
THE HARROGATE CHORAL SOCIETY – MEMBER CONSULTATION 
“DEFINING OUR ARTISTIC AMBITION” 
 
Background 
The Harrogate Choral Society (HCS) acknowledged during the 2015-2016 season that we must aim to be more 
self sufficient and not assume the generous funding from The Terry Bramall Foundation would continue beyond 
the 2017-2018 season. Without the Bramall money we would probably not be able to sustain the quality of our 
performances in terms of soloists, venues and orchestras and although we have healthy reserves but these 
would be quickly exhausted without that money. 
 

The Chairman and others met with Ian Anstey, a Relationship Manager for the northern region of the Arts 
Council (England). Mr Anstey suggested that it was timely that the society consider making an application to 
the ACE under their Grants for the Arts (small grants up to £15000) as currently there was an emphasis on 
developing amateur music-making in the regions including the North. It was noted that cannot just apply for 
money to continue doing things as we always have done but can apply for such areas as: 

 events, productions and exhibitions  

 artistic research and development  

 making work, residencies and commissions  

 participatory projects, workshops  

 audience development  

 marketing activities  

 professional development and training  

 organisational and business development  

 other arts-related projects  
 

It was agreed that a successful bid could be the vehicle for transforming the Society managerially into one that 
is funded from a number of robust funding streams, e.g. good level of ticket sales, a number of sponsorship 
sources, etc and with sound managerial practices. A draft application was created (“Moving forwards Version 
3.pdf”) with various costs listed relating to both consultants and trustee time spent in the proposed 
“Organisational Development of the Society”  
 

However from discussions at Committee meetings it became apparent that although all Committee members 
were supportive of the bid not everyone had the time to commit to carrying it through, and there was a dearth of 
volunteers from the choir for various tasks which would help the various sub committees with their already 
considerable workloads. There were also concerns that there was little emphasis from the Committee on 
Strategic matters and thus there was a lack of clear idea of what HCS is striving to do. 
 

In other words we needed to step back and be able to answer the following two sets of strategic questions if we 
wanted to have any hope of our bid being successful 

(i) “What is your proposed artistic activity, and what do you want to achieve by doing it. Why is this 
activity important for your artistic development? 

(ii) Artistic Quality; “tell us about your artistic work, some more detail about the activity you would like 
to do, and how this activity will help you or your organisation develop. We also ask about any other 
artists you may be working with, what their role is & who will benefit from your activity 

 

More specifically what are we saying about the quality of our artistic activity and what are our aspirations for 
future, development?  Who do we want to work with and why - soloists, orchestras, young people,etc. What is 
distinctive about our artistic activity in the Harrogate area? What is innovative in what we are doing and aiming 
to do? What are we offering that will attract new audiences, particularly audience members who are new to this 
type of music? Where do we want to perform and why? Who do we see as our audience(s) and why? How do 
we see our artistic activity developing choir members, artists we are working with, young people, etc.? What is 
it about our artistic ambition that we think will attract funding from benefactors and grant awarding bodies? 
 

First Steps 
It was agreed that as a first step to providing the required answers it would be a good idea to give choir 
members the opportunity to express their views on the concerts which took place during the 2015-2016 season 
and at the same time ask for views on some more general issues related to artistic ambition. This had been a 
diverse year with concerts in many locations!  
 

For each concert members were asked to either Strongly Agree / Agree / Neither Agree nor Disagree / 
Disagree / Strongly Disagree for each of the following questions: 
 

Sea Symphony 

 There was enough time to prepare for this performance 

 I enjoyed performing these works  



 I enjoyed singing at this venue 

 We should sing similar works to these as part of some future performances 

 The Royal Hall should remain our primary performing venue 
Messiah 

 There was enough time to prepare for this performance  

 I enjoyed performing this work 

 I enjoyed singing at this venue 

 Being accompanied by the organ rather than orchestra at this venue was a positive experience 

 We should continue performing this work each year 

 I am looking forward to returning to perform at St Aidan's early in 2017 
Christmas Concert 

 There was enough time to prepare for this performance 

 I enjoyed this performance 

 I enjoyed singing at this venue 

 I enjoy singing with the Harrogate Symphony Orchestra 

 This concert is an important part of our annual programme 

 This concert is an example of an initiative aimed at supporting our local community. Such 
initiatives are important 

St John Passion 

 There was enough time to prepare for this performance 

 I enjoyed performing this work 

 I enjoyed singing at this venue 

 I think we should perform at Ripon Cathedral again in the next couple of years 

 Some of our future performances should include a repertoire similar to this one 
Missa Solemnis 

