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In the past decade, the Downtown Writer’s Center has offered the Syracuse 

community creative writing classes taught by qualified professionals and free weekly 

readings by renowned poets and authors.  Due to their success over the years, the 

DWC recently expanded, nearly doubling their previous capacity.  In order to maximize 

the potential of the newly-expanded DWC, our public relations team from PRL 315 

conducted marketing research in order to help them serve and reach their constituents 

better.  Our research showed that there is a high interest in creative writing classes and 

readings in the area but that these programs lack awareness.  We found that the 

Downtown Writer’s Center has the opportunity to increase participation by offering a 

more diverse set of classes, expanding their target audience to include surrounding 

areas and, most importantly, raising awarness and promoting all of the unique services 

that the DWC provides.   

 

 

The YMCA (Y) has been serving individuals and communities for 160 years.  

What began as a “home away from home” for Boston sailors and merchants in 1851 is 

now a part of communities in more than 10,000 neighborhoods across the country, 

including the local branch of the YMCA of Greater Syracuse, home of our client: the 

Downtown Writer’s Center (DWC) (YMCA, 2011).  

The DWC holds about 40 classes for adults who have a passion for creative 

writing, taught by experienced professionals.  The DWC also provides a program, DWC 
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Pro, for those who want the challenge of graduate level courses without the heavy fees 

associated with enrolling in a college or university.  DWC Pro is a two-year intensive 

program that ends with a certificate of completion (Downtown Writer’s Center, 2011).  In 

addition to classes, the DWC holds 15-22 visiting author readings that are free and 

open to the public each year.  The readings feature award-winning writers, including two 

Poet Laureates (Downtown Writer’s Center, 2011).  The Downtown Writer’s Center is 

one of the only literary arts programs of its kind in the region partnered with the YMCA.   

The DWC’s ability to tailor to specific interests, has allowed them to maintain 

success for the past 10 years.  So successful, in fact, that they recently expanded their 

facility to increase their capacity.  The DWC is now seeking to increase membership, 

participation and interest in the services they offer in order to utilize this new capacity.  

As it is, the budget for the DWC is approximately $60,000, according to Memmer.  This 

budget does not have the leeway to allocate sufficient overhead for advertising and 

publicity.  Previous forms of research and publicity used for the DWC have been 

customer satisfaction surveys, billboards and Facebook advertising.   

With our research, we used qualitative research methods to locate and better 

understand and the Downtown Writer’s Center’s target audience.  Our research 

investigated the community’s interest in creative writing classes and weekly readings in 

order to help the DWC better serve their constituents by offering relevant, popular and 

useful classes and lectures.  The results of our research will aid the Downtown Writer’s 

Center in their future campaigns. 

In order to create a campaign to meet the goals of the Downtown Writer’s Center, 

we must understand their environment.  A SWOT analysis is a tool used to scan the 
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internal and external environment of a company.  Internal aspects include the strengths 

and weaknesses of the DWC, while external aspects include their opportunities and 

threats (See Appendix 1).  The DWC can implement the knowledge gained from this 

process to use their strengths, boost their weaknesses, take advantage of opportunities 

and understand external threats. 

 

Strengths 

The niche programs that the Downtown Writer’s Center offers is their biggest 

strength.  The DWC is the only community center for literary arts in the region.  In 

addition, they are the only place offering a series of creative writing workshops in the 

area.  They pride themselves on their interactive and engaging community and the 

caliber of their professional staff.  Due to these qualities, in addition to their free weekly 

readings, affordable prices and quality classes, the DWC has gained positive press 

coverage from newspapers throughout the years.  The Downtown Writer’s Center 

lectures feature award-winning writers, including two Poet Laureates.  Another strength 

is the positive reputation and popular brand name of the local YMCA. 

