzaphoincally Speaking, June 30, 2013, 
https://mezzaphonicallyspeaking.wordpress.com/2013/06/30/the-Millennials-orchestra-the-challenges-
facing-u-s-symphony-orchestras-part-1/. 

32 See Appendix Figure 3.  

33 Bill Ivey and Steven Tepper, Engaging Art: The next Great Transformation of America's Cultural Life, 
New York: Routledge, 2008. 
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 Greg Sandow peeled back these assumptions when he began looking at historical demographic 

data, and uncovered a stunningly different past than what the field looks like today.
34

 The earliest research 

he presents dates to a 1937 study
35

 that indicated the average age of attendance was around 30 years old. 

A December 1955 study conducted at Minnesota's Northrup Auditorium showed that over half the 

audience was under 35, and still over a third of the audience was under 35 when they: "excluded the 

students, which of course, is a young group."
36

 In fact, a major foundation study by Baumol and Bowen 

from the 1960s that not only reports a median attendance age of 38, but also shockingly ask why older 

audiences stop going to performing arts events.
37

 Not only were classical audiences dramatically younger 

than they are today - since 2002, the average age has been above 60
38

 - but also top researchers from that 

era were wondering why participation declines with age, opposite of contemporary investigations.  

 Since the 1960s, a structural demographic shift has taken place like the crest of a wave: with 

every subsequent generation, the average age of classical audiences increases, and moreover younger 

generations show consecutive declines in participation rates.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
34 Greg Sandow, "Age of the audience," Artsjournal, March 1, 2011, 

http://www.artsjournal.com/sandow/2011/03/age_of_the_audience.html 

35 Margaret Grant and Herman S. Hettinger, America’s Symphony Orchestras and How They Are 
Supported. New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1940 

36 See Appendix Figure 4 for full excerpt. “In-Concert Survey of the Audience Attending the November 
11th Symphony Concert at Northrup Auditorium, University of Minnesota;” (survey conducted for the 
Orchestral Association of Minneapolis by Mid-Continent Surveys, Northrup Auditorium, Minneapolis, MN, 
December 12,1955), 3-4. 

37 William J. Baumol and William G. Bowen, "Performing Arts: The Economic Dilemma," College Music 
Symposium 7 (1967): 127-42. 

38 Alan Brown, “Classical Music Consumer Segmentation Study,” John S. and James L. Knight 
Foundation, (2002): 12-13.  
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Figure 2: Declining Generational Participation 

 

Source: Audience Demographic Research Review, League of American Orchestras (2009): 16. 

 

As the NEA data shows, each generation is less likely to attend concerts, both in terms of current 

audience participation rates overall, and well as when compared at the same age to their predecessors. 

These conclusions are corroborated by a number of different data analyses from the League of American 

Orchestras,
39

 and other independent researchers.
40,41

 I have included additional tables in the appendix that 

further illustrate the impending demographic cliff, which accounts for higher than average aging rates and 

decreasing classical music audiences since the early 1980s.
42

  

 One would expect that with fewer people attending classical music concerts, orchestras around 

the country would be hurting - and they are. One does not need to travel outside the Twin Cities to find 

                                                           
39 Audience Demographic Research Review, League of American Orchestras (2009):16. 

40 Greg Sandow, "Building a young audience (proof of culture change)," ArtsJournal, July 2, 2012, 
http://www.artsjournal.com/sandow/2012/07/building-a-young-audience-proof-of-culture-change.html 

41 "When Going Gets Tough: Barriers and Motivations Affecting Arts Attendance," National 
Endowment for the Arts, Research Report no. 59 (January 2015): 35-39.  

 42 See Appendix Figure 5. 
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not one but two big examples of this; the more famous fifteen-month Minnesota Orchestra lockout drew 

national attention,
43

 and the significance of the Saint Paul Chamber Orchestra labor dispute should not be 

discounted. Financial stress is a national trend, and some classical music organizations outside Minnesota 

have fared far worse.
44

 Adding to the complexity of the traditional market, as a 2009 study by the League 

of American Orchestras notes, is that digital consumption has contributed significantly to a 42% decline 

in classical music record sales, which formerly could be counted on for additional revenue.
45

 The business 

of classical music is struggling to meet some consumers' needs in an evolving economy.  

 Compounding these factors are demographic realities facing classical music organizations based 

on their aging audience. With less attendance and sales revenue, orchestras have made ticket prices 

increasingly expensive over the last decade.
46

 Furthermore, subscriptions are dwindling as generational 

consumption habits evolve, and as a League of American Orchestras report remarks, this is integrally 

connected to donations: 88% of an orchestra's donors were at some point past subscribers. Because 

donations have not decreased in recent years, subscribers are therefore struck doubly: they have had to 

pay more for the same services while also being asked to contribute more than in the past.  This is an 

unsustainable revenue model, which is not helped at all by increases in single-ticket sales through 

innovative marketing programs in the last decade:
47

 although 65% of tickets sold are to single ticket 

patrons, they represent on average only 7% of an orchestra's revenue.
48

  

 Worse still is that among Millennials, arts organizations rank the lowest among their 

                                                           
43 Bill Eddins, "The Sinking of the Minnesota," Sticks and Drones, March 17, 2012, 

http://www.insidethearts.com/sticksanddrones/the-sinking-of-the-minnesota/. 

