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Abstract 

Since 1982, the annual Edmonton Fringe Festival presents hundreds of non-juried theatrical 

productions by lottery application. Because theatregoing ‘Fringers’ have limited knowledge of 

the content of the productions on offer, the Fringe environment provides multiple resources to 

help them gather information about those shows. These include material and non-material 

promotional resources, such as show posters; social patterns of behavior, such as gathering in 

Festival beer tents; and, interactions between Fringers, and Fringers and artists. This thesis 

explores the impact of the Edmonton Fringe environment on Fringers’ decision-making 

processes as to which plays to attend. Through participant observation and interviews with 

twelve participants at the 2018 Edmonton Fringe Festival and drawing on theory related to 

festival studies, word-of-mouth communication, and social exchange theory, I observed that 

attendee-driven factors, such as word-of-mouth recommendations and a familiarity with artists, 

had the greatest impact on the participants’ decision-making processes. 
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Interactions and Exchanges: How ‘Frequent Fringers’ Select Shows at the Edmonton 
International Fringe Theatre Festival 

Since the first Fringe Festival began in Edinburgh in 1947, two hundred and forty-nine 

similar theatre festivals have launched worldwide (World Fringe, 2019). Of the two hundred and 

forty-nine Fringe Festivals that are currently operating, thirty-two are members of the Canadian 

Association of Fringe Festivals that present uncensored, non-juried theatrical productions 

through a lottery application process with one hundred percent of ticket revenues returned to the 

artists (CAFF, 2019). One of the members of the Canadian Association of Fringe Festivals is the 

Edmonton International Fringe Theatre Festival, which is the largest in North America and the 

second largest in the world behind Edinburgh (McKinnon, 2017). In 2018, the Edmonton Fringe 

Festival sold approximately one hundred and thirty-three thousand tickets for more than sixteen 

hundred performances in thirty-nine venues over an eleven-day period (Kent, 2018), and these 

reported ticket sales exceeded record-breaking figures from the 2017 Festival (Csernyik, 2017). 

In an Alberta Views article, Nicholls (2013) explained that the Edmonton Festival began as a 

humble theatrical experiment in 1982 in eleven makeshift theatrical venues, such as “an old flour 

mill or the grotty basement of a drag bar” and since its inception, the Festival became more 

sophisticated in its resources with new office and theatre spaces (para. 19). However, while the 

scale and success of the Edmonton Fringe Festival increased dramatically in thirty-six years, the 

audiences’ methods for choosing shows and the social interactions on its Festival grounds 

remains much the same. Since its inception, Fringe Festival attendees (also known as Fringers) 

continue to seek out show recommendations and reviews in show line-ups and Festival beer tents 

(Batchelor 2015; Brown 1989; Paterson 1989). 

Regarding the Edinburgh Fringe Festival, which grew from eight venues in 1947 to three 

hundred in 2018 (“Record Numbers”, 2017), Trueman (2018) explained, “It’s easy to forget the 
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artist-audience interaction and focus on the figures for their own sake. It’s a case of cash coming 

first” (para. 5). The unpredictable nature of the Fringe Festival programming, due to its 

uncensored and non-juried content, creates the need for what Miklas (2015) called “promotional 

infrastructure” (p. 45) or promotional resources that advertise Fringe productions, such as show 

posters and flyers, and what Batchelor (2015) called “publicity space” (p. 34) or festival-

administered promotional infrastructure, such as a website and Festival guide. During the 

Festival, Fringers regularly utilize “promotional infrastructure” and “publicity space” to gather 

information on the multitude of non-juried theatrical productions presented every year. They also 

interact with fellow Fringers to collect show recommendations and reviews, as well as evaluate 

their previous theatrical experiences with Fringe artists to determine if they wish to attend their 

future productions. While the growing economic impact of Fringe Festivals is impressive, this 

thesis moves away from the quantitative analysis of the Festival’s economic impact and 

examines how the Fringe Festival environment, including “promotional infrastructure”, 

“publicity space”, and social interactions impact decision-making processes regarding theatrical 

productions. By understanding the decision-making processes of Fringers related to theatrical 

productions, Fringe Festival administration can learn how the Fringe Festival environment 

impacts record-breaking ticket sales at the Fringe box office each year.  

In an interview with Paterson (1989), Brian Paisley, founder of the Edmonton Fringe 

Festival, gives advice to Fringers, “If you saw a show you liked, tell your friends, tell anyone on 

the street” (p. 56). With no administrative influence on the curation and promotion of theatrical 

productions, the Edmonton Fringe Festival depends on Fringers to gather information about the 

multitude of non-juried, uncensored productions and make decisions on which ones to attend. 

Every year, with thousands of audience members interacting over a short period, regarding 
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hundreds of diverse, non-juried performances, Fringers have limited initial knowledge of the 

content or quality of the Festival’s theatrical productions. To help Fringers gather information 

about shows in the annual program, the Fringe Festival environment includes a multitude of 

resources, such as 

• “promotional infrastructure” (Miklas, 2015, p.45), like show posters and flyers; 

media (radio, TV, and newspaper), including previews and reviews; and one-on-

one pitches from artists to Fringers, including impromptu promotional skits and 

stunts; 

• "publicity space" or festival-administered infrastructure (Batchelor, 2015, p.34), 

like designated poster boards, flyer turnstiles, a website, and Festival guide; and, 

• social exchanges, such as sharing show recommendations and reviews through 

face-to-face word of mouth communication in Festival beer tents, in show line-

ups and on Festival grounds.  

“Promotional infrastructure”, “publicity space”, and social exchanges combine to help a handful 

of shows gain momentum, selling out performances.  

As a professional theatre actor who performed regularly at the Edmonton Fringe Festival, 

I witnessed this phenomenon most clearly in 1998 during my first Fringe. I was in the cast of 

Ecstasy by Keith Wyatt based on a short story by Irvine Welsh. We performed in a venue called 

The Rev – a live concert hall that was approximately four kilometres away from the main 

Festival grounds. The producing theatre company, Raven Productions, was unknown and some 

of the actors were either new to the stage or recent graduates of the University of Alberta’s BFA 

Drama program. Despite these initial challenges, we saw long queues of Festival-goers at each 

show. While the producers of Ecstasy regularly handed out flyers and strategically erected 
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posters throughout the city, their efforts were not out of the ordinary. Rather, the face-to-face, 

word-of-mouth recommendations among Fringers resulted in multiple sold-out performances.  

Since 1998, I have involved myself in numerous theatrical productions at the Edmonton 

Fringe Festival – fourteen as an actor and five as both a producer and an actor. For the five 

shows that I produced at the Festival, I filled out an application form that only asked for a show 

title and company name; it did not require the submission of a finished product before entering 

the lottery. Each year, this allowed for time to collaborate with fellow artists, gather resources, 

and experiment with artistic processes. Because Paisley had a “desire to experiment” (Paterson, 

1989, p. 45) when he created the Edmonton Fringe Festival, the application process offered 

theatre artists an opportunity to take risks and produce material that would not be possible in a 

professional theatre or curated arts festival setting. Paterson (1989) explained that Paisley 

“produced the first Fringe Festival with… a determination to provide equal possibilities for all of 

the artists involved” (p. 43). During my time as a theatre artist, I continually encountered this 

ethos in the culture of the Edmonton independent theatre community. Unconcerned about the 

inaccessibility of professional stages and excited to share a theatre festival with other idealistic, 

amateur producers, I found artists and audiences at the Edmonton Fringe Festival who were keen 

to play their part in collaboratively producing experimental theatrical shows. 

The fearlessness required to successfully do-it-yourself within Edmonton’s artistic 

community predates the Fringe Festival. In the 1970s, addressing the overabundance of musical 

venues in Edmonton playing disco, a group of local musicians opened The Hovel, a venue in 

downtown Edmonton that showcased diverse independent musical acts (Messelink, 2016). In 

1980, the founders of The Hovel created the Edmonton Folk Music Festival, which grew to 

become “one of the leading folk festivals in the world” (edmontonfolkfest.org, 2019) with close 
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to 55,000 tickets sold in 2017 (Mertz, 2017). In 1981, an Edmonton-based punk band called 

“SNFU” released their first album, recording some of Canada’s most influential punk music with 

a style described as “primal and frantic” (SNFU’s Zombie Shirt, 2008). In 1982, faced with 

decreased funding for summer theatre festivals in Edmonton, Paisley transformed empty store 

fronts and desolate commercial spaces into a celebratory arts festival that inspired multitudes of 

artists and audiences (Paterson, 1989). As an Edmonton Fringe theatre artist, I valued the 

opportunities to present my experimental ideas in front of festival audiences who were willing to 

take risks on new artists and theatrical concepts. By understanding how Fringers make their 

decisions to attend uncensored and non-juried productions at the Festival, I hope to support the 

success of a theatre festival that encourages artists to fearlessly do-it-themselves, presenting their 

work to enthusiastic audiences who are willing to be part of the creative process. 

As I will present in the Literature Review, research that examines the Canadian Fringe 

Festival model focuses primarily on artists and administrators. My thesis moves away from the 

show creators and festival producers by witnessing the actions of dedicated Fringers who 

purchase tickets for theatrical productions. As a Fringe theatre artist, I am intimately aware of the 

activities of show producers, actors, writers, and directors at the Edmonton Fringe Festival; 

however, I do not know the experiences of dedicated Fringe Festival attendees when they make 

decisions on which theatrical productions to attend. Every year, Fringers purchase thousands of 

tickets for theatrical productions at the Edmonton Fringe Festival. How do they decide which 

tickets to purchase? This leads to my research question: how does the Edmonton Fringe Festival 

environment impact Festival attendees in their choice of which plays to attend? By exploring the 

interactions of Fringers through participant observation and one-on-one interviews, I observed 

which factors influenced participants in their decision-making processes regarding the theatrical 
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productions they chose to attend. Focusing on the unique lack of administrative control over 

artistic content at the Edmonton Fringe Festival (Paterson, 1989), I identified the ways that the 

Festival environment can empower Fringers to curate their own Festival experiences. When 

Festival-goers successfully choose plays to attend at the Fringe, the Festival depends less on 

creative control via its administration and more on decisions made by its audiences and artists. 

To identify how the Fringe Festival environment impacts Festival attendees in their 

choices of which plays to attend, I recruited twelve participants who were dedicated Festival-

goers, also known as Frequent Fringers (those who see ten or more plays at the Festival per 

year). The Edmonton Fringe Festival annually sells the “Frequent Fringer Pass”, which includes 

ten show tickets at a discounted price (Fringe Theatre Adventures, 2019). I limited my 

observations to twelve participants, as the Fringe Festival takes place over eleven days and I was 

the lone researcher; therefore, engaging with approximately one participant per Festival day 

proved feasible. Holloway, Brown, and Shipway (2010) explained the limitation of participant 

observation at events in terms of time and space, saying, “In the context of event research, the 

setting is already temporally and spatially bound, and observation would commonly last as long 

as the event itself” (p. 76).  I conducted participant observations during the eleven days of the 

2018 Edmonton Fringe Festival, observing twelve participants in the Festival environment in 

show line-ups, Festival beer tents, and on Fringe grounds. During this participant observation, I 

made note of activities that impacted the participants’ choice of which plays to attend. After the 

conclusion of the Festival, I conducted semi-structured, one-on-one, follow-up interviews with 

ten of the twelve participants. During the post-Festival follow-up interviews, to further 

understand how the Fringe Festival environment impacted the participants’ show selections, I 
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asked nine interview questions that explored the participants’ experience of the Fringe Festival 

environment (Appendix A).  

In this thesis, I organize results into three categories: attendee-driven, internal and 

external factors that influenced participants’ decision-making processes regarding which 

theatrical productions to attend at the Fringe Festival. The results illustrate which factors of the 

Fringe Festival environment, including “promotional infrastructure”, “publicity space”, and 

social exchanges had the greatest impact on their choices related to purchasing tickets for 

theatrical productions at the Festival. Using theories presented in my literature review, I discuss 

the most influential factors, especially focusing on word-of-mouth communication between 

festival attendees, as well as Fringers’ familiarity with Festival artists. I also present 

recommendations for future research that would continue the conversation on the ways that the 

Fringe Festival environment impacts Fringers in their choice of which plays to attend. 

Background 

In 1947, as countries throughout Europe repaired damage from the Second World War, 

the city of Edinburgh remained relatively intact. Rudolf Bing, an Austrian-born impresario, 

appreciated the undisturbed scenery of postwar Edinburgh and subsequently named it as the site 

for an international arts festival, aimed at reunifying Europe through the presentation of “great 

art” (Edinburgh International Festival, 2017). The inaugural International Edinburgh Festival of 

Music and Drama included carefully curated entertainment from an array of genres, including 

music, drama, opera, and ballet. The festival’s line-up did not include local companies, like the 

Glasgow Unity Theatre, known for its strong ties to the Communist Party of Great Britain and its 

cutting-edge, amateur theatrical productions. Protesting the elitism of the festival, Glasgow Unity 

Theatre, alongside seven other local companies, successfully staged their own concurrent 
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productions in venues adjacent to the Edinburgh Festival grounds. This format continued until 

1959 when the Festival Fringe Society was founded, creating the official entity that administrates 

the Edinburgh Fringe Festival (Pollock, 2017). Today, the unrestricted, uncensored spirit of the 

Edinburgh Fringe Festival remains the same as it did in 1947. As stated on its website, the 

festival “accommodates anyone with a desire to perform and a venue willing to host them” 

(EFFS, 2019). If performers have the means to produce shows at the Edinburgh Fringe Festival, 

they are welcome to be part of its annual programme.  