 

Weaknesses 

All the weaknesses of the Downtown Writer’s Center are the result of their limited 

budget.  Due to budget constraints, they have a small administration team and no 

overhead for marketing or public relations.  This has resulted in a minimal marketing 

research.  Other weaknesses include the lack of ethnic diversity, the center’s location, 

and the absence of a program geared towards youth.   
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Opportunities 

Despite these weaknesses, there are many opportunities in the environment of 

the Downtown Writer’s Center.  The DWC knows that there is interest within the 

community in readings due to the high attendance rates of the Rosamond Gifford 

Lecture Series.  There is also an increasing need for creative writing programs outside 

school districts due to public school budget cuts that eliminated funding for literary arts.   

Another opportunity for the DWC is their recent expansion.  The center opened 

two new classrooms and a library space this fall, doubling their previous capacity.  This 

expansion came at an opportune time as the DWC is celebrating their 10th anniversary 

this year.  The last notable opportunity is the continuous increase in social media.  

Social media will play a key role in the DWC’s marketing strategies, especially if they 

are interested in appealing to a younger audience.   

 

Threats 

The last aspect of a SWOT analysis is examining the threats.  Threats for the 

Downtown Writer’s Center vary.  Creative writing and poetry are not particularly popular 

art forms.  In addition to this, interest in literary arts is decreasing.  This may make it 

difficult for the DWC to attract as many members as they would like.  There is also the 

competition of graduate writing programs and the programs of high schools, college 

prep schools, and local colleges and universities.  Declining newspaper membership 

affects the DWC since fewer eyes are seeing their positive press coverage.  Other 
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threats that are less obvious include perceptions of downtown, the economy, and 

religious discrimination.   

 

 

In our research we looked to answer the question, “How can the Downtown 

Writer’s Center better serve their constituents?”  We wanted to gage public interest in 

creative writing classes and weekly readings.  Furthermore, we sought to identify what 

would attract individuals to attend such programs.  Due to the limited marketing budget 

of the DWC, we also explored their advertising options to determine which media outlets 

would be most effective to reach the broadest range of potential members.  Overall, our 

research helped us to identify what the community hopes to get out of the Downtown 

Writer’s Center and how the DWC can appeal to a larger and more diverse audience.  If 

we can understand this, we can help the Downtown Writer’s Center formulate a plan to 

achieve their goal to increase awareness and participation for their creative writing 

classes and weekly readings. 

 

 

The primary method of research used to best answer the research question was 

the survey. We chose this research method because of its ability to gather relatively in-

depth information on the participants in a quick and effective way. Surveys are practical 

and cost-effective research methods and can be successful in collecting data from a 

large population. This study was designed to gather the opinions and feelings of the 
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residents of Syracuse regarding the Downtown Writer’s Center, thus choosing the 

survey method was most efficient.  

There is limited previous research on the writing programs and lectures of the 

DWC in Syracuse, causing the study to need a method that can gather specific 

information on this topic and serve as a base of knowledge to build upon. The survey 

allows for a quick and low cost research design, eliminating the possibility of using in-

depth interviews.  Due to the time constraints and limited budget of our research group, 

a survey was the best research method to use. 

The survey method also allowed the research group to distribute the 

questionnaire personally to the participants, offering a personal connection. The 

personal touch helped the next research step, the focus group, however it was not able 

to occur due to lack of participation. We believed that handing surveys personally 

created a more inviting environment for the participants if they decided to take part in 

the focus group after completing the survey.  The participants would know whom they 

were dealing with, putting a face with the name of the organization, permitting the 

participants to know who is behind the research before they are in the group. 

When completing the survey, all the participants of this study had the option to 

withdraw from the questionnaire at any time. Respondents were asked to answer 

specific demographic questions concerning age, ethnicity, gender and residency upon 

completion of the survey. The surveys aimed to collect data from a diverse group of 

people to accurately represent the overall Syracuse population interested in the arts.   

As we mentioned earlier, our research question sought to explore public interest 

in creative writing lectures and classes.  To measure this, we created a survey that 
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focused on these topics so we could identify how the Downtown Writer’s Center could 

better reach and serve their constitutes. 

