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Defining contemporary art 
 
For the purposes of this review we are defining contemporary art as the art of our time. It is 
more a way of seeing than a defined art form; the practice is often interdisciplinary with a 
range of media including photography, new media, artists’ moving image, live art, crafts, 
design and architecture. It is a driving force in popular culture nurtured through creative 
innovation, entrepreneurial risk, new curatorial processes and critical debate. While the 
dictionary definition of ‘modern’ is synonymous with ‘contemporary’, in art the modern has a 
period - arguably 1860s to 1970 -, a style and a theory which is both absorbed and contested 
by the plurality of contemporary art. The review aims to show the breadth of the visual arts 
and to demonstrate its current impact and the opportunities it gives for artists, audiences and 
organisations to respond to increasingly global contexts. The review survey includes 
organisations in England, with and without collections, which are presenting contemporary 
art of all styles and approaches, from traditional to international work about current ideas.  
 
Marjorie Allthorpe-Guyton 
Director of Visual Arts, Arts Council England 



 

 

2. Introduction 

2.1. The Review of the Presentation of the Contemporary Visual Arts is the first 
independent sectoral review to be commissioned by Arts Council England since 
the Theatre Review was published in 2000. The issues examined by the Review 
and the format that was adopted for its research and consultation were established 
by a Scoping Study undertaken by us in 2004. The Review process itself ran 
through much of 2005. Its findings as presented in this report are intended to 
inform Arts Council England’s future strategy for the visual arts and its 
submission to government in the 2007 Comprehensive Spending Review. 

2.2. Arts Council England has recently investigated the conditions of employment and 
the career paths of artists, and the workings of the art market in England. It was 
therefore decided that the main focus of the Review should be on the 
organisations responsible for the presentation of the contemporary visual arts to 
audiences, and with the structures and processes of policy making, funding and 
advocacy that impact on them. The emphasis was largely on publicly funded 
bodies, some exclusively concerned with contemporary art, others with a wider 
remit. Research and consultation have, nevertheless, also involved the 
commercial sector and artist-led initiatives. 

2.3. The Review considered the organisations, mechanisms, processes and people 
involved in the public commissioning, collecting, presentation and interpretation 
of the very diverse range of artworks, activities and experiences that make up 
contemporary visual arts at the start of the 21st century. It looked at their strengths 
and weaknesses, and how they might develop in the future to sustain and advance 
the many gains of the last ten years for the benefit of the widest possible 
audiences and for artists. 

2.4. The Review also considered briefly the visual arts in relation to adjacent fields of 
activity, such as architecture, design, film, heritage and the creative industries, 
with which there are increasingly blurred boundaries.  It looked at the impacts 
made by the visual arts on individuals and communities. In doing so, it 
considered how the value created by public investment in the visual arts might be 
maximised for consumers and taxpayers in a context where visual literacy is 
increasingly recognised as a fundamental skill for understanding the world and 
contributing to individual and collective prosperity. 



 

 

2.5. This report is a distillation of the work of a number of consultants and 
researchers. The Burns Owen Partnership (BOP) in partnership with Experian 
Business Strategies carried out a mapping exercise and survey of the presentation 
of the contemporary visual arts across England. The Institute for Employment 
Research at the University of Warwick gathered and analysed data about 
employment conditions and diversity in the sector. Prevista provided a set of case 
studies to analyse and illustrate the impact of contemporary visual arts in the 
public realm. The Council for Higher Education in Art and Design made 
available data from its continuing study on diversity among students expecting to 
pursue careers in the visual arts, design and the creative industries. Arts Council 
England provided through its specialist officers and external advisors an 
invaluable suite of briefing papers on art forms and related issues, such as 
photography, new media, publishing and broadcasting. 

2.6. In addition, we undertook a consultation exercise across the sector with a wide 
cross-section of those who work in the contemporary visual arts or have a regular 
professional involvement with them. This took the form of formal and informal 
interviews and six regional workshops. Those involved included curators, gallery 
directors, artists and museum managers, as well as representatives of public 
funding bodies, development agencies, professional associations, trusts and 
foundations, local government and regional cultural consortia. Our report draws 
on all of this data and on other research and critical debate.  

2.7. The research material that the Review was able to draw on was in most respects 
rich and informative. Quantitative and qualitative research specifically 
commissioned for the Review has added significantly to the understanding of the 
characteristics, operations, budgets and regional distribution of visual arts 
organisations of all kinds, and to knowledge of the workforce and its conditions 
of employment. The art form overviews give an assessment of the most recent 
developments in various media. Their main findings are included in section 2 of  
part two of this report. The key findings of the specialist research reports are 
incorporated in part one. The full texts of the specialist reports can be found on 
Arts Council England’s web site. 



 

 

2.8. One important caveat needs to be made, however. In common with other sections 
of the cultural world, the visual arts sector lacks a sound database and 
understanding of some of its basic metrics. Attempts to understand audiences for 
the visual arts and to plan for their development are hampered by the paucity of 
data specific to the sector and a lack of consistency in what is available from 
various sources. And, although much is known about capital investment through 
the Lottery, it has proved surprisingly difficult to draw an accurate overall picture 
of public revenue investment in the visual arts across England over the past five 
years. This is mainly because figures for local authorities and the now defunct 
regional arts boards are elusive or buried in aggregated data for culture or culture 
and leisure as a whole. We comment in the report on the urgent need for the 
visual arts and heritage sectors to collaborate to gather fundamental quantitative 
data that will allow them to understand better how they work and to support their 
case for more investment. 

2.9. Nevertheless, from this work has emerged a fair measure of agreement about the 
strengths and weaknesses of the visual arts in England. There were also clear 
trends of thought from the sector and the specialist consultancy teams about what 
is needed to consolidate and develop the gains that have been made over the last 
decade, and to increase the sustainability of the sector for the benefit of the 
public. We have tried to capture this thinking in our report and to turn it into 
practical and implementable policy recommendations. Although Arts Council 
England is the development and funding body for only one part of the visual arts 
sector, our brief invited us to range widely. Many of the Review’s 
recommendations concern the visual arts sector as a whole, including the national 
and regional museums.  

2.10. We make no apologies for this. We have come to believe that the current system 
of policy making, public funding and advocacy – which separates responsibility 
for the support of artists, exhibiting venues and commissioning agencies from 
collections based art museums, and national museums from those in the regions, 
as well as new art from the historical canon – does not maximise public 
understanding and enjoyment of the continuum of art, nor does it promote the 
most efficient use of financial and human resources.  



 

 

2.11. The main thrust of the report’s policy recommendations is thus to find means to 
increase common purpose across the wider visual arts and heritage sectors, to find 
ways to re-integrate the presentation of new art and old, and to ensure that capital 
assets and human and financial resources are used effectively and efficiently to 
encourage a vibrant and creative visual arts sector. Only in this way can 
investment in the visual arts and artists provide a rich range of experiences for 
audiences and have impact on the lives of individuals and communities.  

2.12. The report is divided into two separately bound parts. Part one contains an 
analysis of the key development issues for the sector that have emerged from the 
Review, and a set of policy recommendations intended to address them. It is 
prefaced by short contextual accounts of artistic developments over the past 
decade, of the sector’s funding, policy making and advocacy structures, and of 
the impacts that the visual arts are making on individuals and communities. These 
accounts are summaries of longer and more detailed essays on these topics that 
can be found in part two of the report. It is hoped that the fuller versions will be 
useful to policy makers and other opinion formers who are not familiar with the 
visual arts sector. Part two also contains the technical appendices, including a 
note on the Review’s process and methodology, a map of the sector and a list of 
documents consulted. 

2.13. We are indebted to many art world professionals who have given their time freely 
to help us. The names of those we have consulted formally are listed in part two.  
We would like to mention here with special thanks the members of the 
independent Advisory Group, and in particular its chair, Alice Rawsthorn, 
Director of the Design Museum. Marjorie Allthorpe-Guyton, Director of Visual 
Arts at Arts Council England, commissioned and directed the Review. The 
Project Team consisted of Alice Rawsthorn (chair), Martina Margetts, Dr 
Veronica Sekules, James Bustard (ACE NE), Mariam Sharp (ACE SW) and 
Sarah Wason (ACE L). They were helpful and supportive throughout. We also 
have had a number of stimulating discussions with other Visual Arts officers 
from the Arts Council’s regional offices. Charles Leadbeater and Hilary Boulding 
kept us informed of the development of the 21st-Century Organisations 
programme of research. 

2.14. We are particularly grateful to Bridget Sawyers, Review Project Co-ordinator at 
Arts Council England, for her professionalism and good humour in tracking down 
hard to find information and in keeping the show on the road. Our research 
consultant Katharine Housden of AEA was patient and efficient in the formidable 
tasks of sifting literature and organising meetings, interviews and workshops. 



 

 

Tessa Jackson and Marc Jordan, January 2006 
  
 



 

 

3. Executive summary 

3.1. There is much for the visual arts sector to celebrate. The past decade has been one 
of unprecedented expansion in the range and quality of creative and interpretative 
activity. A range of significant buildings has been built or refurbished across 
England. A high public profile has been created for contemporary art through the 
work of individual artists, through international exhibitions and through 
prominent public art commissions. This has been reflected in increasing audience 
numbers and media coverage. 

3.2. Visual arts organisations are seen to be effective partners in helping to deliver in 
areas of public policy such as education, social inclusion and regeneration, and 
can provide the public and private sectors with high levels of visibility. The 
sector is recognised for its experienced and dedicated personnel, who through a 
decade of capital lottery funding have seized opportunities for developing its 
physical infrastructure. In addition, contemporary visual arts now sit within a 
wider world of visual culture. Artists and their ideas influence advertising, 
broadcasting and the media, urban regeneration and other areas of economic 
growth, including intellectual property. 

3.3. Yet the Review has brought to light the degree to which the sector has been 
delivering all this is spite of the underlying fragility of its organisations, most of 
which are of small size and under-resourced. The most important question to be 
asked is how sustainable are current levels of quality and activity? It has to be 
recognised that the sector’s continuing ability to deliver on the cultural, social and 
economic goals that government has set for it is dependent on the artistic product 
being of the highest calibre. This in turn depends on organisational effectiveness 
and vibrancy.  

3.4. The Review has concluded that without further investment and strategic 
development the sector will not be able to sustain the gains it has made and make 
optimum use of the investment already put into it. Nor will it be able to maintain 
the high international profile that the visual arts have earned for Britain. It will 
certainly not be able to rise to future challenges, including making a full 
contribution to the cultural dimension of the 2012 Olympics and other significant 
international platforms.  



 

 

3.5. The Review has highlighted the following areas of concern that need to be 
addressed through public policy and funding initiatives: 

• Structural fragmentation: The institutional structure for the visual arts is 
divided and responsibility for funding, policy making and advocacy disjointed. 
The conduits for linking regional and national activity, and for advocating as a 
unified sector are defective. There is insufficient collaboration between the 
independent contemporary sector funded by Arts Council England and the 
national and regional museums. As a result, audiences are deprived of the 
opportunity to experience art as a continuum between the old and the new, and 
resources are not maximised. (section 5) 

• Regional imbalances: The distribution of the provision of contemporary visual 
arts across England is uneven. London dominates in number of organisations and 
the distribution of resources. Elsewhere, some regions offer much greater 
opportunities of access to the visual arts than others. The commercial art market 
is very weak outside London. (section 6) 

• Artistic programming: There has been a steady increase in levels and quality of 
activity, but this has not been accompanied by a sufficient increase in revenue 
funding to sustain it. In particular, capital investment in infrastructure has 
increased organisational ambition and consumer demand, as well as the costs of 
running buildings. As a result, publicly funded visual arts organisations are 
overstretched operationally and financially fragile. Collecting of contemporary art 
by public bodies is at a virtual standstill. (section 7) 

• Developing audiences: Audiences for the visual arts are increasing and 
organisations are focusing on the consumer. But further audience development is 
hampered because the available data on participation is inadequate to indicate 
who the visitor is, what experience they are getting, and what the interests of 
culturally diverse audiences might be. (section 8) 

• Education and participation: The omnipresence of visual culture as a means of 
communication makes the mastering of its language a key skill for the 21st 
century. But visual literacy is not embedded in schools through lack of teaching 
skills and resources. Participation in art and design higher education is 
insufficiently diverse. The prevalence of short-term project based funding for 
education by visual arts organisations reduces impacts. (section 9) 



 

 

• Maximising resources: The sector is under-funded for what it does and what it is 
capable of doing. The current institutional structure for the visual arts is 
inefficient in its use of resources. The majority of visual arts organisations are 
small and individually lack the capacity to significantly increase earned and 
contributed income, or to realise the cost savings demanded by the Gershon 
Review. Exploration of new collaborative business models is in its infancy. Fiscal 
incentives for the private giving of works of art and other assets to public art 
institutions are inadequate, and the UK VAT regime disadvantages the market in 
contemporary art. (section 10) 

• Developing the workforce: Despite impressive levels of achievement in its 
activities, the sector has an urgent need to address workforce issues if it is to 
continue to deliver value. The workforce is highly educated and committed, but 
characteristic of the sector are low salaries, poor benefits, low investment in 
training and professional development, high levels of part-time and unpaid work, 
and lack of diversity. (section 11) 

• Evidence and advocacy: Across the visual arts sector there is a lack of shared 
understanding of objectives, definition of outcomes, data collection mechanisms 
and evaluation practices. This impedes strategic planning and the communication 
of a coherent and persuasive picture of the achievements of the sector to policy 
makers and public. (section 12) 

• The role of Arts Council England: Despite an increase in funding for the visual 
arts since the 1990s, the Arts Council is perceived as having greater allegiance to 
the performing arts. There is a lack of strategic vision and clarity about its role in 
relation to other Non Departmental Public Bodies with an interest in the sector. It 
appears to involve itself too much in detailed decision making, to have an over-
prescriptive preference for styles and practices, and its processes and ethos are 
insufficiently encouraging to intelligent risk taking. (section 13) 

3.6. In the light of this analysis, nine goals are put forward as priorities for a national 
strategy for the visual arts. They are intended to capture the challenges faced by 
the sector as identified in the course of the Review. From each goal is derived a 
statement of policy.  

3.7. For each policy the report proposes a small number of practical actions to be 
undertaken by Arts Council England and other bodies in the sector in order to 
implement the changes necessary to achieve the strategic goals. These will be 
found at the end of the relevant sections of the report. For convenience, all the 
goals, policies and actions are restated immediately below in section 3.  



 

 

4. Summary of policy recommendations and actions 

4.1. Contents: Goals for a national strategy for the visual arts; Structural 
fragmentation; Regional imbalances; Artistic programming; Developing 
audiences; Education and participation; Maximising resources; Developing the 
workforce; Evidence and advocacy; The role of Arts Council England. 

Goals for a national strategy for the visual arts 

4.2. Nine goals are proposed as priorities for a national strategy for the visual arts. 
They are intended to capture the challenges faced by the sector as identified in the 
course of the Review. Inevitably they deal with matters of policy that have 
resonance across the whole of the visual arts and heritage sector. Implementation 
of the policies and actions that follow from them is based on the assumption that 
the wider sector will collaborate in their delivery. Each goal is cross-referenced 
back to the relevant section of the report. 

1. Structural fragmentation (section 5) 

 

 

 

 
 

 

4.3. ACTION 1: The Department for Culture, Media and Sport should initiate a 
cross-sectoral consultation to find a long-term structural solution for policy 
making and funding for the visual arts. 

