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ABSTRACT

Our interdisciplinary study combines proven methodologies from arts management, pricing theory,
and strategic marketing for a novel approach to audience development that draws on non-visitor
analysis and strategic pricing decision-making. The findings presented here allow us to compare
visitors and non-visitors and to look at other potential influencing factors such as distance, gender,
age, and children in the household. It is shown that the van Westendorp method can be applied to
cultural organizations to determine the optimum price and to extract further information for strategic

pricing decisions.
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1 Introduction

Managing arts and cultural organizations involves the often thematized challenge of balancing
conflicting goals, often conceptualized as a dichotomy between economic and artistic considerations
(Cray, Inglis, & Freeman 2007). Organizations, especially those subsidized and focusing on cultural
participation — a cornerstone of Swiss cultural policy — face a conflict of objectives when it comes to
strategic pricing. On the one hand, they seek social inclusion and advocate low entrance prices to
encourage visitors. At the same time, they need to maintain organizational viability and economic
sustainability (Althaus, Mueller, & Kundisch, 2023). Therefore, it is unsurprising that admissions
issues have been widely discussed in arts management research and practice. However, less attention
has been paid to the strategic pricing of arts and cultural organizations, particularly for the non-visitor
group. This is surprising given that, traditionally, price is the only element of the marketing mix that
directly influences revenue, while product, place, people, and promotion all relate to costs. Most
importantly, price is a crucial success factor in attracting and capturing demand (Yeoman, 2009). The
strong signalling effect of price raises the question of how visitors perceive the image of a particular

arts and cultural organization (Schdossler, 2019).

Receiving even less attention is the methodological question of how to determine the importance of
the current price of a given service as a reason to visit (or not to visit) a venue, as well as the related
question of what the optimum entry price is. To address this question, our interdisciplinary study
combines proven methodologies from arts management, pricing theory, and strategic marketing, which
we apply to a case study reach based on the Swiss Science Center Technorama. Notably, we draw on
the methodology of van Westendorp (1976; see also Reinecke, 2009), adapting it to the cultural sector
to understand better the potential of pricing strategies concerning non-visitors. To achieve this, our

article focuses on the following research questions:

- Can the van Westendorp method be used to determine the optimum price for a cultural
institution such as Technorama?

- Do factors such as distance from the venue, gender, age, price knowledge, and children in
the household influence willingness to pay?

- How does empirical data of (non-) visitor pricing perceptions inform managerial decision-

making?

The findings presented here allow us to compare visitors and non-visitors and to look at other potential

influencing factors such as distance from the venue, gender, age, and children in the household.

In the following section, we present an overview of the background literature and elaborate on the

model put forward by van Westendorp. In the methodology section, we describe the selected case



study as well as the design of the surveys we conducted in cooperation with Technorama. Subsequent
sections discuss the study findings and elaborate on how the organization uses these for decision-
making. We conclude by pointing out our paper’s limitations, the potential of its insights for practical

application in other cultural institutions, and the possibilities for further research.

2 Background Literature and Theoretical Framing

Price and Audience Development

Much academic and professional literature has examined visitors to museums, theaters, and festivals
(Mandel, 2008; Renz, 2016, Wegner, 2016). However, owing to demographic and societal changes such
as aging audiences, changing lifestyles, and increasingly diverse societies, understanding existing and
potential audiences better remains challenging for marketing arts and cultural organizations (Hannich et
al., 2024). In this context, visitor surveys are becoming an established practice in the cultural sector,
though only arts and cultural organizations with sufficiently large budgets to afford more resource-

intensive, non-visitor research (ibid).

Despite its practical relevance, including the context of attracting new audiences, the issue of pricing in
arts and cultural organizations has not received much attention from researchers in recent years. Most
scholarly discussion on pricing has focused on museum admission fees (e.g., Frey & Steiner, 2010).
While some studies argue that the admission price is a crucial barrier to attendance, others claim that
price reductions primarily promote (more) attendance among existing visitors. Nevertheless, it has been
argued that introducing dynamic pricing in arts organizations could help build a broad and diverse
audience (Labaronne & Slembeck, 2015). A fundamental issue at the heart of this discussion is the
apparent consensus that demand for attendance in the arts and cultural sector is inelastic (i.e., the price
of admission has little effect on the decision to visit a cultural institution) — an issue that has been
explored particularly in regard to performing arts organizations. Seaman (2005), who has conducted a
comprehensive review of the empirical literature over the past 40 years, concluded that this critical issue
remains unresolved. In the wake of COVID-19, questions of strategic pricing in cultural institutions
have regained momentum in the context of digital products and services and changing audience
reception patterns (Hiittermann et al., 2021). In this light, new questions are being raised about
determining better (e.g., empirically) one’s own visitors’ willingness to pay. Willingness to pay refers
to the maximum price a buyer is willing to pay for a unit of a product or service (Allen, 2009). In the