The survey begins with a paragraph giving a brief background of the DWC and 

informing them of the intent of our research.  It is clearly stated that their responses will 

remain confidential and that they are free to withdraw at any time.  Our survey was 

broken up into four sections:  readings and lectures, creative writing classes, 

demographic questions and additional comments and information.   

The first section included four multiple-choice questions.  These questions 

explored whether the participant would be interested in attending a local reading, what 

would draw them to a particular reading and which local lectures, if any, they have 

previously attended.  The last multiple-choice question of this section asked 

respondents what media they use to get information on local entertainment events.  

This question listed possible answers such as radio, websites, newspapers, television 

and magazines.  It also provided a space for participants to write in the specific radio 

station or newspaper in order to help us understand how the DWC can best advertise 

their weekly readings.    

The next section of the survey focused on creative writing classes.  This section 

included six multiple-choice questions as well six likert-type questions.  The multiple 

choice questions were created to gage interest in creative writing classes and, if interest 

is low, identify the underlying reasons.  Is there simply a lack of interest or are people 

simply unaware of classes that may spark their interest?  Other questions probed into 

what types of classes would be most popular in the area.  We asked participants to rate 

their interest in the courses currently offered by the DWC and whether they’d be 
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interested in particular niche classes that are not currently offered.  Participants were 

also given the opportunity to suggest a course topic they would be interested in taking.  

The likert-type questions delved deeper in this area, hoping to identify what classes 

would be the most successful if offered by the DWC. 

The third section consisted of demographic questions.  Participants were asked 

their age, ethnicity, town of residency and gender.  These questions were useful for our 

research for several reasons.  First, they allowed us to have a measurable unit of 

observation to report in the findings.  These types of questions also allowed us to 

explore whether there was a higher interest in specific demographic groups.  Are 

females more interested in readings than males?  Are younger individuals more 

interested in creative writing classes than older individuals?  Demographic questions 

allowed us to answer such questions.  Age questions were useful because they allowed 

us to see what types of classes appeal to specific age group.  We were also interested 

in seeing whether different age groups would be better reached through different media 

outlets.   

The last section of our survey gave participants the option to provide any 

additional comments that they had after completing the survey.  This section also had a 

paragraph thanking the participant for their time and asking for volunteers for our follow-

up focus group to discuss topics from the survey in more detail.  As an incentive, the 

participants in the focus group were told they would receive a 50 percent discount off 

their initial DWC membership fee.  As we will discuss later, the focus group 

unfortunately had to be cancelled.  Our survey closed with the contact information of 

Beatrice Jimenez in case they had questions or were interested in more information.   
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The surveys were distributed in bookstores, libraries, cafés and schools in the 

greater Syracuse area. The exact locations are as following: 

• Books End (James Street, Syracuse) 
• Books and Melodies LLC (James Street, Syracuse) 
• Onondaga Public Library (Downtown Syracuse) 
• White Branch Library 
• Cazenovia Library (Cazenovia) 
• Starbucks (Fayettevile and Marshall Street) 
• JR’s Framing and Photography (Wescott) 
• Elmcrest Elementary School Staff (Liverpool) 
• Montessori School of Syracuse (Syracuse) 

 

Focus Group 

The initial research design called for follow-up focus groups to be conducted after 

survey data was collected.  We wanted to use this research method in order to gather 

qualitative data to help us explain our survey results.  It was also intended to 

complement the answers retrieved from the survey and provide an even deeper 

analysis on the participant’s opinions.  However, due to lack of participation from 

participants who noted on their survey that they would participate in a focus group, we 

had to cancel the focus group. 

 

Sample Characteristics 

The majority of our sample identified as being Caucasian/White, followed by a 

number of Asian/Asian American and African American participants. In terms of age, the 

sample ages ranged between 12 to 66 years old with varying frequencies. However, the 

majority of our sample ranged specifically from the ages of 18 to 21 and 46-50. We also 

noted that there were a significant number of respondents who did not report their 
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ethnicity or age on the survey. There were twenty-three participants identified as 

females and nineteen identified as males, while ten chose not to specify their gender.   

