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I INTRODUCTION

Poetry in America is the first national, in-depth survey of people’s attitudes toward and experiences with poetry.
The survey was conducted by the National Opinion Research Center (NORC) at the University of Chicago on
behalf of The Poetry Foundation and focused primarily on the existing and potential audiences for poetry. The
survey was limited to “readers,” that is those individuals who reported that outside of work or school, they read

books, magazines or newspapers; and that more than half of this reading was in English.

For this study, we investigated participant’s leisure time pursuits and general reading habits, early and more recent
experiences with poetry, their perceptions of poets and poetry readers, their favorite poems, and their
experiences with coming across poetry in unexpected places. The survey sample includes more than 1,000 adult
readers with varying levels of interest in poetry: adults who currently read or listen to poetry, those who have read

or listened to poetry in the past but no longer do so, and those who have never read poetry.

Poetry in America was designed to answer five critical questions:

I) What are the characteristics of poetry’s current audience?
2) What factors are associated with people’s ongoing participation with poetry?
3) What are people’s perceptions of poetry, poets and poetry readers?

4) What hinders those people without a strong interest in poetry from becoming more
engaged with this art form?

5) What steps might be taken to broaden the audience for poetry in the United States?

This report summarizes the key findings and recommendations from the Poetry in America study to provide a
snapshot of poetry’s role in society today. This study serves as a benchmark against which The Poetry Foundation
and other literary and cultural organizations can measure the impact of programs intended to broaden and deepen
people’s involvement with poetry. Furthermore, we anticipate that these findings will enable the Poetry
Foundation and others to identify potential poetry audiences and the mechanisms by which members of these

populations might be drawn into participating further in reading, listening to, and writing poetry.

We understand that poetry and other literary forms serve important purposes — they celebrate our culture, create
economic opportunities, educate our citizenry, and enhance our lives. Literature challenges us to think about
ourselves and the world around us in new ways. To this end, it is important to understand the experiences that
encourage and those that inhibit encounters with literature. Poetry in America brings to light some of the factors
that are related to people’s involvement with poetry, and begins to delineate the ways in which one literary form-
- poetry, benefits those who read and listen to it. It also provides important information on the audiences that

might be persuaded to participate and engage poetry if opportunities were provided.
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POETRY’S AUDIENCES

One of Poetry in America’s primary objectives was to determine who constitutes poetry’s audience. One of the
first steps in the Foundation’s efforts to develop effective programs is to determine which groups participate in
poetry, and to what extent they read, listen, and write poetry. This study examined who participates in poetry
currently - during the past five years — who has fallen away (more than five years ago), and who never participated

in poetry.

Eligible respondents were classified into two major groups — the ‘poetry audience’ and the ‘potential audience’.
The Poetry Audience is comprised of those individuals who have read poetry, listened to poetry, or both within
the last five years. The Potential Audience consists of those individuals who read for pleasure but have never read
or listened to poetry or who have not read or listened to poetry within the last five years. For this report, we
focus largely upon the differences between these two groups as well as certain distinctions within each group to

assist the Poetry Foundation in developing and tailoring programs intended to increase participation in poetry.

The Poetry in America survey used a random digit dial (RDD) sample of telephone numbers from across the United
States. Adults who read for pleasure, that is, reading that is not required for work or school, and who read
primarily in English were eligible for the study. One respondent per household was randomly selected to

participate.

It is important to remember, when reading this report, that we did not interview the general population of adults.
We spoke with a sample of adult readers, a group of people who are different in a number of important ways from

the general population.