Inspired by the Edinburgh Fringe Festival, the Edmonton Fringe Festival became the first 

of its kind in North America in 1982 (Paterson, 1989). Both festivals aim to defy the restrictive 

model of curated theatrical programming by providing opportunities for diverse, often 

experimental theatrical content (Bushnell, 2004). However, there are differences in the format of 

the two festivals. In Edinburgh, companies bring all aspects of their shows to the Festival, 

transforming libraries, churches, bars, and community halls into theatrical venues. At the 2017 

Edinburgh Fringe Festival, venues included a swimming pool, bathroom, and tunnel (“Record 

Numbers”, 2017). Conversely, the Edmonton Fringe Festival provides venues and equipment for 

a set number of shows. Initially, shows in Edmonton were chosen on a first come-first serve 

basis, but as the Festival grew, the model shifted. In 1992, the Fringe administrators officially 

allowed artists to either apply on a first come-first serve basis or present site-specific productions 

using their own venues through the BYOV (Bring Your Own Venue) application process. 

According to the Edmonton Fringe Festival website 

A BYOV (Bring Your Own Venue) is a venue or location not included in the list of 

Fringe Theatre managed venues. If you were not drawn in the Fringe lottery, or if your 
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performance is better suited for an unconventional space, a BYOV might be the right fit 

for you. (Fringe Theatre Adventures, 2019) 

In 1995, in a response to artists camping out for multiple days to receive a spot in the 

programme, the Edmonton Festival adopted a lottery system to select its shows (Common 

Grounds Arts Society, 2018).     

Between 1985 and 1991, based on the Edmonton format, Fringe Festivals launched in six 

major Canadian cities, creating a uniquely Canadian Fringe Festival model. In 1994, Fringe 

artists formed the Canadian Association of Fringe Festivals to trademark the Canadian Fringe 

model, asking producers of future festivals to choose artists through a non-juried system, return 

one hundred per cent of ticket revenue to the artists, and relinquish all control of artistic content 

of the performances (CAFF, 2019). Not all Fringe Festivals are non-juried. For example, the 

Nordic Fringe Network, which includes Fringe Festivals from Finland, Iceland, Lithuania, 

Norway and Sweden, host Fringes that are partially or fully juried. The Stockholm Fringe 

Festival “focuses on out-of-the-box and ‘alternative’ works that may not fit into mainstream 

performance or exhibition spaces” (Stockholm Fringe, 2019), but artists must submit their 

projects for programming consideration by Festival administrators.  

Literature Review 

To identify the impact of the Fringe Festival environment on decision-making processes 

among Fringers regarding theatrical productions at the Festival, I looked at internal, external, and 

attendee-driven factors. Internal factors (administered by Festival staff) include Festival-operated 

venues, guides, and websites. External factors (not administered by Festival staff) include 

posters, flyers, media coverage, and one-on-one pitches by Fringe artists to Fringers to solicit 

ticket sales. Attendee-driven factors include word-of-mouth communication, familiarity with 
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genres and artists, as well as time and financial constraints. To understand the social interactions 

and exchanges that also impact show selection processes for Fringe Festival attendees, I analyzed 

the social impact of the Fringe Festival environment through social exchange theory. As well, I 

explored the face-to-face word-of-mouth recommendations among Fringers that occur on Fringe 

grounds through word-of-mouth communication theory related to experiential, intangible 

experiences that offer higher risk to the consumer.  

Fringe Festival Environment  

Literature referencing the Canadian Fringe Festival model includes Masters’ theses by 

Brown (1989), Bushnell (2004), and Miklas (2015); a PhD dissertation from Paterson (1989); 

and articles from Willems-Braun (1994) and Batchelor (2015). Miklas (2015) observed that 

“literature on fringe festivals focuses largely on festival development, and the ways in which 

festival structures emerge and operate” (p. 28). Fringe Festival literature also focuses exclusively 

on Fringe administration and artists with little focus on festival attendees. 

Explored in all the literature that references the Canadian Fringe Festival model, a key 

aspect of the Fringe Festival environment is the removal of some administrative control by 

“putting the artists and audience together and eliminating everything else in-between” (Paterson, 

1989, p. 52). Fringe Festival shows, especially in the Canadian Fringe Festival model, are non-

juried and chosen by a lottery system. Other than small blurbs in a program, the promotion of 

individual performances is entirely up to the shows’ producers. The administrators remove 

themselves from the production, curation and promotion of the shows, but provide the 

infrastructure – venues, equipment, technicians, scheduling, and ticketing – for each 

performance. The non-juried application process creates an unpredictable, chaotic environment, 

where audiences are asked to experiment and take risks (Paterson, 1989). This creates the need 
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for resources such as Festival guides and word-of-mouth recommendations, as audiences scour 

the Fringe Festival grounds for information that will help them make decisions on which shows 

to attend.  

Aspects of the Festival Environment that Impact the Decision-Making Process 

To assist Fringe Festival attendees in finding shows that suit their preferences, Fringe 

Festivals include tools and spaces that share show information with Fringers. Authors of Fringe 

Festival literature refer to these tools and spaces as “promotional infrastructure” (Miklas, 2015, 

p.45) and “publicity space” (Batchelor, 2015, p. 34). In addition to “promotional infrastructure” 

and “publicity space”, other factors influence the decisions of festival attendees when selecting 

theatrical productions, which include face-to-face, word-of-mouth recommendations (Botha, 

Viviers & Slabbert 2012; Slack, Rowley & Coles 2008); time and financial constraints (Botha et 

al. 2012; Keul & Kuhberger 1997; Pitts 2005; Thrane 2002); and, venue considerations (Pitts 

2005; Botha et al. 2012). I categorize these factors as internal, external, and attendee-driven to 

illustrate how both Fringe Festival administration and attendees impact decisions regarding show 

selections and ticket purchases.  

Articles from festival studies, as well as the Fringe Festival literature, presented internal 

factors (promotional infrastructure that is administered by festival staff) that influence attendee 

decision-making, and they included 

• festival venues, including their accessibility and comfort (Pitts 2005; Botha et al. 

2012);  

• festival programs (Brown 1989; Slack et al. 2008; Frew & Ali-Knight 2009; 

Botha et al. 2012; Batchelor 2015); 
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• festival-operated infrastructure to erect posters and flyers, called “publicity space” 

(Batchelor, 2015, p.34); and 

• festival websites (Slack et al. 2008; Frew & Ali-Knight 2009; Botha et al. 2012). 

External factors (promotional infrastructure that is administered outside of festival staff) 

included  

• show posters and flyers (Brown 1989; Slack et al. 2008; Frew & Ali-Knight 2009; 

Botha et al. 2012; Batchelor 2015); 

• media coverage (Slack et al. 2008; Botha et al. 2012); and 

• one-on-one pitches from artists to Fringers (Brown 1989; Batchelor 2015). 

Attendee-driven factors included 

• familiarity with a genre or artist (Batchelor 2015; Botha et al. 2012; Pitts 2005; 

Thrane 2002); 

• “pragmatic considerations” (Pitts, 2005, p. 263), such as time and financial 

constraints (Botha et al. 2012; Keul & Kuhberger 1997; Pitts 2005; Thrane 2002); 

and 

• word-of-mouth communication between festival attendees (Botha et al. 2012; 

Slack et al. 2008). 

As will be shown by my research here, while Fringers employ multiple internal and 

external factors to make choices on which plays to attend, attendee-driven factors significantly 

influence decision-making processes regarding theatrical productions at the Festival. Word-of-

mouth communication and a familiarity with artists especially mitigate the risks associated with 

attending non-juried shows as Fringers tend to seek out show recommendations and 

performances from trustworthy sources. Two of the festival studies articles focused on attendee-
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driven factors, like word-of-mouth communication and a familiarity with artists. At the 2011 

Klein Karoo National Arts Festival in Oudtshoorn, South Africa, Botha et al. (2012) surveyed 

festival attendees to examine ticket purchase behaviour at the nine-day event. They discovered 

that the reputation of the artists greatly influenced an attendee’s decision to purchase tickets to a 

show. Batchelor (2015) used the term “Fringemachines” (p. 44) to describe prolific Fringe artists 

whose artistic identities are synonymous with the Edmonton Fringe Festival, increasing their 

popularity and ticket sales. In another study, Slack et al. (2008) surveyed attendees at the 24:7 

Theatre Festival in Manchester, United Kingdom to understand decision-making processes 

regarding theatrical productions in an arts festival environment that included multiple ways to 

deliver product information to an audience, like posters, media, and word-of-mouth. They found 

that word-of-mouth was the most critical channel to share information at an arts festival in the 

later stages of decision-making, stating that “as the decision-making process got closer to the 

purchase transaction, more people used word-of-mouth, particularly as their reason for the choice 

of performance” (p. 53). Since Fringe Festivals are already social events with ample 

opportunities for Fringers to interact inside and outside of theatres, face-to-face word-of-mouth 

communication is a particularly useful tool in selecting shows at the Festival.  

Word-of-Mouth Communication 

In the Edmonton Fringe Festival’s inaugural year, Brian Paisley explained that “people 

were seeing ten shows a day, and these people were outstandingly vocal – inside and outside the 

theatres” (Paterson, 1989, p. 54). Initially, tickets for shows were only sold at the theatres, an 

hour before the performance, which often created massive line-ups at multiple venues across the 

Fringe grounds. According to Batchelor (2015), ticket line-ups “became a notable element of 

audience members’ Fringe experience” (p. 37). Ticket line-ups also created an ideal opportunity 
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for Fringers to consult each other for show recommendations. As audiences were unable to test 

plays prior to purchasing tickets, they depended on face-to-face word-of-mouth communication 

to navigate the Fringe Festival program. 

According to word-of-mouth communication literature, marketing removed from 

financial gain is considered more credible by consumers than marketing controlled by brand 

managers (Allsop, Bassett & Hoskins 2007; De bruyn & Lilien 2008; Silverman 2008; Ven Den 

Bulte & Wuyts 2009; Bronner & de Hoog 2011). In the 1970s, George Silverman conducted 

psychological experiments with a group of physicians using “teleconferenced peer influence 

groups” where the group conversed about pharmaceutical products. During the focus groups, 

physicians who positively endorsed a particular pharmaceutical convinced their sceptical 

colleagues to prescribe the drug (Extole, 2018).  

Silverman based his study on a tangible product that could be tested. However, Fringe 

shows are experiential, intangible experiences that lack “search qualities – attributes” that are 

found in products “that can be evaluated prior to purchase” (Christiansen & Tax, 2000, p. 186). 

As Fringe plays are non-juried, Fringers sometimes have no previous experience with artists or 

productions to justify their ticket purchases. Hayword (1989) suggests that the intangibility of 

services “forces customers to place greater reliance on the opinions of others for evaluation prior 

to use” (p. 85). Intangible services that cannot be evaluated prior to purchase offer greater risk to 

the consumer (Hayword 1989; Christiansen & Tax 2000; Ven Den Bulte & Wuyts 2009; Bronner 

& de Hoog 2011). 

Especially with high-risk, experiential products, receivers of word-of-mouth seek out 

trustworthy individuals to offer recommendations (Brown & Reingen 1987; Hayword 1987; Van 

Den Bulte & Wuyts 2009; Kempf 2011; Bayraktar & Erdogan 2013). Often, perceived 
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trustworthiness comes from strong social ties. According to Van Den Bulte and Wuyts (2009), 

when an individual assesses a complex or high-risk product, “input from ‘people like us’ can be 

critical drivers in the decision to buy” (p. 250). This will be echoed by my research here, which 

indicates that when Fringe Festival attendees seek out show recommendations, they will likely 

search for a fellow Fringer, especially one that they know personally.   

Social Impact of the Fringe Festival Environment 

Rancière (2009) defined theatre as “bodies in action before an assembled audience” or a 

group assembled to take part in a live performance (p. 16). Furthermore, as Schechner (2004) 

observed, a markedly theatrical pattern is “gathering, performing, and dispersing” (p. 176), 

which involves interactions among audience members inside and outside of theatres. In 

Goffman's (1963) Behaviour in Public Places, he described group communication as occasion-

specific “patterns of conduct” that occur among “gatherings” that assemble for an event (p. 18). 

During a theatrical performance, audience members look to each other for cues on how to 

respond, ultimately feeling connected by this shared awareness (Dolan 2011; Heim 2016; Reason 

2004). Similarly, Fringers engage in occasion-specific, collaborative “patterns of conduct” that 

assist in making decisions about which plays to attend at the Festival, such as sharing show 

reviews and recommendations in beer tents and ticket line-ups (Bachelor 2015; Brown 1989; 

Paterson 1989). 

In discussing his reasons for starting the Edmonton Fringe Festival, Brian Paisley 

explained the lack of community-building in English-speaking Canadian Theatre: “There was no 

tradition of interaction, no place to go to talk about what we'd seen, no communication, and 

certainly no shared revelations." (Paterson, 1989, p. 54). By presenting a multitude of non-juried, 

uncensored work, Paisley required audience members to create “patterns of conduct” inside and 
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outside the theatres, like face-to-face word-of-mouth communication, to assist in their decision-

making processes regarding theatrical productions at the Fringe Festival.  