4.4. ACTION 2: Arts Council England should build on its current cross-sectoral 
partnerships, forging stronger strategic links with its national partners. Mutual 
action should be recorded in memoranda of understanding. 

GOAL: To overcome the weaknesses of the fragmented policy making and 
funding structure for the visual arts – whether supported by national or local 
government – which currently constrains benefits to society and inhibits the 
maximising of resources. 
 

POLICY: To achieve common purpose and strategic direction across the 
visual arts sector through joint development strategies and activities, so that 
the whole is significantly greater than the sum of the parts. 
 



 

 

4.5. ACTION 4: Arts Council England, the Museums, Libraries and Archives 
Council and the National Museum Directors Conference should develop a 
long-term framework for joint activities between contemporary visual art 
organisations and the museums and galleries sector that will restore the 
continuum of art across the English regions. 

4.6. ACTION 3: Arts Council England should accelerate progress on 
implementation of the regional partnership agenda for long-term strategic 
working with local authorities set out in Local Government and the Arts.  



 

 

2. Regional imbalances (section 6) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.7. ACTION 1: Arts Council England Regional Offices should convene working 
parties of visual arts organisations, local authorities and regional policy and 
funding partners to draw up regional development strategies. 

4.8. ACTION 2: Arts Council England should ensure that capital lottery funding is 
made available for a limited number of major visual arts building projects 
specifically aimed at redressing regional imbalances.  

4.9. ACTION 3: Arts Council England should work with the Heritage Lottery 
Fund to devise a joint programme to encourage the refurbishing of galleries 
within existing visual arts buildings regionally to provide multi-purpose spaces 
for the presentation of all aspects of the visual arts and related performance 
disciplines. 

4.10. ACTION 4: Arts Council England should provide additional funding to its 
regional offices to enable artists and contemporary visual arts organisations to 
work with public and private owners of historic buildings and landscapes, 
placing contemporary art in a range of unfamiliar settings and introducing it to 
new audiences. 

4.11. ACTION 5: Arts Council England should stimulate the art market regionally 
through the extension of the Own Art scheme and by providing time-limited 
financial support for the establishment of commercial galleries and art 
agencies.  

 

GOAL: To redress the imbalances in contemporary visual arts provision 
across the English regions in ways that serve audience needs, strengthens the 
art ecology, and build on the specific character and strengths of each region. 

POLICY: To work with visual arts organisations and regional and national 
partners to design and implement a development strategy for each region. 



 

 

3. Artistic programming (section 7) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.12. ACTION 1: Arts Council England should ensure its Regularly Funded 
Organisations have adequate artistic programming budgets, separate from 
overheads, in order to exploit fully the range of contemporary visual arts 
facilities. 

4.13. ACTION 2: Arts Council England and its national and regional partners 
should develop a national framework for collecting, and provide lottery funding 
to enable it.  

4.14. ACTION 3: Arts Council England, the British Council and Visiting Arts 
should to devise an international strategy for the visual arts and make the case 
for a dedicated budget for international working. 

4.15. ACTION 4: Arts Council England should undertake a review of the touring of 
visual arts exhibitions with a particular focus on whether Hayward Gallery 
Touring is still the most effective mechanism to meet the needs of the sector.  

 

POLICY: To increase the amount and quality of visual arts activity and its 
impact through more strategic use of existing funds and the application of new 
funds. 
 

GOAL: To realise the value artists and art organisations contribute to society, 
by developing activities that encourage audiences to engage with the visual arts 
and which increase understanding of visual literacy. 
 



 

 

3. Developing audiences (section 8) 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
4.16. ACTION 1: Arts Council England in partnership with visual arts 

organisations should develop and implement a rigorous framework for 
collecting quantitative and qualitative audience data and ensure that this links 
to data being gathered by Renaissance in the Regions museum hubs . 

4.17. ACTION 2: Arts Council England should work with visual arts organisations 
to encourage them to programme in new and innovative ways as part of their 
audience development strategies. 

4.18. ACTION 3: Arts Council England should disseminate regularly information 
about best practice and innovative approaches to audience development in the 
contemporary visual arts. 

 

GOAL: To develop audiences for the visual arts which reflect the full breadth 
of society now. 
 
 

POLICY: To understand existing audiences and develop new audiences 
through quantitative as well as qualitative research. 
 
 



 

 

4. Education and participation (section 9) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.19. ACTION 1: Arts Council England, the Museums, Libraries and Archives 
Council and the National Museum Directors Conference should develop a 
long-term educational strategy that expresses the importance of visual literacy 
and the ways in which visual arts organisations and museums can provide 
significant contexts for learning. 

4.20. ACTION 2: Arts Council England should work in partnership with local 
authorities to establish increased revenue budgets that recognise education as a 
core activity of visual arts organisations. 

4.21. ACTION 3: Arts Council England and its national partners should devise 
frameworks of professional development for teachers and for visual arts 
educators to enable them to increase their knowledge and understanding of the 
continuum of the visual arts, and make a case to government for funds to 
implement them. 

4.22. ACTION 4: Arts Council England and its partners in Higher Education 
should develop the curriculum content in art and design to reflect cultures 
beyond the western traditions of art and the cultural make-up of the UK now. 

GOAL: To encourage the widest understanding, enjoyment and participation 
in the visual arts reflecting England’s changing population, and to embed 
visual literacy and the value of creativity in society. 
 

POLICY: To develop the position of art and design within formal education, 
and to embed education within visual arts organisations in order to attract new 
audiences and sustain existing ones. 
 



 

 

6. Maximising resources (section 10) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.23. ACTION 1: Arts Council England should ensure that Regularly Funded 
Organisations have realistic and predictable levels of funding for core costs 
and for artistic programming to enable them to realise their capabilities to the 
full and deliver on government objectives. 

4.24. ACTION 2: Arts Council England should collaborate with the Museums, 
Libraries and Archives Council to ensure that the visual arts organisations it 
supports become part of the regional networks created by the Renaissance in 
the Regions programme. 

4.25. ACTION 3: Arts Council England should join with its national partners to 
lobby government for changes to fiscal policy to encourage the life-time giving 
of works of art, cash and other assets to non-profit cultural organisations, and 
to remove anomalies in VAT relating to contemporary art. 

4.26. ACTION 4: Arts Council England should collaborate with the Mission, 
Models and Money work programme in collecting and disseminating case 
studies of successful practice in managing for mission and money, and ensure 
that Regularly Funded Organisations are encouraged to explore new 
organisational and financial models. 

GOAL: To increase the level of resources available to the visual arts to ensure 
that demand for high quality contemporary art is met, so that the impact of 
artists and visual arts organisations can be maximised for cultural, social and 
economic well-being.  

POLICY: To make the case to government for a larger scale of investment 
combined with fiscal reforms to ensure the sustainability of current assets and 
activities, and to realise the further capabilities of the sector, while encouraging 
Regularly Funded Organisations to explore effective new organisational and 
financial models. 



 

 

7. Developing the workforce (section 11) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.27. ACTION 1: Arts Council England and its national and regional partners 
should establish an independent review panel to examine salaries and benefits 
for employees and freelancers across the publicly funded visual arts and 
heritage sectors and propose guidelines for the future.  

4.28. ACTION 2: Arts Council England should use its influence to encourage the 
widespread adoption of these guidelines by independent organisations and local 
authorities through the leverage provided by funding agreements, and by 
lobbying the Treasury for additional funding to support a more realistic and 
competitive reward system for the sector. 

4.29. ACTION 3: Arts Council England and its national and regional partners 
should ensure that all visual arts organisations have professional development 
programmes and the funds to deliver them. 

4.30. ACTION 4: Arts Council England should seize the opportunity offered by its 
administration of the Cultural Leadership Programme by working with its 
national and regional partners to establish a ‘virtual academy of leadership 
and professional development’, and create a coherent and long-term cross-
sectoral programme of investment in the development of management 
competencies and leadership skills.  

GOAL: To encourage and enable the recruitment, development and retention 
of a diverse workforce that can build thriving organisations, and to nurture 
leadership and ambition at all levels. 
 

POLICY: To ensure that social, ethnic and financial barriers to entry and 
retention in the visual arts professions are minimised, to embed a culture of 
continuous professional development in the sector, and to develop 
entrepreneurial leaders with strategic and people management skills. 



 

 

8. Evidence and advocacy (section 12) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.31. ACTION 1: Arts Council England should convene a conference of interested 
parties, including its national and regional partners, as well as the Department 
for Culture Media and Sport and the Office for National Statistics, to determine 
a joint policy and action plan and begin its implementation. 

4.32. ACTION 2: Arts Council England should take the lead in undertaking in 
conjunction with its national and regional partners a sustained national 
advocacy campaign to raise the profile of the visual arts and visual culture. 

POLICY: To lead the sector in defining the criteria by which the value of its 
activities should be measured, in establishing a unified and long-term 
programme of quantitative and qualitative evidence gathering, and in 
campaigning for the role of the visual arts. 

GOAL: To adopt robust and appropriate methods by which the activities of the 
visual arts sector can be documented and evidenced, in order to provide 
accurate information and persuasive advocacy that state their benefits and 
value to society. 



 

 

9.  The role of Arts Council England (section 13) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.33. ACTION 1: Arts Council England should find ways to strengthen the position 
and capability of the visual arts and its directorate within its corporate 
structure, financial allocations and activity. 

4.34. ACTION 2: Arts Council England should devise significant initiatives with its 
national partners and work strategically to provide a stronger context for the 
development of the contemporary visual art, including long-term programmes 
of activity with local authorities. 

4.35. ACTION 3: Arts Council England should re-establish a permanent visual arts 
advisory network to contribute to effective policy development, strategic 
working and the exchange of information. 

4.36. ACTION 4: Arts Council England should identify mechanisms for better 
dissemination across the sector of research, information, data and models of 
good practice. 

 

 
 

 

POLICY: To clarify and develop Arts Council England’s strategic leadership 
role within the visual arts in ways that complement other bodies, in order to 
produce a coherent development strategy for the visual arts in England. 
 
 

GOAL: To ensure that Arts Council England fulfils its role as a lead body and 
national partner for the contemporary visual arts, working strategically with 
other key bodies and funders across the wider visual arts and heritage sector, 
facilitating long-term development and placing trust in artists and arts 
organisations to deliver.  
 



 

 

 

5. Contemporary visual arts now 

5.1. Contents: An expanding field of activity; How the sector and its structures work; 
Investment in the contemporary visual arts; The value of the contemporary visual 
arts. 

An expanding field of activity1 

5.2. The visual arts have changed significantly over the past twenty years. 
Contemporary practice has embraced a range of non-traditional materials and 
activity, some encouraged by the development of new technology. Artists now 
work with an increasing range of other disciplines and professions. Previously 
understood art form boundaries have become permeable, with artists presenting 
their ideas in whatever physical and visual form seems most appropriate. 
Painting, sculpture and drawing now co-exist with photography, live art and 
digital media. The result is one of the most productive, various and creative 
periods of activity for the visual arts. 

5.3. At the same time, the nature of organisations engaged in presenting contemporary 
work, whether publicly or privately funded, has become increasingly 
heterogeneous. The sector now comprises visual arts galleries, fine and applied 
art museums, commercial galleries, art form specific galleries, arts centres, craft 
centres, architecture centres, artists’ studios and sculpture parks, as well as a wide 
range of non-building based organisations, such as commissioning agencies, 
publishers and broadcasters. These organisations gain their funding from a 
diverse range of sources including national government, local government, trusts 
and foundations, commercial sponsorships, individual donations, and commercial 
activity. 

                                                             
1  A more detailed account of recent developments in the contemporary visual arts, including 
surveys of individual art forms will be found in section 2 of part two of the report. 



 

 

5.4. There has been a significant increase in the profile and wider public discussion of 
the visual arts. Conspicuous public art projects have generated controversy and 
debate, while the success of individual British artists internationally has 
contributed to recognition of the importance of the visual arts nationally. Lottery 
funded gallery development projects across the country and a range of activities, 
including exhibitions, prizes and festivals, have also contributed to an increased 
sense of engagement with the visual arts by the public. Artists and galleries, both 
public and private, have been significant contributors to the regeneration of run-
down urban areas. The visual arts have an increasingly beneficial interaction with 
education – formal and informal - at all levels, and with the Creative Industries.  



 

 

How the sector and its structures work1 

5.5. The individuals and organisations responsible for the presentation of the 
contemporary visual arts operate within an ecology in which creative individuals, 
audiences, local and national government, public sector bodies, independent not-
for-profit organisations, collectors and the commercial art market interact in 
complex and dynamic ways. Appendix 2 of part 2 is a map of the sector. 

5.6. In the public sector and not-for-profit domain, organisations whose primary 
purpose is to present the contemporary visual arts are located in parallel tracks to 
museums that predominantly present the historical canon of art, and heritage 
bodies that have stewardship of historic buildings, landscapes and art collections. 
There are also public bodies responsible for crafts, film, design, architecture and 
urbanism. In addition, there is a fundamental divide between organisations that 
commission and exhibit art on a temporary basis – the independent galleries – and 
those that collect – the museums.  

5.7. The main sources of revenue funding for the public visual arts bodies are central 
government and local authorities. Central government funds are distributed 
directly by ministries and through arms-length public bodies, including Arts 
Council England. Constraints on government investment allied to the increasing 
activities of visual arts institutions and rising costs mean that most have to 
fundraise from a variety of other sources, including trusts and foundations, 
businesses and individuals. Although local and national government also supply 
capital funding, most of the significant investment in capital infrastructure since 
1995 has come from the National Lottery through Arts Council England and the 
Heritage Lottery Fund. 

                                                             
1  A fuller description of the funding and advocacy structures of the visual arts and heritage 
sectors is given in section 3 of part two of the report. 



 

 

5.8. The principal funding, advocacy and development bodies for the visual arts are 
Arts Council England (ACE) and the Museums, Libraries and Archives Council 
(MLA). Arts Council England supports a variety of independent, not-for-profit 
contemporary exhibiting venues, arts centres and commissioning agencies (its 
Regularly Funded Organisations). It also funds development and advocacy 
agencies such as the Contemporary Art Society and the Visual Arts and Galleries 
Association, as well as artists and artist-led initiatives. Additionally, it channels 
investment to local authority museums for contemporary activity. The Museums, 
Libraries and Archives Council is the development body for the non-national 
museums. Its influence has increased since it became the main channel for 
strategy and funding associated with the Renaissance in the Regions programme 
of investment in the regional museums. The national museums are funded 
directly by the Department for Culture Media and Sport. Each has Non 
Departmental Public Body status.  

5.9. A range of other Non Departmental Public Bodies have responsibility for 
dimensions of visual culture, including English Heritage, the Council for 
Architecture and the Built Environment (CABE), the UK Film Council, the 
British Council and the Design Council. They do not all report to the same 
sponsoring department. The Crafts Council, anomalously, is now a Regularly 
Funded Organisation of Arts Council England. 

5.10. Local government is among the most significant funders of the visual arts. 
England’s 388 local authorities spend around £3.2 billion a year on culture and 
leisure. Some local authorities have grasped the possibilities of investment in 
culture to deliver on public sector reform and have been in the forefront of the use 
of visual arts in regeneration and social cohesion. For many, however, the non-
statutory nature of cultural provision means that budgets are squeezed and 
cultural organisations starved of resources. Despite initiatives such as the Arts 
Council England and Local Government Association sponsored conference Local 
Government and the Arts: A Vision for Partnership, there is insufficient 
collaboration between local and national organisations.  

