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Creating our Future: Results of the National Arts Participation 
Survey is the fourth report in a landmark series by the Australia 
Council for the Arts, exploring Australians’ engagement with 
and attitudes towards the arts and creative activity.

Building on the 2009, 2013 and 2016 editions, Creating Our Future provides vital new evidence 
about the essential role that arts and creativity play in Australian communities, showing the 
arts are a public good infused and embedded in the fabric of our daily lives. 

The survey was conducted not long before the COVID-19 pandemic disrupted our world, lives 
and the cultural and creative industries. The survey results provide a benchmark of Australians’ 
arts engagement before the impacts of the pandemic, providing much needed information  
as doors reopen, audiences are rebuilt and the cultural and creative industries are re-ignited.

The full report includes detailed insights into different art forms, including theatre. 

Key findings about creating and participating in theatre are included in this factsheet. 
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Introduction
Theatre in Australia encompasses a range of forms. It spans commercial, professional 
subsidised, unsubsidised independent, participatory, youth, community, and amateur 
theatre. Prior to COVID-19, live theatre attracted an increasing number of Australians, 
including one in five Australians who attend musical theatre or cabaret. 

While mainstream Australian theatre has a long tradition of showcasing Western forms 
of theatre, this is gradually changing. In 2019-20, several theatre productions written and 
performed by people of colour and First Nations Australians were sold-out at festivals 
across the country. For example, Fully Sikh, a professional theatrical work about growing 
up Sikh in Australia, and Hecate, Australia’s first large-scale Shakespeare production 
performed entirely in Noongar language by an all-First Nations cast. 

At the same time, prior to COVID-19 live theatre attendance was particularly high among 
people from culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD) backgrounds at 51% (compared 
to 33% of non-CALD Australians). 

An increasing number of Australians also creatively participated in various types of 
theatre from musical theatre or cabaret to children’s theatre and circus. In particular, 
First Nations Australians, CALD Australians and people with disability were more likely 
to participate in theatre than other Australians. 

Read on for more on Australians engagement with theatre…

For the full report and online resources see:   
https://www.australiacouncil.gov.au/research/creating-our-future
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Attendance
Live theatre was connecting an increasing number  
of Australians prior to COVID-19
In 2019, 7.6 million Australians attended live theatre performances or festivals,  
or 37% of the population aged 15 years and over – up from 30% in 2016.1 

On average, those who attended live theatre attended 8.8 theatre performances  
in 2019. Across the Australian population, this equates to 2.6 live theatre performances 
attended for every Australian aged 15 years and over.2 

What types of theatre do Australians attend? 
 — One in five Australians attend musical theatre or cabaret (19%).
 — One in six Australians attend traditional or contemporary theatre (16%). 
 — 7% of Australians attend circus. 
 — 6% attend children’s theatre.

Data on musical theatre or cabaret, circus and children’s theatre were collected  
for the first time in the 2019 National Arts Participation Survey.3

Who attends live theatre performances and festivals?
 — Attendance at live theatre peaks between the ages of 25–39 years (45%).
 — Half of CALD respondents attend live theatre (51%). 
 — More than two in five parents with children aged under 16 years attend live theatre (44%). 
 — Two in five major city residents attend live theatre (40%). 
 — Those with the highest household income (more than $200,000) have strong  
attendance (51%). Attendance at live theatre decreases steadily with household income  
to 46% for those with a household income of $100,000–$139,999 and to 25% for those  
with a household income under $40,000.

1 For consistency with the 2019 methodology, 2016 figures are reported for the online sample only and may differ from those published in 
the previous National Arts Participation Survey report, Connecting Australians.

2 Frequency of attendance does not include attendance at festivals.
3 In 2019, the questionnaire had more theatre options which respondents were able to select. Traditional or contemporary theatre remained the 

same since 2016 but children’s theatre, musical theatre or cabaret, circus or ‘other form of theatre’ were added in 2019, while experimental 
theatre was taken out. 