Social Exchange Theory at the Fringe Festival 

Social “patterns of conduct” at the Fringe, such as sharing show reviews and 

recommendations in beer tents and ticket line-ups, include exchanges of resources that impact 

decision-making regarding theatrical productions at the Festival. Spawning from research by 

Homans (1958), Thibaut & Kelley (1959), Blau (1964), and Emerson (1976), social exchange 

theory examines interactions between groups and individuals, analysing the cumulative costs and 

benefits during their exchanges of resources (Ap, 1992). As Ap (1992) explains, “resources may 

be of a material, social, or psychological nature” (p. 668). Fringers who wait in line to see a show 

may share recommendations or reviews, giving each other much needed information about the 

multitude of non-juried theatrical productions at the Festival. The cumulative effects of these 

resource exchanges either increase or decrease the likelihood of future interactions, depending on 

their outcomes (Blau 1964; Cheshire, Gerbasi & Cook 2010; Homans 1958; Thibaut & Kelley 

1959). If there is frequent reciprocity between the individuals or groups who interact, and both 

receive rewards through exchanges of resources, a social bond is formed (Blau, 1964). 

Conversely, especially after numerous exchanges, if resources are not adequately reciprocated, 

“persons may be chosen infrequently because they raise costs or because they provide little in the 

way of reward” (Thibaut & Kelley, 1959, p. 35). Therefore, if the Fringers who wait in line are 

satisfied with the quality of the information shared, they are likely to interact in the same way 

again, if the opportunity arises.    

Thibaut and Kelley (1959) used “comparison level” or “CL” to describe the total 

outcome of rewards and costs associated with a relationship. The authors also defined 
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“comparison level alternatives” or “CLalt” as “the lowest level of outcomes accepted in light of 

available alternative opportunities” (p. 21). If two Fringers regularly converse, exchanging useful 

show information during each meeting, their interactions will be “supra-CL” (p. 82) or 

rewarding, and they will seek each other out to fulfill their need for show reviews and 

recommendations. If two Fringers regularly converse but exchange show recommendations that 

have unfavorable outcomes, their interactions will be “intra-CL” (p. 82) and at risk of 

elimination, especially if other Fringers can share show recommendations that produce 

rewarding outcomes. The CL also acts as an individual’s evaluative base-line for specific types 

of interactions. If an individual regularly experiences favorable outcomes, their CL will be 

higher than an individual with no experience. As observed by my research, if a Fringer has a 

breadth of experiences attending exceptional theatrical productions at the Festival, their CL will 

be higher, and they will be less forgiving of shows that do not meet their evaluative base-line.   

According to Molm, Schaefer and Collett (2007), there are multiple types of interactions 

within social exchange theory, including negotiated and reciprocal exchanges. In a formal 

arrangement involving a negotiated exchange, “the specification of the benefits that each actor 

will give in return for benefits received are agreed upon before the exchange takes place” (p. 

202). At a Fringe Festival, most interactions between Fringers and artists are negotiated 

exchanges, as tickets are purchased prior to scheduled performances. Conversely, interactions 

between Fringers tend to be reciprocal exchanges, as they can include voluntary and “structurally 

uncertain” (p. 203) interactions that occur over time. Once a formal interaction is completed 

through a negotiated exchange, the individuals are not obliged to continue the relationship. For 

reciprocal exchange, the voluntary and unstructured nature of the relationship creates 

opportunities to form social bonds. 
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The majority of social exchange theory literature related to festivals, events, and tourism 

focuses on residents’ perceptions of tourism development in specific geographic locations 

(Adongo, Kim & Elliot 2019; Ap 1992; Latkova & Vogt 2012; Li & Wan 2016; Moyle, Croy & 

Weiler 2010; Nunkoo & Ramkissoon 2011; Prayag, Hosany, Nunkoo, & Alders 2013; Wang & 

Pfister 2008). To examine attitudes of tourism development in both Bruny Island and Magnetic 

Island in Australia, Moyle et al. (2010) interviewed thirty community and tourism stakeholders. 

Locals from both islands interacted with tourists for numerous reasons, and the outcomes of their 

interactions were diverse. Locals who received economic benefits from tourism were more likely 

to interact with tourists than those who did not. Moyle et al. (2010) explained, “During the 

transaction evaluation, locals assess the transfer of resources and identify a variety of 

consequences of their exchange with individual visitors and with tourism as a collective entity” 

(p. 102). Locals who regularly witnessed tourists degrade the islands’ infrastructure rejected 

tourism development and avoided interaction with visitors. However, locals who enjoyed sharing 

knowledge with visitors, became friends with tourists, and received economic benefit from 

tourism were more likely to support the industry on their island and seek out interactions with 

tourists.   

Fringers exchange “material, social, [and] psychological” (Ap, 1992, p. 668) resources 

with fellow Fringers and artists that assist in their decision-making processes regarding theatrical 

productions at the Festival. Fringers and Fringers exchange useful information and 

recommendations about Festival shows, and artists and Fringers exchange exceptional 

performances for reciprocally rewarding consummatory responses. All “mutually contingent and 

mutually rewarding” (Emerson, 1976, p. 336) exchanges at the Festival help Fringers effectively 

evaluate Festival artists to make informed decisions when scouring Fringe grounds for 
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information on the numerous shows in the Festival’s annual programme. When Fringers 

experience multiple years of evaluating resource exchanges at the Festival, they have more tools 

to mitigate the risks involved with choosing shows in a non-juried theatre festival environment. 

As well, rewarding exchanges between Fringers and Fringers and artists create social bonds and 

build trust (Blau, 1964), creating regular interactions or “patterns of conduct” in Festival beer 

tents, show line-ups and on Festival grounds.   

Methods 

 My research question is the following: how does the Edmonton Fringe Festival 

environment impact Festival attendees in their choice of which plays to attend? To answer my 

research question, I conducted qualitative research within the iterative/deductive paradigm, using 

ethnography as a method. To understand audience motivations for attending theatre, Walmsley 

(2011) conducted an ethnographic study that included participant observation and "responsive 

interviews" (p.9). For Walmsley (2011), using ethnography as his method allowed him to 

understand the complex motivations of audiences that could not be captured through quantitative 

methods.  

Definitions 

 Considering the long history of ethnography and its various forms, the method does not 

have a universal definition (Merrigan, Huston & Johnstone, 2012). However, there are two 

themes within ethnography that span across various disciplines and studies: participant-driven 

research and researcher participation. Regarding participant-driven research, Merrigan et al. 

(2012) define ethnography as a research method that “privileges the research participants’ 

interpretations of the data” (p. 292). For researcher participation, H. Schwartzman (1993) 

explains that “the investigator goes into the field, instead of bringing the field to the investigator” 



HOW FREQUENT FRINGERS SELECT SHOWS  27 

 

(p. 3). Therefore, ethnography is a hands-on, inductive method that requires research in settings 

that are occupied by the participants. 

 Holloway et al. (2010) analyzed the use of ethnography as a method in researching 

events. They stated that due to the experiential nature of events, ethnography “provides 

immediacy to the account given by participants so that readers can gain a picture of their 

experience, motives and expectations” (p. 75). They also explained that the usefulness of 

ethnography in researching events "lies in its focus on the setting, the experience, and the 

meaning attached to it” (p. 75). Participant observation illuminated the impact of the Fringe 

Festival environment on decision-making processes related to theatrical productions because the 

method required full immersion in the Festival environment, alongside the participants. While 

observing participants in Festival beer tents and show line-ups, I witnessed how the participants 

interacted with “promotional infrastructure”, “publicity space” and each other.   

Data and Data Gathering 

 The site of my research was the 2018 Edmonton International Fringe Theatre Festival. 

Data for my project included the following: participant observations made while attending events 

at the Edmonton Fringe Festival, interview transcripts from research participants, and 

participants’ Fringe guides and Festival schedules. 

Shipway and Jones (2009) conducted an ethnographic study of participant experiences in 

international distance running events. By engaging in participant observations and follow-up 

interviews, as well as collecting the personal documents of the runners, they were able to grasp 

the “social meanings” of the participants’ experiences by observing active event-goers in their 

“natural settings” (p. 173). Following a similar format, I observed the social patterns and 

activities of the participants that helped them select shows at the Fringe. By observing Frequent 
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Fringers in their natural setting (Fringe Festival grounds), analyzing their Fringe guides and 

Festival schedules, and engaging participants in one-hour long semi-structured follow-up 

interviews to further clarify their experiences, I learned how the Fringe Festival environment 

impacted their decision-making process associated with theatrical productions.  

 To ensure the validity of my findings, I adopted the approach outlined by Crang and 

Cook (2007) in Doing Ethnographies. I engaged in “theoretical sampling” or “purposive 

sampling” (Palys, 2008, p. 697), accessing participants that could offer relevant and rich data 

related to the research setting. Specifically, I recruited Frequent Fringers to observe on Fringe 

Festival grounds, rather than general Festival-goers who may not purchase tickets for theatrical 

productions. In analyzing customer-to-customer co-creation of value among participants at 

several multi-day outdoor festivals, Rihova (2013) used set criteria to ensure that her participants 

were relevant to the study. Rihova (2013) was not concerned with representativeness in her 

sample, but that her participants could offer relevant data. In a similar manner, I purposively 

selected participants, based on “the quality and positionality of the information that they can 

offer” (Crang & Cook, 2017, p.14).  

The twelve Frequent Fringers who participated in my research were engaged in what 

Stebbins (2001) calls, “serious leisure” or “the steady pursuit of an amateur, hobbyist, or career 

volunteer activity that captivates its participants with its complexity and many challenges” (p. 

54). The social worlds (Unruh, 1980, p. 271) of my research participants included a keen interest 

and involvement in theatre beyond the annual Edmonton Fringe Festival. Two of the participants 

had children involved in both the Fringe Festival and the local theatre community as actors and 

stage managers. Two of the participants talked about attending theatre as a child and being 

immediately awestruck by the actors’ performances. Three of the participants regularly 
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volunteered during the Festival as ticket takers and bartenders. As well, three of the participants 

volunteered throughout the regular theatre season, in various Edmonton theatres, as ushers and 

box office workers. Two of the participants were involved in shows at the 2018 Festival as 

writers, directors, producers or actors. Four of the participants had previously written, directed, 

produced or acted in Edmonton Fringe Festival shows. On average, the participants attended 

twenty shows at the Fringe, ranging from ten to forty shows per year. Five of the twelve 

participants were men and seven were women, ranging in approximate age from millennials to 

boomers. The total number of Fringes attended per participant ranged from six to thirty. The 

research participants’ “positionalities” included the perspectives and experiences of dedicated, 

Edmonton-based theatre patrons and artists. 

While similar studies (theatre-focused studies, using ethnography) tended to have more 

than twelve subjects, I observed and interviewed twelve participants because of the limitations of 

my research, as I was the lone researcher. I observed participants over the eleven days of the 

2018 Festival, between August 16th and 26th, 2018. During both participant observation and 

interviews, I analyzed the participants’ Fringe guides and Festival schedules to further determine 

how participants selected shows at the Fringe Festival. As Schensul and LeCompte (2012) 

suggested, objects can incite conversation with participants to gain a deeper understanding of 

their experiences.  

As O’Reilly (2012) discussed, researchers who conduct ethnographic studies must 

determine “where the action is” (p. 6) by accessing distinct sample groups. Rather than identify a 

broad sample of Festival attendees, I accessed twelve Frequent Fringers through two specific 

channels. First, I contacted members of the Edmonton Theatre Goers Club. Founded in 2009, the 

Edmonton Theatre Goers Club is an Edmonton-based group on Meetup.com with 1,197 members 
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who aim to “experience live performing arts” and “have fun together” (Edmonton Theatre Goers 

Club, 2018). The club hosted thirty-eight events during the 2017 Edmonton International Fringe 

Theatre Festival with an average of ten attendees per event. Secondly, I posted on Theatre 

Alberta’s classifieds, looking for Frequent Fringers to take part in the study. Funded by both 

provincial and municipal governments, Theatre Alberta represents over one thousand individual 

and organizational members of professional and amateur theatre practitioners across Alberta 

(Theatre Alberta, 2018). By engaging both Edmonton Theatre Goers Club and Theatre Alberta, I 

developed a wide net of contacts through which to gain research participants.    

Participant observation is an integral part of ethnographic research as it allows the 

researcher to understand how members of a group conduct themselves within their own settings 

(Merrigan et al., 2012). Just as Rihova (2013) practised in her observation of festival 

participants, I determined when it was appropriate to adopt an emic (insider) versus etic 

(outsider) approach when in the field. Rihova (2013) was deliberate in her choice to either 

distantly observe the actions of the festival-goers to gain a full understanding of their social 

patterns or to gain trust with participants by communicating directly with them during activities. 

I mostly adopted an emic method of observation, building rapport with the participants by 

communicating with them directly during activities. For two of the twelve participants, I used an 

etic approach, observing their show selection processes from a distance. At times, the decision to 

use either an emic or etic approach to observation came from the participants, who informed me 

how they would prefer to interact. Seven of the twelve participants saw me perform in theatrical 

productions at previous Edmonton Fringe Festivals. For six of the seven participants, I used an 

emic approach, as they were willing to discuss the Fringe Festival environment with me directly 

during observation. 
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 While participant observations showcase participants’ activities in real time, interviews 

give a researcher “the opportunity to ask people to elaborate and explain, to reflect on what they 

are doing, or to describe how they feel about it” (O’Reilly, 2012, p. 18). Ten of the twelve 

participants took part in one-hour long semi-structured follow-up interviews that asked them to 

recount personal narratives and points-of-view on their show selection processes (Merrigan et al., 

2012). The nine interview questions explored the participants’ experience of the Fringe Festival 

environment, including “promotional infrastructure” and social patterns of behaviour. To help 

participants retain their recollections and reflections on their Fringe Festival experiences, 

interviews took place no more than three weeks after the conclusion of the 2018 Edmonton 

Fringe Festival.  