44 Emily Grannis, "Orchestras Fight Hard Times Through Bankruptcy Seeking New 
Model," Businessweek, August 21, 2012, http://www.businessweek.com/news/2012-08-21/orchestras-fight-
hard-times-through-bankruptcy-seeking-new-model#p1. 

45 Note: this does not include 2013's 5% increase in crossover classical works as presented earlier; 
Audience Demographic Research Review, League of American Orchestras, 19-20.  

46 See Appendix Figure 6.  

47 Oliver Wyman, “Audience Growth Initiative Detailed Findings and Recommendations,” Orchestra 
Audience Growth Initiative, 2008. 

48 Prescott & Associates, “Churning Butter into Gold: Patron Growth Initiative,” (presentation from 
League of American Orchestras 2011 National Conference, Minneapolis, MN), 2011. 
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philanthropic giving relative to their parents,
49

 and twice as many educated young people dislike classical 

music than was the case only two decades ago (up to 15%, according to a University of Notre Dame 

study).
50

 Classical music organizations have every reason to be in panic mode: they face declining 

participation, an impending demographic cliff, shrinking revenue sources, and have no one lined up to fill 

the vacuum.  

Research Summary: A Choice 

 Given both the good news and the bad news, I see two paths forward for classical music 

organizations. Only one of these paths leads out of purgatory, and I posit that it is through embracing the 

diversity and internalizing the values of the Millennial generation. However, the other path, a periodic 

reintegration of audiences as they age, while more conservative nonetheless merits consideration.  

 Although we have already demonstrated that consecutive generations are not flocking to classical 

music as they age, but there is still good reason not to throw out the baby with the bath water. As Joe 

Patti, pragmatic strategy and marketing guru of the cheekily entitled blog Butts in the Seats states, "Being 

realistic, it is safer economically to try to supplement your core audience with those that may have related 

interests than the reverse."
51

 In other words, cultivating completely new audiences with different values 

than the steady core audience carries a number of risks, and as Sandow and data from the NEA shows, 

there are a number of demographic groups between Millennials and boomers that relate better to classical 

music. Echoing Patti's sentiment, it stands to reason that those people would be less expensive to cultivate 

than Millennials.  

  Additionally, this path is sensitive to the resistance to change and new programming researchers 

                                                           
49 "Respecting Legacy, Revolutionizing Philanthropy," report on The Next Gen Donors research 

project, Dorothy A. Johnson Center for Philanthropy, (2013) 5-6. 

50 Omar Lizardo and Sara Skiles, "Musical taste and patterns of symbolic exclusion in the United 
States 1993–2012: Generational dynamics of differentiation and continuity," Poetics 15 (December 2015): 9-
21.  

 

51 Joe Patti, "Do The Arts and Millennials Share The Same Core Values?" The Butts In The Seats, August 
14, 2012, http://www.insidethearts.com/buttsintheseats/2012/08/14/do-the-arts-and-Millennials-share-
the-same-core-values/ 
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have found among core classical audiences. LaPlaca Cohen's periodic Culture Track, most recently 

published in 2015, found that baby boomers and pre-war audiences are sensitive to orchestras 

experimenting with new and nontraditional programs.
52

 They uncovered in their most recent survey that 

these core audiences worry that new programs will dilute the intellectual rigor and emotional experiences 

of the concert,
53

 a warning to any orchestra looking to appeal to a common denominator. These groups 

also represent a majority of the audiences and donors for classical music organizations, underscoring the 

significance of their skepticism.   

 Experts like Patti offer a solution that is both experimental and incremental: continue to focus on 

building that core audience, and separate new programs designed to engage Millennials, but to not mix 

the two. There is much about the traditional classical music experience that may appeal to Millennials, so 

organizations can leave the door open to young audiences and presume they will attend. Otherwise, treat 

generational differences like water and oil, and let different people choose for themselves what they find 

most engaging. Patti asserts enough people will eventually come to fill up both buckets, especially once 

programming to a Millennial audience is better understood.
54

  

 Although I agree with Patti that different generations have different values, I disagree with his 

conclusion. As illustrated in Appendix Figure 7, each generation following those born in the 1950s has 

declined in their participation at an increasing rate. This demographic wave's crest is filled with baby 

boomers; this core audience, one third of which makes over $100,000 a year,
55

 is increasingly relied upon 

for its financial stability. When the wave inevitably meets the shore, classical music organizations could 

lose a tremendous wealth of resources and community support.  