 There was enough time to prepare for this performance 

 I enjoyed performing this work 

 I enjoyed singing at this venue 

 I would welcome HCS joining with other local choirs for some future performances 

 Some future performances should have a repertoire similar to this one 
 

Other questions included ranking the concerts in order of preference, rating the proficiency of HCS on a scale 
of 1 to 10, and picking one of the following as the best description for HCS 

 A choir for Harrogate open to all without voice assessment 

 A choir for Harrogate open to those who pass a voice assessment 

 A voice assessed choir aiming to be best in our local area 

 A voice assessed choir aiming to be the best in our region 

 A voice assessed choir aiming to be well regarded nationally 
 

The survey went to 127 members and 97 responded (“HCS Questionnaire One Graphs.pdf” and “HCS 
Questionnaire One Results.pdf”). The overwhelming impression was of a positive season. Most members 
agreed or strongly agree that they enjoyed the works and the venues and that we had enough time to prepare. 
There was some variation across the concerts but overall it seems to have been an enjoyable year and there 
were very few negative responses.  
 

The least favourite concert (substantially) was the Christmas concert. However, there was a strong feeling that 
it is important for us to do this, which presumably outweighs people’s reservations about it.  The overall 
favourite concert was St John’s Passion which came out very well – both musically and in terms of venue and 
had the most positive response to doing similar works. It should be noted though that there were many other 
factors involved in each concert which might have influenced the way members ranked the concerts in order of 
preference.  
 

Members could also add free text comments at the end of each section. These comments were so wide 
ranging and diverse that it was decided to hold a members discussion group. 
 
Discussion Group Held 6 November 2016 
This meeting, attended by 41 members, was held to discuss all aspects of the choir that members attending 
thought were relevant to determining our Artistic Ambition.  Tom Houghton led the discussion by using the 
comments received from the questionnaire as a starting point.   
In some ways it was timely that this meeting happened shortly after the Choral Classics concert which had had 
a very small audience as this seemed to focus members on the need to ensure we are running the choir in 
such a way that it will be able to continue into the future. 
 



After discussions covering all sorts of areas the main conclusion was that we consider ourselves to be a 
Harrogate based voiced assessed choir aspiring to achieving the highest possible level of musical quality. We 
should perform in Harrogate but also further afield and our repertoire should include traditional choral works 
and also works from the ‘popular’ repertoire. We also need to find innovative ways to enrich our performances. 
We are also committed to making a significant positive contribution to our community and working with other 
local organisations such as charities.  
 

Various diverse ideas were also offered – notably the need to strengthen our marketing - and the committee will 
consider some of these in due course but overall in order to agree a way forward it was agreed that five small 
groups would meet to fine tune what needs doing in five specific areas to achieve the way ahead described 
above. These would be included in a conclusive report which would be circulated to both those involved in the 
discussion groups and the whole Committee. This would then feed the decision making process for our concert 
season beyond October 2018 (which has already been agreed as an Opera Gala Night concert). 
 
Results from Five Discussion Groups 
The following are the main points which came from each group. At times the boundaries got a bit blurred! 
 

 “What we should perform” 
This meeting was attended by sixteen members. 

 Our concert programme should involve a mix of big works and other to appeal equally to choir members, 
potential new members and our audience 

 Some of our concerts would involve lighter works (ie possibly moving outside the normal choral repertoire) 

 It might be a good thing to perform concerts without an orchestral more regularly, this would enable us to 
perform in smaller venues making concerts more affordable, which might attract people who might not 
come otherwise 

 We should continue efforts to get local schools involved 

 We should try to involve local orchestras and brass bands 

 We should try younger (cheaper) soloists 

 Our concerts must be affordable within our budgetary constraints 

 It was planned to compile an audience questionnaire to actually find out what our audiences want to hear 

 We should plan concerts that will attract a big audience as this is good for the choir morale. 
 

“Venues Timings and Locations” 
This meeting was attended by eight  members and three others sent email information to Ruth which was 
considered during the discussions. 