Data Analysis 

Through an iterative-deductive approach to data analysis, I remained open and unbiased 

to emerging themes and patterns in the data, using the process set out by Emerson, Fretz, and 

Shaw (1995) of open coding, theme selection, and focused coding. Through open coding, I 

analyzed participant observations and interviews in small segments, searching for specific 

thematic categories, selecting all appropriate themes that appeared. Then, through focused 

coding, I reorganized the data with these themes in mind, searching for connecting data, as well 

as any emergent sub-themes. A similar approach (open and axial coding) was used by Miklas 

(2015) who interviewed Fringe artists about the effect of Fringe Festival administrative 

structures on their experience as participants. After conducting a line-by-line analysis of sixteen 

sets of dialogue, gathered either through observation or one-on-one interviews with my research 

participants, I extracted the following themes: scheduling; word-of-mouth and taste; sociability; 
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risks; reviews; promotional infrastructure; following artists; lists and marks; and, venues and 

line-ups (Appendix B). 

Ethics 

Research participants had the option to participate, as well as rights to privacy and safety 

(Merrigan et al., 2012). Regarding participant observation, I conducted overt research, ensuring 

that all participants were fully informed of the research and its purpose. Before, during and after 

participant observation, and during one-on-one follow-up interviews, I also emphasized that 

participation was voluntary, their contributions confidential, and that they could cease to 

participate in the research at any time. To maintain confidentiality for research participants, I 

removed all identifying features from interview transcriptions, participant observations, and 

descriptions of results. 

Research Findings 

 To organize my findings, I categorize results into the attendee-driven, internal, and 

external factors that impacted the participants’ decision-making processes regarding theatrical 

productions at the Fringe. For attendee-driven factors, I present findings related to scheduling, 

word-of-mouth communication, as well as the participants’ familiarity with artists and genres. 

For internal factors, I present findings related to the Fringe Festival guide, festival venues, 

festival-administrated promotional infrastructure or “publicity space” (Batchelor, 2015, p.34), 

and the Festival website. For external factors, I present findings related to media reviews, one-

on-one pitches from artists to Fringers, as well as show posters and flyers. I also present findings 

related to social interactions on the Fringe grounds between artists and Fringers, as well as 

Fringers and Fringers. 

Attendee-Driven Factors 
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According to articles from festival studies, attendee-driven factors that influence the 

decision-making process of festival attendees include scheduling and time constraints (Botha et 

al. 2012; Keul & Kuhberger 1997; Pitts 2005; Thrane 2002), word-of-mouth communication 

between festival attendees (Botha et al. 2012; Slack et al. 2008), and familiarity with artists and 

genres (Batchelor 2015; Botha et al. 2012; Pitts 2005; Thrane 2002). In this study, attendee-

driven factors were consistently the most influential considerations for participants when 

selecting shows.  

Scheduling. With 227 shows to choose from, the participants fit numerous show 

selections into their calendars, seeing an average of twenty shows during the Festival. To explore 

factors that impacted the participants’ show selection processes, I present findings related to 

personal time constraints, the purchasing of tickets for shows that sell out, and flexible 

scheduling for word-of-mouth recommendations. 

Personal time constraints. A participant described her dedication to the Fringe Festival, 

saying, "It's in my daytimer for the next year. I already know when it is and nothing else can 

interfere – nobody dies, nobody gets married, nobody gets baptized." While the participants did 

their best to clear their calendars during the eleven days of the Festival, they could not see all 

their show selections, even if their schedules were unhindered. Ten participants named personal 

time constraints as considerations when selecting shows. Seven of the twelve participants 

discussed work conflicts in their scheduling considerations for Fringe shows.  

Set scheduling and buying tickets for must-see shows. On the second day of the Festival, 

a participant described her process for purchasing tickets for shows she wanted to see but 

believed would sell out, saying, “This year, I bought tickets out of my initial scheduling for 

twenty-two shows, a week before the Festival started.” In 2007, the Edmonton Fringe Festival 
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eliminated day-of rush tickets for shows at venues, making all tickets available online, by phone 

or at the box office (Nicholls, 2007). The participant explained that the elimination of rush 

tickets not only changed “a notable element of audience members’ Fringe experience” 

(Batchelor, 2015, p. 37) by lessening the amount of interaction among Fringers in line-ups, it 

also required Fringers to pre-plan, purchasing tickets well in advance to avoid sold-out runs 

before the first day of the Festival. Another participant explained that she knew which shows 

would sell out from previous experience, saying, “It’s a guess from what’s happened in previous 

years. Like Guys in Disguise – I know what happens to their shows every year.” Guys in 

Disguise, a popular “Fringemachine” (Batchelor, 2015, p.44), has a dedicated audience, selling 

out their runs at each Fringe, often during the first weekend of the Festival. 

Flexible scheduling for recommended shows. Eight of the twelve participants bought 

tickets ahead of time for their “must-see shows”, scheduling them in the first few days of the 

Festival. The latter part of the Festival was left open for shows recommended by friends, fellow 

Fringers, artists’ pitches, and reviews. As one participant explained, “You’ve bought your twenty 

or thirty, but then you realize, through talking with other people, there’s more that you didn’t 

even think about or give enough credit to. So, that’s the extra five, ten, fifteen extra shows to 

see.” Participants waited for word-of-mouth recommendations from friends and fellow Fringers 

to purchase tickets to other shows. Shows that were on a “maybe list” were re-categorized as a 

“must-see show” if enough face-to-face word-of-mouth recommendations were made. As well, 

shows that were on “maybe lists” or considered a lower priority to “must-see shows” were 

sometimes slotted in when there was an unexpected opening in a participant’s schedule. One 

participant described having an opening between shows and scheduling a “third or fourth priority 

show” that was walking distance from the main Festival beer tent.  
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Word-of-mouth. Every participant discussed the importance of face-to-face word-of-

mouth recommendations for their show selection processes. One participant explained 

In line, you see someone you know who’s been to a lot of stuff, so invariably you walk 

up to them and say, “What do you recommend? What have you seen?” And, there are 

people in the line who will listen, and they’ll chime in with their picks. Before you know 

it, you’ve got a whole discussion group going. 

Face-to-face word-of-mouth recommendations influenced many of the social interactions 

and exchanges between participants, hoping to gain some insight into either the shows on their 

"maybe lists" or shows that were missed when they initially read the Festival guide. There were 

three distinct factors in word-of-mouth recommendations at the Edmonton Fringe Festival: 

where word-of-mouth happened on Fringe Festival grounds, how word-of-mouth influenced the 

show selection process, and who Frequent Fringers accessed for their word-of-mouth 

recommendations.  

Where word-of-mouth happened on Fringe Festival grounds. Face-to-face word-of-

mouth recommendations happened in three places at the Fringe Festival: in line-ups, in beer 

tents, and on Festival grounds as Fringers travelled between shows. As one participant explained, 

“You’ll stop for the one-minute conversation of, ‘How’s it going? What’d you see?’ You’re 

either standing in line with a friend, beer tent or running into them on the grounds.” During 

participant observation, I witnessed face-to-face word-of-mouth recommendations multiple times 

with numerous participants. While conversing with a participant in the main Festival beer tent, a 

fellow Fringer interrupted us to share a lengthy recommendation of the show Rig Pig Fantasia 

that she had seen earlier in the week. Upon meeting a second participant on the Fringe grounds, 

she shared a recommendation of a show she had just seen and asked me what shows I had seen 
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and would recommend. After meeting a third participant at the main Festival beer tent, we spoke 

at length about a show he had seen earlier in the week and how it altered the way he thought 

about political correctness. While waiting in line for a show with a fourth participant, I witnessed 

her loudly recommend another show to fellow Fringers after encountering one of the show’s 

actors. 

How word-of-mouth influenced the show selection process. Eleven of the twelve 

participants discussed the influence of word-of-mouth communication on the show selection 

process. One participant explained that seeking out show recommendations is “serious business” 

to ensure that quality Fringe shows are not missed. She talked to everyone in line, asking for 

their recommendations or “personal reviews”. Another participant would move a show from her 

maybe list to her must-see list if she heard enough positive feedback from fellow Fringers that 

she knew and trusted. Another participant explained that she “keeps her ears open” while in line-

ups and at beer tents to get a sense of which shows people are talking about. If she heard enough 

positive word-of-mouth recommendations for a show, she would rush to get tickets. While 

observing participants on Fringe Festival grounds, I heard numerous Fringers recommend a show 

called, The Balcony. After hearing a few endorsements for The Balcony, I shared the 

recommendation with a participant who subsequently attended the show.   

Who Frequent Fringers accessed for their word-of-mouth recommendations. In 

conversation with a participant, she warned, “Be careful what recommendations you pick up,” 

elaborating that she only takes word-of-mouth recommendations from people she knows and 

trusts. She further clarified that, at previous Fringes, she saw recommended shows that she did 

not enjoy. All participants discussed “taste” in relation to word-of-mouth recommendations 

influencing their show selection processes. One participant explained that he listens to his friends 
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because they understand his preferences, saying, “My tastes are specific, and they know I don’t 

like certain things, or I really like certain things.” Another participant elaborated that Frequent 

Fringers develop specific tastes because they see so many shows. She added that Frequent 

Fringers get to know the tastes of their friends because they see shows together. She described a 

situation that she encountered on Fringe Festival grounds, saying  

I have a couple of friends that are Frequent Fringers who give me recommendations. One 

of them I go, ‘Okay, that’s good to know you liked that show.’ The other, I take with a 

grain of salt. I know that his tastes are totally different from mine. 

To reduce the risk of selecting Fringe shows that she would not enjoy, the participant evaluated 

the outcomes of past word-of-mouth communication, only accepting recommendations from 

fellow Fringers who shared similar tastes and could offer recommendations that produced 

rewarding outcomes. 

Familiarity with artists or genres. Participants named their familiarity with both artists 

and genres as influences on their decision-making processes regarding theatrical productions at 

the Fringe. However, participants’ appreciation for particular artists had more of an impact than 

their preferences of different genres.   

Familiarity with artists. Ten of the twelve participants used their familiarity and 

appreciation of artists to select shows at the Fringe. When reading through the Festival guide, 

participants made note of shows that included playwrights, directors, actors, and companies that 

regularly produced rewarding outcomes during their performances. One participant did not take 

chances on unrecognized artists and only saw shows from reputable, returning artists. She missed 

a show that sold out because it included an actor that was new to the Edmonton Fringe Festival. 

She explained, “I’m going to have to memorize that name and look for it again.” During 
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observation and interviews, other participants mentioned specific playwrights that they note in 

the Festival guide, such as Stewart Lemoine, Mike Delamont, and Becky Merkley. They 

indicated specific directors, like Amy DeFelice, Jon Lachlan Stewart, and Linette Smith. The 

participants especially made note of specific actors and companies, including actors like Luc 

Tellier, Davina Stewart, and Oscar Derkx, as well as companies like The Coldharts, Guys in 

Disguise, and Wonderheads. Three of the twelve participants selected shows because they met 

the artists at the Fringe Festival, on Festival grounds. One participant selected a show that was 

not on her lists because she met one of its actors in the main Festival beer tent who personally 

invited her to attend. Five of the participants included shows in their schedule because they 

personally knew an artist involved. Of the five participants, three were either previously or 

currently Edmonton-based theatre artists who had personal relationships with some of the local 

actors, directors, playwrights and choreographers who were involved in the 2018 Edmonton 

Fringe Festival.    

Familiarity with genres. Seven of the twelve participants considered genre when 

selecting shows at the Fringe. Specific genres mentioned by participants were dramas (or 

“straight plays”), clown, physical theatre, dance, musicals, and comedy. Participants who 

attended shows with fellow Fringers would sometimes disagree on a genre. One participant 

explained, “I gravitate to more dance, physical theatre, clown stuff, whereas she prefers more 

straight plays.” Also, participants described genres that did not consistently produce rewarding 

outcomes, with six participants specifically naming improv as a genre to avoid when selecting 

shows.  

Internal Factors 
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According to articles from festival studies, internal factors (promotional infrastructure 

that is administered by festival staff) that influence the decision-making process of festival 

attendees include festival programs (Batchelor 2015; Botha et al 2012; Brown 1989; Frew & Ali-

Knight 2009; Slack et al. 2008), festival venues (Botha et al. 2012; Pitts 2005), festival-operated 

“publicity space” (Batchelor, 2015, p.34), and festival websites (Botha et al. 2012; Frew & Ali-

Knight 2009; Slack et al. 2008). In this study, festival venues and festival-operated “publicity 

space” somewhat influenced the participants’ decision-making processes; however, the Fringe 

Festival guide was the only consistently significant tool for selecting shows.  

Fringe Festival guide. Ten of the twelve participants used the Festival guide to select 

shows at the Fringe. As one participant explained, “The program is the Bible.” The 2018 

Edmonton Fringe Festival guide was 155 pages and sold for ten dollars at participating retail 

outlets, such as Safeway, Sobeys, Chapters, and Coles. The guide included 

• guidance on how to Fringe, including a Festival site map, box office and ticket 

information, parking and transportation locations, food and artisan vendor listing, 

details on Fringe Festival patios (also known as beer tents), as well as descriptions 

of outdoor stage artists and KidsFringe activities; and 

• information on indoor theatre shows, including theatre venue maps, a daily 

schedule, and descriptions of each show, organized by venues. 

During observation, a participant pointed out who she thought were Frequent Fringers, claiming, 

“I can pick out the Frequent Fringers – front of the line, holding their program.” Participants 

purchased the Festival guide as soon as it was available, usually a week before the start of the 

Fringe, reading the descriptions of each indoor theatre production to commence their show 

selections. One participant described the anticipation of the program, saying, “It’s like kids with 
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the Christmas catalogue.” For each show’s write-up in the Festival guide, provided by the Fringe 

artists, the participants analysed the images and descriptions to assess the show’s quality and 

content. From the descriptions, the participants also made note of familiar artists and preferred 

genres. Ten of the twelve participants physically marked the show descriptions in their guides 

with stars, question marks, letters, checkmarks, circles, and colours to indicate their “must-see” 

shows, as well as show they wanted to learn more about through reviews and word-of-mouth 

recommendations prior to purchasing tickets.  