  

                                                           
52 See Appendix Figure 7. 

53 Creating Connection, Research findings, Arts Midwest and Metropolitan Group, (April 2015): 24, 
http://www.artsmidwest.org/sites/default/files/ArtsMidwest_BPWReport.pdf. 

54 Patti, "Do The Arts and Millennials Share The Same Core Values?" 

55 "A Decade of Arts Engagement: Findings from the Survey of Public Participation in the Arts, 2002-
2012," National Endowment for the Arts, Research Report no. 58 (January 2015), 10. 
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 Rather than separate a traditional conception of classical music from engaging its new audience,  

classical music could consider transferring, like wealth, its value from one generation to the next. The 

examples outlined through the recommendations below evidence successful new programs that broaden 

the appeal of classical music without losing fidelity to the art.    

 

Recommendations with Examples 

 Orchestras all over the country are creating new programming that engages Millennials with 

classical music, and we need not travel out of our backyard to find four examples of this from the 

Minnesota Orchestra.
56

 Although participation data from new programs such as these are entirely 

unpublished, there are enough examples of programs to begin developing conceptual categories. 

  Generally, an orchestra's new programming falls within at least one of these three buckets: inside 

the concert hall itself, peripheral to the hall (such as lobby meet-and-greets or other on-site activities), 

and/or outside the traditional hall entirely. Most orchestras, including the Minnesota Orchestra, are either 

currently or quickly moving towards a portfolio of all three types.  

 My recommendations arrive at a time when orchestras are beginning to experiment by pulling 

these three levers. Presently, Millennials are participating at high levels in cultural activities and continue 

to be interested in classical music in ways that might encourage those with a stake in the future of 

classical music organizations. Orchestras can internalize the values of Millennials though these 

recommendations, which as examples from the Minnesota Orchestra and two New England classical 

music organizations will demonstrate, leads to the greatest success.  

1. Granulize: Easier-to-Consume Programming 

 One way classical music programming could shift to meet the demands of present day consumers 

would be to "granulize" programming - or in other words, to trim away barriers and present a cogent 

attractive experience. This term comes from the word "granular," which Sweeney uses to describe 

                                                           
56 Gwen Pappas, "Minnesota Orchestra Announces 2015-16 Classical, Inside the Classics, and 

Symphony in 60 Concert Seasons," Press release, Minnesota Orchestra, March 27, 2015. 
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Millennial preferences when selecting experiences. Millennials tend to prefer smaller, more digestible 

formats in a range of contexts from communication style and media consumption to things like arts and 

cultural experiences. "Granulize" amalgamates the many dimensions of the word granular and applies it 

to the context of classical music organizations.    

 Classical music is rife with multidimensional experiences, which is why the term granulize is 

appropriate in this context. Attending a symphony at a concert hall, for instance, contains a plethora of 

musical components such as composers, performers, instruments, conductors, as well as a host of other 

elements ranging from programs and program notes to things like assigned seats and behavioral 

expectations. Contrastingly, "The biggest barrier for [those] without a pre-existing interest in the arts," 

writes Alan Brown in a recent report on engaging Millennials, "is the anxiety resulting from feeling that 

they’ll not know enough to enjoy the experience."
57 

Granulized programming addresses this anxiety 

directly by acknowledging these multidimensional elements, elevating their significance, and removing 

the barriers and uncertainty Millennials face in attending classical music concerts.  

 
According to the NEA's 2015 report When the Going Gets Tough, one in three people

58
 cite a lack 

of time as the biggest barrier to attending arts programming, and another third cite cost as the highest 

barrier to attendance.
59

 Time and money, unsurprisingly, are the largest barriers consumers face to 

attending performances. 

 An efficient conclusion then would be to make programming shorter and lower the ticket price, 

just as the Minnesota Orchestra is doing in their new "Symphony in 60" program.
60

 This program was 

fueled by a 2008 Wallace Foundation grant and first developed in 2012 before the orchestra's lockout. In 

2015, the Minnesota Orchestra under the direction of Osmo Vänskä began presenting a full series of hour-

                                                           
57 Alan Brown, "Engaging Next Generation Audiences: A Study of College Student Preferences 

towards Music and the Performing Arts," League of American Orchestras, (2013): 9. 

58 Specifically non-attendees, as in those who intended to participate in some kind of arts activity 
over the past year but ultimately did not attend.  

59 "When Going Gets Tough" National Endowment for the Arts, 2.  

60 Pappas, ibid.  
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long concerts that touted a better blend into busy lifestyles. As Vänskä puts it, "Opting out of starters and 

dessert, this is purely the main course."
61

 Tickets are relatively inexpensive - as low as twenty dollars for 

those under forty - and the hour-long concerts start late enough in the evening to accommodate dinner and 

happy hour, but end early enough to be home before the clock strikes ten if need be.  