Demographic comparisons between respondents to the 2002 Survey of Public Participation in the Arts (2002
SPPA) who reported that they had read poetry in the year prior to their interview, and a subset of current poetry
readers from Poetry in America who read poetry in the last 12 months reveal few significant differences between
these two groups of poetry readers. Considering the overall similarities between the subsets of poetry readers for
each study, one can infer that the Poetry in America study, like the 2002 SPPA, accounts for about 14 percent of the
general population. Compared to the 2002 SPPA, Poetry in America includes fewer young adults between the ages
of 18-24 and more adults aged 75 years or older, fewer white Americans, and fewer people with less than a college
education. These differences may be due to differences in the definition of poetry and other design decisions or

differences in the sample.
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Poetry in America provided all respondents with a definition of poetry. Each respondent was read the following,

“In this study, | will ask you questions about poems or poetry. Poetry is unique because it uses rhythm and
language in verses to create images in the mind of the reader. Sometimes poetry rhymes, but not always. | will
use the words ‘poetry’ or ‘poems’ to refer to verses intended to be understood as poems, not as part of something

else such as rap, song lyrics, Bible verses, or greeting card messages.”

For this study, we included individuals as part of the poetry audience if they read or listened to poetry in the last

five years. We included poetry that was read during one’s leisure time.

KEY DEMOGRAPHIC DIFFERENCES

We compared the poetry audience with the potential audience with respect to seven key demographic
characteristics: gender, race, age, education, employment status, marital status and income. We found that gender,
age, race, marital status and education are independent predictors of one’s participation while employment status
and income is not. Women, African Americans, and people with graduate degrees are more likely to be part of
the poetry audience than the potential audience. While audience members tend to be under 55 years of age,
young adults between the ages of 18-24 are more likely to be part of the current poetry audience, and older adults
between the ages of 55 and 75 are more likely to be members of the potential audience. People who have never
married are more likely to be in the current audience while those who are currently married are more likely to be
part of the potential audience. Twenty-four percent of the poetry audience has never married compared to 12
percent of the potential audience, but this is probably a consequence of the higher number of young people in the

audience group.

The relationship between poetry participation and age is particularly interesting. As people age, they become less
likely to read or listen to poetry. Seventy percent of the Poetry audience is under the age of fifty-five, whereas
only 55 percent of the potential audience is below this age. Young adults, aged |8-24 years old are also more likely

to be part of the current audience than the potential audience.

Overall, 73 percent of the participants in Poetry in America have children. Given the significant differences in marital
status between poetry audience and the potential audience, it is not surprising that the potential audience for
poetry (83 percent) is significantly more likely to have children than are members of the current audience (64

percent).

ALLOCATING LEISURE TIME

The availability of free time affects individual’s leisure pursuits. We asked all respondents to estimate the amount
of free time that they have each week to engage in leisure activities. Respondents were also asked to estimate the
total hours per week they usually work. On average, participants in the Poetry in America study reported having

4.3 hours of free time on a typical week day and 7.2 hours of free time on a typical weekend day.
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Free time is most abundant among young adults, and among people who are not employed or married. We found
evidence of gender differences in amount of available free time such that men, despite reporting nine more hours
of work per week than women, also report seven more hours of free time per week. We found only minor
differences between Blacks and Whites in terms of leisure and work time. We found only minor differences
between the current and potential poetry audiences with respect to the number of hours they work each week
and their available free time. These minor differences suggest that lack of leisure time is unlikely to be a major
barrier to increased poetry use among people who do not currently engage with this art form. Nonetheless, 32

percent of the potential audience reported that it did not read or listen to poetry because of lack of time.

We also asked all respondents which of a series of activities they engage in during their free time. Interestingly, the
current poetry audience actually participates in these activities at significantly higher rates in nearly all areas, except
for watching television. Potential audience members are significantly more likely to watch television than are the
poetry audience. The poetry audience is more likely to listen to music, play sports, volunteer and attend cultural

events than are members of the potential audience.

The image of the poetry audience that emerges from our examination of their leisure habits is not the picture of
socially isolated individuals that some anecdotes often suggest. Instead, what we see is a group of very active adults
who engage in a wide variety of leisure of activities and who enjoy active social lives. In addition to participating
at higher rates in almost all activities, poetry audience members also reported socializing more frequently in the

week prior to their interview.