Festival venues. All participants agreed that venues did not affect the show selection 

process, especially if the participant wanted to see a show. However, venues affected 

participants' schedules if they were not on the main Festival grounds. Many BYOVs or Bring 

Your Own Venues – venues that were not managed by the Fringe Festival administration – were 

located off-site, several blocks away. Participants scheduled specific days in BYOV zones to 

lessen the burden of travelling back and forth between the main site and off-site venues.  

Festival-operated “publicity space”. Festival administration provided festival-operated 

“publicity space” on Fringe grounds including a dedicated poster wall, daily show schedules 

displayed on television screens in the main Festival box office and turning racks for show flyers. 

Fringe administration posted artists’ show posters on the dedicated poster wall in an orderly 

arrangement. Fringe artists were encouraged to place their flyers in the specially-designed 

turning racks to avoid what one participant called, “competitive clutter”. Because Festival 

administration kept posters and flyers tidy and easy to read, the participant used them to make 

decisions about which theatrical productions to attend at the Fringe. 

Festival website. One participant of the twelve used the Festival website to select shows. 

The Fringe Festival website comprised much of the same information as the Festival guide, like 
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instructions on how to Fringe, ticket and box office information, maps of venues, and show 

descriptions and schedules. However, also included in each show description, there was a show’s 

various media reviews and a link to purchase tickets.   

External Factors 

According to articles from festival studies, external factors (promotional infrastructure 

that is administered outside of festival staff) that influence the decision-making process of 

festival attendees include: media coverage (Botha et al. 2012; Slack et al. 2008), one-on-one 

pitches from artists to Fringers (Batchelor 2015; Brown 1989) and show posters and flyers 

(Batchelor 2015; Botha et al. 2012; Brown 1989; Frew & Ali-Knight 2009; Slack et al. 2008). 

Reviews and one-on-one pitches from artists to Fringers somewhat influenced show selections of 

the participants. Show posters and flyers had less of an impact on the participants’ decision-

making processes. 

Reviews. To assist their show selection process, three of the twelve participants used 

show reviews from both independent and mainstream media outlets in Edmonton, specifically 

print reviews from Vue Weekly, The Edmonton Journal, and The Edmonton Sun. Nine of the 

twelve participants did not use local reviews to select shows, claiming that they used word-of-

mouth recommendations and reviews from other Fringe Festivals instead. Five of the twelve 

participants used reviews from the 2018 Winnipeg Fringe Festival, which ran immediately 

before the Edmonton Fringe Festival. Participants made note of shows that received multiple 

good reviews from Winnipeg media, as these shows tended to sell out at the Edmonton Fringe 

Festival. 

One-on-one pitches from artists to Fringers. During one-on-one pitches from artists to 

Fringers, also known as “flyering”, Fringe Festival artists sought out Fringe Festival attendees in 
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line-ups, beer tents, and on Fringe grounds to verbally market their show and increase ticket 

sales. During participant observation, I witnessed artists wearing their posters while flyering, 

erected on sticks and fastened to the inside of their backpacks. I observed flyering six times in 

the main Festival beer tent, in front of the main box office, and in line-ups. Artists approached 

the participants, told them about the show, and attempted to give them a flyer with the show’s 

title, image, description and show times. Six of the twelve participants used one-on-one pitches 

from artists for their show selection processes. One participant stated, “A good pitch is usually 

an indication that it’s going to be a good show.” In reaction to a flyering artist, another 

participant noted the show’s title in her Fringe guide, saying that “genuine pitches work”. Two 

participants explained that they pay attention to pitches if they’ve heard or seen the show title in 

other ways, like word-of-mouth recommendations, reviews, and posters.  

Show posters and flyers. Only one of the twelve participants used both posters and 

flyers to select shows. Two participants used flyers and another two used posters during their 

show selection processes. The participant who used both posters and flyers appreciated the 

displays operated by the Festival administration that reduced clutter and made promotional 

materials easier to read. One of the participants who used flyers took them from artists but put 

them down again for someone else to use. One of the participants who used posters claimed that 

he could predict a show’s quality by the design of the poster – if the poster was professionally 

designed, the show’s quality was likely “higher than most”. Two participants did not take flyers 

from artists because it created too much clutter in their bags and pockets. 

Sociability on the Fringe Grounds 

Social “patterns of conduct” (Goffman, 1963, p. 18) among Frequent Fringers took place 

in show line-ups, festival beer tents and on Fringe grounds. Fringers watched theatrical 
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productions together, shared show insights, and made recommendations. One participant 

explained that there is an unmistakable sense of community among Frequent Fringers, saying  

We recognize each other because we’re all at the same things. So, we know. We may not 

know each other’s names or know anything about the other person, but we’ve seen each 

other at shows and beer tents. It’s just automatic.  

There were also “patterns of conduct” that occurred between Fringers and artists. Fringers and 

artists interacted through performances, flyering, and impromptu conversations on Festival 

grounds and in beer tents.  

Artists and Fringers. As Paterson (1989) explained, Fringe Festivals prioritize “putting 

the artists and audience together and eliminating everything else in-between” (p. 52). At the 2018 

Edmonton Fringe Festival, Fringe-goers and artists frequently interacted inside and outside of 

venues. As one participant stated, “When you go to the Fringe, artist and audience interaction 

happens every day. It happens all over the place.” During participant observation, I saw Fringers 

and artists interacting eight times. I witnessed six artists flyer Fringe-goers in the main Festival 

beer tent, in front of the main box office, and in line-ups. I also saw a participant interrupt a 

Fringe artist’s lunch in front of a venue to thank her for her show. I saw a Fringe artist join a 

conversation about shows at the 2018 Winnipeg Fringe Festival with participants in the main 

Festival beer tent. While participants mostly interacted with artists during their performances, 

their interactions with artists on Festival grounds also influenced their show selection processes 

through flyering and impromptu conversations in the main Festival beer tent.    

Fringers and Fringers. One participant described the camaraderie that Frequent Fringers 

experience during every Fringe Festival, saying, “You get to hang out and see the people that 

you just see during that time of year. There’s a sense of community.” Whether participants 
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navigated the Fringe Festival solo or with friends, they all talked about a sense of community 

and camaraderie between fellow Fringe-goers. There were numerous ways that participants 

interacted with fellow Fringers on Festival grounds. They 

• discussed shows and made recommendations to fellow Fringers while in line-ups; 

• watched shows together after spontaneously meeting in show line-ups; 

• talked to fellow Fringers while travelling from venue to venue; and 

• talked with fellow Fringers in Festival beer tents to discuss shows and make 

recommendations. 

Six of the twelve participants partnered with fellow Frequent Fringers to select and attend shows. 

Three of the participants used terms to describe their Fringe partners, like “Fringe Buddy,” 

“Fringe Friend” and “Fringe Husband.” These Fringe partners helped the participants select and 

schedule shows while providing companionship during the Festival. Much of the participants' 

social interactions on Festival grounds focused on exchanging show recommendations and 

reviews, which assisted the participants in their show selection processes. While observing one 

participant, I witnessed her interact with fellow Fringers five times. Three of the interactions 

included brief recommendations of shows she had seen at the Festival. 

Summary of Findings 

At the 2018 Edmonton Fringe Festival, there were factors that impacted the participants’ 

show selection processes. The most influential were attendee-driven and internal factors 

(administered by festival staff), such as 

• scheduling and time constraints;  

• word-of-mouth communication between festival attendees;  

• familiarity with artists; and 
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• the Festival guide. 

Factors that were somewhat significant to participants’ show selection processes included 

attendee-driven and external influences (not administered by festival staff), such as 

• familiarity with genres; 

• location of off-site BYOVs (Bring Your Own Venue); 

• artists’ one-on-one pitches to Fringers; and 

• reviews from other Fringes that preceded the Edmonton Fringe Festival, such as 

Winnipeg.  

Factors that minimally affected participants’ show selection processes included internal and 

external influences, such as 

• the Festival website; 

• festival-operated publicity spaces; 

• individual show flyers; 

• individual show posters; and 

• local media reviews. 

Other factors that significantly influenced the participants’ show selection process included 

• social interactions and exchanges between artists and Fringers; 

• social interactions and exchanges between Fringers and Fringers; 

• the early purchase of tickets to avoid sold-out runs of shows; and 

• flexible scheduling in the latter part of the Festival to make room for one-on-one 

word of mouth recommendations. 

Discussion 
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I will discuss how the attendee-driven, internal, and external factors that impacted 

participants in their choice of which plays to attend relate to the following theories and concepts 

presented in the literature review 

• the Fringe Festival environment; 

• aspects of festival environments that impact the decision-making process; 

• word-of-mouth communication; and 

• social exchange theory. 

As previously stated, attendee-driven factors include those that come from the participants, 

internal factors include promotional infrastructure that is administered by festival staff, and 

external factors include promotional infrastructure that is administered outside of festival staff. 

While numerous tools were available to help select shows at the Fringe – posters, flyers, media 

previews and reviews, stunts, parades, and Festival guides – participants mainly employed 

attendee-driven methods, such as their own preferences (familiarity with artists) and the 

preferences of others (word-of-mouth recommendations). 

The Fringe Festival Environment 

While I observed a participant select shows in her Fringe guide, she pointed out a 

production of The Importance of Being Ernest, saying, “That’s not a Fringe show. Fringe shows 

are edgy; they take risks.” While Fringe artists usually take risks by mounting new and 

sometimes experimental theatre at the Festival, Fringe audiences frequently take risks by 

selecting shows with little knowledge of content except for a brief show description in the Fringe 

guide. Paterson (1989) elaborated on this phenomenon, saying, “Audience members come to 

discover the unexpected; risk-taking is a part of their experience as well” (p. 138). To mitigate 

the risky, non-juried nature of the Festival, participants depended on reliable tools to select their 
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shows. Word-of-mouth recommendations from trustworthy sources and an appreciation for 

reputable artists helped participants navigate the substantial flow of information about Fringe 

productions at the Festival.  

Paterson (1989) presented the social interactions between Fringers and Fringers and 

Fringers and artists in Festival beer tents, line-ups, and on Festival grounds as an integral part of 

the Festival environment. She explained how these interactions influence word-of-mouth 

communication, saying, “The inevitable interaction between artists and audiences in line-ups and 

on the streets, and the provision of a central gathering place to eat, drink and talk between shows, 

contributed to a stimulating atmosphere of camaraderie and debate” (p. 58). According to 

Paterson (1989), Fringe beer tents were not created to encourage the discussion of shows, but a 

way to lessen foot traffic on public streets and generate income. However, because of the non-

juried and chaotic nature of the Fringe Festival programming, Festival beer tents became a 

natural location to engage in debate about shows, exchange word-of-mouth recommendations, 

and build camaraderie among Festival-goers. During observation and interviews, participants 

discussed these interactions between Fringers and Fringers and Fringers and artists – in beer 

tents, line-ups and on the Festival grounds – and their impact on their choice of which plays to 

attend. Participants confirmed that there is an unmistakable “sense of community” among 

Frequent Fringers as they engage with each other on Fringe grounds regarding show 

recommendations. 

Aspects of the Festival Environment that Impact the Decision-Making Process 

During observation and interviews, participants discussed all the examples of both 

“promotional infrastructure” and “publicity space” that were presented in the literature review. 

Participants used Edmonton Fringe Festival-specific “promotional infrastructure”, including 
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• the Edmonton Fringe Festival guide and website; 

• show posters and flyers; 

• media, including reviews from Vue Weekly, The Edmonton Journal, and The 

Edmonton Sun; and 

• one-on-one pitches from artists to Fringers to elicit ticket purchases. 

Participants also used “publicity space” that was managed by Edmonton Fringe Festival 

administration, including 

• designated poster boards; 

• flyer turnstiles; and 

• Festival guides and website.  

Promotional infrastructure and publicity space only somewhat impacted participants in 

their choice of which plays to attend. However, corresponding with the findings presented in the 

literature review, attendee-driven factors, like word-of-mouth communication and familiarity of 

artists, had the most impact on participants’ decision-making processes as they related to 

theatrical productions at the Festival. While most internal and external factors did not 

significantly impact participants’ show selection processes, ten of the twelve participants used 

the Festival guide to select shows. The 2018 guide included forty-seven pages of indoor show 

descriptions, each containing a list of the artists involved. Ten of the twelve participants used 

their familiarity and appreciation of artists to select shows at the Fringe, reading each show 

description in the Festival guide to discover the directors, actors, playwrights, and companies 

involved in theatrical productions at the Festival. To examine ticket purchasing behavior at 

festivals in South Africa, Botha et al. (2012) distributed questionnaires at two notable arts 

festivals in the country and found that “production credentials (familiarity and reputation of the 
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actor, cast, artist, or musician; and the familiarity and reputation of the playwright, author or 

composer of the performance) [were] the most important factor contributing to arts festival ticket 

purchases” (p. 31). The Festival guide, which an internal factor, facilitated the participants’ 

search for familiar and reputable artists, which is an attendee-driven factor.    