marketing literature, it is frequently linked to perceived customer value (Izogo, 2021).

Pricing Theory in the Marketing Literature
The marketing literature has long put forward methodologies in relation to pricing decisions. The van
Westendorp method (1976), also known as the “price sensitivity meter” (Reinecke, 2009), was used to

determine the optimal price and willingness to pay. The van Westendorp method, also known as the



Price Sensitivity Meter (PSM), is a market research method for determining consumers' willingness to
pay for a product or service. It was developed in 1976 by the Dutch economist Peter van Westendorp
and has since become a widely used tool for pricing. The PSM is based on the assumption that a
customer's willingness to pay includes both a maximum price and a price range, within which purchases

are not made due to prices being too high or too low (Simon & Fassnacht, 2016).

To determine price perception, the following four price points are queried (Chhabra, 2015):
Too cheap: At what price is this product so cheap that you would question its quality and not buy it?
Cheap: At what price does the product start to appear cheap, meaning when does it become a bargain?

Expensive: At what price does the product start to become expensive for you, so that it is not out of

the question, but you would have to consider the purchase carefully?

Too expensive: At what price does the product become too expensive, so that you would no longer

consider purchasing it?

These price points are queried openly, allowing respondents to specify any amount for each price point.
The responses are displayed in a diagram as cumulative frequency distributions (Lipovetsky et al.,
2011). The intersections of the graphs then determine the indifference price point (IPP), the optimal
price point (OPP), as well as the lower and upper price limits (van Westendorp, 1976). The IPP describes
the intersection of the cumulative distribution of the 'cheap' and 'expensive' graphs. At this point,
consumers perceive the price equally as cheap and expensive (Simon & Fassnacht, 2016; van
Westendorp, 1976). For example, at an indifference percentage of 20%, 20% of respondents perceive
the price as "cheap" and 20% as "expensive." In this example, 60% of the respondents would perceive
the price as normal. The intersection between the 'too cheap' and 'too expensive' graphs describes the
optimal price point. Here, an equal number of respondents perceive the product as too cheap or too
expensive (van Westendorp, 1976). At this price, consumer resistance to purchase is at its lowest

(Reinecke, 2009).

The graphs from the first set of distributions for the indifference price point can be reversed, resulting
in the distributions "not expensive" and "not cheap." When the reversed graphs are combined with the
original "too - too" distributions, two new intersection points are obtained: the lower and upper price
limits. The range of prices between these two points is referred to as the "range of acceptable prices"
(van Westendorp, 1976). Below the lower price limit, willingness to pay significantly decreases due to
the impression of poor product quality. Conversely, above the upper price limit, willingness to pay

significantly decreases due to the high price (Simon & Fassnacht, 2016).



In summary, the van Westendorp method represents a valuable tool for determining consumers'
willingness to pay for a product or service. It can assist companies in identifying a price that is acceptable
to both consumers and the company. However, it is crucial to combine this method with other pricing

methods and to interpret the results within the context of the specific situation of the company.

Against this background, our case study research addresses the often-neglected methodological
question of how to determine the importance of the current pricing strategy as a reason to visit (or not
to visit) a venue and, subsequently, the question related to the optimum entry price. To this end, our
study combines proven methodologies from arts management, pricing theory, and strategic marketing
for a novel approach to audience development that draws on non-visitor analysis and strategic pricing

decision-making.

3 Methodology

Our research is based on the Swiss Science Center Technorama, for which data collection about non-
visitors is conducted using a quantitative survey approach. Technorama is one of the most visited
cultural institutions in Switzerland, with a sizable number of visitors from other European countries.
Technorama is the biggest science center in Europe and a popular leisure destination, serving as an
important cultural beacon in the canton of Zurich. It is also the largest extra-curricular science learning
center in Switzerland. Its diverse range of exhibits, demonstrations, laboratories, and workshops enable
all visitors — regardless of age, background, or education — to learn about natural phenomena in a relaxed

and playful way.