The survey participants’ town of residency varies on a local scale: 50% are 

Syracuse residents, 7.7% are Dewitt residents and 3.8% are N. Syracuse residents. 

The remaining percentages reported to be from regions such as Auburn, Camillus, 

Cazenovia, Liverpool, Eastwood and Elbridge, among other areas.  

 

Time Frame 

The survey distribution process started the week of the 14th of November. We 

split into different groups and handed out the surveys in Syracuse areas such as 

Downtown, Fayetteville, Liverpool and Cazenovia. During the weeks of November 27 

and December 4, data results were organized and analyzed.  

 

 

Analyzing the survey data results has revealed key information about the 

Downtown Writer’s Center’s key publics as well as interest in lectures and writing 

courses.  The following sections demonstrate what can be learned from the survey  

results. 

 

Demographics 

The majority of the survey participants identified as Caucasian/White and several 

chose not to specify. Less than ten people identified with each of the following 

ethnicities: Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, Asian/Asian American, African America, 
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Hispanic/Latino, Caucasian/White, Other.  The majority of participants’ ages were 

between18-50, but the full range was from ages 12-66, with varying frequencies.  The 

highest concentrations of age were between 18-21 and 46-50.  The following ages 

identified that they have attended a lecture series reading: unspecified, 23, 42.  

Twenty-three people identify as females; nineteen identify as males.  Ten people 

chose not to specify.  Of the participants, the largest percentages were as follows: 50% 

Syracuse residents, 7.7% Dewitt residents and 3.8% N. Syracuse residents.  Other 

residents were from: Auburn, Camillus, Cazenovia, Central SP, E. Syracuse, Eastwood, 

Elbridge, Fayetteville, Liverpool, and Van Buren. 

Survey results showed that, while most people have not heard of the Downtown 

Writer’s Center (76.9%), the majority of them would be interested in attending a local 

reading or lecture. (See Appendix 4) Those that responded that they were “Very 

Interested” in taking a creative writing course ranged from 19-29. The number of people, 

who have not taken a class at the DWC, because they haven’t heard of it, is significantly 

higher than the number of people who have heard of the DWC, but haven’t taken a 

class.   

 Only 5.8% of participants have attended a lecture or reading at the Downtown 

Writer’s Center, only 17.3% have attended the Rosamond Gifford Lecture Series and 

61.5% have never attended a reading or lecture. (See Appendix 5) 

 

Widen Outreach  

 Considering correlation between knowledge of the Downtown Writer’s Center 

and residency in Syracuse, NY our research team believes that the DWC has an 
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opportunity to reach out to surrounding towns to draw more people to their lecture 

series and classes.  There is clearly high interest in classes amongst people who do not 

live in Syracuse but come here (which we can infer, because they completed the 

surveys in the Syracuse area).  Participants from the following town expressed interest 

in taking a creative writing course at the DWC: Cazenovia, Dewitt, and Camillus.  Our 

survey found that, of those surveyed, only residents of Syracuse have ever attended a 

DWC lecture series reading.  This demonstrates that the DWC has a great opportunity 

to expand their participation to further include people from surrounding towns. 

 The Downtown Writer’s Center can also look at ways to meet people’s needs. 

The most common reasons that people cited lack of interest in DWC courses were: no 

time and not interested in the writing courses. Participants also indicated that they 

would be most interested in attending a particular reading if they liked the author. (See 

Appendix 6) 

 

Contact 

Survey participants prefer receiving information through emails and looking at 

posts on social media. Of those surveyed, 32.7% receive information about local 

entertainment through radio announcements. More popular modes of communication 

were websites at 40.4% and newspapers at 42.3% of participants.  Other suggestions 

for spreading information about events, lectures and classes were through friends, 

word-of-mouth, fliers, snail-mail, and bulletin boards. 
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Class and Lecture Interests 

 Our survey included questions about new classes that the DWC could potentially 

offer to draw in a more diverse group of writers.  The survey results showed that there 

was not a significant interest in comic book writing, blogging, social media or cookbook 

writing courses.  Children’s book writing, journalism, and song writing had the greatest 

interest.  The data also showed that men were most interested in poetry classes, where 

as women were most interested in fiction classes. Women also had significantly higher 

interest in children’s book writing and social media than men. 