Word-of-Mouth Communication 

In an interview, a participant discussed the risk involved in selecting shows at the Fringe, 

saying, “Buying a ticket to a show is a risk, but it’s only $15. If it sucks, have a drink at the beer 

garden. If it’s really good, have a drink at the beer garden.” While participants praised the 

experimental and innovative nature of Fringe shows, they also lamented about shows that they 

did not enjoy. Theatrical productions are intangible services that “cannot always be seen, 

touched, tasted, displayed, or demonstrated prior to purchase” (Hayword, 1989, p. 56). Intangible 

services present a higher risk to the consumer and require, what Bronner and de Hoog (2011) 

called, a “higher-involvement decision” (p. 17), such as word-of-mouth communication. 

Therefore, participants engaged in extensive research prior to purchasing tickets to theatrical 

productions at the Fringe, like examining each show description in the Festival guide; reading 

reviews from Fringes that precede the Edmonton Festival, like the Winnipeg Fringe Festival; 

conversing with artists during one-on-one pitches; and, seeking out word-of-mouth 

recommendations from fellow Fringers.  

When seeking word-of-mouth communication, participants accessed trusted sources that 

they knew personally and who continually produced show recommendations that had rewarding 

outcomes. As one participant explained, he only asked his friends for word-of-mouth 

recommendations, saying, “My friends are honest about theatre. And, I feel like they will always 

tell me the truth. They know how to talk to me.” In an experiment to assess the effect of choice 
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on perceptions of word-of-mouth communication, Kempf (2011) discovered that research 

participants deemed recommendations more reliable if they could choose the source from whom 

they received the information. Participants in Kempf’s study did not consider their choice more 

knowledgeable but more trustworthy than other sources. One participant explained that as she 

saw more and more shows, she developed specific preferences and tastes. By seeking out 

recommendations from sources that she knew personally and regularly offered reliable 

recommendations, the participant could evaluate the word-of-mouth communication through her 

knowledge of the source. 

Social Exchange Theory at the Fringe 

While Goffman’s “patterns of conduct” and Schechner’s “gathering, performing, and 

dispersing” explain how interactions take place on Fringe Festival grounds, social exchange 

theory presents the impact of those encounters on decision-making processes by evaluating their 

cumulative rewards and costs. In my research findings, I presented two factors that most 

influenced the participants’ decision-making processes regarding theatrical productions at the 

Fringe, which were word-of-mouth communication and a familiarity with artists. Both factors 

involved exchanges of resources, such as show recommendations and entertainment, as well as 

evaluations of the rewards and costs associated with their respective interactions. 

For word-of-mouth communication, participants encountered fellow Fringers with the 

goal of gaining much needed show recommendations. One participant explained how she found 

fellow Fringers and asked to exchange show reviews, saying, “It’s just an automatic thing. You 

see someone you know who’s been to a lot of stuff, so invariably you walk up to them and say, 

‘What do you recommend? What have you seen?’” However, after repeatedly receiving show 

recommendations from Fringers that produced negative outcomes, the same participant warned, 
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“Be careful what recommendations you pick up” adding that she only seeks out Fringers that 

share “trustworthy” reviews. According to Blau (1964), “Social exchange depends on and 

promotes trust” (p. 91). Therefore, after evaluating outcomes from interactions with fellow 

Festival-goers involving an exchange of show recommendations, the participants decided which 

fellow Fringers were trustworthy enough to continue seeking out for show information. This 

supports the word-of-mouth communication theory previously presented in the literature review 

and my research findings here that individuals will consider word-of-mouth recommendations 

more reliable if they chose the source from whom they received the information (Brown & 

Reingen 1987; Hayword 1987; Van Den Bulte & Wuyts 2009; Kempf 2011; Bayraktar & 

Erdogan 2013).  

In describing the social impact of the Edmonton Fringe Festival, one participant 

explained, “Anybody is a friend and waiting to be spoken to. And, it’s ten days long. And, you 

see someone last night and you saw them three other times and you hadn’t seen them before. 

And, you’re noticing that.” Through Schechner’s theatrical pattern of “gathering, performing and 

dispersing”, Fringers regularly interact on Fringe Festival grounds and in Festival beer tents, 

show line ups and theatrical venues. These multiple interactions create opportunities for 

reciprocal exchange where Fringers, “voluntarily [give] benefits to each other without formal 

agreements” (Molm et al., 2007, p. 199). Some friendships formed exclusively on Festival 

grounds, as one participant described the feeling of a summer reunion, saying, “You get to hang 

out and see the people that you just see during that time of year.” Other participants strengthened 

existing relationships through reciprocal exchanges at the Festival. A participant described 

reciprocal exchanges between she and her friend where they annually share show 

recommendations and companionship at the Edmonton Fringe Festival, saying, “If she hadn’t 
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come into my life, I wouldn’t Fringe to the extent that I do now. It’s very much been a buddy-

effort.” They formed a lasting social bond from annual social exchanges at the Fringe Festival.  

A familiarity with artists at the Fringe comes from repeated negotiated exchanges 

between Fringers and artists through scheduled theatrical performances and, sometimes, through 

reciprocal exchanges such as impromptu conversations in Festival beer tents. Ten of the twelve 

participants used their familiarity with artists to decide which plays to attend at the Festival. 

While negotiated exchanges do not require future interactions after the completion of a 

transaction, exchange relations between participants and artists were “longitudinal” (Emerson, 

1976, p. 350), in that participants pursued interactions with artists that annually fulfilled their 

need for entertainment. Thibaut and Kelley (1959) explained, “Every individual voluntarily 

enters and stays in any relationship only as long as it is adequately satisfactory in terms of 

rewards and costs” (p. 37). While describing how she sees plays from “reputable artists” year 

after year, one participant explained, “You see the same group three or four times, and you 

always know that it’s going to be good.” Another participant described how she follows the 

careers of actors that continually produce rewarding performances, sometimes discovering new 

artists at the Fringe, saying, “As soon as I heard the actor start his first note, I thought, ‘I’m 

following you.’” The participant also explained that she does not take chances on unrecognized 

artists. As there is no history of exchanges to evaluate with unrecognized artists, attending their 

shows at the Festival encompasses higher risks than choosing to see shows from familiar artists. 

According to Thibaut and Kelley (1959), the CL acts as a “standard against which the 

member evaluates” (p. 21) a relationship. If an individual experiences multiple favorable social 

exchanges, they will have a higher standard by which they will evaluate subsequent interactions. 

Participants who frequented the Edmonton Fringe Festival for many years and attended a 
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multitude of theatrical productions at the Festival had a higher CL, as they had many personal or 

vicarious experiences to use for comparison. Therefore, the participant may be less satisfied with 

a mediocre theatrical production than an audience member who is new to the Fringe. One 

participant explained 

I know the first few Fringe shows I saw, I thought they were great. And, looking back, 

they were mediocre at best. I figure I’ve seen a good six hundred Fringe shows in my 

time – over the last twenty years or so. You become a little bit more discerning, critical.  

To avoid shows with negative outcomes, the participant meticulously chose her Fringe 

shows by reading the Edmonton Fringe Festival guide; looking at reviews from Fringe Festivals 

that precede the Edmonton Fringe Festival, such as the Winnipeg Fringe Festival; following 

reputable artists; and, carefully selecting word-of-mouth recommendations in Festival beer tents 

and show line-ups.   

Conclusion and Contribution 

With the goal of understanding the impact of the Fringe Festival environment on 

decision-making processes regarding theatrical productions at the Festival, I observed and 

interviewed twelve Frequent Fringers during the 2018 Edmonton Fringe Festival. Through 

observation and interviews, I observed four key findings. 

• Attendee-driven factors, such as time constraints and familiarity with artists, had 

more of an impact on participants in their choice of which plays to attend than 

internal factors that were administered by Festival staff, like flyer turnstiles or 

external factors that were not administered by Festival staff, like show posters. 
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• The participants depended on face-to-face word-of-mouth recommendations from 

trustworthy sources, like friends or fellow Fringers, to assist in their show 

selection processes. 

• With costs and benefits in mind, the participants evaluated their social exchanges 

between themselves and fellow Fringers to determine which Festival-goers to 

seek out for show recommendations. Participants also evaluated their interactions 

with artists, choosing to attend shows with artists that continually produced 

rewarding outcomes.       

The Canadian Fringe Festival model, which asks festival administration to choose artists 

through a non-juried system and relinquish all control of artistic content of the performances, 

created a festival environment that greatly depends on the decision-making processes of Fringers 

regarding theatrical productions. As Fringe shows are experiential and intangible, Fringers 

cannot sample or test theatrical productions prior to purchasing tickets. Furthermore, with over 

two hundred shows to choose from, presented over a limited number of days, Fringers depend on 

word-of-mouth recommendations from fellow Festival-goers, as well as their previous 

experiences with Festival artists to assist with their decision-making processes regarding the 

multitude of uncensored and non-juried theatrical productions in the annual programme. 

According to social exchange theory, a behavior will “fall off” if there is either “adverse stimuli” 

from an exchange relation or “rewards foregone” (Emerson, 1976, p. 349). Fringers will avoid 

negotiated exchanges with artists involved in theatrical productions at the Festival that repeatedly 

create “annoyance, embarrassment, anxiety, or increased effort required to make the appropriate 

response” (Thibaut & Kelley, 1959, p. 54). Similarly, if fellow Festival-goers regularly offer 

word-of-mouth recommendations that are incompatible with a Fringer’s goals regarding 
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theatrical productions at the Festival, they may avoid those reciprocal exchanges. Interactions 

that interfere with Festival-related goals decrease the likelihood of further encounters, whereas 

increased rewards during negotiated and reciprocal exchanges encourage future interactions 

during the Festival.  

Since the start of the Edmonton Fringe Festival in 1982, participants formed “patterns of 

conduct”, creating multiple opportunities for reciprocal exchange, such as discussing shows in 

Festival beer tents and seeking word-of-mouth recommendations in show line-ups. These 

“patterns of conduct” have become an integral part of the Fringe Festival environment, building 

a sense of community among Frequent Fringers as they assist each other in their decision-making 

processes related to theatrical productions. By removing administrative control over artistic 

content at the Edmonton Fringe Festival, Fringers depend on their own expertise (familiarity 

with artists) and the expertise of others (word-of-mouth communication) to successfully curate 

their own experiences at the Edmonton Fringe Festival. Ten of the twelve participants had 

attended ten or more Edmonton Fringe Festivals, developing a robust comparison level to 

effectively evaluate artists in the Fringe programme, as well as word-of-mouth recommendations 

from fellow Fringers. The 2018 Fringe guide included a section on “How to Fringe”, which 

encouraged Fringers to arrive thirty minutes early, talk to artists on the Fringe grounds and 

silence their cellphones during performances. In a two-page article on Fringe etiquette, it is 

difficult to include the breadth of experiences of attending shows and interacting with fellow 

Fringers that helped the participants refine their decision-making processes regarding theatrical 

productions at the Edmonton Fringe Festival. 

While Paterson (1989) explored the development of the sociability of the Fringe through 

show line-ups and festival beer tents, she mainly analyzed the structure and history of the 



HOW FREQUENT FRINGERS SELECT SHOWS  56 

 

Festival and how decisions made by artists and administrators shaped the Canadian Fringe 

Festival model. Most of the Fringe Festival literature focused on administration, artists, sponsors, 

municipalities or volunteers with little focused on Fringe Festival attendees. This research 

focuses exclusively on the experience of Frequent Fringers, specifically analysing their decision-

making processes regarding theatrical productions at the Festival. Understanding the decision-

making processes of Fringers will inform the administrators of Canadian Fringe Festivals how to 

maintain the creative freedom of their non-juried Festival applications by further supporting the 

actions of Fringe Festival attendees, including opportunities to interact with each other and 

exchange critical information about Fringe Festival shows. 

Limitations and Future Recommendations 

Limitations 

The resources for this research were limited; regardless, I examined the culture of twelve 

Frequent Fringers at the Edmonton Fringe Festival. I was the only researcher with a short time to 

complete the study and limited time for participant observation, as the Edmonton Fringe Festival 

took place over an eleven-day period. Therefore, I conducted a small-scale study or a micro-

ethnography. I only used one Fringe Festival as a research site; therefore, I could not verify my 

results with research data from similar festivals. Five of the twelve participants were women 

over the age of thirty, which limited the representativeness of the findings.  

Future Recommendations 

As I employed “theoretical sampling” or “purposive sampling”, only using Frequent 

Fringers who attend ten or more shows per year at the Edmonton Fringe Festival, I did not 

consider how diverse perspectives could affect the results. Future studies could focus on varied 

samples, exploring diversity in terms of age, gender, ethnicity, or socioeconomic status. As well, 
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future studies could conduct participant observation and interviews at multiple Fringe Festivals 

to assess differences and similarities between various Festival environments and their impacts on 

the decision-making processes of Fringers as they relate to theatrical productions. To further 

understand the impact of word-of-mouth communication at the Fringe, future studies could 

explore online versus face-to-face communication among Festival-goers related to Fringe 

productions, analysing the impact of social media on Fringers’ decisions of which plays to 

attend. Future studies could also research the show selection processes of casual Fringe-goers 

(those who see less than ten shows at the Fringe per year) to explore whether they employ 

similar tools as Frequent Fringers when selecting shows at the Festival.  

For further theoretical analyses of the decision-making processes of Frequent Fringers 

regarding theatrical productions at the Festival, future studies could expand on the sociability of 

Fringe Festivals, including Turner’s (2012) notion of “communitas” (p. 1) and Schechner’s ideas 

of “gathering, performing, and dispersing”. Participation in leisure activities, such as the Fringe 

Festival, comes with limitations such as scheduling constraints from work or family. Future 

studies could look at how “leisure constraints… inhibit or prohibit participation and enjoyment 

in leisure” (Hinch, Jackson, Hudson & Walker, 2005, p. 143). As well, future studies could 

examine the participants’ perspectives and actions as they relate to “social leisure”, including 

their “membership in vast social worlds” (Stebbins, 2001, p. 55) that stem from the Edmonton 

Fringe Festival, such as involvement in their local theatre communities.  