From previous studies to the present research, a wide range of information about Technorama visitors
was obtained from surveys conducted in 2014 and 2017 by researchers at the Zurich University of
Applied Sciences (ZHAW). Technorama wanted to learn more about non-visitor perceptions, which led
to the current study focusing on non-visitors rather than visitors. Figure 1 outlines surveys conducted in

the past, the current survey on which this study is based (Wave 1 in 2019), and planned future surveys.

Surveys conducted to date Future surveys
o i e
2014 2017 2019 2023 202X
Visitor survey Visitor survey Non-visitor survey Non-visitor survey Non-visitor survey
Technorama Technorama (wave 1) (wave 2) (wave 3)

=2, BB, Ed

Figure 1 Overview of already-conducted and future visitor/non-visitor surveys
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Survey Design

In contrast to the 2014 and 2017 visitor analyses, which were carried out using an online questionnaire,
the non-visitor survey was conducted offsite at the locations of the “Technorama on Tour” traveling
exhibition, which aimed to reach (non-)visitors in a neutral location. The presentation of Technorama

on Tour in four large shopping centers in Eastern Switzerland provided an ideal platform for reaching

non-visitors. The following figure shows our survey research design.
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Figure 2 Research design of the non-visitor survey 2019

Data Collection

Survey participants were asked about their general leisure behavior and motivations for pursuing general
free time activities. Questions about awareness of Technorama were used to divide survey participants
into visitor and non-visitor groups. Additional questions were then asked about visiting habits and
motives concerning Technorama. We aimed to establish — from people who had already visited
Technorama at least once — their reasons for visiting, while people who had heard of Technorama but
never visited were also asked for their feedback. Subsequent image questions sought to determine how
those who had visited or at least had already heard of Technorama perceived the venue and what it
offered the visitor. Survey participants were given the same or similar response options for these image
questions as in the 2014 and 2017 visitor surveys. The statements to which visitors and non-visitors

responded were composed with the aid of a semantic differential, among other things.

A further goal of the 2019 non-visitor survey was to present the planned Technorama park project,
“Technorama Outdoors,” to survey participants to ascertain whether they could envisage revisiting
Technorama in the future — or for the first time in response to the newly planned outdoor feature. This

was followed by a classic net promoter score (NPS) survey based on Reichheld (2003) for all participants



who had already visited Technorama at least once. The survey was completed with socio-demographic
questions and conducted between May and September 2019. To ensure that the sample was as large as
possible and that a good cross-section of the population was reached, the days and times with the highest
visitor frequency were chosen in all four shopping centers. The project team was on site for the non-

visitor survey for 14 days.

Data Analysis

All responses were analyzed using SPSS 28. Visitor/non-visitor groups were segmented as follows:
Survey participants were divided into two groups — visitors and non-visitors. The target group was then
divided into three non-visitor groups to gain deeper insights into non-visitor preferences. All survey
participants were asked at the beginning of the survey if they had heard of Technorama before the current
traveling Technorama on Tour exhibition. Of the 432 survey participants, 215 (49.75%) answered “No,”
which placed them in the “never visitors” group. The remaining 217 survey participants who answered
“Yes” were asked if they had ever visited Technorama in person. Of these 217 people, 39 (18%) stated
they had never been to Technorama despite hearing about it, also placing them in the “never visitor”
group. This resulted in 254 (215+39) “never visitors.” To create a “no longer a visitor” category, the
178 people who stated they had already been to Technorama once were asked when their last visit to
Technorama had taken place. Here, 56 (31.45%) said they had not visited for at least five years, placing
them in the “no longer a visitor” group. For further analysis, an “almost a visitor” group was created
from participants who resemble visitors to Technorama in socio-demographic terms but have not yet

been to the venue.

In addition to the classic descriptive analyses, significance tests were conducted to determine whether
differences existed between the various visitor groups. For questions that could be answered on a five-
point Likert scale, mean comparisons were made using single-factor analyses of variance (ANOVA)
with Bonferroni correction (Bonferroni post hoc test). Questions for which multiple answers were
possible were tested using Pearson’s chi-square tests. For both methods/tests, a significance level of five

percent (o = 0.05) was chosen.