PARTICIPATION IN POETRY

We found that 94 percent of readers indicate that they have read poetry at some point in their lives, whether as
an adult, teenager or youth. Almost 60 percent of members of the poetry audience indicate that they’ve read
poetry throughout their lives, that is, they report reading poetry as an adult, as a teen, and as a child. In contrast,
only 15 percent of the potential audience report engaging poetry at all three life stages. Most members of the
potential audience indicate that they read poetry as teenagers or children, or during their teenage years only,

accounting for 62 percent of the potential audience.

The Poetry Foundation’s primary concern is with the reading and listening audiences for poetry. However,
stakeholders and participants in the qualitative research phase of this project felt it was important to collect
information about people’s experiences writing poetry. We asked all participants about their experiences writing
poetry as adults, and we asked those who wrote poetry about their experiences performing their own poetry.
Thirty-six percent of all readers have written poetry as adults. Poetry audience members are significantly more
likely to write poetry (45 percent) than are members of the potential audience, less than | percent of whom have
written poetry as adults. Just over one-quarter of the adults who have written poetry (27 percent) have performed

their own poetry in public.

We asked people who had written poetry as adults how recently they had done so. In general, respondents’
experiences writing poetry mirrored their experiences reading or listening to poetry — members of the poetry

audience were more likely to have written poetry within the last year and potential audience members were more

likely to have written poetry |0 or more years ago.
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FACTORS THAT CONTRIBUTE TO
ONGOING PARTICIPATION WITH POETRY

EARLY LIFE EXPERIENCES WITH POETRY

As we indicated earlier, most people begin their relationship with poetry early in their lives, usually around the time
that they are teenagers. For some, that early relationship persists into adulthood while for others, poetry never

becomes a lifelong interest.

Poetry in America explored how parents may transmit an appreciation of poetry to their children. First, we asked
all respondents if a parent or other child read nursery rhymes or books like Dr. Seuss to them when they were
children. Nursery rhymes and books like Dr. Seuss may be considered poetry that is suitable for young children.
Seventy-seven percent of all respondents reported that someone had read these types of poetry to them when
they were young. Poetry audience members (80 percent) were significantly more likely to report having had
nursery rhymes or books like Dr. Seuss read to them than were members of the potential audience (68 percent).
We then asked all respondents if an adult or other child had read other types of poetry to them. Overall, 45
percent of all respondents reported that someone had read other types of poetry to them. Here, the differences
between current and potential audiences are dramatic. More than half (52 percent) of the current audience had

been read other types of poetry while only one-quarter (25 percent) of the potential audience had been read other

types of poetry.

By and large, most respondents’ early experiences with poetry were favorable. Of the participants who had been
read either nursery rhymes, books like Dr. Seuss, or other types of poetry when they were children, 77 percent
rated these experiences as “mostly positive.” However, current audience members were significantly more likely
to rate these experiences as “mostly positive” than were potential members. However, less than | percent of

participants rated these experiences as “mostly negative.”

All parents who participated in the study were asked questions about reading poetry to their own children. Of
the parents who participated in the study, 93 percent said that they had read nursery rhymes or books like Dr.
Seuss to their children. A higher proportion of the poetry audience (95 percent) read these child-friendly types of
poetry to their children than did those in the potential audience (88 percent). Fewer parents read other types of
poetry to their children. Overall, 60 percent of the parents we interviewed read other types of poetry to their
children. In our preliminary interviews, many respondents also cited the importance of exposure to poetry during
the childhood.
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“ I grew up in small family and | didn’t grow up with TV, and very little radio. My family, we were supposed to be
in touch with poetry. My mother recited poetry. That was our entertainment.” (Female, Artist/Writer, Current

Audience)

A significantly higher percentage of poetry audience (71 percent) read other types of poetry to their children than
do members of the potential audience. Twenty-nine percent of the potential audience read poetry other than
nursery rhymes and books like Dr. Seuss to their children. These data suggest that generational transmission may

play an important role in the development of adult poetry fans.