 However, the success and distinguishing features of the "Symphony in 60" model is in its 

delivery, not its packaging, and illustrates how an orchestra can granulize a more traditional program. The 

Minnesota Orchestra markets these programs as "a burst of culture" tailor-fit to busy lifestyles, offering a 

happy hour starting one hour prior to the show in the lobby in partnership with a local brewery, 

performing one or two knockout pieces without intermission, and as soon as the applause ends the 

audience can join the musicians on stage for a post-concert meet-and-greet. This format not only 

condenses the traditional multi-hour concert, it also incorporates attractive social interactions and 

activities without adding any burdens to the consumer. In other words, the program includes more kinds 

of experiences - and critically, more kinds of familiar recreational experiences like drinking and 

socializing - in a shorter amount of time and for a lower cost. Simply put, the Minnesota Orchestra 

granulize a traditional classical concert by removing the biggest barriers to attendance and offering cogent 

and appealing experiences that are more symbiotic to audience demands.  

 "Symphony in 60" may do well in those respects, but there are other time-related barriers 

specifically related to Millennials that are more nuanced, more risky, and certainly more sensitive. 

Beyond the duration and activities of any program, classical music culture also dictates certain behavioral 

rules in relationship to time. For example, one does not clap between movements, nor for that matter 

express any kind of reaction to the piece during the performance. Even involuntary sounds like coughing 

or flipping the pages of a program are inaudibly shunned and disdained. This creates an extraordinary 

temporal burden because of the restraints and demands on the audience member over a considerable 
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period of time - an alien burden for those who are not acclimated to traditional concerts.
62

 This creates a 

tension between new audiences, who may feel unsure or physically controlled, and regular patrons who 

have no issue personally enforcing this culture of classical music.  

 These barriers might be justified if they were musically necessary, or perhaps even if they were 

traditional, but in fact they are neither. In a letter to his father after the premier of the Paris symphony in 

1778, Mozart details with pride and pleasure the cries of applause and shouting that rang out throughout 

the piece.
63

 A century later, Wagnerian audiences were jumping on top of their seats and cheering so 

loudly that Wagner himself had to intervene.
64

  Throughout this period of classical music, composers 

expected that the audiences would be participating during performances of their work. Audiences would 

commonly applaud and cheer during cadenzas and other dramatic moments, and it was not uncommon for 

them to also boo, hiss, and carry on conversations if they did not find the piece particularly pleasing.
65

  

 This culture changed during the early 20th century, and although orchestras may be better off 

without riots breaking out at their concerts,
 66

 the pendulum swung far in the other direction. The 

introduction of radio broadcasts in the 1930s solidified a more church-like atmosphere that started in 

English concert halls around 1900, and generally conductors and audiences began to enforce the new 

rules.
67

 Although rarely some contemporary musicians defend the need for complete silence,
68

 that this 

                                                           
62 Drew Alexander Forde, "3 practices that must die," Polyphonic, November 19, 2015, 

http://www.polyphonic.org/on_campus/3-practices-that-must-die/. 

63 Robert Spaethling, Mozart's Letters, Mozart's Life, (Norton, W. W. & Company, 2014), p. 160. 

64 Joseph Horowitz, Moral Fire: Musical Portraits from America's Fin de Siècle, University of California 
Press (2012). 

65 Applause, "Hold Your Applause: Inventing and Reinventing the Classical Concert" Lecture, Royal 
Philharmonic Society, March 8, 2010, http://www.therestisnoise.com/2005/02/applause_a_rest.html. 

66 Crowds of young people would storm the Boston Symphony before concerts demanding Brahms' 
Academic Festival Overture as late as the 1920s; Margaret Grant and Herman S. Hettinger, America’s 
Symphony Orchestras and How They Are Supported, (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1940), p 178-181. 
Also, there are a handful of notable recent exceptions, such as the 1973 Carnage Hall premier of Steve Reich's 
Four Organs when members of the audience began sarcastically applauding long before the piece was over, 
and according to orchestra director Michael Tilson Thomas, one woman began to bang her head on the stage 
shouting "Stop! Stop! I confess!" Sholto Byrnes, "The Face: Steve Reich," The Times (2006). 

67 Steve Reich, "Steve Reich at 70," interview by Terry Gross, Fresh Air, National Public Radio, October 
6, 2006. 
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change stuck is lamented by both musicians
69

 and music critics.
70,71

 Young classical musicians are also 

identifying this control on audience behavior as both contrary to the intent of the original composers as 

well as a significant barrier to Millennial participation at traditional concerts.
72

  

  To granulize programming orchestras then must also address these cultural elements of classical 

music that today are significant barriers, which confound new and young audiences alike. Wholesale 

change will - and should - take decades; a concert lit by glaringly bright phones chirping out tweets, for 

instance, will likely never be where the needle rests despite any momentary popularity of a particular 

social media platform. Some courtesies, such as stifling a cough, are and will remain musically courteous, 

but as young African-American musician Drew Alexander Forde remarks, coughing is still human and 

orchestras shouldn't expect their audiences to be inhuman.
73

  