5.11. Although there is more communication and joint strategic discussion between key 
national funding bodies than was once the case, the structure nationally and 
regionally is fragmented and its emphasis is overwhelmingly vertical. The net 
effect is to encourage separate and duplicated activity, as well as competition for 
scarce financial resources, especially during government spending reviews. From 
the perspective of audiences, it creates an artificial separation in the continuum 
between historic art and the contemporary that is not found in the administration 
of theatre or music. 



 

 

Investment in the contemporary visual arts 

5.12. One of the most significant factors impacting on the contemporary visual arts 
over the past decade has been the unprecedented level of public investment in 
capital projects enabled by the national lottery. Apart from Tate’s investments in 
Liverpool and St Ives in the 1980s, there had been little fresh development of 
buildings or collections to provide up-to-date space and facilities. In 1994 many 
of our major galleries were tired and dispiriting places, ill-equipped to display art 
in challenging ways and to engage the interest of audiences. 

5.13. Lottery money has been channelled into the visual arts through the Millennium 
Commission, the Heritage Lottery Fund, and, most importantly for the 
contemporary visual arts, by Arts Council Lottery. The Millennium Commission 
was responsible for £50 million of funding for Tate Modern (out of a total cost of 
£134 million). English Partnerships provided a further £12 million and Arts 
Council England £6.2 million. In the decade 1994 to 2004 Arts Council England 
channelled £426 million into visual arts awards – including public art 
commissions - largely made up of small and large-scale capital projects. The 
early years of the Arts Council England Lottery scheme saw heavy spending on 
large capital works, making up for years of neglect and under-investment across 
the English regions.  

5.14. To date £226.6 million has been distributed in visual arts capital grants above 
£100,000. This accounts for nearly 19% of all large-scale capital spend from Arts 
Council England Lottery. The conversion of the Baltic Flour Mills in Gateshead 
to a contemporary visual arts centre (grant of £41.5 million in 1995/6); the 
building of the New Art Gallery, Walsall (grant of £15.75 million in 1996/7); the 
renovation and extension of the Serpentine Gallery, London (grant of £3.1 million 
in 1996/7); the development of the Yorkshire Sculpture Park (grant of £1.5 
million in 1997/8); and the renovation of Arnolfini, Bristol (grant of £7.8 million 
in 1998/9) would have been inconceivable in the absence of Lottery receipts. 

5.15. The availability of this level of capital funding has had a multiplier effect, 
leveraging in match funding from local authorities, trusts and foundations, 
European Regional Development funds and wealthy individuals. The investment 
has contributed significantly to regeneration and the self-confidence of 
communities. It has also given a boost to the creative economy and brought an 
enhanced public profile to the visual arts. 



 

 

5.16. The amount of revenue funding provided by Arts Council England to visual arts 
organisations has been rising steadily, but from a low base in relation to other 
major art forms. The allocation in 2003/04 was £25.6 million. This is planned to 
reach £39 million in 2007/08. However, these allocations are spread between over 
200 Regularly Funded Organisations, including the Hayward Gallery, London, 
which currently accounts for £6 million per annum. While Arts Council England 
sponsored visual arts organisations regularly report the second largest attendance 
figures among the art forms at around 8 million per annum, the total level of 
subsidy is well behind those for music and the performing arts, and the subsidy 
per attendance is the lowest by a factor of seven.  

5.17. Throughout the Review managers of small as well as large organisations 
commented on the difficulties that they face in continuing to meet the ever-
increasing expectations of audiences, the agendas of funders and policy makers, 
and  their own artistic ambitions for the sector. Capital expansion has created an 
inexorable upward pressure on both core costs and artistic programme costs. This 
is barely being met by a combination of contributed and earned income. Arts 
Council England data indicates that the aggregate number of exhibition days per 
annum, a key measure of performance, has begun to fall as rising costs bite. 
When this reality is juxtaposed with the reported ambition of 37% of the 
contemporary visual arts organisations surveyed for the Review to increase their 
programming over the next twelve months, something of the fragility of the 
operating environment masked by capital investment is revealed. 

The value of the contemporary visual arts1 

5.18. Mounting evidence indicates that the visual arts have an important and distinctive 
role to play within society. Beyond the increase in enthusiasm and public support 
for the visual arts evidenced in the numbers visiting galleries or otherwise 
participating, there has been significant expansion in the ways artists and art 
organisations involve themselves in the wider issues of society and the key areas 
of the public policy agenda. The Review provides a set of national examples that 
illustrate how visual arts activities and interventions – in regeneration, healthcare 
environments and education, in both urban and rural contexts - can achieve social 
and economic impacts. 

                                                             
1  This account is a summary of section 4 of part two of the report. 



 

 

5.19. Artists, makers, designers and art commissioning bodies are engaged at all levels 
with the regeneration of towns, cities and rural environments. Roles stretch from 
facilitating local communities, working alongside planning authorities or 
contributing to design teams, through to drawing up specific design proposals or 
being commissioned to contribute artwork. The visual arts now play a key role in 
physical, economic, social and cultural regeneration, whether at macro level 
across an entire city or at micro level in changing a school’s environment. 

5.20. Besides physical and economic regeneration, the visual arts have been part of the 
debate about social and cultural change – change that affects communities for the 
long term. In 2002 the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister indicated that if the 
difference between good and bad urban areas was to be diminished, then it was 
the health, education and leisure services that needed to deliver. The arts, and in 
particular the visual arts, can and have had a unique role in this. Artists, creative 
projects and arts organisations, ‘have experience in involving and engaging hard 
to reach people – a major resource for neighbourhood renewal...’1 

5.21. The visual arts are also engaging with key areas of the health agenda – in 
hospitals, in community health, in the training of health and medical staff, and in 
collaboration with medical scientists. Artists challenge and contribute to the 
therapeutic benefits for patients, the physical improvements of hospitals and 
healthcare environments, and they support health staff in delivering care services, 
while bringing a distinctive perspective to medical research and clinical practice. 

5.22. Artists are being invited into schools and other learning environments to 
encourage creativity, visual literacy and innovation. Their involvement in a 
child’s early years and in the more formal areas of the curriculum is productive 
and valuable. Activity in the classroom and in the gallery or museum helps pupils 
to develop skills to read images critically. In an increasingly visual culture, visual 
literacy sits alongside numeracy and literacy as a core skill for life.  

                                                             
1  C. McManus, Fewer than Six: A Study of Creativity in Regeneration in Yorkshire and the 
Humber, 2002. 



 

 

5.23. There is recognition that the skills of creative artists and their ability to initiate or 
respond to developments in technology, innovation and communication, are 
valuable parts of the knowledge economy. Between 1997 and 2001 the creative 
industries grew by an average of 8%, compared with growth of 3% for the 
economy as a whole. But the Department for Culture, Media and Sport definition 
of the creative industries does not include the visual artist within its list of 
professions. It is thus difficult to assess the full contribution of the visual arts 
within the economy as a whole. Yet it is clear that such an initiative as the 
Liverpool Biennial is a successful example of the creative industries in the widest 
sense, bringing an estimated extra £8 million to the local economy in 2004.  

5.24. There is still considerable potential in how the visual arts can be involved in 
contributing to the public policy agenda. A lack of understanding of why to 
engage artists, and then of how to go about it were found to be among the barriers 
to greater involvement. Even though guidance now exists on the principles of 
good practice for working effectively with artists and arts organisations in a range 
of contexts, public bodies outside the cultural sector remain unaware of the scale 
and range of potential impacts and how to access the creative and cultural skills 
that they need. Local authorities and other regional bodies involved in the 
planning, development and implementation of public initiatives have not 
approached such involvement as integral but rather as occasional. 



 

 

6. Structural fragmentation 

6.1. Contents: Overview; Achieving common purpose – the national perspective; 
Encouraging the continuum of art – regional initiatives; Policy recommendations. 

Overview 

 

 

 

 

6.2. The institutional structure for the visual arts in England is divided and 
responsibility for funding and advocacy disjointed. Opportunities to place the 
contemporary within a wider historical context, and for re-interpreting the 
historical canon in the light of the production of new work are constrained. The 
conduits for linking regional and national activity, for developing expertise, and 
for promoting and advocating as a unified sector are not operational in the way 
that they need to be. Audiences are deprived of the opportunity to experience and 
understand art as a continuum between the old and the new, as they expect to do 
with music and theatre. 

6.3. At the heart of the difficulty is a public funding system that encourages 
competition for financial resources within the different parts of the sector, most 
notably between Arts Council England, the national museums and the Museums, 
Libraries and Archives Council. It was only at the last spending review (2004) 
that the National Museum Directors’ Conference and the Museums, Libraries and 
Archives Council joined in common cause for the first time to make the funding 
case for museums to central government. There was a perception that because 
Arts Council England corporately had been granted a significant funding uplift 
for all art forms in the 2002 spending review, it was the ‘turn’ of the museums 
sector.  

‘I understand the historical reasons why the visual arts lack the unity of theatre or 
music, but the continuance of this fragmented administrative structure must lead to 
unnecessary bureaucracy, duplication of effort and the underperformance of our 
assets. In the end it is the consumer who is short-changed.’ 
 
Director of a regional museums trust 
 



 

 

6.4. Some further progress has been made in laying the foundations for a common 
case for funding culture in the 2007 Comprehensive Spending Review, with 
three-way discussions being held between Arts Council England, the National 
Museum Directors Conference and the Museums Libraries and Archives Council. 
Nevertheless, such initiatives remain fragile. Progress has also been made in 
improving the relationships between the national and the regional museums. Tate, 
the National Gallery, the National Portrait Gallery and the Victoria & Albert 
Museum all have touring exhibition programmes, loan agreements and skills-
sharing schemes with selected regional museum partners. But these initiatives 
have yet to achieve any significant impact on the presentation of the 
contemporary visual arts regionally, and the contemporary visual arts 
organisations and activities funded by Arts Council England remain separate 
from them.  

6.5. Indeed, in most parts of the country there is an unproductive disconnection 
between Arts Council England funded visual arts organisations and the publicly 
funded museums. This is evidenced by the lack of collaborative activity and a 
low level of awareness among independent contemporary sector professionals of 
the Renaissance in the Regions initiative, reflecting a general lack of 
communication between different parts of the sector. This situation limits the 
thinking of many of those working in the sector, and constrains the collecting of 
contemporary visual arts nationally, as well as inhibiting the skills, mobility and 
flexibility of the visual arts workforce. The lack of robust and consistent 
collaboration between the public sector providers of visual arts activity does not 
lead to the best and most creative outcomes for audiences, nor the best value for 
the investment of public money. 

6.6. Despite the imaginative investments in the visual arts by some local authorities 
and the good intentions expressed at the 2004 national summit for local 
government and the arts, consultation during the Review confirmed the position 
of the arts within local government as a major issue that remains to be addressed. 
There appear to be a number of constraints to visual arts provision and its 
development at regional and local levels. They include the non-statutory nature of 
cultural provision, its management within many local authorities alongside leisure 
services such as swimming pools and sports activities, the generally low ranking 
of many arts jobs, and the sensitivity of some local politicians to the outfall from 
supporting art that might be regarded as experimental. 	  



 

 

Achieving	  common	  purpose	  –	  the	  national	  perspective 

6.7. A central theme that has emerged from the Review – perhaps the central theme 
uniting all others – is the need to achieve common purpose among the many and 
varied stakeholders active across the sector so that its assets and resources can be 
most effectively exploited for the benefit of the public. This does not mean the 
artificial convergence of the diverse missions, activities and cultures of individual 
organisations, or the blanket imposition of centrally generated policies. The need 
is for the whole sector to coalesce around a vision for the future that states clearly 
the value of visual culture of all kinds and to agree a shared framework for the 
delivery of a rich and wide variety of activities and services. 

6.8. The visual arts sector needs to think and act in a much more collaborative way in 
order to move forward with a more connected, coherent offer for its audiences.  It 
should be able to present a rich continuum connecting the art of the past with the 
art of the present. It should do this by breaking down artificial barriers between 
the worlds of museums, the independent galleries and public art organisations, 
and the creative industries. If it does so, it will be better able to maximise the 
resources it has available to deliver its mission, and to make a united case to 
government and the public for the value of further investment.  

6.9. In the immediate future collaboration among the existing bodies needs to be acted 
out around specific, focused, cross-cutting projects that give substance to what 
otherwise is likely to be a rhetorical unity with a tendency to unravel during the 
periodic public sector spending reviews.  

6.10. In the longer term there will be no real progress without a more satisfactory 
solution for the institutional structure of the sector. A unified strategic funding 
body for national and regional museums is an idea that surfaces in debate on a 
regular basis.1 This is a solution that does not resolve the crucial question of how 
the galleries, commissioning agencies and other organisations funded by Arts 
Council England and the collections-based organisations might be brought into a 
more productive relationship. 

                                                             
1  Most recently in the government consultation paper Understanding the Future: Museums and 
the 21st Century, Department for Culture, Media and Sport, 2005. 



 

 

6.11. Nor does it address the blurring of the boundaries of contemporary visual arts 
activities with other art forms, and the tendency of audiences to think of cultural 
activity in the broadest sense as a unified and distinctive domain.  Carried to its 
logical conclusion this line of thought would bring all publicly funded visual arts 
organisations under the umbrella of a single policy and funding body, charged 
with responsibility for the cultural sector and at arms length from central 
government. This arrangement would abolish the anomalies of the current 
fragmented structure for the visual arts and place them firmly into the broadest 
context of cultural activity.1 

6.12. The views of the visual arts sector on a redrawing of the map for policy making 
and funding were tested explicitly during the Review’s consultation phase. While 
there is a widespread awareness of the deficiencies and disjunctions caused by the 
present structures, there is little appetite for radical change.  

6.13. In part this can be attributed to weariness induced by the restless cycle of 
organisational change that individuals have experienced over the past decade.  
Arts Council England has undergone major restructuring and now changes are 
planned for the Museums, Libraries and Archives Council. As one workshop 
participant put it, summing up the views of many, ‘We are all fed up with this 
obsessive culture of pulling up the plant every ten minutes to see how its roots are 
developing, then replanting it in a differently shaped pot to see if it will do any 
better’. 

6.14. Many in the sector see a tactical advantage in the current arrangements. Plural 
sources of public funding with distinct criteria offer more chance for any 
particular project to be financed. Professionals in the sector have become very 
adept at working the system. There are justifiable concerns that a more 
monolithic funding structure might reduce the diversity of activity or leave too 
much to the personal taste or philosophy of a small group of individuals.  

6.15. Such concerns perhaps ignore the wider plurality of funding sources that exists 
because of the role of the local authorities, private trusts and individuals, and 
business sponsorships. They need, nevertheless, to be taken seriously. Radical 
change can be hugely disruptive to organisational mission and output. Many of 
those who participated in the consultation exercise were, for instance, 
unconvinced that Arts Council England has yet become fully effective since its 
reorganisation. No such change could be contemplated realistically without very 
broad consultation and agreement around a defined set of purposes and benefits. 

                                                             
1  The debate over the future of structural change in Scotland following the publication of the 
report of the Cultural Commission in June 2005 illustrates the sensitivity likely to attach to this subject. 



 

 

6.16. It is also clear that much of the resistance to engaging fully with this debate is the 
result of the current system’s tendency to encourage the sector to adopt tactical 
behaviour at the expense of strategic activity. Many of those encountered in the 
course of the Review were too taken up with the tasks of running ever more 
activities to ever-higher levels of delivery, with scarce resource, to have time to 
devote to the bigger picture beyond their own organisation. 