POETRY IN THE CLASSROOM

Eighty percent of the Poetry in America respondents studied poetry in school. Of these respondents, 55 percent
studied poetry in elementary or grammar school, 61 percent in middle school or junior high school, 87 percent
studied in high school, and 49 percent studied poetry in college. Current poetry audience members were
significantly more likely to have studied poetry at every grade level than were potential audience members.
Overall, 82 percent of the poetry audience studied poetry in school compared to 73 percent of the potential

audience. Most respondents who studied poetry in school did so at the high school level.

We asked respondents about the kinds of educational activities they engaged in when they studied poetry in school
regardless of the level at which they studied. Nearly all respondents were required to read a poem as part of their
educational experiences. Current poetry audiences tended to have a more comprehensive experience of poetry
in the classroom. Significantly more members of the poetry audience than the potential audience engaged in each
of the educational activities asked about in this study. More than 80 percent of the current poetry audience who
studied poetry in school memorized, recited and wrote a poem in addition to reading poetry in school. In
comparison, fewer than 70 percent of the potential audience engaged in these kinds of educational activities. The
types of educational activities that respondents engaged in were not related to their ratings of their in-school

experiences with poetry.

One very interesting finding of the Poetry in America study is the relationship between respondents’ early school
perceptions of poetry and current perceptions and behaviors. Compared to respondents’ favorable ratings of their
early experiences with poetry outside of school, ratings of in-school experiences with poetry were somewhat less
favorable. Sixty-eight percent of the respondents who studied poetry in school rated that experience as mostly
favorable (80 percent rated their out-of-school experiences as “mostly positive”). Twenty-seven percent had a
neutral experience with studying poetry in school and 5 percent rated their in-school experiences as “mostly
negative”. The current poetry audience was significantly more likely to report that their in-school experiences
were “mostly positive” than were potential members. Potential audience members were equally likely to rate their

in-school experiences with poetry as neutral as they were to rate them as “mostly positive.”

Our earlier qualitative work highlighted the influential role that one person can play in the development of an

appreciation of poetry, and it was often a teacher or a relative:
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“For me, in 2nd grade | had this amazing teacher who was obsessed with poetry. And then during my senior year
in high school | had a teacher who was great. This was in a South Jersey public school.” (Male, Actor, Current

Poetry Audience)

“l did not have any outstanding teacher. But | did have a relative who is a poet herself. That made me enamored

with all kinds of poetry, and a few friends too...” (Female, Teacher, Current Poetry Audience)

Focus groups discussions with people with little or no interest in poetry brought to light some of the experiences,

particularly school experiences that can dissuade people from further engaging with this art form.

“Part of teaching at that time was memory which was supposed to stimulate the brain, and recall of poems.....it
(Male, Social Worker, Potential Audience)

s

was ‘not fun’”.

Eighty-six percent of all respondents report early experiences with poetry. When asked about the people or
experiences they associate with them, 55 percent said that there is a person or persons they associate with those
early experiences. Members of the current poetry audience were nearly twice as likely as potential members to
say that they associate someone with their early experiences — 6| percent of current audience members associate
someone with their early experiences compared to 36 percent of the potential audience. Parents and teachers
were frequently named as influences by both current and potential audience members; however, potential
members were more likely to name one specific teacher as an early influence and current audience members were

more likely to name a parent.

Respondents were less likely to recall a particular experience than they were to recall a particular teacher or
teachers associated with their early exposure to poetry. Overall, 37 percent of respondents who reported early
experiences with poetry recalled a specific, memorable experience while a majority of all respondents recall a
teacher or teachers. Poetry audience members were overwhelmingly more likely to recall an early event. Ninety

percent of the people who remembered an early event associated with poetry were poetry audience members.