 Over 50% of those surveyed believe that interest in the particular author would 

draw them to the reading. Suggested authors were: Cory Doctorow, Darren Shan, David 

McCullough, J.K. Rowling, Marya Hornbacher, Pynciton, Richard Russo, Stephen King, 

Susan Collins, Zane, and any bloggers/social media experts. 

 Several people have attended other lectures, readings and community events in 

the greater Syracuse area including: author talks not in Syracuse, Justin Torres book 

signing, mask and puppet museum, and others. 

 

New Opportunities for Classes 

The following graphs are positively skewed showing that there is a strong interest 

in the classes that were suggested on the survey: open writing session, specialized 

classes already offered, introduction to creative writing, editing and proofreading 

services, and specialized classes not offered by the DWC.  

The only class that was not of interest in this section was the class with high 

school students, which correlates with the sample demographic and age group we 
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surveyed.  If the Downtown Writer’s Center maintains its current target audience, then 

classes with high school student would not be popular. 

The survey results showed that college-age students would be strongly 

interested in an open writing session with the help of qualified professionals and/or an 

editing and proof-reading class. (See Appendix 7)  The DWC could promote this class 

as an opportunity for aspiring writers to seek guidance or established scholars to seek 

input from peers and professionals.  College-age participants also expressed interested 

in specialized classes that are not currently offered by the DWC. 

People commented that they would attend classes about fantasy, memoir, short 

story and poetry.  In the additional comments section, people expressed interest in 

journalism and current events courses and interest in the DWC’s website, classes 

offered, and the lecture series. 

 

 

 From our research, we have found key areas of interest for the Downtown 

Writer’s Center to expand upon as seen in the above section.  Beginning with 

information regarding whom potential new DWC members could be, where to find them, 

and is there an interest level.  As the charts show, over half the population surveyed 

would be interested in a class or lecture.  However, over half of participants surveyed 

have never heard of the DWC and their programs.  This explains why the DWC is not 

seeing the highest number of members they could potentially have; there is a lack of 

awareness.  
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 The ages of the people we surveyed could be condensed for the most part into 

two groups, 18-21 and 46-50 years old.  When trying to find out whom the DWC should 

target, it is safe to say through this survey that the DWC has the right age groups in 

mind, considering their current classes typically consist of middle-aged adults.   

 The age group that could be most heavily expanded on is the ages of 18-30.  

According to the survey, the participants that responded “Very Interested” to taking a 

creative writing course fell in that age group.  The DWC currently lacks a large amount 

of members in that age group, therefore has much room for growth in that area. 

 Once the DWC has found the target audience, it is just as important to learn the 

best way to get in contract with those potential members.  According to the survey, 

participants cited websites and newspapers to be the places they go to find information 

about events.  Newspapers are a surprising answer, but as the DWC currently attracts 

an older audience, we see that newspapers remain a very effective way to advertise for 

classes and readings. This shows that the DWC has an opportunity to raise awareness 

about their classes and lectures by advertising in newspapers and through email 

listservs. 

 It is important for an organization to know what their audience wants from them in 

order to best serve their constituents.  The survey found that men are most interested in 

poetry classes and women are most interested in fiction classes.  This information is 

very important in order to effectively spread awareness to the right people about the 

DWC.  If women are more interested in fiction, then it would be a good idea to hand out 

fliers about their fiction classes at the Women’s Wellness classes at the YMCA.  This 
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information will assist the DWC in targeting specific groups of men and women in the 

YMCA and the greater Syracuse community. 

 Considering that all the data for classes not currently offered by the DWC had a 

positive reaction amongst survey participants, the DWC could allow for some creative 

freedom with their class topics.  However, because classes for high school students 

received the lowest rating from participants, the DWC should offer separate classes for 

high school students. 