6.17. Despite the current lack of enthusiasm for significant change there is an urgent 
need to establish a more coherent infrastructure for the delivery of public policy 
for the visual arts. The Department for Culture, Media and Sport should act as the 
catalyst in working with its Non Departmental Public Bodies, local government, 
and the wider sector to find a solution.  

6.18. In the meantime, much could be done by building more vigorously on current 
initiatives to achieve common purpose, in particular by clarifying the 
responsibilities of public funding bodies in areas of overlap such as architecture, 
design and craft, in formalising strategic partnerships through memoranda of 
understanding, and in using a combination of high-level advocacy and the 
leverage of partnership funding to move visual culture higher up the agenda of 
local government. 



 

 

Encouraging the continuum of art – regional initiatives 

 

 

 

 

6.19. Consultation during the Review has confirmed that there is an urgent need to 
encourage greater interaction between the two important structures of modern and 
contemporary visual arts in the public domain – the local authority museums and 
the Arts Council England funded galleries. The historical and structural 
fragmentation of the sector has resulted in there being little sense of the 
continuum of art history.   

6.20. This is reflected in the culture of organisations, their vision of their function, their 
artistic programmes and how audiences experience art. There is no data to 
indicate how many organisations and spaces do provide an art historical context 
in conjunction with vigorous programming of contemporary visual art. The 
ability to do so in the main rests with having an appropriate physical environment 
as well as professional expertise.   

6.21. In many towns and cities the separation between the museum with its art 
collections and the Arts Council England funded organisation engaged in 
exhibiting, commissioning and presenting, is stark.1  This separation encompasses 
programming, professional knowledge and audience segmentation. There appears 
to be little collaboration in developing exhibition making, collecting through 
commissioning, or joint educational initiatives.   

6.22. In some instances this situation has been further exacerbated by capital lottery 
funded improvements to one or other part of the built infrastructure, resulting in a 
lop-sidedness of provision. The imbalance of facilities between the Laing Art 
Gallery in Newcastle and Baltic in neighbouring Gateshead is an example. 

                                                             
1  There are some successful exceptions to this rule - such as the New Art Gallery Walsall with 
both a collection and a dedicated contemporary art space and programme - which demonstrate how the 
historical and contemporary can be brought together. 

‘We have this peculiar system that chops up art into historic, modern and 
contemporary. And we put them into different institutions whose staff look down 
their noses at one another. I don’t think that is how artists have ever thought about 
art, and I don’t believe that most people want to experience it like that.’ 
 
Independent curator 



 

 

6.23. This disjunction often leads to local authority museums and galleries presenting 
modern art or craft, but with little prospect of acquiring the knowledge and 
confidence to exhibit or buy contemporary work. The local authority museum and 
the independent space rarely reinforce what the other does, or collaborate to 
create a better context for each other.   

6.24. The separation has an enormous impact on how audiences come to the 
contemporary visual arts. Working with the continuum seems an obvious 
approach as part of a wider strategy for audience development. It has had, little 
attention, however, except in a handful of major shows made by galleries with 
holdings of older art.   

6.25. Arts Council England should encourage its funded organisations to diminish the 
isolation of the contemporary visual arts. A substantial long- term programme of 
joint working with museums and galleries is recommended to develop integrated 
and collaborative activity. The Renaissance in the Regions initiative provides one 
potential starting point. Such partnerships should be allowed to grow from the 
organisations themselves, taking account of regional strengths and differences, 
supported by a closer partnership between Arts Council England and the local 
authorities, and involving the Cultural Consortia and Regional Development 
Agencies.   

6.26. The impacts and benefits would be substantial: schools would have greater 
opportunity to use the visual arts as a curriculum resource; audiences would have 
many more routes into contemporary visual culture; organisational and 
professional capacity and range would be enhanced, and resources maximised 
within geographic areas; collections would benefit from commissioning in the 
locality; organisations would enjoy greater support from their local authorities; 
and regions would have the potential to create a critical mass of activity by which 
to promote themselves.  

6.27. While the sector expressed some nostalgia for the Arts Council of Great Britain’s 
Glory of the Garden initiative of the 1980s and early 1990s, there is recognition 
that a significant new programme of activity in this sphere requires a flexible 
framework that allows for regional variation, and which is – above all – funded 
for the long term.1 

                                                             
1  Between 1984 and 1995 ACGB invested £4.4 million in 22 local authority galleries in 
England to develop contemporary exhibition programmes in the context of permanent collections, 
marketing and education. There were lasting benefits, although subsequent lack of Arts Council and 
local authority funds eroded many of the gains. 



 

 

Policy recommendations: Structural fragmentation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
6.28. ACTION 1: The Department for Culture, Media and Sport should initiate a 

cross-sectoral consultation to find a long-term structural solution for policy 
making and funding for the visual arts. 

6.29. ACTION 2: Arts Council England should build on its current cross-sectoral 
partnerships, forging stronger strategic links with its national partners. Mutual 
action should be recorded in memoranda of understanding. 

6.30. ACTION 4: Arts Council England, the Museums, Libraries and Archives 
Council and the National Museum Directors Conference should develop a 
long-term framework for joint activities between contemporary visual art 
organisations and the museums and galleries sector that will restore the 
continuum of art across the English regions. 

6.31. ACTION 3: Arts Council England should accelerate progress on 
implementation of the regional partnership agenda for long-term strategic 
working with local authorities set out in Local Government and the Arts.  

 

GOAL: To overcome the weaknesses of the fragmented policy making and 
funding structure for the visual arts – whether supported by national or local 
government – which currently constrains benefits to society and inhibits the 
maximising of resources. 
 

POLICY: To achieve common purpose and strategic direction across the 
visual arts sector through joint development strategies and activities, so that 
the whole is significantly greater than the sum of the parts. 
 



 

 

7. Regional imbalances  

7.1. Contents: Overview; Rebalancing the map; Stimulating the market for art; Policy 
recommendations. 

Overview 

 

 

 

 

7.2. BOP’s research for the Review has given substance and detail to what is widely 
known – that the distribution of the provision of contemporary visual arts across 
the English regions is uneven. After sixty years of Arts Council funding access to 
the visual arts is still unequal for audiences and potential audiences across the 
country. While this inequality is evident in the distribution of organisations, it is 
especially manifest in the distribution of resources. London, as a global city and 
the second most important centre of the world art market, stands out from other 
regions in terms of the size and capacity of many of its contemporary visual arts 
organisations. Elsewhere there is considerable disparity between the regions. This 
situation will not improve without a determination by government and other 
funders that there should be serious access to the contemporary visual arts in each 
region through a combination of independent gallery and museum provision, as 
well as a more vibrant art market outside London. 

7.3. London has the highest number of organisations with an annual turnover equal to 
or in excess of £1 million. The proportion is around 33%, compared with a 
national figure of 16%, falling to 8% in five of the eight remaining regions. In a 
sector composed predominantly of small organisations with 50% having 5 or 
fewer staff, London has the largest proportion of organisations with 50 or more 
staff – around 10%. Among those organisations with temporary exhibition space, 
nearly 50% nationally have less than 100 sq. metres (a figure that rises to 60% in 
four regions). The capital is distinct in having a small but significant proportion 
of organisations with relatively large exhibition space – 13% of organisations 
have temporary exhibition space of 1,000 sq. meters or more, compared to a 
national figure of 7%. 

‘After ten years of the Lottery, there are still parts of the country where the public 
has little chance of encountering contemporary art. Is this the fault of government? 
In the sense that we do not plan the distribution of culture centrally, as they do in 
France, for instance, the answer is yes. But we also have to recognise that in some 
places the people who have their hands on the levers of power locally are deeply 
conservative and hostile to the new.’ 
 
Director of a university gallery 



 

 

7.4. The level of resources is reflected in the scale of programme activity. Generally, 
London-based organisations have bigger contemporary visual arts exhibition 
budgets than those in the regions and lead on international activity. Despite 
generally very small exhibition budgets, 35% of organisations in England were 
able to report audiences of between 10,000 and 50,000 over the past 12 months. 
London, however, has a significant number of organisations that attract large 
audiences, with 17% attracting audiences of 250,000 or more – almost three times 
the number attracting audiences of this size than in any other region.  

7.5. The picture across the eight remaining English regions is a mixed one. A number, 
while having different types of provision, have broadly comparable levels. This 
includes the North West, the North East, the South West and the South East. This 
is reflected in strengths in different areas of activity. The South East is 
particularly strong in receiving exhibitions from abroad (around 50% of 
organisations) and collaboration with other sectors (77% of organisations had 
done so in the past 12 months). The North East and the North West have a 
relatively high proportion of organisations that export their work internationally 
(22% and 20% respectively). The North West has a particular strength in working 
with new media and the South West with craft.1 

7.6. The Review’s detailed case study of the North West underlines some of the 
difficulties encountered by even the more active and successful regions.2 There 
has been a flowering of activity, ranging in scale and scope from organisations 
with national and, increasingly, international reputations - such as Tate Liverpool 
and the Liverpool Biennial - to smaller non-building based and publishing 
initiatives, innovative community arts projects and new media developments. The 
region has the highest number of publicly funded contemporary visual arts 
organisations outside London.  

                                                             
1  These are very broad generalisations, but usefully indicate that the focus of provision is not 
uniform across England. 
2  BOP, Review of the Presentation of Contemporary Visual Art: North West Case Study – 
Manchester, Liverpool and Cumbria, Arts Council England, August 2005. 



 

 

7.7. This public sector vibrancy is not matched, however, by levels of commercial 
activity, which remain inadequate to sustain the number of artists drawn to the 
region. Respondents also reported few opportunities to raise commercial 
sponsorship. London remains a magnet for artists, audiences and sector 
professionals, a situation about which there are ambivalent feelings. As one 
leading curator commented, ‘We have been trying for years to build a significant 
block of activity across the whole of the north of England to create a critical mass 
independent of London. But the basic infrastructure works against this – it is 
easier to get to London by train than it is to cross the Pennines to York or 
Newcastle and Gateshead. I sometimes wonder if policy makers in Whitehall 
understand these practical difficulties.’ 

7.8. BOP’s research for the Review has highlighted particular imbalances in the level 
of visual arts facilities and activity in the East Midlands and the East of England. 
These regions have very different demographic profiles and distributions of 
population, but score lowest on most of the survey indicators. Of the 
organisations regularly programming contemporary visual arts in the East 
Midlands, only 53% specialise in it, compared with an England average of 64%, 
and 89% in the South East.  

7.9. The East of England and the East Midlands are the regions with the greatest 
proportions of very small organisations at 82% and 79% respectively. These two 
regions have a higher proportion than the national average of organisations with 
less than 100 sq. metres of exhibiting space, and have the largest number of 
organisations attracting total audiences of 5,000 or less over the last 12 months. 
The East Midlands is the region with the lowest proportion of organisations that 
have recently undertaken major capital refurbishment, and the number of events 
curated in-house is half the England average. 



 

 

Rebalancing the map 

 

 

 

 

7.10. How should such imbalances be addressed? The sector has indicated 
unambiguously during consultation that it does not favour centrally planned 
solutions. Nor is it appropriate to have a single model of provision nationally. The 
specific character and strengths of different regions should be built upon, new 
regional strengths should be nurtured as they emerge, and better ways found of 
sharing expertise and experience across the regions. It should also be recognised 
that support for the development of the visual arts in any particular region 
depends on a range of factors many of which are outside the sole control of Arts 
Council England.   

7.11. The implementation of the Review’s recommendations designed to encourage 
more collaborative working between visual arts bodies and local authorities, and 
to remove the barriers to the free movement of talent between different kinds of 
visual arts organisations, would - over time - help to even out the distribution of 
innovative activity where its current absence is due to lack of political 
engagement or imaginative leadership.1 

7.12. Regional development strategies are currently lacking. The data provided by the 
Review’s mapping and survey exercise offer the opportunity for Arts Council 
England to work with its regional offices, visual arts organisations and other 
partners, including local government, the Regional Cultural Consortia and the 
regional Museums, Libraries and Archives Councils, to design a development 
strategy for each region, incorporating buildings, non-buildings based 
programmes, new areas of activity, development of specialist expertise and 
managerial competencies, as well as support for artists. 

                                                             
1  Cf sections 8 and 10. 

‘The answer to the lack of provision in some parts of the country is not to call into 
being “The Museum of Modern Art, Diss”, but to devise innovative and challenging 
ways of bringing contemporary art to new audiences in environments that do not 
require massive capital investment to make them attractive, or which do not involve 
buildings at all with their heavy burden of fixed costs’ 
 
Gallery director 



 

 

7.13. Capital lottery grants have not been distributed in response to any formal strategy 
for enhancing the visual arts infrastructure across the English regions. The future 
of lottery funding is not likely to lie with a significant number of new landmark 
buildings. There is, however, a need for a modest rebalancing of building-based 
provision to reflect unsatisfied demand.  

7.14. The Contemporary Art Centre in Nottingham – a joint project between 
Nottingham City Council, the University of Nottingham and the University of 
Nottingham Trent - has just been awarded a large capital lottery grant by Arts 
Council England. It may prove a catalyst for a greater degree of contemporary 
visual arts activity in the East Midlands. A new-building to house Firstsight is 
underway in Colchester. This may have a similar impact in the East of England. 

7.15. Many of those consulted in the course of the Review pointed to the still poor 
physical condition of much of the existing regional infrastructure, not all of which 
has benefited from lottery funds. Some regional museums and galleries offer 
large and underused spaces that could be adapted to a wide range of presentation, 
including contemporary art and performance, but which are physically neglected 
and lack the modern services that are required.  

7.16. A joint programme of investment by Arts Council England and the Heritage 
Lottery Fund in partnership with local authorities to refurbish appropriate 
regional gallery spaces to enable a variety of cultural uses would be an effective 
way of using the more limited capital resources now available. It would also 
provide a focus for projects of joint working between the regional museums and 
the independent contemporary galleries, and provide opportunities for non-
buildings based commissioning agencies and live arts organisations to engage 
with new partners and new audiences. 



 

 

7.17. In many contexts bringing contemporary artists and art into historic buildings and 
landscapes offers an imaginative and relatively inexpensive way to expand the 
reach of new art. Such collaborations and interventions can stimulate new 
responses from both artists and audiences, engage audiences unfamiliar with the 
contemporary, and set up refreshing dialogues between the old and the new.1 
There are already established working relationships between the Arts Council 
England regional offices in the South West and North East and English Heritage 
intended to promote this kind of activity. There is much scope for extending this 
kind of collaboration to include the National Trust, local authorities and private 
owners of heritage sites. 

                                                             
1  This topic is explored in the first joint Heritage Lottery Fund, Crafts Council and Arts 
Council England publication, New Art for the Historic Environment, 2002. 



 

 

Stimulating the market for art 

 

 

 

7.18. Public bodies that commission, exhibit or collect contemporary art have a 
particularly close relationship with the art market. Indeed, they form an essential 
component within the dynamics of the system through which artists earn their 
living and have their reputations validated, and which in turn supports the 
business activities of art dealers and art agents.  

7.19. The market for contemporary art in England has been explored at some length by 
Arts Council England with a view to finding ways of expanding the market for 
work by living artists and stimulating the appetite of audiences for the purchase 
of a wide range of challenging contemporary work.1 

7.20. The size, distribution, vigour and efficiency of the commercial art market are 
important contributory factors to the overall health of the contemporary visual 
arts ecology. For this reason the very uneven distribution of the art market outside 
London needs to be addressed. Public sector bodies, however, are understandably 
cautious about intervening directly in commercial markets. Nevertheless, Arts 
Council England has a successful track record of short-term funding to stimulate 
growth, as in its support for the early phases of the London Art Fair and the new 
international Frieze Art Fair.2  

7.21. The Scottish Arts Council (SAC) initiative to stimulate the art market through 
time-limited investment in commercial gallery start-ups offers a promising model 
for stimulating similar activity in the English regions. Since 1998 SAC has 
invested funds in core activity for three to five years, and supported attendance at 
international art fairs for appropriate galleries. This investment has paid off, not 
only for the galleries concerned, but also in stimulating audiences for art and 
enhancing the financial status of a wider range of artists.  