ACCESS TO POETRY

Over 70 percent of the reading population has library cards, but the poetry audience is significantly more likely
than are potential audience members to be library cardholders. However, both current and potential poetry
audiences report relatively high rates of library membership at 73 and 62 percent respectively. About one-third
of the current poetry audience reports reading books of poetry at or borrowing books of poetry from the library.
In spite of these very high numbers of library membership, few current or potential audience members report

attending events related to poetry at a library or at bookstores.

While book clubs seem a logical avenue for reaching poetry’s audience, the data indicate that very few readers (6

percent) belong to book clubs. Of those readers who are book club members, about third read poetry with their

group.
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According to the Pew Internet Survey, 63 percent of the population has access to the Internet. The population of
readers has a much higher access rate, with 83 percent of readers indicating they have access to the Internet, with
no significant difference in access rates of for current and potential audiences. But, when asked if they use the
Internet for poetry-related information, not surprisingly, significant differences emerge with poetry audience
members being significantly more likely to use the Internet for poetry-related information than potential audience

members.

It is, however, worth noting that while the poetry audience (and other readers) is more likely than the general adult
population to have access to the Internet, only a small percentage use the Internet for poetry-related information.
Only slightly more than one-third of the poetry audience with Internet access used the Internet to find, read, or

listen to poetry and fewer used the Internet to obtain information about poetry events.

SHARING POETRY

We asked all respondents, regardless of whether they, themselves, read or listen to poetry, about poetry purchases
they made over the past five years. We asked these questions of the potential audience because members may
have bought poetry products for someone other than themselves. Books are more popular purchases than are
CDs or other media for listening to poetry among both the poetry audience and potential audience members. The
most interesting finding is not that people are buying poetry, but that they buy most often for others. Over the
past five years, 2| percent of people who purchased poetry bought books for themselves and no one else, and 24
percent bought CDs exclusively for themselves. In comparison, more than 40 percent of poetry book purchasers
bought books for someone else and did not buy any for themselves in the past five years. Similarly, 38 percent of

the respondents who purchased poetry audiovisual media, bought solely for someone else.

EXPOSURE TO POETRY

Of the 1,023 adults who participated in Poetry in America, all but 9 have been incidentally exposed to poetry. Not
surprisingly, the poetry audience is significantly more likely than the potential audience to experience poetry
incidentally. On average, all respondents indicated 5.5 situations in which they have been unintentionally exposed
to poetry, with audience members reporting an average of 5.8 instances and the potential audience reporting an
average of 4.8. These differences should be interpreted with caution as they may simply reflect pre-existing
differences in the salience of poetry for both of these groups. Because of their interest in poetry, current poetry

readers and listeners may be more apt to notice poetry in unexpected places than are potential audience members.

Poetry is most often experienced unintentionally at private ceremonies such as weddings and funerals, with eighty
percent of the potential audience and more than ninety percent of the current audience reporting that they’ve
been exposed to poetry at one of these private occasions. While it appears that public transportation has the
lowest levels of effective exposure, this is merely an artifact of the small number of respondents who commute via
public transportation. Seventy-nine percent of the respondents who commute by train, bus or subway report that

they have seen or heard poetry on public transportation suggesting that programs like Poetry in Motion are
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More interesting than the overall rates is that while the potential audience is exposed at lower rates, they are still
exposed to poetry. Ninety-nine percent of all adult readers, including those adults who said that they have never
read or listened to poetry, indicate that they have been incidentally exposed to poetry in at least one unexpected

place.

Respondents who reported seeing or hearing poetry in unexpected places were asked a series of follow-up
questions about whether they had read or listened to the poem when they came across it, whether they had liked
the poem, whether they had found it easy or difficult to understand, and whether reading or listening to that
particular poem made them want to seek out more poetry. Eighty-one percent of the respondents who reported
any incidental exposure to poetry said that they read or listened to the poem when they came across it. The
poetry audience members (86 percent) are significantly more likely to read a poem when they happen across it

than are members of the potential audience (67 percent).