 It was assumed that generally members join the choir and people come to our concerts as they want to 
sing / hear large works  

 We should therefore have two main concerts per season performing big works - Messiah or another 
important Christmas work in the Royal Hall in December and a concert in Ripon or the Royal Hall round 
about Easter time 

 The other concerts in the season to be held in smaller / different venues – these will be aimed at enticing 
people to our concerts, the summer concert could be lighter music 

 We don’t always need an orchestra, in a smaller venue  

 We should always aim to choose a combination of venue and music content that will (so far as we can tell) 
produce a full house 

 We must perform in venues where there will be room for the whole choir to perform 

 We should find out more about singing in the Wesley Chapel, St Wilfrids, Harrogate Ladies College, St 
Aidans School and Ashville for use for regular Harrogate based concerts 

 We should investigate some more diverse venues for one off concerts 

 We should consider being the organiser of a massed choral concert in HIC 

 We should consider having some concerts at times other than Saturday nights 
 

“Ticket Pricing” 
This meeting (the first one held) involved five members  

 Have a variable pricing structure the actual price determined for each concert depending on various factors 
such as type of venue and concert costs 

 As an alternative to starting with the music, considering venue and then deciding on ticket price start with a 
target ticket price, consider an appropriate venue and then work out  a programme of music that is suitable 
for the venue and fits the budget  

 Target school parent teacher associations - offer free tickets (for some or all concerts) for children 
accompanied by adults who pay.  

 Identify what is included in the school curriculum and tie in some performances to this with offers such as 
that above provided 



 Offer a 10% reduction when a seat is purchased for each of the four performances included in the season 
simultaneously  

 Offer discounted prices for parties from nursing/care homes 

 reduce the number that are held back from general sale and also reduce the length of time some tickets 
are on sale to members only to allow the public the best choice 

 do not consider restoring the reduced price for pensioner tickets as pensioners in Harrogate are not 
necessarily the most disadvantaged section of the community but instead continue to offer reductions to 
younger people and the unwaged. 

 

“Community Events” 
This meeting involved nine members 

 We should have small groups with suitable repertoire available to go out into the community to care homes, 
schools etc 

 We should nominate at least one concert per season as a fundraiser for a charity 

 We should seek out other varied opportunities (in addition to our main concerts) to perform to raise our 
profile 

 We should aim to be involved in some way with the Harrogate (and other) festival 

 We should continue to take part in the Annual Christmas concert 
 

“Recruitment and Retention of Members” 
This meeting was attended by six members (two others had expressed an interest but were unable to attend 
due to work happenings on the day) 

 We should try to involve retired members 

 Possibility of offering some sort of feedback mechanism for members leaving due to Audition result to avoid 
negative feedback 

 New members mentor to make life easier for new members 

 Consult other choirs re problems recruiting younger singers 

 Remarket our recruitment methods to make it clear we are an auditioned choir and use this to our 
advantage to make people want to join us 

 

In addition there is one specific item which was discussed at length at all the groups (except for the 
Membership one) - namely Messiah and other Christmas time concerts. The conclusions from most groups 
were roughly 50:50 for doing Messiah annually or every other year!  We had a good audience in 2016, but was 
this because we didn’t perform it in Harrogate the previous year?  Equally we must not overlook the fact that 
the Harrogate audience may well ‘expect’ an annual Messiah by HCS.  A way forward to resolve this was the 
suggestion in year 1 to perform a proper carol concert involving the whole HCS family, ie Beati and Halcyon, as 
an Advent event in possibly a small venue such as the Wesley. This would be followed by Messiah in the Royal 
Hall.  In year 2 the Royal Hall concert would be of music other than Messiah (ie Christmas Oratorio, Bach 
Magnificat etc) with Messiah performed (possibly a week or so before or after) elsewhere (ie St Aidans, Leeds 
or a church in Harrogate).  One further suggestion for Messiah was to organise a mass event in HIC and invite 
singers from all local choirs, with accompaniment from either a local orchestra or local bands. 
 
Conclusions  
The only area which needs further work is that of Membership and this group (or a new group with others 
added) needs to meet again to move this forward. Two members have agreed to work on this. 
 

Looking at all the other information it is actually quite difficult to draw a clear conclusion so the following is 
drawn from key areas in the other four threads.   
 

We should be performing in the Royal Hall at least once, perhaps twice per year as it is the main Harrogate 
concert venue and we are a Harrogate Choir. For our other concerts we must consider smaller venues where 
we can perform without an orchestra and thus sell tickets at cheaper prices, and in so doing possibly attract 
new audience members. Such venues could include churches in Harrogate, St Aidans in Leeds, the Wesley 
Centre and Ashville College, if they are affordable. To appeal to as wide a range of people as possible we 
should perform a mix of big choral works and other pieces, including some more “up beat” modern numbers to 
attract a different audience.  We need to have some concerts with tickets which are a lot cheaper than Royal 
Hall prices.   
  
In other words we need to move away from four big concerts per year with orchestra and soloists in the Royal 
Hall (and sometimes Ripon Cathedral) and have a much more flexible approach. 