As a theatre actor, I cringe when watching a digital recording of a theatrical performance 

(especially my own), as the production appears awkward and overacted. During one of the 

interviews, a participant described the critical elements of theatre that disappear when turning 

stage performances into digital recordings, saying, “Theatre lacks when you record it. You miss 
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the sweat and the spittle and the feel of the organic, first person relationship with the person on 

stage.” It is the relationships, on and off-stage, that deeply influence all aspects of the Edmonton 

Fringe Festival, from the creation of a risky new theatrical work to the social bonds formed 

between Frequent Fringers on Festival grounds. While there is abundant “promotional 

infrastructure”, such as posters and flyers, to guide Fringers through their Festival schedules, the 

most influential factors on Fringers’ decision-making processes regarding theatrical productions 

involve interactions and exchanges – word-of-mouth communication and a familiarity with 

artists. In thirty-six years, the Edmonton Fringe has changed from a humble theatrical 

experiment to an internationally renowned Festival. However, its to-do list for the Festival-goer 

remains the same. Fringers must embrace the chaos of hundreds of simultaneously-programed, 

non-juried, uncensored, often new and experimental theatrical productions. While Fringers risk 

attending productions that are not to their liking, they are asked to take part in an artist and 

audience-driven festival movement that limits the creative influence of festival administrators 

and corporate sponsors. One participant explained, “It makes me feel like an integral part of the 

theatre community. There are so few barriers between playgoers, volunteers, local artists or 

international artists. And, I am part of this.” Having acted in and produced plays at the Edmonton 

Fringe Festival, attended numerous Fringe productions, and now researched the decision-making 

processes of Frequent Fringers, I recognize that the social immediacy of the Fringe – the sweat 

and the spittle – is one of the most crucial factors of the Fringe Festival environment.  
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APPENDIX A 

Interview Template for “The Show Selection Process at the Edmonton Fringe Festival” – Format 

from Crang and Cook’s (2007) Doing Ethnographies 

Preamble (5 minutes) 

- Introduction of self and MAPC 

- Introduction of research question 

- Explanation/reiteration of participant’s role 

- Overview of project ethics 

- Overview of logistics (length of interview, location of bathroom, etc.) 

Icebreaker Question (5 minutes) 

1. How was your Fringe experience this year? Any surprises? 

Main Questions (45 minutes) 

PART ONE – Fringe Festival Environment (10 minutes) 

1. Do you attend other festivals in Edmonton? 

2. If so, which festivals do you attend? If not, why not? 

3. What makes the Edmonton Fringe Festival different from other festivals? 

PART TWO – Show Selection (25 minutes) 

1. How do you choose the plays that you see? 

2. (Refer to participant’s artefacts) What tools do you use to choose which plays to see? 

3. When do you usually make decisions to see shows at the Fringe? 

4. Who do you interact with the most on festival ground?  

5. What role do they play in your choice of plays to see? 

PART THREE (if needed) – Possible open-ended follow-up questions to encourage elaboration 

(10 minutes) 

1. Can you please elaborate on…? 

2. What did you mean when you said…? 

3. Earlier you mentioned ___. How does this impact how you choose which plays to see? 

4. Earlier you mentioned ___. Can you describe a specific incidence at the Fringe that 

involved ___? 

Wrap Up (5 minutes) 

- Thank-you for participating 

- Reiterate ethics 

- Offer contact information for any follow-up comments or questions 
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APPENDIX B 

Themes from Open Coding 

Scheduling WOM and 

“Taste” 

Sociability Risk Reviews Promo 

Infrastruct

ure 

Following 

Artists 

Lists, 

Marks 

Venues 

and Line-

Ups 

Scheduling 

conflicts 

from work 

 

Fitting in 

shows 

because 

you’re on 

the fringe 

grounds 

and have 

time 

 

Write out 

shows that 

are 

possible 

for her 

schedule 

from her a, 

b, c lists 

 

Identify 

options 

and 

schedule 

days 

 

“I bought 

tickets out 

of the 

initial 

scheduling 

for twenty-

two 

shows, a 

week 

before the 

festival 

started.” 

 

Fitting 

shows in: 

“We have 

some time 

before the 

next show, 

let’s see 

what’s on” 

 

WOM: 

Participant 

talking 

about a 

show in a 

beer tent 

 

Friends 

WOM 

influencing 

choice: 

“My 

friends are 

honest 

about 

theatre. 

And, I feel 

like they 

will always 

tell me the 

truth. They 

know how 

to talk to 

me. My 

tastes are 

specific, 

and I don’t 

like certain 

things or I 

really like 

certain 

things.” 

 

Shows not 

on radar, 

but go to 

see it 

because 

you hear 

good 

things 

 

Moving 

show up 

priority list 

because of 

WOM 

 

After 

buying 

tickets 

Valuable 

transactio

n of ideas 

 

Artists and 

Fringers 

interacting

: “When 

you go to 

the Fringe, 

it happens 

every day. 

It happens 

all over the 

place. The 

whole 

Fringe 

experience 

is very 

human 

and it’s 

very 

difficult to 

escape 

that.” 

 

Social 

aspect of 

theatre: 

“Theatre 

lacks when 

you record 

it. You 

miss the 

sweat and 

the spittle 

and the 

feel of the 

organic, 

first 

person 

relationshi

p with the 

person on 

stage.” 

 

If no one is 

around at 

the beer 

tent, see 

shows 

Unpretenti

ousness 

/Rawness 

of the 

Fringe 

 

New 

Works and 

taking risks 

 

Raw, 

unique, 

experimen

tal theatre 

 

Risk: “It’s a 

risk, but 

it’s only 

$15. If it 

sucks, 

have a 

drink at 

the beer 

garden. If 

it’s really 

good, have 

a drink at 

the beer 

garden.” 

 

Didn’t get 

to it until it 

was sold 

out: “I’m 

going to 

have to 

memorize 

that name 

and look 

for it 

again.” 

 

Risk of sold 

out shows 

 

Random 

picks that 

end up 

being very 

good (sold 

Not paying 

attention 

to number 

of stars 

 

Use 

Winnipeg 

reviews 

first 

 

Will go 

because of 

consistenc

y of 

reviews 

and 

reputable 

artists 

 

Look at 

Reviews 

(from 

Winnipeg 

and 

Edmonton 

Fringes) 

 

Not 

trusting a 

rating on a 

flyer (it’s 

just 

marketing) 

 

WOM over 

reviews – 

“Personal 

Reviews” 

 

Will look 

at 

Winnipeg 

and 

Toronto 

Fringe 

reviews 

 

Reviews 

complimen

t the show 

Go 

through 

Program 

 

Not taking 

a flyer – 

too much 

paper 

 

Go 

through 

Program 

 

“I can pick 

out the 

Frequent 

Fringers… 

front of 

the line, 

holding 

their 

program.” 

 

Only go to 

website 

when 

know what 

I want to 

see 

 

“a good 

pitch… is 

usually a 

good 

indication 

that it’s 

going to be 

a good 

show.” 

 

Genuinene

ss of 

pitches 

when 

flyering 

(works on 

him) 

 

Uses the 

website 

 

Following 

actors 

(surprised 

she almost 

missed a 

show 

because 

there were 

actors she 

likes in it) 

 

Will go 

because of 

consistenc

y of 

reviews 

and 

reputable 

artists 

 

Meeting 

artists in 

the beer 

tent 

 

Artists 

inviting 

you to 

their show 

 

Following 

artists 

(Like an 

artist, but 

missed 

show – 

hopes he 

comes 

back next 

year) 

 

Artists 

returning 

multiple 

times 

 

Following 

actors and 

directors 

and will 

look for 

Moving 

show up 

priority list 

because of 

WOM 

 

Go 

through 

program 

and make 

marks 

(stars, 

stars with 

question 

marks, 

question 

marks) 

 

Develop 

lists (a, b, 

c) 

 

Write out 

shows that 

are 

possible 

for her 

schedule 

from the 

lists 

 

Show as 

third or 

forth 

priority 

and being 

slotted in – 

pleasant 

surprise 

 

Highlight 

with 

different 

colors 

 

Circle local 

 

Make a big 

joint 

spreadshe

et 

Have a 

free slot in 

your 

schedule: 

“We 

picked one 

[a venue] 

that we 

could walk 

to” 

 

“I can pick 

out the 

Frequent 

Fringers… 

front of 

the line, 

holding 

their 

program.” 

 

Like the 

shows at 

certain 

venues 

(Varscona, 

La Cite) 

 

Line-up 

early 

because 

you want 

to be at 

the front 

 

Not lining 

up as 

much with 

online 

ticket sales 

 

Venue 

doesn’t 

matter if 

you really 

want to 

see a show 

 

Sightlines 

are bad in 



HOW FREQUENT FRINGERS SELECT SHOWS  71 

 

Scheduling WOM and 

“Taste” 

Sociability Risk Reviews Promo 

Infrastruct

ure 

Following 

Artists 

Lists, 

Marks 

Venues 

and Line-

Ups 

Did not 

see shows 

the last 

Sunday 

because of 

moving 

 

“We 

picked one 

that we 

could walk 

to” 

 

Missing 

shows 

(“not on 

my radar”) 

 

“I load it 

up at the 

front and I 

go to the 

ones at the 

end that I 

didn’t 

know 

about or 

that I’m 

trying to fit 

in.” 

 

Dedicated 

Fringer – 

nothing 

else is 

scheduled 

during that 

time: “It’s 

in my day 

timer for 

the next 

year – I 

already 

know 

when it is 

and 

nothing 

else can 

interfere – 

nobody 

dies, 

nobody 

gets 

married, 

nobody 

before 

festival for 

a list, listen 

to WOM 

during 

festival 

(and 

reviews) 

for b and c 

lists 

“I want to 

see if I 

hear 

anything 

about it 

first.” 

 

Similar 

/Dissimilar 

tastes – 

learning 

experience 

“I have a 

couple of 

friends 

that are 

frequent 

Fringers. 

One of 

them I go, 

‘Okay, 

that’s 

good you 

liked that 

show.’ The 

other, I 

take with a 

grain of 

salt.” 

 

Developing 

tastes as a 

Frequent 

Fringer 

 

WOM 

show – 

The 

Balcony 

 

Talking to 

people in 

line or in 

the beer 

tent, 

because 

there’s 

nothing 

else to do. 

 

Bumping 

into folks 

who are 

seeing the 

same 

shows 

 

Talk to 

people 

while 

moving 

from 

venue to 

venue 

 

Meeting 

artists in 

the beer 

tent 

 

Artists 

inviting 

you to 

their show 

 

“I often 

end up just 

randomly 

sitting with 

people.” 

 

“I have a 

group of 

friends I 

meet up 

with on 

the Fringe 

grounds. 

And, the 

line up. I 

just talk to 

everybody.

” 

 

Summer 

reunion: 

“you get to 

hang out 

and see 

the people 

out, five 

star) 

 

Artists 

taking risks 

at the 

Fringe 

 

Guess 

from 

what’s 

happened 

in previous 

years (will 

it sell out?) 

 

Taking 

risks: “I’ll 

take a risk 

if I hear 

about it in 

multiple 

ways or if 

someone 

gives me a 

free 

ticket.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

description

, etc. 

 

Wary of 

reviews – 

just five 

stars with 

no 

substance 

(just a 

number) 

 

Don’t 

bother 

with 

reviews 

 

Don’t use 

reviews 

 

Don’t 

always go 

by reviews 

 

Reviews 

from other 

provinces 

 

Pet peeve 

of reviews 

in 

Edmonton 

– people 

not 

knowing 

how to 

write 

theatre 

reviews 

 

Look at 

reviews 

from other 

Fringes 

 

Reviews – 

show I 

want to 

see, I’ll 

check out 

review 

 

If it’s a 

really good 

review and 

Go 

through 

Program 

or website 

 

Look at 

Picture in 

the show 

description 

in the 

Program 

 

Look who 

is in the 

show in 

the 

Program 

write-up 

 

Look at the 

show 

description 

in the 

Program 

 

Is the 

description 

of the 

show 

intriguing? 

 

“The 

program is 

the Bible.” 

 

She 

doesn’t go 

online, but 

uses the 

physical 

program 

 

Pay 

attention 

to pitches 

if heard 

the name 

before 

 

Doesn’t 

use flyers 

and 

posters 

 

their 

names in 

the 

Program 

 

Doesn’t 

like taking 

a chance 

on 

unrecogniz

ed artists 

 

Use past 

knowledge 

of artists 

to pick 

shows 

 

Didn’t get 

to it until it 

was sold 

out: “I’m 

going to 

have to 

memorize 

that name 

and look 

for it 

again.” 

 

Note if she 

recognizes 

anyone in 

the show 

when 

reading 

the 

Program 

 

Follow 

previous 

year 

companies 

and artists 

 

Seeing 

shows 

because 

you know 

the actor 

personally 

 

Focus on 

local 

production

 

Make note 

of/Figure 

out must-

sees 

(based on 

artists they 

follow) 

 

Categories 

or levels 

(both 

agreed… 

only one 

marked it, 

etc.) 

 

Organize 

shows that 

are onsite 

or offsite – 

colours for 

shows that 

you drive 

to (La Cite, 

etc.) 