                                                             
1  Relevant publications are: Taste Buds: Developing the Market for Sales and Commissions of 
Contemporary Visual Art, Morris, Hargreaves, McIntyre, October 2003; and Louisa Buck, Market 
Matters: The Dynamics of the Contemporary Art Market, Arts Council England, 2004  
2  The London Art Fair had a turnover of £12 million in 2003, and Frieze had 42,000 visitors 
and sales of £26 million in its second year. 

‘The public sector can, and does intervene to stimulate the market directly’ 
 
Report of the House of Commons Culture, Media and Sport Select Committee on 
the Art Market 



 

 

7.22. Arts Council England has also helped to stimulate the visual arts economy 
through the Own Art scheme, which offers point of sale, interest-free loans of up 
to £2,000 for the purchase of contemporary art and craft at 250 galleries across 
the country.1 The costs of the scheme over 18 months have been around £375,000 
and have led to the sale of £2.7 million of art. Many of the purchasers have never 
before bought a work of contemporary art. With such a level of leverage of public 
finance, this is a venture that should be extended - with a particular emphasis on 
expanding the network of regional galleries participating.2  

Policy recommendations: Regional imbalances 

 

 

 

 

 

 

7.23. ACTION 1: Arts Council England Regional Offices should convene working 
parties of visual arts organisations, local authorities and regional policy and 
funding partners to draw up regional development strategies. 

7.24. ACTION 2: Arts Council England should ensure that capital lottery funding is 
made available for a limited number of major visual arts building projects 
specifically aimed at redressing regional imbalances.  

7.25. ACTION 3: Arts Council England should work with the Heritage Lottery 
Fund to devise a joint programme to encourage the refurbishing of galleries 
within existing visual arts buildings regionally to provide multi-purpose spaces 
for the presentation of all aspects of the visual arts and related performance 
disciplines. 

                                                             
1  This collaboration with HFC, a division of HSBC bank is in itself an interesting model of 
public/private partnership. 
2  The cost of direct subsidy to date has been about £100,000 or 3.75% of sales. 

GOAL: To redress the imbalances in contemporary visual arts provision 
across the English regions in ways that serve audience needs, strengthen the 
art ecology, and build on the specific character and strengths of each region. 

POLICY: To work with visual arts organisations and regional and national 
partners to design and implement a development strategy for each region. 



 

 

7.26. ACTION 4: Arts Council England should provide additional funding to its 
regional offices to enable artists and contemporary visual arts organisations to 
work with public and private owners of historic buildings and landscapes, 
placing contemporary art in a range of unfamiliar settings and introducing it to 
new audiences. 

7.27. ACTION 5: Arts Council England should stimulate the art market regionally 
through the extension of the Own Art scheme and by providing time-limited 
financial support for the establishment of commercial galleries and art 
agencies.  

 



 

 

8. Artistic programming 

8.1. Contents: Overview; Exhibition making; Touring; International working; 
Collecting; Links between commissioning and collecting; Policy 
recommendations. 

Overview 

 

 

 

8.2. Artistic programming is at the heart of what visual arts organisations do and is the 
principal way that they serve audiences and provide public value. This is true 
whether activities take place within the walls of the gallery, in urban or rural open 
spaces, in schools and community centres, or in the virtual realm.  

8.3. Throughout the sector in the past decade, whether or not accompanied by capital 
investment, there has been a steady incremental increase in activity. This has 
been driven by the rising curiosity of audiences, competition from other leisure 
activities, the entrepreneurial drive of curators and managers, and by the demands 
placed by government and other funders to deliver on a wide variety of agendas. 
The sector reports that this increase in activity has not been accompanied by a 
sufficient increase in revenue funding. As a result, publicly funded visual arts 
organisations are now working from an attenuated and unsustainable resource 
base. 

8.4. This is the case whether one surveys exhibitions, touring, international working 
or collecting, and whether one examines Arts Council Regularly Funded 
Organisations, regional museums or national ones. The ability of the sector to 
continue to play a wider part in society will only be possible if artistic 
programming is recognised as the engine of such organisations. If there are not 
adequate resources for it, the consequence is a diminution of range and quality of 
experience for audiences, as well as an inability to contribute satisfactorily to 
government’s social and economic agendas. The proper resourcing of artistic 
programming is one of the most urgent areas needing to be addressed. 

‘Over the last few years everyone has been encouraged to do more and more.  
While organisations are keen to be seen to respond to areas of public policy, it is 
just not sustainable within existing resources.’ 
 
Local authority arts officer  
 



 

 

Exhibition making  

 

 

 

8.5. Exhibition making is a central activity for many contemporary visual arts 
organisations. Exhibitions reflect the breadth of artistic practice and can range 
from painting, sculpture and installation to film, video and performance. They 
take place in a wide range of settings, often beyond conventional purpose-built 
galleries.  

8.6. BOP’s research for the Review examined the activities over the past 12 months of 
500 organisations that regularly programme contemporary visual art. 1 These 
included independent, local authority, publicly funded and commercial venues, as 
well as commissioning agencies. The level of activity was high. The average 
number of visual arts exhibitions shown in the year was nine per organisation, the 
majority of which were generated in-house. 81% were contemporary in nature. 

8.7. Exhibitions were predominantly fine arts orientated with little regional variation.2 
London, however, was notable for the exceptionally low proportion of 
organisations programming crafts (16%), less than half the figure for any other 
region. Photography (67%) and new media/moving image (44%) registered 
strongly in programmes across the country.    

8.8. Despite the high levels of activity, dedicated programme budgets were very low. 
39% of organisations surveyed had budgets of less than £5,000 over the past 12 
months. 58% had budgets up to £10,000. The exception, unsurprisingly, was 
London, where 20% of organisations had artistic programme budgets in excess of 
£100,000 per annum. Elsewhere across all English regions only 6% of 
organisations had exhibition budgets of comparable size.   

                                                             
1  A detailed account of BOP’s research conducted in partnership with Experian Business 
Strategies can be found in Review of the Presentation of the Contemporary Visual Arts: Survey Report, 
Arts Council England, August 2005. This is a very rich source of material for future policy-making, 
only selected aspects of which can be summarised here. It should be noted, however, that the survey 
included both commercial and publicly funded organisations.  
2  This perhaps reflects the inclusion of commercial galleries in the sample. The BOP survey 
data should be treated with caution in drawing conclusions about publicly funded organisations until 
Arts Council England has produced a disaggregated version. The broad trends described remain valid, 
nevertheless. 

‘You would think that mounting exhibitions should be at the centre of what we all 
do. But it is where resources are most stretched and uncertain. In fact, it is what is 
possible after you’ve paid the rent.’   
 
Director of a regional gallery 
 



 

 

8.9. Taken as a proportion of organisations’ total expenditure, artistic programming 
budgets represent only 31% of annual outgoings. If the sample is confined to art 
galleries (i.e. buildings-based organisations) the proportion drops to 24%. This 
should be a matter for considerable concern. 

8.10. The BOP survey data also captured the endemic optimism of the sector. In spite 
of the already high levels of under-funded activity, a balance of 34% of 
organisations had increased their programming over the last 12 months and a 
balance of 37% were planning increases over the next 12 months. These 
ambitions should, however, be put in the context of statements made by many 
public sector professionals during the Review, that present levels and quality of 
programming are unsustainable at current levels of financial and human resource.  

8.11. Contemporary visual arts organisations are under pressure to deliver against a 
seemingly ever-increasing public agenda. They now develop initiatives with a 
wide range of organisations beyond the contemporary visual arts. 40% 
collaborate with other art forms, and as many as 60% with other sectors. Almost 
half of these (46%) work solely with the education sector, a reflection of the trend 
of public policy and funding since 1997. Small but significant numbers of 
organisations report working with health and science. Worryingly, those reporting 
collaborations with heritage fall into single figures.1 

8.12. Organisations whose buildings have been developed with capital lottery funding 
have found that the more successful their programmes are in attracting audiences, 
the more pressure is put on overheads and educational budgets. In addition, there 
is an expectation from audiences that in a world increasingly geared to 24/7 
activities, visual arts organisations should be open longer and later - with a 
consequent upward pressure on operating costs.   

8.13. The publicly funded part of the sector is thus in the classic bind of being expected 
(and itself wishing) to deliver ever more from an already over-stretched resource 
base. Many organisations lack the appropriate revenue investment to realise their 
full potential, even with improved facilities. Recent figures from some venues 
indicate a drop in visitor numbers, suggesting that once the novelty factor has 
worn off, certain key buildings are not able to sustain audiences because of 
constraints on programming and operational budgets.2  

                                                             
1  34 organisations from the sample of 500 reported collaborations with the health sector, 27 
with science.   
2  A Statistical Survey of Regularly Funded Organisations 2002/03, Arts Council England, May 
2005. 



 

 

Touring 

 

 

 

8.14. Touring of exhibitions provides an opportunity to collaborate, share knowledge 
and costs, as well as to increase visibility and audience numbers. It enables 
projects of greater ambition to be developed and distributed more widely, 
including internationally.  

8.15. A rising level of ambition means that the financial benefits of touring become less 
significant. A recent evaluation of Arts Council England’s Grants for the Arts 
programme looked specifically at visual and interdisciplinary arts touring, 
suggesting that touring ‘requires the complex resolution of spatial, financial and 
organisational tensions…venues are increasingly keen to initiate their own shows 
rather than act as passive receivers.’1 

8.16. Who one works with and where one tours to are significant. There exists an 
informal yet influential hierarchy in which organisations and galleries are 
positioned, not only by amount or style of space, but by perceptions of their 
importance based on historical standing and geographical location. Most artists 
and curators are keen for their work to be seen in London. Such a pecking order, 
while perhaps inevitable, is not helpful to organisations perceived to be off centre 
or trying to re-invigorate their profile. A national exhibition exchange 
information network would help to diminish this effect.   

8.17. One of the principal providers of touring shows is Hayward Gallery Touring, 
funded by Arts Council England and drawing on the resource of the Arts 
Council’s collection of modern and contemporary British art. It is an important 
and influential service to galleries and museums, as well as to schools and 
libraries. It produces large exhibitions that tour to two or three big venues, as well 
as much smaller scale ‘cased’ exhibitions of prints and photographs that may 
circulate to up to a hundred receiving organisations.   

                                                             
1  Annabel Jackson Associates, Grants for the Arts Evaluation: Additional Work on Visual and 
Interdisciplinary Arts Touring, Arts Council England, November 2004. 

‘How and why we tour exhibitions has changed. Collaboration and partnership 
provide a stronger framework for ambition and quality.’ 
 
Regional exhibition curator    
 



 

 

8.18. Yet increasingly, the idea of touring a standard package of exhibits from venue to 
venue is being replaced by the concept of developing creative projects in 
partnership, with shows customised for particular spaces and audiences. With 
developments in digital technology and the expanding boundaries of the visual 
arts, ‘touring’ sits alongside other forms of dissemination, including webcasting, 
websites, DVDs, and other kinds of electronic and print publications.1 The range 
and nature of Hayward Gallery Touring’s activities need to be reviewed in this 
evolving context. 

8.19. Touring provides opportunities to commission artists to create works of scale and 
ambition. Curatorial expertise in presenting new media or technologically 
complex work remains an issue, however. Many organisations are concerned 
about their financial capacity to update the expertise and equipment now required 
to present work across the expanded field.  

8.20. The creation of several regionally based equipment banks has been crucial, with 
capital lottery funding providing one-off opportunities for organisations to update 
their facilities and equipment. While organisations such as MITES (the Moving 
Image Touring Exhibition Service) - based at FACT in Liverpool - have helped to 
develop standards for presentation, many galleries remain inadequately resourced 
or configured to receive and service technology-based exhibitions. There is a 
need to ensure that adequate capital funds are available to continue to expand the 
number of venues able to present digitally based work and to upgrade as 
necessary. 

                                                             
1  Annabel Jackson Associates, op. cit. 



 

 

International working 

 

 

 

 

8.21. The range of international platforms for the contemporary visual arts - from the 
Venice Biennale to artist exchanges - has led to international working becoming 
an important development area for many galleries and visual arts organisations. 
The independent sector has been able to play a greater part in this so far than 
most local authority museums. The joint desire of artists and galleries for 
international validation has encouraged an increase in the making and touring of 
exhibitions or projects outside the UK, often in partnership with venues abroad.   

8.22. Nevertheless, the picture of international programme activity that emerged from 
the Review was a mixed one, with reality not always meeting aspiration. As 
programming budgets for most visual arts organisations are too small, 
international working is in many cases at best intermittent or at worst impossible.      

8.23. A significant minority of public and commercial organisations (39%) had 
received exhibitions from abroad over the past three years, but there exists wide 
regional variation. Around 50% of both categories of organisation based in 
London and the South East had received exhibitions from abroad in comparison 
with 18% in the East Midlands and West Midlands.   

8.24. Disappointingly, a much smaller proportion of organisations had been engaged in 
the reciprocal activity of touring exhibitions internationally over the same period 
(22%), with commercial galleries leading the way. Those organisations that 
toured internationally were disproportionately concentrated in London (36%). 
Outside the capital, the North East (22%) and the North West (20%) registered 
the highest levels. 

‘We recognise that international working can be expensive and that we will only be 
able to support relatively few large-scale international projects each year.  
However we will be clear about the funding mechanisms that are available and also 
about the use of revenue funding to support international working.’   
 
Arts Council England, International Policy (2005) 



 

 

8.25. There is a lack of coherence at national level about policy for international 
working. Governmental responsibility is divided between the Foreign and 
Commonwealth Office, the Department for Culture, Media and Sport and the 
Department of Trade and Industry. Arts Council England published its 
international policy1 earlier this year at a time when Lord Carter of Coles was 
embarking on a review of public diplomacy work on behalf of the Foreign and 
Commonwealth Office and the Treasury, with a view to promoting a positive 
image of the UK overseas. The Department for Culture, Media and Sport has 
indicated that it will publish its own international strategy after Lord Carter 
reports. 

8.26. There is not yet enough co-ordination of strategic working, funding and activity 
between Arts Council England, the British Council and Visiting Arts, the 
principal bodies charged with developing international activity. There exist fact-
finding visits for curators facilitated or funded by one or other of the three bodies. 
But when international exhibitions or projects are developed, many organisations 
find it impossible to identify appropriate funding.   

8.27. Some projects benefit from international foundation support, yet their 
implementation can be frustrated because no significant fund is available from 
any of the three key bodies in order for organisations to match or reciprocate. As 
a consequence, too often initiatives from and with other continents - including 
seasons such as Africa 05 - are treated as one-off festivals and not as part of an 
integrated annual programming mix.  

8.28. Among the aims of a better integrated international policy for the visual arts 
should be more major exhibitions for export created by or for the British Council 
in partnership with regional museums and galleries, thereby facilitating the 
building of capacity and experience. Overall, a greater number of international 
collaborations should be undertaken by England’s regional organisations and 
more exhibitions should tour to towns and cities outside London, thus broadening 
the cultural and educational mix across the country and developing audiences’ 
understanding of international cultural debates.    