Fully Sikh, written and performed by Sukhjit Kaur Khalsa, one of Australia’s  
most talented and celebrated spoken word artists, premiered in Perth in 2019. 
Sukhjit made headlines around the globe in 2016 when she performed a rousing 
poem confronting racism on Australia’s Got Talent and went on to tour her  
poetry across Australia and overseas.  

A Barking Gecko and Black Swan co-production directed by Matt Edgerton,  
Fully Sikh is a professional theatrical work about growing up Sikh in Australia. 
Sukhjit tells her deeply personal story with humour and lyrical style in a show 
that has been described as ‘both a simple coming of age story and a significant 
cultural and artistic achievement that feeds our hunger for sharing stories’.4 
Across 25 shows, Fully Sikh clocked up an audience of nearly 5,000 theatre goers.

Black Swan State Theatre Company Fully Sikh
Barking Gecko Theatre Company and

Sukhjit Kaur Khalsa and Pavan Kumar Hari in Fully Sikh, a Barking Gecko Theatre and Black Swan Theatre Company  
co-production. Credit: Daniel Grant.

4 Mercer L, Fully Sikh review: a charismatic, generous performance about growing up Sikh in Australia,  
The Conversation, 21 October 2019.
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Creative participation
An increasing number of Australians participate in theatre
In 2019, 1.2 million Australians creatively participated in theatre, or 6% of the  
population aged 15 years and over – slightly up from 5% in 2016.

What types of theatre do Australians create? 
 — 3% of Australians creatively participate in musical theatre or cabaret.
 — 3% of Australians creatively participate in traditional or contemporary theatre.
 — 2% of Australians creatively participate in children’s theatre.
 — 2% of Australians creatively participate in circus.

Who’s creatively participating in theatre?
 — Men are slightly more likely than women to creatively participate in theatre  
(7% compared to 5%). 

 — Creative participation in theatre peaks between the ages of 15–34 years (11%).
 — One in five First Nations respondents creatively participate in theatre (18%). 
 — More than one in ten CALD respondents creatively participate in theatre (13%). 
 — More than one in ten respondents with disability creatively participate in theatre (12%).
 — One in ten parents of children aged under 16 years creatively participate in theatre (10%).
 — Creative participation in theatre is strong among those in the highest household income 
bracket of more than $200,000 (12%) and decreases steadily with income to 8% of those 
with household income of $100,000–$139,999 and to 3% for those with a household income 
under $40,000.

Sensorium Theatre’s Whoosh! is an 
immersive work that puts children with 
access needs at the forefront of creativity. 
Children participate in an immersive 
performance where they can see, touch, 
hear, smell and taste the action as the 
story unfolds around them. Produced 
by Performing Lines Western Australia, 
the work is designed specifically for 
children with complex and multiple 
needs, including those on the autism 
spectrum, aged 5–12 years. It is a unique 
participatory experience with innovative 
use of technology including pre-show 
engagement through a digital app.

Cast and young audience in Sensorium Theatre’s Whoosh! 
Perth 2019. Credit: Christophe Canato.

Sensorium Theatre Whoosh!
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Research approach
The 2019 National Arts Participation Survey was conducted from September to November 
2019 with the survey sample of 8,928 Australians aged 15 years and over weighted to be 
nationally representative based on age, gender and location (by states and territories and 
metropolitan/regional Australia). 

Evolving with the times, the survey went online in 2019 after being conducted through  
a mix of telephone and online surveys in 2016. Due to this change, the results that are most 
comparable for showing trends over time are the results from the surveys conducted online 
in 2016. Given the changes made to the National Arts Participation Survey, the previously 
published results in the Connecting Australians report are different to the 2016 data used  
for trend analysis in the Creating Our Future report. 

The Australian company of Harry Potter and the Cursed Child (Triwizard Tournament). Credit: Matt Murphy.