Of the respondents who read or listened to a poem when they happen across one, 75 percent liked the poem, 79
percent found it easy to understand but only 33 percent said their incidental exposure prompted them to seek out
additional poetry. In fact, incidental exposure seems to reinforce existing poetry behaviors. The poetry audience
is significantly more likely to like a poem, find it easy to understand, and to feel encouraged to read more poetry
as a result of having been incidentally exposed. Thirty-eight percent of the poetry audience reported that incidental
exposure prompted them to seek out more poetry whereas only 12 percent of the potential audience felt similarly

inspired.

Poetry often appears in books and magazines that are not devoted to poetry. We asked magazine and book
readers about their experiences with poetry that happens to be in other materials that they read. Overall, 70
percent of magazine readers have seen poetry in the magazines that they read. Poetry audience members are
significantly more likely (76 percent) to come across poetry in magazines than are either former poetry readers
(59 percent) or non-poetry readers (38 percent). Not surprisingly, the poetry audience is more likely to say that

they always or usually read poetry when they come across it in magazines.

Without influencing people’s intent to read poetry in the future, incidental exposure encourages participation with
poetry. Nearly all adult readers find poetry in unexpected places and most of them read it when they do happen
across it. Poetry’s role in private ceremonies, its use to mark special or solemn occasions, places poetry in front
of large numbers of people. Placing poetry in other kinds of reading materials such as newspapers, magazines, and
fiction or non-fiction books creates opportunities for current and potential audiences to engage with this art form.
And, apparently when readers are given the opportunity to read poetry, when they do not have to deliberately

seek it out on their own, most of them choose to read it.

If people are willing to read or listen to poetry when they happen across it, where are there other opportunities
for incidental exposure? Commute time may present an ideal opportunity to expose people to poetry. Sixty
percent of adult readers commute regularly for work or school. A slightly higher percentage of the poetry

audience (62 percent) commutes than does the potential audience (54 percent).
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LISTENING TO POETRY - RADIO, CDS, AND POETRY SLAMS

This study’s goals included gathering information on the different manner in which respondents participate in
poetry. One of the most compelling findings of this study is the extent to which African Americans prefer listening
to reading poetry. Among African Americans in the study, 5% are current poetry readers, 13% are readers and
listeners, but 27% are current poetry listeners. African Americans are significantly more likely to listen to poetry
on CD or audiotapes, on the radio, in DVDs or movies, and at poetry slams. Africans Americans, from both
current and potential audiences, use these mediums to engage poetry at twice the rate of non-Hispanic white

respondents.

Interestingly, men are much more likely to listen to poetry than women. Forty eight percent of men report
listening to poetry on the radio as compared to only 35 percent of women. Men are also more likely to listen to

CDs and audiotapes as well as attend a poetry slam than women.
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PERCEPTION OF POETRY, POETS
AND POETRY READERS

ATTITUDES ABOUT BENEFITS OF POETRY

At an abstract level, we found that current poetry audience members hold more positive views of poetry and less
stereotyped impressions of poets and poetry readers. Current audience members, while recognizing that engaging
with poetry can be effortful, also noted several positive benefits that can result from that effort — a deeper
appreciation of the world around them, a better understanding of oneself and others, comfort in difficult times,
and sheer enjoyment. Potential audience members shared these impressions of poetry’s benefits but endorsed

them at lower rates.

Current poetry audience members cite a variety of benefits that they derive from reading or listening to poetry
that are clearly not shared by the potential audience. While potential audience members also identify a number of
benefits, they do so much less frequently than do current members. Significant differences exist between current
audience members who list the following as benefits of poetry at significantly higher rates than do potential

audience members:
m  Relaxation
m  Entertainment/enjoyment
B Mind expanding and makes you think
®m  General understanding/enlightenment
m  Helps you understand yourself
®  Helps you understand others
m  Provides solace and comfort

In one category potential audience members exceed the current members. In this category, 31% of potential

audience members describe poetry as having “no benefits” compared to 9% of the current audience.