 

Circle 

genres in 

Program 

(musicals) 

 

Create a 

spreadshe

et with 

your 

partner 

 

Seeing 

shows out 

of the blue 

and don’t 

update 

spreadshe

et 

 

Circling 

and 

starring 

shows in 

the 

Program 

 

Messy 

schedule 

some 

venues 

 

Need to be 

up front, in 

front of 

the actors 

 

Getting 

too hot in 

a venue 

 

Don’t like 

air-

conditioni

ng (too 

cold) 

 

Planning a 

day at La 

Cite 

 

Centralizin

g things 

and 

keeping 

them 

together 

 

Circle 

shows in 

Program in 

certain 

venues, 

like La Cite 

 

She likes 

air-

conditione

d venues 

and nice 

spot to 

hang out 

and drink 

wine 

 

Will try to 

see at 

least one 

show at 

the 

Varscona 

 

Line-up 

culture 
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gets 

baptized.” 

 

Seeing 

how you 

feel at the 

end of the 

night to 

schedule a 

show 

 

Show as 

third or 

forth 

priority 

and being 

slotted in – 

pleasant 

surprise 

 

Keep 

flexible for 

WOM and 

slot shows 

in 

 

Only buy 

tickets for 

the must-

sees to 

maintain 

flexibility 

in the 

schedule 

 

Missing 

shows in 

the 

program 

because 

there are 

so many 

 

Sometimes 

deal with a 

15-minute 

turnaroun

d 

 

In 

between 

shows and 

catching a 

street 

performer 

asking for 

recommen

dations 

 

WOM over 

reviews – 

“Personal 

Reviews” 

 

Different 

tastes 

WOM: 

“talking to 

other 

people and 

getting 

their 

picks” 

 

“You’ve 

bought 

your 

twenty or 

thirty, but 

then you 

realize, 

through 

talking 

with other 

people, 

there’s 

more that 

you didn’t 

even think 

about or 

give 

enough 

credit to. 

So, that’s 

the extra 

five, ten, 

fifteen 

extra 

shows to 

see.” 

 

“our styles 

and tastes 

are very 

different, 

we don’t 

see a lot of 

shows 

together.” 

 

that you 

just see 

during that 

time of 

year. 

There’s a 

sense of 

communit

y.” 

 

Best Fringe 

Buddy 

 

“our styles 

and tastes 

are very 

different, 

we don’t 

see a lot of 

shows 

together.” 

 

Seeing 

shows 

with 

friends by 

happensta

nce (run 

into 

people) 

 

Seeing 

solo versus 

with each 

other 

 

Sharing 

schedule 

with 

friends 

 

“On any 

given day, 

I’ll see ten 

people I 

know on 

the 

grounds. 

And, you’ll 

stop for 

the one-

minute 

conversati

on of, 

“How’s it 

well 

written, he 

will go 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Go 

through 

Program, 

page by 

page 

 

Pitches 

work if 

they really 

make it 

sounds 

interesting 

 

Wants the 

book: “Yes, 

I’m so 

analogue. I 

want to 

flip 

through 

and read 

everything

.” 

 

He looks 

online and 

uses the 

program 

online – 

doesn’t 

use the 

physical 

program 

 

Buy 

program 

for one 

day to go 

through it 

 

Descriptio

n in the 

program 

can give a 

sense of 

intrigue or 

quality 

 

Go 

through 

book 

 

Anticipatio

n of 

program: 

s – 

following 

artists’ 

careers 

 

Follow 

artists that 

her son 

may work 

with 

 

Following 

career of 

actors (Luc 

Tellier) 

 

Following 

artists and 

seeing 

their work 

every year 

(Varscona) 

 

Recognize 

artists on 

the street 

during the 

Festival 

 

Recognize 

companies 

that come 

back to the 

Festival 

every year 

 

Returning 

companies 

– Cold 

Hearts, 

Wonderhe

ads, etc. 

 

“That 

show! It’s 

the same 

people 

that did 

[inaudible]

.” 

 

Guys in 

Disguise 

 

in pencil to 

start 

picking 

shows 

 

Long list of 

what to 

see – 

cannot see 

all the 

shows 

 

Compare 

lists with 

friends 

 

Grid/Sched

ule (color 

coded) of 

time 

commitme

nts – fill in 

as you go 

with things 

you want 

to see 

 

Circle 

shows in 

the 

Program in 

certain 

venues, 

like La Cite 

 

Move 

show from 

possible 

(question 

mark) to 

must-sees 

or a-list 

 

Create a 

spreadshe

et and 

share 

spreadshe

ets with 

friends 

 

Lists: A 

(must-

sees), B 

(want to 

changing 

after 

online 

tickets 

means you 

have to 

plan ahead 

for the 

fringe 

because of 

shows 

selling out 

before the 

fringe 

starts 

 

Regular 

fringe 

goers 

lining up 

30 minutes 

before, 

versus 

frequent 

fringers 

lining up 

early 

 

Lining up 

early for 

some 

venues 

because of 

barriers 

(crappy 

sightlines) 
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show they 

wanted to 

see 

 

Better get 

tickets for 

this show 

because 

people talk 

about it 

 

Prime 

times 

versus late 

and early 

shows 

Prime time 

shows sold 

out 

because 

there were 

fewer of 

them 

 

Must-sees 

and sell 

outs – buy 

ahead of 

time 

 

Guess 

from 

what’s 

happened 

in previous 

years (will 

it sell out?) 

 

Initially 

pick shows 

that you 

want to 

see that 

might be 

hard to get 

tickets 

later 

 

Keep ears 

open, but 

see what 

fits with 

the 

schedule 

 

“She’s nice 

to spitball 

ideas.” 

 

“On any 

given day, 

I’ll see ten 

people I 

know on 

the 

grounds. 

And, you’ll 

stop for 

the one-

minute 

conversati

on of, 

‘How’s it 

going? 

What’d 

you see?’ 

You’re 

either 

standing in 

line with a 

friend, 

beer tent, 

or running 

into them 

on the 

grounds.” 

 

WOM in 

line: “In 

line… it 

happens to 

me many 

times 

throughou

t the 

Fringe, 

depending 

on how 

vocal I am 

and people 

pick up on 

what I’m 

talking 

about, and 

they want 

to 

interject. 

When they 

do, they 

add this 

going? 

What’d 

you see?” 

You’re 

either 

standing in 

line with a 

friend, 

beer tent, 

or running 

into them 

on the 

grounds.” 

 

Sense of 

communit

y: “you can 

sit beside 

anyone at 

the beer 

gardens 

and strike 

up a 

conversati

on. Or not. 

But, 

there’s a 

sense of 

communit

y.” 

 

See 

someone 

multiple 

times and 

start to 

recognize 

them as a 

Fringe-

goer 

 

Experienci

ng 

something 

together 

 

Solo versus 

going with 

friends: “I 

don’t need 

five people 

going with 

me – I just 

go.” 

 

“It’s like 

kids with 

the 

Christmas 

catalogue.

” 

 

What can I 

see for 

free?  

 

Annoyed if 

hand-

billed too 

much 

 

Will take 

flyers, 

then put 

them 

down for 

someone 

else 

 

Look at 

posters 

now that 

they are 

tidy – 

easier to 

read 

 

Turning 

racks for 

flyers 

 

Cutting 

down on 

“competiti

ve clutter” 

 

“They 

keep 

changing 

the rules a 

little bit to 

be fairer to 

artists and 

easier for 

the 

patrons” 

 

Airport 

departing 

sign 

Following 

artists, “I’d 

like to see 

him in 

something 

else.” 

 

Circle 

shows in 

the 

Program 

with 

people you 

know or 

recognize 

 

Meeting 

artists in 

the beer 

tent and 

going to 

their show 

 

Son knows 

and works 

with artists 

– mom 

follows 

them 

 

Following 

directors, 

actors, 

companies

, 

playwright

s 

 

Following 

artists and 

comparing 

the quality 

of their 

shows year 

after year 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

see), and C 

(potential) 

lists 

 

C list (hear 

what 

people say 

or fill a slot 

if you have 

some free 

time) 
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Need 

flexibility 

when 

buying 

tickets just 

in case you 

get too 

tired  

 

Need 

space for 

things you 

hear about 

 

Buy tickets 

for first 

few days, 

then fill in 

the rest 

 

Schedule 

shifts 

because of 

last minute 

rehearsals 

for Fringe 

show 

 

Just 

started a 

new job – 

time 

constraints 

 

Flexibility – 

making a 

plan, but it 

changes 

once on 

the 

grounds… 

“I want to 

see this 

one 

instead 

because I 

can.” 

 

Too tired 

to stay to 

midnight 

 

Trouble 

with 

parking 

show or 

that.” 

 

“One year, 

I was in 

line, 

talking to 

my friend 

about a 

show, 

saying it is 

still in my 

top five. 

And, this 

woman 

turned 

around 

and said, 

‘Oh, I’ve 

been 

meaning 

to see 

that, but I 

hadn’t 

heard 

anything.’ 

And, I said, 

‘Oh! Go 

see it 

now!’” 

 

Making 

Show/Com

pany 

recommen

dations: 

“Last year 

when I saw 

them I was 

sending 

links of 

their stuff 

to 

everybody 

that didn’t 

go to their 

show.” 

 

WOM – 

trusting 

some 

opinions 

over 

others 

Share 

highlighted 

book with 

friend who 

does same 

thing (goes 

through 

and 

highlights 

shows) 

 

Fringe 

friend – 

don’t 

know if 

she would 

be Fringing 

without 

them 

 

Fringe 

friends – 

see each 

other in 

line-ups 

 

Fringe as a 

couple – 

choose 

shows 

together 

 

Seeing 

shows 

together 

or not if 

you don’t 

agree on 

certain 

aspects 

 

Compare 

lists with 

friends 

 

Solo 

Fringing 

versus 

Fringing 

with 

others – 

don’t wait 

for people 

to make 

up minds 

 

Backpack 

with stick 

and poster 

for flyering 

as good for 

artists 

 

Talk to 

artists 

while they 

are 

flyering to 

get a feel 

for the 

show 

 

Free for all 

at beer 

tent – 

clarifying 

something 

in program 

or find 

something 

missed 
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Racing 

from show 

to show 

 

Do as 

much as I 

can in the 

beginning 

 

Day off to 

mow lawn 

 

Difficulty 

parking, 

traffic 

volume 

 

Tring to 

find a 

show that 

will fit in a 

free spot, 

but having 

trouble 

 

Buying 

ahead for 

must-sees 

to avoid 

sell outs 

 

Early in the 

festival – 

the first 

weekend – 

people 

haven’t 

seen much 

 

Flex time 

at work 

and taking 

days off 

 

 

“be careful 

what 

recommen

dations 

you pick 

up” 

 

WOM 

throughou

t the year 

at main 

season 

theatre 

events in 

their 

programs 

 

“We 

recognize 

each other 

because 

we’re all at 

the same 

things. So, 

we know. 

We may 

not know 

each 

other’s 

names or 

know 

anything 

about the 

other 

person, 

but we’ve 

seen each 

other at 

things. It’s 

just an 

automatic 

thing. You 

see 

someone 

you know 

who’s 

been to a 

lot of stuff, 

so 

invariably 

you walk 

up to them 

and say, 

‘What do 

you 

Sense of 

communit

y – people 

come by 

and say hi 

 

Feels like 

she’s an 

integral 

part of the 

theatre 

communit

y 

 

“There are 

so few 

barriers 

between 

playgoers, 

volunteers

, local 

artists or 

internation

al artists. 

People are 

willing to 

talk and 

accept 

that 

everybody 

here loves 

theatre.” 

 

Summer 

reunion 

 

See people 

we know 

in beer 

tent 

 

Meeting 

artists in 

the beer 

tent and 

going to 

their show 

 

Interaction 

between 

artists and 

audience 

through 

flyering in 

beer tent 
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recommen

d? What 

have you 

seen?’ 

And, 

there’s 

people in 

the line 

who will 

listen and 

they’ll 

chime in 

with their 

picks. 

Before you 

know it, 

you’ve got 

a whole 

discussion 

group 

going.” 

 

Better get 

tickets for 

this show 

because 

people talk 

about it 

 

Helps to 

see/hear 

the same 

thing more 

than once: 

“I’ve read 

about it, 

and 

there’s a 

person 

hand-

billing, and 

the picture 

on the 

hand bill 

reminds 

me of 

something 

I’ve read.” 

 

Woman 

talks at 

length 

about a 

show 

while 

 

Joining 

tables at 

the beer 

tent 

 

Beer tent 

is so 

central – 

artists and 

audience 

socializing 

 

Mingling at 

La Cite 

 

Different 

audiences 

will affect 

the show 

differently 

– energy: 

“different 

audiences 

give the 

energy of a 

show a 

completely 

different 

feel.” 

 

End of the 

Fringe has 

big, unruly 

crowds 

 

In a 

friendly 

environme

nt, people 

continue 

to say 

hello (at 

church 

BBQ) 

 

Sense of 

communit

y (at 

church 

BBQ) 

 

Saying 

hello to 

artist who 
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Lists, 
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Venues 

and Line-

Ups 

we’re in 

the beer 

tent 

 

Meeting 

friends, 

then 

seeing 

shows, 

then 

meeting 

up to talk 

about 

shows and 

give 

recommen

dations 

 

Get to 

know 

tastes of 

friends 

because 

you see 

shows 

together 

 

Recomme

nding 

shows to 

people, 

especially 

when 

talking to 

people and 

asking for 

recommen

dations 

 

Everyone 

wants to 

hear, 

“What 

have you 

seen?” 

 

Trying to 

pick shows 

through 

WOM – 

“It’s 

serious 

business.” 

eats lunch 

(at church 

BBQ) 

 

Volunteeri

ng at 

venue 

(church 

BBQ) 

 

 