                                                             
1  International Policy, Arts Council England, June 2005. 



 

 

8.29. There needs to be greater clarity about the separate and collective roles of Arts 
Council England, the British Council and Visiting Arts. A joint framework needs 
to be created in order that the ambitions for international working of the wider 
cultural sector can be delivered and resources maximised. Arts Council England 
has committed to revisiting its international policy in the light of the Department 
for Culture, Media and Sport strategy. It should do so in close consultation with 
its national visual arts partners. 

8.30. In turn, the three bodies need to work with the Department for Culture, Media 
and Sport, the Foreign and Commonwealth Office and the Department of Trade 
and Industry to make international working a strategic and properly resourced 
area of cultural, diplomatic and economic activity, delivering commensurately 
and with sustainable legacies. Liverpool European Capital of Culture 2008 and 
the 2012 Olympics offer two high profile opportunities for co-ordinated activity, 
but smaller ones should not be neglected either.   

Collecting  

 

 

 

 

8.31. Collections, their care, display and interpretation lie at the heart of what art 
museums and galleries do. They are a rich educational resource - offering the 
immediacy of an encounter with the diverse material and aesthetic cultures of the 
past and the present. They can inspire artists as well as professionals who 
contribute to the creative industries. Imaginatively mediated encounters with 
collections are a primary means of developing visual literacy. 

8.32. Collections need to grow intelligently and incrementally to remain relevant and 
alive, and to attract new audiences. This has belatedly been recognised by 
government in the Department for Culture, Media and Sport consultation paper 
on museums in the 21st century.1 It comes after a long period in which policy and 
funding seemed to prioritise education and outreach projects above collections. 

                                                             
1  Understanding the Future: Museums and the 21st Century, Department for Culture Media and 
Sport, 2005. 

‘Nowhere are resources needed more urgently than in collecting and presenting the 
art of our own time where failure to act now will result in permanent loss. I believe 
that the contemporary visual arts can offer meaning, enjoyment and challenge to 
those who have the opportunity to encounter them on a regular basis. But you 
cannot expect people to understand or be enriched by something which they 
encounter only rarely.’ 
 
Sir Nicholas Serota, Director, Tate (2000) 



 

 

8.33. Yet the means do not currently exist for public collections to acquire work on the 
art market on a regular and planned basis. For the past twenty years the steady 
rise in art market prices, the virtual disappearance of purchase funds, and 
competition from wealthy institutions outside the UK as well as from private 
collectors, has eroded the purchasing power of all UK museums and galleries. 
The situation is difficult for national institutions, but considerably worse for those 
funded by local authorities. 

8.34. Without the intervention of the National Heritage Memorial Fund and the 
Heritage Lottery Fund (the principal life-lines for acquisitions since 1995), aided 
on a smaller scale by the National Art Collections Fund, the Contemporary Art 
Society, the MLA/V&A Purchase Grant Fund, and the generosity of individuals, 
there would be almost no significant public collecting activity.  

8.35. In effect, the responsibility of central and local government to support the 
collections in their care through their growth and development has been shifted to 
the lottery, private charities and wealthy individuals.   

8.36. The impact of the lack of funds on the acquisition of contemporary art is even 
more marked than on historic collections because the National Heritage Memorial 
Fund and the Heritage Lottery Fund do not support the acquisition of objects less 
than ten years old.1 Good collections of modern and contemporary art do exist 
outside London - such as that of Southampton Art Gallery - but they are the 
exception rather than the rule. They are largely orthodox, and do not include new 
media and live art practices, which are vital contemporary forms. In many places 
outside the capital collecting of contemporary art no longer happens.2  

8.37. This has not always been the case. From the 1950s until the 1970s many regional 
galleries had adventurous programmes of collecting contemporary art. In 
collecting they contributed to the economic well-being of artists, helped to 
stimulate the interest of regional audiences in the new, and were able to set up a 
challenging dialogue between the historic canon of art and the contemporary. 
Currently the contrast with regional galleries and collecting activity in France, the 
Netherlands and Germany is striking. 

                                                             
1  Until 2000 the cut-off point was 15 years. 
2  The situation has been well summarised in a number of recent publications, most notably 
Collections for the Future, Museums Association 2005, and Collecting in Crisis? Contemporary Art in 
Regional Galleries, Contemporary Art Society and Renaissance West Midlands, 2005 



 

 

8.38. The Contemporary Art Society is active in acquiring new work for regional 
galleries. But under normal conditions it is only able to give each of its 100 
regional museum members one work every four years. The Arts Council England 
Collection of British modern and contemporary art, founded in 1946, is the 
largest national loan collection in the world with over 7,000 works, and the 
largest loan collection of contemporary British art. Its current annual purchase 
budget is limited to £180,000.  

8.39. Tate, the national collection of international modern and contemporary art, was 
recently obliged to launch a scheme to encourage living artists to donate works to 
its collection, since it can no longer afford significant purchases through the art 
market to represent adequately the art of our time.  

8.40. With almost no local authority or regionally based funds for purchasing in 
England, collections now lack examples of what has been one of the most vibrant 
periods of recent art history. There is currently no financial capacity to improve 
this situation through retrospective purchases. The cultural resource that 
collections provide is thus spasmodic and depleted, with their educational 
capabilities greatly diminished.  

8.41. In 1997, the Contemporary Art Society secured an Arts Council England lottery 
award of £2.5 million to help develop the contemporary art collections of 15 
regional museums across England. The Special Collections Scheme has resulted 
in the purchase of 600 works of contemporary art and craft by the member 
collections. In addition, curators have been enabled to travel to see work, extend 
their networks and gain confidence in the contemporary art world - essential 
prerequisites of a reinvigoration for contemporary collecting in the regions.1  

8.42. This scheme was completed in 2004. As yet future funding has not been secured. 
As the capital lottery fund managed by Arts Council England moves into a new 
strategic phase with diminished emphasis on building projects, there is a strong 
case for a significant new fund sustained over time for the purchase of 
contemporary work in order to ensure that the nation’s collections do not fall 
even further behind.  

                                                             
1  The impact of the scheme is analysed in Val Millington, Contemporary Art Society Special 
Collection Scheme: Evaluation Report, July 2005. 



 

 

8.43. The Contemporary Art Society scheme, limited though it was in extent, funding 
and duration, did allow for the beginnings of an informed and collaborative 
overview of the whole terrain of public collecting of contemporary visual art. 
Otherwise such collecting as does take place tends to be uncoordinated, driven by 
market opportunities and risks duplication between neighbouring institutions.  

8.44. As well as the provision of adequate funds for collecting, there is a need to ensure 
that they have maximum impact. The visual arts sector should take an informed 
overview of what a collection for the nation might be like. In addition, it needs to 
be agreed which institutions are best placed on the basis of current holdings, 
expertise and audience demographics to hold which parts of it, and how 
ownership and display of key works might be shared. A strategic framework for 
the nation’s future collecting needs to begin with an audit of what art is already 
held in public collections.  



 

 

Links between commissioning and collecting 

8.45. There is an obvious complementary relationship between the activities of the 
independent galleries and commissioning agencies in developing exhibitions and 
commissioning new work, and the need for museums, particularly those in the 
regions, to start collecting contemporary visual arts once again on a more 
ambitious and representative scale.  

8.46. Commissioned work will often have intellectual or physical connections to the 
place for which it was conceived and made. But there is little dialogue between 
independent galleries and the museums in the same city or region that might lead 
to the transfer of expertise or of works of art. Typically, a work commissioned by 
an independent contemporary gallery for a temporary exhibition returns to the 
artist or dealer at the end of the show. If a public collection wishes to acquire 
such a work negotiations must begin on a separate basis, notwithstanding that 
public funds may already have been invested in its creation.  

8.47. There is no standardised method of commissioning art works by public bodies in 
order to make provision for an offer for sale to another public institution on 
favourable terms, recognising the money already invested.  This is an area of 
activity whereby closer collaboration, a national framework of collecting and the 
existence of a fund would encourage a continuum between commissioning and 
collecting.    

8.48. Contemporary collecting by publicly funded institutions needs a supportive 
political environment in which the risks inherent in making judgments - about 
artists and work that has not yet been validated by common assent and the 
passage of time - can be taken with confidence. 

8.49. Such political support of challenging work is not particularly strong at national 
level. It is a considerable problem for those contemplating collecting the new 
within many local authority environments. It is telling that one of the more 
ambitious recent purchases of a contemporary work by a regional museum –  the 
acquisition of Marc Quinn’s sculpture The Kiss by Sheffield Galleries and 
Museums for £93,750 – was made by an institution that was one of the first to 
move from local authority control to independent trust status. Arts Council 
England and its key partners need to raise the profile of collecting and its value 
within a wider visual arts advocacy campaign.  



 

 

Policy recommendations: Artistic programming 

 

 

 

 

 

 

8.50. ACTION 1: Arts Council England should ensure its Regularly Funded 
Organisations have adequate artistic programming budgets, separate from 
overheads, in order to exploit fully the range of contemporary visual arts 
facilities. 

8.51. ACTION 2: Arts Council England and its national and regional partners 
should develop a national framework for collecting, and provide lottery funding 
to enable it.  

8.52. ACTION 3: Arts Council England, the British Council and Visiting Arts 
should to devise an international strategy for the visual arts and make the case 
for a dedicated budget for international working. 

8.53. ACTION 4: Arts Council England should undertake a review of the touring of 
visual arts exhibitions with a particular focus on whether Hayward Gallery 
Touring is still the most effective mechanism to meet the needs of the sector.  

 

 

GOAL: To realise the value artists and art organisations contribute to society, 
by developing activities that encourage audiences to engage with the visual arts 
and which increase understanding of visual literacy. 
 

POLICY: To increase the amount and quality of visual arts activity and its 
impact through more strategic use of existing funds and the application of new 
funds. 
 



 

 

9. Developing audiences 

9.1. Contents: Overview; Who engages with the visual arts and how; Barriers to 
participation; Widening participation; Understanding contemporary visual arts 
audiences; Policy recommendations. 

Overview 

 

 

 

 

9.2. Visual arts organisations should – and many do – make the expansion and 
diversification of audiences a high priority. Observation and anecdotal evidence 
suggest that many organisations have succeeded in transforming themselves from 
the producer-led ethos of twenty years ago to one firmly focused on the 
consumer. Nevertheless, the data available on participation by audiences in the 
visual arts is scattered and the conclusions that can be drawn from it provisional. 
This places severe limitations on the sector’s ability to understand its current 
audiences and develop new ones. 

9.3. The most comprehensive surveys of audience behaviour cover all the arts, 
breaking them down by broad subject categories. The methods used to gather data 
and examine attitudes among attenders and non-attenders do not allow fine points 
of distinction between contemporary art and historic art,1 or between independent 
galleries and museums. Audience data specific to Arts Council funded visual arts 
organisations is subject to annual variability in its baselines, depending on how 
many and which organisations contribute to its annual statistical survey. The 
picture that emerges is a sketchy one, with little information as to who the visitor 
is, what experience they are getting, or what the interests of culturally diverse 
communities might be.  

                                                             
1  This is true of the two most important general surveys - Arts in England: Attendance, 
Participation and Attitudes in 2001, Arts Council England with Resource: The Council for Museums, 
Archives and Libraries, 2001, and Arts in England: Attendance, Participation and Attitudes in 2003, 
Office for National Statistics, 2003.  The same limitation applies to Focus on Cultural Diversity, the 
joint survey of attendance, participation and attitudes to the arts and culture among Black and minority 

‘We know that in 2004, nearly six million more visits were made to England’s 
formerly charging national museums and galleries than in the year before entry 
charges were dropped [2000]. This is a 75% increase in four years. Even Tesco 
would look enviously at that return.’ 
 
David Lammy, Minister for Culture (October 2005) 



 

 

Who engages with the visual arts and how 

9.4. In 2003 just over one third of the population (37%) visited a museum and/or an 
art gallery. More than one in five people saw an exhibition of art, photography or 
sculpture, representing a slight increase in the figures for 2001. 27% of mixed 
ethnicity respondents and 22% of Chinese and other ethnic groups had attended 
an exhibition of art, photography or sculpture. People of mixed ethnicity, white 
and Black or British Black and Chinese, were more likely to have visited than 
those of Asian or British Asian background.   

9.5. After clubbing and reading for pleasure, practical participation in the visual arts 
including crafts, scored more highly than most other areas of the arts. 13% of 
interviewees had been practically involved in painting, drawing, printmaking or 
sculpture. Another 10% had made original artworks using a computer. 6% had 
bought an original work of art.   

9.6. In the same year, over 100 million visits were made to museums and galleries - 
representing 27% of all visits to visitor/tourist attractions in England. Of these, 
2.5 million (36%) were made by school children - the highest percentage of all 
school child visits to attractions. The National Galleries and Museums alone 
attracted over 34 million visits.  

9.7. Arts Council England’s regularly and fixed term funded contemporary art 
organisations attracted 8.3 million visits in 2003, with 257,000 individuals 
participating in contemporary art workshop sessions.1 The Frieze Art Fair 
attracted 42,000 visitors in just four days.   

9.8. This data indicates a small decrease over the previous year in visits to Arts 
Council England funded art galleries and participation in workshop sessions.  
Simultaneously, most organisations registered fewer exhibition days (down in 
2003 by 11%). Arts Council England suggests that this reflects increased 
programme costs and measures taken by visual arts organisations to balance their 
budgets. It may also highlight the fact that over the last few years a number of 
organisations have been involved in capital lottery development work resulting in 
closed buildings or operating reduced opening hours.    

                                                             
ethnic adults in England undertaken by the Office for National Statistics for Arts Council England, 
Resource and the UK Film Council in 2003. 
 . 
1  A Statistical Survey of Regularly Funded Organisations, 2002/3, Arts Council England, May 
2005. 



 

 

9.9. The age range of those visiting art exhibitions varied according to the art form.  
Film was popular with 16-24 year olds (88%), but considerably less so with those 
aged 75 and above (16%). By contrast, 21% of both 16-24 year olds and 65-74 
year olds liked visiting art exhibitions. Crafts events were more likely to attract 
those in their middle decades, while video and electronic art particularly attracted 
the youngest age group. Younger Asian or British Asian respondents were more 
likely to visit a museum or gallery compared to those aged 45 and over. 

9.10. Art exhibitions also scored highest with those who describe themselves as 
managerial and professional or who are small employers, and with those who 
have never worked or are unemployed. A third of these groups participate by 
making or doing something within the arts and crafts at least once a week.    

9.11. Between 2001 and 2003 a range of regional differences in the levels of attendance 
can be detected. In the North West and the East of England there was a rise (6%) 
in people attending art, photography or sculpture exhibitions or collections of art. 
In the South West and the East of England there was a slight increase in the 
number of people attending video or electronic art events. In all, visits to 
exhibitions or collections of art averaged across England’s nine regions at 22% 
visiting museums, 37% art galleries and 42% stately homes and castles. This 
compares with 26% for music and 25% for theatre.   



 

 

Barriers to participation   

 

 

 

9.12. Almost everyone (92%) who had visited a museum or gallery in the previous 12 
months said they would visit the same place or similar venue again. Yet the most 
frequently cited reasons preventing people from visiting or attending was 
attributed to finding the time (48%) and the cost (34%). 31% of Londoners had 
seen an exhibition or collection, compared to 24% or fewer in other regions.  