In addition to the personal benefits of poetry, our study explored respondents’ perceptions of the social benefits
of poetry. First, we asked all current and potential audience members their opinion about the amount of poetry
being read today, and then asked a follow-up question of those respondents who said that they thought people
should read more poetry. The follow-up question addressed the possible benefits that could result from increased
readership. Overall, 64 percent of adult readers thought that in general, people should read more poetry. Current
audience members are significantly more likely than potential members to hold this view. Nearly two-thirds of the

current audience (72 percent) thinks that people should read more poetry compared to 45 percent of potential
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PERCEPTIONS OF POETRY, POETS AND POETRY

Poetry in America asked all respondents to listen to a series of statements about poetry and indicate whether they
thought each statement was always, usually, sometimes or never true. These questions were intended to draw out
people’s top-of-mind reactions to poetry. Not surprisingly, the poetry audience is more likely to have positive
perceptions of poetry than is the potential audience. On average, 90 percent of poetry’s audience thought the
positive statements were true compared to 62 percent of the potential audience. In most instances, the poetry
audience endorsed statements like “poems help you appreciate the world around you” and “poems provide

comfort at difficult times in your life”.

Not surprisingly, the potential audience has more negative perceptions of poetry than do current audience
members. The potential audience is significantly more likely to endorse each of the negative statements than were
members of the poetry audience. One interesting conclusion is that a sizeable number of the current audience
also endorsed each of the negative statements. More than half of the poetry audience felt that four of the five
negative statements were true, with an overall average for the five statements of 55 percent. The two negative
statements that the poetry audience members most frequently cited were “Figuring out a poem’s meaning is
difficult,” and “Reading poetry is hard work,” although no everyone in the poetry audience saw these attributes as

negatives.

We asked all respondents a series of questions that tapped into their perceptions of poets and of poetry readers.
These questions asked about poets’ and poetry readers’ physical characteristics, personality traits, and their status
within the culture. In general, adult readers do not ascribe particular physical characteristics to poets or poetry
readers. The majority of respondents indicated that both poets and poetry readers could be male or female, were
of no particular age, and no particular race. However, when adult readers do ascribe physical characteristics to
poets and poetry readers, they have very different perceptions of what these groups look like. Among those
respondents who chose a particular physical characteristic to describe most poets, the image of poets that
emerges is fairly stereotypical. They agree that poets are more likely to be old or middle-aged, white men. In
comparison, the only physical characteristic that was attributed to poetry readers with significant frequency was

gender. Respondents believe that poetry readers are more likely to be women.

Poets and poetry readers are thought to be similar on a number of social characteristics — both groups are
considered more likely to be creative than logical, and more likely to be quiet than talkative. However, poets are
considered significantly more likely to exhibit both of these traits. Poets also are significantly more likely to be
thought of as loners than are poetry readers, whereas poetry readers are significantly more likely to be thought of

as sociable.

In general, both poets and poetry readers are esteemed by readers. Both are more likely to be people whom adult
readers would like to meet, and both are much more likely to be respected than disrespected. About two-thirds
of our respondents thought that both poets and poetry readers are people who are generally respected; and,

slightly more respondents would like to meet poets (70 percent) than would like to meet poetry readers (66
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In general, we found that stereotypes of poets decrease as experience with poetry increases. We found significant
differences between the current and potential audiences on six of the eight characteristics measured. Potential
audience members are significantly more likely to say that poets are white men who are creative and loners. They
are also significantly more likely to say that poets are people they would like to avoid. In comparison, the poetry

audience is significantly more likely to say that poets are people they would like to meet.
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