 New programs can and should explore the frontier of what is culturally acceptable. Granulized 

programming will offer experiences that are not only more appealing to Millennials, but are also more 

engaging and empathetic. In the meantime, to borrow from When the Going Gets Tough, Millennials' 

"inability to find or access these [concerts] tends to reinforce the perception that arts and culture are not 

relevant in their own lives,"
74

 which will stand as a self-fulfilling prophecy until classical music culture 

changes.  
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2. Build trust and relationships with Millennials 

 Trust is scarcer - and more valuable - among Millennials than in previous generations, and trust is 

key for sustaining classical music organizations over the long term. According to a 2014 Pew Research 

report Millennials in Adulthood, Millennials are the least trusting of any generation alive today; only one 

in five consider people trustworthy in general, whereas other generations are as high as double that.
75

 A 

lack of trust among Millennials leads to important implications for classical music organizations, 

especially in the areas of patron and donor development. For example, a study of Millennial philanthropy 

conducted in 2010 found that nine out of ten Millennials would stop giving to an organization that had 

lost their trust, and that moreover arts and culture organizations were faring the worst among Millennials 

when compared to the generation prior.
76

 Whether classical music organizations have lost Millennials’ 

trust or simply never had it, they'll need to earn that trust to be financially sustainable in the future.  

 Social interaction is key to building trust, and also happens to be integral in increasing attendance 

among Millennials. Two studies published in 2015
77

 found that the opportunity to socialize was the top 

motivator behind arts attendance for three-quarters of attendees. Moreover, Arthur Cohen's 2015 Culture 

Track  report found that Millennials are twice as sensitive to attending arts events alone: just under half of 

Millennials consider that a barrier, whereas only a quarter of other generations wouldn't attend on their 

own.
78

 Millennials, then, are unlikely to simply attend a classical music concert in a personal vacuum.  

 Putting this issue into focus, Alan Brown in a report on engaging Millennial students found that, 

"Individuals with lower levels of experience with an art form are more likely to attach a premium to the 

social aspect of attendance," which underscores just how important social interactions are for classical 
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music organizations engaging Millennials. A vast majority of Millennials are unfamiliar with classical 

music concerts, and will elect familiar alternatives if options are available.
79

 Given these findings, 

offering appealing social aspects of a concert is an integral component of granulized programming.  

 For research on success in this area, new actors within the field turned out to have the most 

reliable data. Eventbrite, which facilitates hundreds of thousands of events online annually, conducted 

surveys of Millennials and baby boomers in Spring of 2015 and compiled their results in a report entitled: 

"The Art of Attraction: How to Grow Your Millennial Arts Audience."
80

 First, echoing the above studies, 

Eventbrite found that two thirds of Millennials attend arts events in groups of two or more, although for 

singles that statistic climbs to three-quarters.  This confirms how important it is for classical music 

organizations to offer social activities as a component of any program.  

 The Eventbrite study went on to elaborate on ways to augment Millennials' social experience at 

an arts event, which they were able to analyze through their deep pool of event data.  Most significantly, 

this survey found that two thirds of Millennials would attend more arts events if they served food, and 

58% said the same about alcohol - and half of those folks would like to continue their nibbles and sips in 

the concert hall itself. Dress code played an interesting role in attendance; half of Millennials surveyed 

think arts events "aren't classy enough," but over 60% would prefer not to have an explicit dress code. 

This study also found that around two-thirds of Millennials prefer arts events that are different from what 

they've attended in the past. Eventbrite also highlighted two dampers on attendance: 30% of Millennials 

would "steer clear" of an event without a website or Facebook page, and 20% would not attend a concert 

                                                           
79 Critically, this is not to say that Millennials are unfamiliar with classical music. Alan Brown, 

"Engaging Next Generation Audiences," 9. 
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if they couldn't pick a good seat. These behaviors may seem peripherally associated with classical music, 

but considerably influence trust and relationships with Millennials.
81

  

  Armed with this data, some new programs by classical music organizations like the Minnesota 

Orchestra look justifiably appealing to Millennials. Take for example their new "Symphony and Suds" 

concerts: because of an overwhelmingly positive reception to an initial February 2015 concert at Sociable 

Cider Werks in Northeast Minneapolis, the orchestra now presents a series of chamber "micro-concerts" 

at brewpubs throughout the Twin Cities. These events take place wholly outside Orchestra Hall, are 

naturally suited to social interactions, and prominently feature alcohol, all big check marks for engaging 

Millennials. The orchestra is also promoting these breweries at "Symphony in 60" and "Inside the 

Classics" programs, a smart acknowledgment and integration of appealing social activities within 

Orchestra Hall as well.
82

 

 However, this research also identifies holes within the portfolio of new programming at an 

organization like the Minnesota Orchestra. For one, programs are marketed as "casual," contrary to what 

Millennials prefer: formal and with no dress code, as noted above. In addition, although the "Symphony 

and Suds" concerts are free,
83

 they are not ticketed, which also discourages Millennials.
84

 These decisions 

were likely made to appeal to Millennials, and in fact most elements of these programs justifiably do so. 