 With the interest of college-aged participants in open writing sessions with the 

help of qualified professionals and editing/proof reading classes, the DWC could 

promote these services to colleges in the area or to recent high school graduates, if the 

DWC chooses to make such classes available to their members. 

 

Limitations  

Though successful, this study had certain limitations. The study originally called 

for a survey and a follow up focus group.  At the end of the survey, participants had the 

opportunity to sign up for a focus group and in return receive 50 percent off their initial 

membership to the DWC.  Fifteen participants signed up for the focus group, however 

when emailed the date and time of our planned focus group only three people 

responded saying they could come.  After no responses from a second follow up email, 

the research team had no choice but to cancel the focus group. Once the focus group 

was canceled, the research team tried to put together an in-depth interview with a 

participant, but there was too little time to set one up.  Fortunately, the survey was in-
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depth enough to provide the DWC and the research team with rich information to help 

with future goals.   
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Appendix 1: SWOT Analysis 
 
 
Strengths 

• Positive reputation of the YMCA 
• Strong mission 
• Only community center for literary 

arts in the region  
• Only place offering series of 

creative writing workshops in area 
• Engaging community 
• Positive press coverage 
• Hosted 2 Poet Laureates 
• Affordable prices 
• Free weekly readings 
• Quality staff 

 

 
Weaknesses 

• Dependant on donations 
• Limited budget 
• Small administration team (2 

people) 
• No overhead for marketing and PR 
• Lack of market research 
• Lack of ethnic diversity 
• No program geared towards youth 
• Location 

 

 
Opportunities 

• Community interest in readings 
• General writing classes 
• Social media 
• Partnership with PRL 315 for 

research 
• Celebrating 10th anniversary 
• Recent expansion 
• Public school budget cuts 
• Success of gym/ overall YMCA 

 

 
Threats 

• Decreased interest in literary arts 
• Poetry isn’t a popular art form 
• Decline in newspaper readership 
• Graduate writing programs 
• Perceptions of safety downtown 
• Economy 
• Programs of high schools and local 

colleges 
• Religious discrimination 
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Appendix 2 
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Appendix 3 
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Appendix 4 
 

What programs for local readings have you previously 
attended? Rosamond? 

 
Frequency Percent 

Valid 
Percent 

Cumulative 
Percent 

Valid Yes 9 17.3 17.3 17.3 
No 43 82.7 82.7 100.0 
Total 52 100.0 100.0  

 
What programs for local readings have you previously 

attended? DWC? 

 
Frequency Percent 

Valid 
Percent 

Cumulative 
Percent 

Valid Yes 3 5.8 5.8 5.8 
No 49 94.2 94.2 100.0 
Total 52 100.0 100.0  

 
What programs for local readings have you previously 

attended? SU Non-fiction? 

 
Frequency Percent 

Valid 
Percent 

Cumulative 
Percent 

Valid Yes 4 7.7 7.7 7.7 
No 48 92.3 92.3 100.0 
Total 52 100.0 100.0  

 
 

What programs for local readings have you previously 
attended? Never attended 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 
Percent 

Valid Yes 32 61.5 61.5 61.5 
No 20 38.5 38.5 100.0 
Total 52 100.0 100.0  
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Appendix 5 
 
 

What would spark your interest in a particular reading?  Author? 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 
Percent 

Valid Yes 26 50.0 51.0 51.0 
No 25 48.1 49.0 100.0 
Total 51 98.1 100.0  

Missing System 1 1.9   
Total 52 100.0   

 
  
 

What would spark your interest in a particular reading? Lecture Series? 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 
Percent 

Valid Yes 17 32.7 33.3 33.3 
No 34 65.4 66.7 100.0 
Total 51 98.1 100.0  

Missing System 1 1.9   
Total 52 100.0   

 
 

What would spark your interest in a particular reading? Lecture topic? 

 
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 
Percent 

Valid Yes 33 63.5 64.7 64.7 
No 18 34.6 35.3 100.0 
Total 51 98.1 100.0  

Missing System 1 1.9   
Total 52 100.0   
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Appendix 6 
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