4 Findings

To segment the respondents, particularly in terms of their willingness to pay, we also build on previous
studies conducted by the authors at Technorama on the Falk phenotypes (Falk, Heimlich, &
Bronnenkant, 2008). These earlier visitor studies showed that the Falks’ facilitators phenotype forms
the largest segment of Technorama visitors — those who should be more willing to pay for the people
accompanying them, such as children, than for themselves. However, the results show that even a single
priced group entry fee for adults and children was widely rejected. Approximately 75 percent of

respondents answered “strongly disagree” to this question in the visitors’ and non-visitors’ groups.



Indeed, the results were so transparent that Technorama decided not to continue asking this at the last

two survey sites, leading to a lower N for this question.

What would you think if Technorama decided to introduce a single entry price?
(children and adults cost the same)

60%
50.8% 51.6%

50%

40%

30%

248%
21.1%
20% 16.8%
11.5% 11.5%
10% 7.4%
0% ] e
1 don't agree with this at all 2 3 a 1 totally agree with this

W Visitors (n=61) ® Non-visitors (n=95)

- The proportion of respondents who “don’t agree” (2) or “don’t agree at all” (1) with the introduction of a
single entry price is around 75% for visitors plus non-visitors.

Figure 3: Acceptance of a uniform ticket price

The analysis of the indicated price points from non-visitors shows that the lower price limit is CHF
10.80 and the upper price limit is CHF 34.40. Thus, the price should fall within this price range to be
accepted by consumers. Prices outside this range lead to a decrease in willingness to pay, either due to
a price being too high or due to the impression of poor product quality at lower prices.

With an indifference price point (IPP) of CHF 20.20, it is only slightly above the optimal price point
(OPP), which was determined to be CHF 19.80. According to Reinecke (2009), the small difference

between these two price points indicates high price sensitivity among consumers.

Although the current entry price of CHF 29.- is still within the specified price range, it is significantly
higher than the optimal price point (OPP), where consumer purchase resistance is at its lowest
(Reinecke, 2009). However, this does not necessarily imply that the current price must be urgently
lowered, as the van Westendorp method is only one method for determining consumer’ willingness to
pay. Other factors such as cost structures, competitive analysis, and the company's marketing
objectives must also be taken into account in pricing decisions. Figure 4 shows the curves and price

points for non-visitors.
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Figure 4: Determination of price and price range using the Van Westendorp method

The data collected allow comparisons by gender, age, children, and traveling distance from
Technorama. Only three differences were found to be significant at the 0.05 level:

- Respondents from survey points geographically further from Technorama considered the entry price

to be good value sooner/at a higher price than those living closer to Technorama.

- Females had a higher threshold price, below which they considered entry tickets good value or even

too cheap to be perceived as high quality.

- Respondents with children in the household were more likely to consider the entry price expensive.

Respondents were also asked what they thought the current price range was.




40%

35%

30%

25%

20%

15%

10%

5%

What do you think an adult's day ticket costs?

36.9%

30.4%

286% 28.7% 5665 ma
.
23.8%5 goy 5:0%
i 213%
4%
0.8% 0.8% g o . I 0o
0% m——

Free of charge CHF 11-15 CHF 16-20 CHF 21-25 CHF 2630

mVisitors (n=122)  mNon-visitors (n=254)  m No-longer-visitors (n=56)

16.1%
11.8%|

7.4%

4.9% 4.7%
[ T

CHF 31-35 > CHF 35

- The majority of “visitors” and “no-longer-visitors” correctly estimated the entry price for adults.
In contrast, the majority of ALL survey participants estimated the price to be between CHF 16 and CHF

25,
- ltis interesting to note that only 36.9% of visitors correctly estimated the entry price.
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Figure 5: Results to the question, “What do you think an adult day ticket costs?”

70%

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%

What do you think a child’s day ticket costs?

60.7%

55.1%
48.4%
38.5%
33.9%
29.1%
8.7%
o 6.6% 5.4%
3.5%

L% 0% [ 1 [ |
=

Free of charge CHF 11-15 CHF 16-20 CHF 21-25

mVisitors (n=122)  =Non-visitors (n=254) = No-longer-visitors (n=56)

4.1% 3.1%
B e 0.0% 0.8% 0.4% 0.0%
CHF 26-30 CHF 31-35

- The admission price for children (6-15 years) was misjudged by the majority of all groups. Survey
participants tended to estimate lower prices (between CHF 11 and CHF 15).