However, data that Eventbrite has been able to capture helps distinguish good intentions from good 

policy.  

 This view of building relationships with Millennials is incomplete, because thus far success has 

meant simply getting Millennials in the door. If classical music organizations were good at converting 

                                                           
81 Ibid.  

82 It also bares mentioning that the Minnesota Orchestra offers an "OH+" program, which organizes 
pre- and post-concert experiences for folks more interested in the music and musicians. These activities add 
social depth to visiting the hall and certainly show an evolution in how the orchestra uses their space and 
internal resources.  "Casual Classics," Minnesota Orchestra, accessed March 8, 2016, 
http://www.minnesotaorchestra.org/buy/special-events/casual-classics. 

83 The Eventbrite survey also found that over 40% of Millennials would attend arts events if they 
were free; Eventbrite, "The Art of Attraction."  

84 Limited parking is also applicable in this case, adding to the uncertainty surrounding the event, 
although Eventbrite does not posit any conclusions in this area.  



Legeros 21 
 

single ticket buyers into regular attendees, then the endeavor would be complete; however, like described 

above, despite an increase in single ticket sales over the last decade, orchestras face shrinking audiences. 

In other words, an orchestra that is very good at presenting attractive concerts may not be good at all at 

creating a long-term relationship with their new audience members, and in fact the data would suggest 

that has been the case in recent years.  

 Developing relationships with Millennials beyond a single concert returns to the concept of trust 

and the role classical music organizations play as an entity. Critics within classical music, such as Peter 

Sachon from the online digest Polyphonic,  are quick to point out institutional inaction on a number of 

human rights issues in recent years. Sachon, an international performing artist, calls out Russia's 

crackdown on peaceful protests by the group Pussy Riot and its discriminating laws against homosexuals. 

He notes opposition to these policies rang out across the world, yet most classical organizations remained 

silent on the issues, and that some groups like New York's Metropolitan Opera continue to headline their 

productions with some of Putin's most vocal supporters.
85

  

 Certainly the Metropolitan Opera would lose the trust of Millennials in that instance, but it is also 

the case that by not taking a stance on issues of their field, classical music organizations forego the 

opportunity to build trust through their credibility and integrity. It would be absurd to think that an 

organization could travel to North Korea to benefit its totalitarian regime, but in 2008 the New York 

Philharmonic was praised for doing just that, performing a major concert for North Korean party leaders. 

This puts America's longest-standing orchestra in the same category of political balm as Dennis 

Rodman.
86

 Instead of embodying values like freedom of expression with pride, the orchestra kowtowed to 

political pressures and became a cog in the Bush administration's failed plan to roll back the North 

Korean nuclear program. Even though it may not scar the organization in the long run, the orchestra may 
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not again have a similar opportunity to build the trust of their community.
87

  

 This is not to say that orchestras are always wrong nor always remain silent on social issues. In 

fact, in 2016 a number of European orchestras have started to offer programming for refugees and 

immigrants amid their current crisis. In February, Berlin's three top orchestras put together a concert 

called "Welcome Among Us," and completely packed the Berlin Philharmonic's 1,100-seat hall.
88

 These 

orchestras are presenting free children's concerts to thousands, encouraging amateur musicians across the 

city to befriend a refugee to bring along to orchestra or choir rehearsals, and opening up their halls for the 

additional need of rehearsal and performance spaces.
89

 Programs like these are edifying the continent, 

recognizing and supporting the human needs of refugees, while also serving the needs of their 

communities locally. These actions build trust through intersecting their core audiences and new refugee 

communities, building relationships knit through music, and taking advantage of a moment of social 

tension to solidify institutional values.  

 Classical music organizations may or may not all take on issues of this magnitude, but they still 

have an obligation to act as entities within their socially and politically turbulent environments. In his 

foreword to a recent Knight Foundation study, Thomas Wolf writes, “Regardless of aspirations for 

excellence and prestige nationally and internationally, orchestras must be relevant and of service to their 

communities and to the people who live there if they hope to find the resources to survive.”
90

 In the words 

of Peter Sachon, "It also doesn’t hurt that speaking out against human rights abuses is the right thing to 

                                                           
87 The Minnesota Orchestra had a profoundly different reception and approach to its May 2015 tour 
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and the trip was supported with great pride from Minnesota. They also once again earned world-class praise 
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 Sir Simon Rattle, conducting the Berlin Philharmonic, welcomed applause and cheers between 
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do. The artistic thing. The human thing."
91

 Millennials expect that from nonprofits today, whether or not 

its musically related. Proactively building trust through social interactions, whether during a momentous 

occasion or simply at the next weekend's concerts, will position classical music organizations to increase 

not only participation but also donations among Millennials.  