9.13. By 2003 only 14% of those surveyed agreed or strongly agreed that they felt out 
of place in an art gallery, museum or theatre. However, in the Focus on Cultural 
Diversity research, 24% of Asian or British Asian respondents admitted that they 
would feel out of place, compared with 12% of mixed ethnicity and 16% of Black 
or British Black respondents. 

9.14. In a recent study of ethnic minorities and the arts1 the barriers for Black and 
minority ethnic groups were often found to be the same. Reasons for non-
attendance were cited as lack of time and money, not wanting to ‘waste’ money 
on something they perceived they would not enjoy, and lack of information. This 
last particularly affected people who socialised only in their own community or 
who spoke little or no English. Social barriers were especially important for 
younger people and women.2 Feeling out of place was a concern for many young 
people. People also registered a further concern - they felt they might need 
specialist knowledge to understand and appreciate the arts.  Some also felt that 
social interaction and participation were missing from the audience experience. 

                                                             
1  P. Desai and H. Jermyn, Arts – What’s in a Word? Ethnic Minorities and the Arts, Arts 
Council England, 2000.  
2  Pakistani women in particular could experience, and were concerned about, community 
disapproval. 

‘We need to have a much better understanding as to why people come and what 
they get from their visit in order to attract those that don’t come or don’t feel it is 
for them.’ 
 
Regional education officer 
 
 



 

 

Widening participation  

 

 

 

9.15. At about the same time as these figures were emerging, research was undertaken 
as part of Arts Council England’s New Audiences initiative (1998-2003) 
indicating the need for arts organisations to make ‘fundamental changes to their 
existing practices if they are to engage with a broader range of audiences’.   

9.16. New Audiences was established to encourage as many people as possible, from all 
backgrounds, to participate in and benefit from the arts. Over the five year 
programme £20 million was invested and some of the resulting initiatives gave 
useful insights into how to attract new or additional visitors to the contemporary 
visual arts.   

9.17. Love Art Later, involving nine London art galleries, raised awareness of 
exhibitions through a series of late night openings with sponsored bar nights and 
a sponsored media campaign in partnership with Time Out. The National Portrait 
Gallery measured a record attendance of nearly 800, double its normal evening 
opening level. The Dulwich Picture Gallery, with no history of late night 
openings, attracted nearly 200 visitors. Other partner galleries also reported 
higher than average visitor numbers for their evening opening. Over 25% were 
first time visitors - and the largest age group to be surveyed at 32% - were 25-34 
year olds.1  

9.18. Not for the Likes of You (NFTLOY),2 published in 2004, gave practical advice to 
arts organisations on how to change their message to audiences and become more 
inclusive. It emphasised the importance of leadership behaviour within 
organisations and the need to set a clear vision with audience development as a 
focus. The report suggested that those organisations that had successfully 
repositioned themselves to attract a broader audience were seen as exciting to 
engage with. 

                                                             
1   Sheffield Galleries and Museums Trust sought to mirror the success of the London galleries 
in attracting a younger adult audience to late night openings with its own Time Out initiative. 
2  NFTLOY was a research study commissioned jointly by Arts Council England, the Museums, 
Libraries and Archives Council, the Heritage Lottery Fund and English Heritage.  

‘It has been really valuable to initiate new ways to attract audiences. It would be 
good to hear from others what can work and why.’ 
 
Front of house manager 
 



 

 

9.19. From all the data and specific pieces of research it is evident that audiences are 
encouraged by a combination of relevant programming, initiatives that make art 
available in new ways, and an organisation which appears to lead by focusing on 
what it can offer its audiences.   

Understanding contemporary visual arts audiences 

 

 

 

9.20. Increases in audience figures to contemporary art galleries have certainly been 
helped by the creation of new or refurbished facilities. The expansion of Tate 
with its buildings in London, Liverpool and St Ives, has created a well-known 
brand to which audiences have responded. Research on visual arts audiences 
undertaken by Morris Hargreaves McIntyre for the Scottish Arts Council1 
suggests that the creation of this type of brand is as much about attractive 
locations, striking architecture, catering and education facilities, as the work on 
display.   

9.21. To date, however, there has been little research into the motivations behind 
visiting or attending. The Scottish Arts Council report goes on to suggest that 
‘Whilst demographics and motivations help us to understand, define and classify 
different types of gallery attenders, the psychographic characteristics help us 
understand why some people are more open to contemporary art galleries than 
others.’   

9.22. It is further suggested that contemporary art attenders tend to be innovators, early 
adopters or inner-directed people – individuals who can be described as 
independent minded and not needing reassurance or affirmation from others.  
Less than 20% of the population can be so described, and according to the 
research across the UK it is these that make up the majority of visitors to 
contemporary visual arts galleries. 

                                                             
 
1  Morris Hargreaves McIntyre, Visual Arts Audiences in Scotland: Current Profile and 
Barriers to Attendance, interim report, December 2002.  

‘I never used to come here. I didn’t think it was interesting, but my daughter came 
with her school and really enjoyed it. She suggested we come.’ 
 
Mother at a family workshop 
 



 

 

9.23. Morris Hargreaves McIntyre have developed ‘a model to show how the market 
for any given art form could be divided into three broad groups’ – the risk takers, 
the cautious gamblers and the safety first group. The latter group requires a 
higher degree of endorsement than the risk takers. In their research they suggest 
that Manchester has more risk takers (54%) than Liverpool (47%) or the West 
Midlands (36%). Conversely the West Midlands has more cautious gamblers 
(36%) than Liverpool (31%) or Manchester (25%).  

9.24. This sort of analysis could perhaps be contested, but it begins to provide a greater 
degree of intelligence as to what the audiences for the contemporary visual arts 
could be and how organisations should be approaching audience development. It 
coincides with the commonsense observation of many museum and gallery 
professionals that the less familiar and confident the visitor, the greater is their 
need for guidance and understanding of the gallery and its programme before 
they feel able to explore. 

9.25. Research in 1999 by the Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation1 found that young 
people saw galleries (collections based and exhibitions) as dull, uncomfortable 
and having poor signage and orientation. Further research2 found that suspicious 
staff made them feel unwelcome, and that young people ‘assume that everyone 
else is comfortable and they are the only ones who feel out of place’. It is not 
enough to remove the physical and psychological barriers. Proactive approaches 
or incentives are required to encourage attendance. Young people need to feel 
welcome, comfortable, and that a mutual sense of relevance exists between them 
and the gallery.         

9.26. Surprisingly, BOP’s research for this Review established that ‘a significant 
number of survey respondents were unable to provide total audience figures’.  
Certainly for commercial venues visitor figures may not be a key measure of 
success. Yet 47% of galleries in the West Midlands did not know how many 
attendances they attract. In the context of widening participation it is also 
concerning that BOP’s work highlights that currently ‘over 60% [of the national 
sample] do not monitor their attendance profile for variables such as ethnicity, 
age or gender’.3   

                                                             
1  J. Harland and K. Kinder, Crossing the Line: Extending Young People’s Access to Cultural 
Venues. 
2  Morris Hargreaves McIntyre, An Opportunity to Break Down the Barriers: Research into the 
Audience for BALTIC, April 2001, p 23. 
3  Caution is needed in interpreting this data, since it includes commercial organisations as well 
as publicly funded ones.  



 

 

9.27. For the future and for effective audience development, including the sharing of 
best practice or innovative approaches, greater depth of information is needed.  
Only by knowing and understanding who visits can the sector adequately develop 
its audiences. While a great deal has been achieved in this area in recent years, 
greater sophistication is required in order that the information can provide 
pointers for attracting audiences in the future. 

9.28. It is vital that the sector is able to answer the question of who engages with the 
contemporary visual arts. Accurate data is needed urgently and should be 
collected by individual organisations in a consistent way requested by Arts 
Council England so that a longitudinal picture of the trends and shifts in audience 
patterns can be detected across the country.   

Policy recommendations: Developing audiences 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
9.29. ACTION 1: Arts Council England in partnership with visual arts 

organisations should develop and implement a rigorous framework for 
collecting quantitative and qualitative audience data and ensure that this links 
to data being gathered by Renaissance in the Regions museum hubs . 

9.30. ACTION 2: Arts Council England should work with visual arts organisations 
to encourage them to programme in new and innovative ways as part of their 
audience development strategies. 

9.31. ACTION 3: Arts Council England should disseminate regularly information 
about best practice and innovative approaches to audience development in the 
contemporary visual arts. 

 

GOAL: To develop audiences for the visual arts which reflect the full breadth 
of society now. 
 
 

POLICY: To understand existing audiences and develop new audiences 
through quantitative as well as qualitative research. 
 
 



 

 

 

10. Education and participation 

10.1. Contents: Overview; Contemporary visual art in schools; Widening participation 
in art and design higher education; Educational activity in visual arts 
organisations; Policy recommendations. 

Overview 

 

 

 

 

10.2. The omnipresence of visual culture as a primary means of communication 
through television, film, digital imaging, advertising, design and the internet 
make the mastering of its language and meaning one of the key skills for the 21st 
century. High standards of visual literacy are as important to the success of 
individuals and society as numeracy and literacy.  

10.3. Creativity is recognised as one of the UK’s characteristic strengths, giving 
economic competitiveness as well as international profile. The substantial, long-
term development of greater participation in the visual arts and the creative 
industries will only be achieved through the deeper embedding of visual literacy 
in education, both formal and informal. Creating a dynamic interface between the 
public and the contemporary visual arts is thus of fundamental importance. 

10.4. For these reasons the promotion of knowledge and learning should be one of the 
core functions of the visual arts sector, and visual arts education should be a key 
priority for schools and further and higher education. But despite the intentions of 
policy makers, the teaching of art and design in schools is still a low priority, 
participation in art and design higher education is confined to a relatively narrow 
group, and the inadequacy of dedicated funding for education and outreach 
activities by visual arts organisations hampers sustained achievement.  

‘If we are to prepare successfully for the twenty first century we will have to do 
more than just improve literacy and numeracy skills. We will need a broad, flexible 
and motivating education that recognises the different talents of children and 
delivers excellence for everyone.’ 
 
National Advisory Committee on Creative and Cultural Education (2001) 
 



 

 

Contemporary visual art in schools 

 

 

 

 

10.5. Visual literacy is a stated goal in the National Curriculum and the positive impact 
of art and design in schools is well documented. Research undertaken for Arts 
Council England and Tate1 concluded that it develops lateral thinking in children, 
increases understanding of citizenship, and enhances expressive forms of 
communication. It was also found to improve enthusiasm and motivation, 
positively affecting behaviour and attendance. 

10.6. These findings argue for a stronger position for art and design within formal 
learning. If art teaching is to support cultural and social development, the 
research suggests that the range of curriculum content needs to reflect this, 
offering pupils the opportunity to understand their own world and others around 
them through engagement with the widest range of artistic experience. 

10.7. Nevertheless, the teaching of art and design is still a very low priority for many 
schools. In 2001 the Clore Duffield Foundation undertook a survey2 which 
established that only one in six primary schools had specialist teachers in art and 
design, and only one in ten had a specially equipped room for the subject. In 
secondary schools class sizes for art and design were higher than the average for 
all subjects taken together, and only a few schools (13%) allowed every pupil 
who desired to take art and design. The survey also found that the creative 
potential of ICT in art teaching was under-utilised, and in some cases was not 
used at all. 

                                                             
1  School Art: What’s in it?  National Foundation for Education Research, 2004. 
2  S. Edwards, R. Rogers and R. Steers, Survey of Art and Design Resources in Primary and 
Secondary Schools, Clore Duffield Foundation, 2001. 

‘Everyone in England, through childhood to young adulthood, should have the 
opportunity to engage with the best quality of arts and cultural experience…this 
should translate into a lifetime of involvement…’ 
 
Arts Council England’s consultation paper for a Strategy for Children, Young 
People and the Arts 



 

 

10.8. The problem is even more acute for the inclusion of contemporary visual art in 
school teaching because of a lack of knowledge and confidence among staff, as 
well as a sense that it is not as educationally valid as some other subjects. 
Resource factors such as space, availability of art images or computers, and 
access to galleries or artists’ studios play a part in teachers’ choice of art and 
design curriculum content. But personal preference is the most frequently cited 
factor affecting teachers’ choice of art images for inclusion in the curriculum. The 
result is a tendency to stick with the best-known images of the historic canon, 
which are predominantly eurocentric and do not include work by black and 
minority groups.    

10.9. Arts Council England and the National Society for Education in Art and Design 
(NSEAD) co-ordinate the Artist Teacher Scheme in conjunction with seven 
partnerships between galleries or museums and university schools of fine art. It 
offers artist teachers opportunities to reinforce or re-engage with their own 
professional development. Teachers who come from a background in artistic 
practice are seen to be more innovative as teachers of contemporary curriculum 
content.   

10.10. A consultation exercise undertaken as part of the Renaissance in the Regions 
initiative provides insights into the ways teachers see and use museums and 
galleries.1 Awareness of debates about creativity and cross-curricular potential 
and what effect they can have on pupils was low. There was, however, a universal 
enthusiasm for more creative teaching and learning. 

10.11. The growth of Creative Partnerships may assist schools’ ability to access activity 
and expertise from visual arts organisations in their locality. But on its own it will 
do little to increase the knowledge and skills of teachers about contemporary 
visual art. The essential philosophy of Creative Partnerships is to solicit ideas and 
interests from schools, so pupils may still loose out as teachers opt for other 
cultural subjects with which they are more familiar.  

                                                             
1  Discussed in Sheila McGregor, Emily Pringle et. al., Looking, Talking and Thinking: How 
can the Aims of Creative Partnerships be Furthered through Engagement in Gallery Education? 
Creative Partnerships, June 2005. 



 

 

10.12. In order for the contemporary visual arts to have a more prominent place in 
schools, it is essential to make a priority of providing a national framework of 
professional development for teachers to enable them to increase their knowledge 
and understanding of the subject. The idea behind the Artist Teacher Scheme 
needs to be expanded to equip all teachers who introduce students to the visual 
arts to deal confidently and knowledgably with the contemporary as well as the 
historical.1   

10.13. If visual literacy is to be a core skill for all pupils, then greater equality of access 
is needed. Teachers should have freedom to decide on art curriculum content that 
is appropriate to the backgrounds of their pupils and the particular context of their 
school. At the moment, however, their range of choice is artificially constrained 
by the lack of provision of support and professional development. The result is 
that students receive very different levels of exposure to and understanding of 
contemporary visual culture. 

Widening participation in art and design higher education 

 

 

 

 

10.14. There is a lack of detailed evidence on Black and minority ethnic students that is 
specific to higher education in art and design, and the current data gathering work 
commissioned by the Council for Higher Education in Art and Design (CHEAD) 
is still in progress.2 Supplementary research undertaken by BOP for the Review 
of a sample of postgraduate courses not covered by CHEAD membership 
indicates an emphatic lack of diversity at higher levels of specialisation. Thus, 
83% of students enrolled on the courses were white, while 3% were Asian or 
Asian British and only 1% Black.11% of the sample was Chinese/other.3  

                                                             
1  Some training has been built into Creative Partnership programmes and has proved 
productive. 
2  Caroline Hudson, Widening Participation in Higher Education Art and Design, Real 
Educational Research, May 2005 
3  The figures should be read as only broadly indicative of UK trends since 44% of the sample 
was not UK domiciled. The relatively high proportion in the category Chinese/other, perhaps reflects 
the rapid growth of the museums sector in China. 

‘Its not just that very few Black or Asian people become art historians or critics or 
curators, which are not exactly well-paid occupations, but that they seem not to be 
going into the so-called creative industries, which are a real growth area in terms 
of employment and prosperity.’ 
 