- Only 38.5% of “visitors” correctly estimated the entry price.
-> Entry prices for young children (0-5 years) were correctly assessed by all groups (> 90%).

N Mean Scale
Visitors 122 2.66 1=Free ofcharge 5= CHF 26-30 N ignifi diff
Non-visitors 254 254 2=CHF 11-15 6 = CHF 31-35 o significant differences
No-longer-visitors 56 245 3 =CHF 16-20 7=>CHF 35
Total 432 2.56 4 = CHF 21-25

Figure 6: Results to the question, “What do you think a children’s day ticket costs?”

Even among visitors, only 36.9 percent of respondents estimated the correct price range of CHF 26 to
CHF 30, while 12.3 percent thought the prices were higher and 50.8 percent thought they were lower.
In the non-visitor segment, only 28.0 percent estimated the correct price range, while 16.5 percent
overestimated and 53.2 percent underestimated the entry fees. When considering (re-) visiting
Technorama, the price image held by the average potential visitor differs significantly from the actual

price.




5 Discussion and Conclusion

The first research question revolves around the suitability of the van Westendorp methodology in the
context of cultural products and services. Our study shows that the van Westendorp method can be
used in the arts and cultural sector and provide helpful information for cultural organization pricing
decisions. It shows the optimum price and the price levels above or below which the offer is
considered too cheap, cheap, expensive, or unaffordable. Such a method requires several specific
questions in a quantitative questionnaire but no complicated statistical methods, and results are
relatively straightforward to interpret, adding to its applicability within cultural organizations.
Questions can be easily incorporated into regular visitor surveys or non-visitor analyses. The results
will help predict how prices may impact the number of visitors (and associated revenue) and at what
level to set entry prices.

Of course, our study has clear limitations. The number of responses in excess of 400 is substantial, but
when split up into various subgroups, they become too small to achieve significant results.
Furthermore, the van Westendorp method used in our study applies only to Technorama, so there is a
clear potential for future research in other types of institutions and different contexts. We trust that our
study finds broader applications in cultural organizations and expect the method to be useful in future
research.

Our study found few significant differences in willingness to pay concerning our second research
question. However, the findings still provide some guidance on which types of price differentiation are
appropriate. The results clearly show that a uniform, fixed entry price will not be accepted by the large
majority of visitors and potential visitors. This despite the fact Falk’s phenotype facilitators form the
largest visitor group at Technorama and these mainly visit for the benefit of those with them and not
for themselves. The results of the van Westendorp method indicate a higher price sensitivity by people
living close to the organization, in this case, the residents of Winterthur, where Technorama is located.
Families also seem to have a higher price sensitivity, which could be addressed by introducing a group
ticket for families. In addition, the results raise the question of whether the perceived price is more
significant than the actual price when people make their leisure plans. Our study shows that most
respondents — visitors and non-visitors — believe Technorama entry to be cheaper than it really is. As
entry tickets are often sold “on the door” at Technorama, the price difference is only noticed once
visitors arrive at the venue and it is too late to make alternative plans.

The strategy by Technorama to deliver an exceptional experience to visitors to justify its price
structure seems promising based on this study’s findings. For example, this is achieved by introducing
special shows, lab experiences, the possibility to test and experience installations simultaneously,
actively communicating educational value, and highlighting that Technorama is the largest out-of-
school learning space for natural sciences in Switzerland. However, our study found no indication that
entry prices should rise further.

Cultural organizations are typically characterized by limited marketing resources and often lack
specific pricing expertise. At the same time, pricing decisions directly impact the number of visitors
and resulting revenue, making such activity high-risk. In this situation, predicting the results of pricing
decisions rather than relying on trial and error is a very valuable tool, but usually beyond the scope of
cultural organizations. However, the suggested method could herald change — at least for existing
visitors. To fully replicate our approach, it would be necessary to have an efficient way of reaching
non-visitors as well. One solution might be collaboration with companies sponsoring the cultural
institution, as was done in partnership with the shopping centers in our study.
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