3. Empower Millennials within the organization 

 Empowering Millennials is the final piece of the engagement puzzle for a classical music 

organization. It is tempting to think that an orchestra could simply take these first two recommendations 

and create some appealing programs for Millennials on their own; in fact, most orchestras seem to be 

doing some element of this already. However, creating new programs designed to increase participation 

amongst Millennials is incomplete if Millennials themselves are not among their curators.  

 Millennials, the primary source for ideas about new kinds of programming, hold this power as the 

primary targeted audience. As discussed above, Millennials are increasingly avoiding benchmark cultural 

activities, and have great cause to give the culture of classical music a wide berth because of its restrictive 

practices. They also embody musical characteristics discussed above, like that of being a musical 

omnivore and a digital consumer. Therefore, the final element of increasing participation among 

Millennials over the long term is to extend to them a seat at the decision-making table to reconcile these 

disparate truths.   

 Although a number of Millennial-infused classical music organizations exist in Minnesota,
92

 there 

is no better example of the potential of this phenomenon than the Boston-area ensemble Groupmuse. 

Groupmuse, founded by Millennial-aged chamber music lovers in 2010, presents small-sized concerts 

("happenings") in volunteer's homes. Founder and Millennial Sam Bodkin explains the impetus for the 

group: “The bureaucracy [of classical music organizations] is incompatible with what classical music 

needs to do in order to rekindle and reconnect, especially young people. If there is a solution to this 
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problem it’s got to come from the generation it’s trying to engage.” Bodkin continues to describe the 

purpose of Groupmuse as "connecting young people with the role of great art in their everyday lives."
93

 

  Groupmuse offers over 300 events annually in metropolitan areas on both the East and West 

coasts, though it operates very differently than a traditional company. Bodkin's concept is that instead of 

trying to sell tickets to a traditional concert at a performance hall, Groupmuse drives Millennial 

attendance through social media and leveraging personal networks in alternative venues. Bodkin 

organizes volunteers who host a "happening" at their home, and books musicians through his personal 

network and affiliations including the Boston Symphony Orchestra. Millennials are invited to attend 

through peer-to-peer networking with a suggested donation of $10 and are enticed by one-time, intimate, 

and unique in-home events.
94

  

 There are both financial and cultural advantages to Bodkin's model. Since there is no core venue, 

Groupmuse avoids many traditionally fixed costs. Attendees enjoy an intimate musical experience in a 

social atmosphere, but Groupmuse relies on volunteers to sponsor and support the event. Volunteer hosts 

are not expected to provide refreshments, but Groupmuse does specifically encourage hosts to consider 

allowing "BYOB," plus snacks.  This means the suggested $10 donation goes to the musicians performing 

that evening, each of whom is guaranteed a certain minimum per each event (but often takes home more 

because audiences tend to give more than the minimum for attendance).
95

  

 These practices reflect an intuitive understanding of Millennial motivations and preferences 

regarding attendance of arts events, signifying a cultural difference from traditionally-presented classical 

music. Concerts are low cost social events that offer food and alcohol and are formal without being 

prescriptive about attire. Groupmuse allows attendees to see who else is attending concerts and how many 

seats are left on their website and social media platforms, thus catering to the sensitivity Millennials have 
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95 Erza Weller, "What do you mean 'changing the social role'?" Groupmusings, January 21, 2014, 
https://groupmuse.wordpress.com/2014/01/21/what-do-you-mean-changing-the-social-role/#more-204. 



Legeros 25 
 

about attending concerts in groups while illustrating the scarcity and uniqueness of each event.
 96

 By 

making it easy to see who is attending what event, describing plainly what each event will be like, and by 

doing this all online, Groupmuse is distinctly appealing to Millennials. 

 Groupmuse appeals because it is comprised of, led by, and catered towards Millennials - and the 

organization is explicit about this. Groupmuse's core personnel maintain a blog
97

 to discuss the benefits of 

substantive and social engagement stemming from listening to great music. They also tackle head-on the 

issues of declining participation in classical music, drawing in conversation from places like Reddit, the 

so-called "front page of the internet." They physically and digitally embody the Millennial audience 

Groupmuse wants to serve, which extends immeasurable credibility to their programs and, thus far, has 

led to an explosion of interest in their chamber music programs across the country.  

 Engaging Millennials within a classical music organization is vitally important to the successful 

execution of new programming. Although, as discussed above, older audiences fear new programming 

will favor the amateur and the inexperienced, the narrative Groupmuse presents illustrates that what 

Millennials crave is anything but. The NEA's recent study When the Going Gets Tough found that 80% of 

young adults are seeking to learn and be engaged in high quality arts,
98

 which is matched only by baby 

boomers among generations. Commonalities like this should reassure skeptics that giving Millennials a 

seat at the table will not steer classical music in the wrong direction.  
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Conclusions 

 Contemporary research on Millennials demonstrates that classical music is not assuredly facing 

its death, and given my recommendations there are clear next steps for an organization to increase 

participation amongst this numerically greatest generation. However, it is not as though simply 

implementing these recommendations will immediately reconcile or even ease the tremendous stress 

classical music organizations currently face stemming from its shrinking core audience.  Key 

shortcomings in classical music as it is performed today will, if unaddressed, inhibit its future.  

 Even though this essay affords more space to criticizing a traditional conception of classical 

music organizations than new practices of Millennials, there is a concern so enormous held among the 

former that it may undermine healthy change - and that is the relationship between an orchestra's revenue 

and its expenses. Even Groupmuse, a national vanguard of Millennials in classical music, cannot afford to 

assure paying its musicians more than $50 per performance;
99

 top-quality professionals with whom I work 

today expect to be paid nearly ten times as much. This disparity undercuts the viability of 

experimentation, forcing classical music organizations to hedge bets on all but the safest programming. It 

too negatively incentivizes professional classical musicians, who sacrifice significant pay to participate in 

these kinds of initiatives. Fiduciary stakeholders across the spectrum are thereby justified in being 

skeptical, if not dismissive, of the long-term success of adopting new programming.  

 Perhaps the future of classical music has been alternately predetermined in the digital age. 

Classical music is simply not as valuable to those generations younger than the baby boomers today, 

judging by the longitudinal trends of participation and patronage. Moreover, classical music organizations 

are older, wealthier, and whiter than the US population, so its decline in some ways may even be 

considered ethical, or at least inevitable. Emerging technologies are already effective at engaging 

Millennials outside the concert hall, providing unlimited access to classical music at least in its digital 
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form, and offering unique up-close perspectives on the performers through media like YouTube, where a 

camera sits much closer than an audience member ever could. In the coming digital age there may be 

neither the need nor the demand for as many full time professional orchestras; thus, classical music 

organizations should focus on the remaining strengths of its core audience and preserve as best it can the 

experience for a smaller number of people in its future.  

 As convincing as this line of argument may be, my research demonstrating the potential 

Millennials hold for classical music coupled with promising examples of the evolution of programming 

illustrate a great will and capacity to resist the ossification of classical music. The latest example 

attracting national praise comes from the Philharmonia Orchestra of New York, which this April began 

performances of canonical works like Gustav Mahler's Symphony No. 2 "Resurrection" including massive 

ultra high-definition projections, the latest in dramatic stage lighting, live drone videography, and 

intergenerational musical partnerships.
100

 There has yet to be an upper bound in the experimentation and 

risk a classical music organization is willing to take on, despite great pressure to remain the same. 

Programming to and with Millennials is invigorating pockets of classical music, paving the way for 

legacy institutions to adopt new practices that moderate the risks of exclusively catering to Millennials.  

 Given the chance, Millennials most certainly will steer a classical music organization, and they'll 

do it in new ways. Millennials are the largest demographic group in this country, and will be for the 

foreseeable future, so leaders who avoid taking a new course with and towards Millennials do so at their 

own peril. The real death of classical music would be to maintain the present course, because that would 

forego the exciting future transferring the value of classical music from one generation to the next holds 

for all of its present and future audiences. 

 

 

 

                                                           
100 "Concerts," Philharmonia Orchestra of New York, accessed March 22, 2016, 

http://nyphilharmonia.com/concerts/. 
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Appendix 

Figure 1: Penetration by digital media activity 

 

Source: Audience Demographic Research Review, League of American Orchestras (2009): 19.  

Figure 2: Number of cultural activities attended per month (by generation) 

 

Source: Arthur Cohen, "Top Line Report," Presentation of Culture Track 2014 at The TimesCenter, New 

York, NY, April 28, 2014.  
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Figure 3: Minneapolis Symphony Survey Excerpt (1955) 

 

 

 
 

Source: “In-Concert Survey of the Audience Attending the November 11th Symphony Concert at 

Northrup Auditorium, University of Minnesota;” (survey conducted for the Orchestral Association of 

Minneapolis by Mid-Continent Surveys, Northrup Auditorium, Minneapolis, MN, December 12,1955), 3-

4. 
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Figure 4: Changing Classical Audience Demographics, 2008-2018, in millions 

 
Source: Audience Demographic Research Review, League of American Orchestras (2009): 23. 

 

Figure 5: Participation by age, 1982-2012 

Source: National Endowment for the Arts, survey data collected from decennial Survey of Public 

Participation in the Arts, 1982-2012.  
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Figure 6: Orchestras have responded to eroding volumes by increasing per-ticket prices 

 
Source: Oliver Wyman, "Reimaging the Orchestra Subscription Model," League of American Orchestras 

(2015): 44.  

 

Figure 7: Barriers to Cultural Participation (By Generation), 1 

 
Source: Arthur Cohen, "Top Line Report," Presentation of Culture Track 2014 at The TimesCenter, New 

York, NY, April 28, 2014. 

 

Figure 8: Barriers to Cultural Participation (By Generation), 2

 
Source: Ibid.  
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