Visual arts entrepreneur 



 

 

10.15. These numbers perhaps reflect the more general failure of recent efforts to widen 
participation in higher education, but they also underline that visual arts higher 
education is one of the least diverse disciplines. This has implications not only for 
those entering visual arts professions, but also for who benefits from employment 
in the growing creative industries sector. 

10.16. While the CHEAD survey indicates that most art and design higher education 
diversity development work has focused on application and acceptance processes, 
a majority of its members responding also thought that the curriculum content in 
art and design had altered to reflect inclusion issues. If this is the case, there is 
still a long way to go, since observation suggests that such courses have in 
general adapted slowly to changes in the cultural make-up of the UK, and most 
are still focused on the western tradition of art.  

10.17. The low priority accorded to art and design education at primary and secondary 
levels is mirrored in the extent of participation by those from lower socio-
economic groups at tertiary level. Performance indicators for 2002-03 from the 
Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) indicate that the 
benchmark for first degree participation by these groups within Art and Design is 
only 29%, a figure that falls still further in the more selective institutions.  

Educational activity in visual arts organisations 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
 

‘In spite of the increased emphasis on education in visual arts organisations and 
museums, the education department and its staff are too often treated like 
afterthoughts organisationally. They are under-funded, under-staffed and 
insufficiently connected to other more “traditional” gallery activities. The strange 
way that Arts Council England separates its own education team from the art form 
departments, doesn’t help us to have a dialogue with them on this topic, either’. 
 
Director of a charitable trust  



 

 

10.18. Arts Council England, local authorities and the Museums, Libraries and Archives 
Council all contribute revenue and project funding for education activity initiated 
by visual arts organisations. Despite the importance accorded to education and 
outreach in policy directives for the sector, budgets are low and are often pieced 
together from short term project funding. In the period 2000/01 – 2001/02 
education budgets registered as 3% of total expenditure for the sector, with an 
increase to 4% in 2002/03. Activity is estimated to have risen by about 75% over 
the same period.1 

10.19. Some trusts and foundations have focused their support on education and 
audience development, but their contributions are usually time-limited or project 
based. The private funding sector has reported that the division of responsibility 
for visual arts policy and education policy at Arts Council England constrains 
their ability to work as productively as they would wish on longer-term joint 
initiatives.  

10.20. Overall, the pattern of funding tends to encourage relatively short-term 
interventions that cannot be replicated. In many organisations the separation of 
funding for educational programmes from core expenditure leads to a lack of 
integration with the overall programme. This is exacerbated by the low status of 
educators within many visual arts organisations, their low comparative levels of 
pay,2 lack of professional development opportunities, and high levels of staff 
turnover.  

10.21. There is a need for Arts Council England to work with local authorities and other 
partners to establish increased revenue budgets that recognise education as a core 
organisational activity. The expectation that visual arts organisations should work 
with the formal education sector as well as wider communities should be matched 
by adequate and consistent funding.  

10.22. In addition, Arts Council England needs to work in conjunction with such 
partners as Engage, the Museums, Libraries and Archives Council, and the 
national museums to devise and fund a development programme for visual arts 
educators that will provide equivalent professional support to the Artist Teacher 
scheme. 

                                                             
1  A Statistical Survey of Regularly Funded Organisations, 2001/02, Arts Council England, May 
2005. 
2  An experienced education officer may earn 42% less than a teacher with equivalent levels of 
responsibility 



 

 

Policy recommendations: Education and participation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

10.23. ACTION 1: Arts Council England, the Museums, Libraries and Archives 
Council and the National Museum Directors Conference should develop a 
long-term educational strategy that expresses the importance of visual literacy 
and the ways in which visual arts organisations and museums can provide 
significant contexts for learning. 

10.24. ACTION 2: Arts Council England should work in partnership with local 
authorities to establish increased revenue budgets that recognise education as a 
core activity of visual arts organisations. 

10.25. ACTION 3: Arts Council England and its national partners should devise 
frameworks of professional development for teachers and for visual arts 
educators to enable them to increase their knowledge and understanding of the 
continuum of the visual arts, and make a case to government for funds to 
implement them. 

10.26. ACTION 4: Arts Council England and its partners in Higher Education 
should develop the curriculum content in art and design to reflect cultures 
beyond the western traditions of art and the cultural make-up of the UK now. 

  

 

GOAL: To encourage the widest understanding, enjoyment and participation 
in the visual arts reflecting England’s changing population, and to embed 
visual literacy and the value of creativity in society. 
 

POLICY: To develop the position of art and design within formal education, 
and to embed education within visual arts organisations in order to attract new 
audiences and sustain existing ones. 
 



 

 

11. Maximising resources 

11.1. Contents: The impact of growth; The problem of under-capitalisation; 
Constraints on income generation; New organisational and financial models; 
Fiscal incentives for private giving and art market matters; Policy 
recommendations. 

The impact of growth 

 

 

 

 

11.2. The expansion of the publicly funded contemporary visual arts sector over the 
past decade has brought with it problems that are increasingly hard to ignore. 
Capital development and an increase in the level and quality of activities across 
the sector have led to increased costs that have not been matched by adequate 
increases in public sector revenue funding. As a consequence, many visual arts 
organisations are overstretched operationally and financially fragile. In addition, 
those with collections find that rising core costs consume what is needed for the 
acquisition of new works.  

11.3. The creation of new venues with iconic buildings has proved seductive to the 
sector and to local and central government. There have been many spectacular 
successes, but also some high-profile rescues because over-optimistic projections 
of demand and political imperatives to invest in regeneration have led to 
inadequate subsidies for core costs or a failure to provide for them in the longer 
term.1  

11.4. The zenith of the capital lottery boom has now passed. Lottery receipts are in 
decline, a proportion of future revenues is hypothecated to the 2012 London 
Olympics, and the two principal lottery distributors to the arts and heritage have 
adapted their policies to favour other kinds of investment. The visual arts sector, 
in common with the rest of the cultural sector, has had time to reflect on the 
inflationary effects of capital expansion on running costs and programme costs. 

                                                             
1  BALTIC and the Lowry are cases in point.  

‘The issues around funding for the arts remain serious…For many, the lottery 
created an environment of under-funded expansion; there are many artistic mouths 
to feed, all needing more funding than ever to survive. Combined, these factors 
strengthen our assertion that arts organisations will only survive on a mixed 
economy. We maintain that private sector funding should always be a supplement, 
never a substitute, to public funding.’ 
 
Colin Tweedy, Chief Executive, Arts & Business (2005) 
 



 

 

11.5. The future is unlikely to see the development of more than a handful of carefully 
selected major building schemes, preferably strategically aimed at redressing 
regional imbalances. Other more modest forms of investment in bricks and 
mortar need to be found to enhance the opportunities for audiences to experience 
contemporary visual arts across the country, preferably in circumstances that 
allow the continuum of art to be reasserted. 

11.6. There is also a need to address the development of key visual arts organisations 
that do not operate within fixed presentational spaces. A number of media, 
interdisciplinary or performance organisations commission and collaborate using 
specially identified sites, both real and virtual. These organisations have not been 
able to develop themselves through capital lottery funding. A framework should 
be established to encourage and invest in appropriate and sustainable change.     

The problem of under-capitalisation 

 

 

 

 

11.7. The steady increase in programmatic activity, whether or not accompanied by 
capital investment, has been encouraged by the willingness of private funders and 
business sponsors to support it. But the preference of funders for supporting only 
the direct costs of exhibitions and other aspects of programming, combined with 
the inadequate understanding by many visual arts organisations of the true costs 
of their activities has had the effect of further increasing the organisational and 
financial stress already endemic to the sector.1  

                                                             
1   ‘As with all financial indicators, respondents had difficulty in reporting their total exhibition 
budget…Even though the survey was designed to allow exhibition budgets to be expressed as a range, 
19% of organisations could not provide a figure even using the range as they had genuine difficulties in 
discretely identifying exhibition budgets from overall budgets, and a further 8% refused to answer…It 
is likely that [the figures given in response to the survey] do not encompass all costs associated with 
programming exhibitions in that the “sunk” staff costs…are likely to be in addition to these figures’, 
Review of the Presentation of the Contemporary Visual Arts, Final Survey Report, BOP, August 2005. 

‘Managers and funders share the belief that energy, willpower, stamina and 
enthusiasm can shift all obstacles, and that where it does not, some sort of 
personal failing is to blame…In the face of adversity, the temptation is to 
say “we must work harder”, rather that to look at the balance sheet for 
systemic reasons for failure.’ 

 
Clara Miller, President, the Non-profit Finance Fund (2004) 
 



 

 

11.8. The net impact of growth on the sector has generally been to stretch 
organisational and financial capacity more and more thinly, leading to systemic 
under-funding of such areas as facilities maintenance, depreciation, working 
capital, staff development, competitive salaries and training, all of which are 
required to support programming in the long-term.  

11.9. The picture that emerges from the Review is of organisations that are being 
‘hollowed’ out and of professionals spending more and more of their time micro-
managing cash flow and seeking funding – often for marginal activities - instead 
of pursuing strategic mission. 

11.10. The situation is not helped by the way that the public funding system is heavily 
biased in favour of the incumbents. The roster of Regularly Funded Organisations 
reflects a mid 20th-century settlement. Its appropriateness to the early 21st century 
should not go unquestioned. There is no clear framework for development and 
entry to RFO status for those organisations that are new and prove their worth by 
achieving and benefiting audiences on a regular basis. Nor is there an obvious 
process for the re-allocation of finite resources – the system has a horror of 
organisational death. A more transparent development route needs to be made 
available for new organisations, and the funding system needs to learn to deal 
more ruthlessly with those that have clearly strayed too far from their mission or 
reached the end of their life-cycle.1  

11.11. Above all, the visual arts sector needs a larger scale of investment if it is to 
continue to realise its capabilities. Arts Council England should be prepared to 
give a greater financial commitment to the visual arts, and government should be 
willing to invest in the visual arts as a key part in the delivery of the cultural 
component of the 2012 Olympics. The emphasis of this increased funding should 
be for public sector funders to provide realistic and predictable core allocations, 
with an appropriate level of programme funding within them. Those responsible 
for discretionary project funding should ensure that it is geared to meeting the full 
and not just the marginal costs of additional activities.  

                                                             
1  One outcome from the 2004 spending review settlement for Arts Council England was its 
announcement of the termination or reduction of grants to a modest number of Regularly Funded 
Organisations. 



 

 

11.12. The latter will require a substantial change in the policies of funding bodies. They 
should be challenged to embrace this change. In return, visual arts leaders have a 
responsibility not to pursue under-capitalised expansion, and the whole sector 
needs to address its neglect of the balance sheet through an advocacy and 
education campaign to change the habits of both organisational leaders and 
funders.  

Constraints on income generation  

 

 

 

11.13. Visual arts organisations in common with other cultural organisations have been 
exhorted for two decades to maximise income from a range of sources beyond the 
public purse. Most of them have become adept at utilising the UK’s mixed 
economy of funding sources to increase contributed income from private trusts 
and businesses, and many have worked hard and ingeniously at increasing earned 
income. The small size and lack of spare capacity of the majority of organisations 
in the sector makes significant further increases in earned income and non-public 
sector contributed income seem difficult to achieve.1 

11.14. Limited staff resources and experience also make the cultivation of individual 
donors, perhaps the greatest potential source for increasing non-public sector 
contributed income, problematic for all but the largest organisations. BOP data 
indicates that 80% of organisations augment their income streams without any 
paid in-house development staff.2 According to data assembled by Arts & 
Business, the contemporary visual arts lag far behind heritage and museums in 
the support received from individuals and trusts. On average heritage receives 
52% of all donations to the arts, and museums receive 15%, while visual arts 
receives only 7%.3 

                                                             
1  58% of all organisations surveyed for the Review had a turnover of less than £200,000 and 
five or fewer employees. Many of those consulted commented on the amount of staff time taken up in 
filling in a succession of funding applications, time that they believe is taken from delivering core 
services and programmes, to the detriment of audiences. 
2  As with other BOP survey data, the sample here includes both private and public sector 
organisations. 
3  Individual and Trust Giving to the Arts, 2002/03, Arts & Business, 2003.  

‘If we were in Kensington I suppose we might do well with sponsorships and 
donations. But out here in the sticks there aren’t many rich people, and those that 
there are, aren’t interested in supporting the kind of work we put on.’  
 
Head of a rural arts centre 



 

 

11.15. To keep abreast of the external factors that affect charitable giving, to understand 
the fiscal vehicles that underpin it, and to identify and cultivate wealthy donors 
over the long term requires the commitment of a much greater level of 
organisational resource and a step change in levels of sophistication.1 This does 
not seem an immediately achievable ambition for many already overstretched 
organisations.  

11.16. The conservative and risk-averse nature of many potential donors may be another 
explanation of the low score of the contemporary visual arts. But it also needs to 
be recognised that generating both private donations and business sponsorship 
outside London is extremely difficult. Aggregated figures for private giving to the 
arts indicate that around 75% goes to London-based organisations, followed by 
7% to those in the South East.  

11.17. In particular, regional organisations have to contend with the increasing trend 
towards business centralisation by the largest companies and the relatively 
limited size of locally and regionally based businesses. Organisations situated 
within local authorities have to deal also with the issue that many private donors 
are extremely reluctant to give money in these circumstances. 

11.18. Sales and earned income2 is already one of the most important revenue streams 
besides Arts Council England and local authority grant-in-aid for visual arts 
organisations across the country, with 27% of non-commercial organisations 
reporting that it is the most important.3 The opportunity to exploit this income 
stream is, however, one that is mainly open to buildings-based organisations.  

11.19. Limited human resources and lack of appropriate business and retailing skills are 
constraints for many in improving performance further without significant 
investment. Furthermore, those that are able to build sufficiently strong brands to 
commercialise their organisation successfully are limited to a small handful of 
institutions.  

                                                             
1  US models and their implications for the UK are discussed in A Review of Charitable Giving 
Vehicles and their Use in the US and Canada, a research paper for the Arts & Business Maecenas 
initiative, AEA Consulting, October 2004. 
2  ‘Sales and earned income’ relates to the sale of exhibition tickets, works of art, café and 
bookshop receipts, corporate hire, workshop hire, education and training fees and franchising. 
3  Contributed income from ACE or local authorities is the most important source for 50% of 
organisations. 



 

 

11.20. Some of the more prominent London-based institutions have been able to achieve 
income to supplement grant-in-aid of up to 65% of the value of their public 
revenue funding.1 For most regional visual arts organisations this is a very distant 
dream.  

                                                             
1  Tate and the National Portrait Gallery, for instance, have both achieved this. The Serpentine 
Gallery gets 78% of its income from earnings and private sector contributions. 



 

 

New organisational and financial models 

 

 

 

 

11.21. Following the Gershon Review1 of public sector efficiency, any future investment 
of public funds in the visual arts sector is likely to be accompanied by a 
corresponding obligation to achieve administrative cost savings in order to 
maximise the amount of resource that goes into delivering public value.2  

11.22. Many small organisations already operating on a shoestring and with unpaid 
volunteers may wonder how they could become leaner and more efficient. Larger 
visual arts organisations and regional museums have been operating for years 
with staff posts frozen indefinitely, while the range of objectives and activities 
they must deliver rises inexorably. 

11.23. In order to maximise current and future resource, the sector must look to new 
organisational models that might enable it to overcome the constraints and 
inefficiencies that arise because of the small size of the majority of organisations, 
their geographic dispersal and the fragmented structure within which they sit.  

11.24. Recent policy debate has focused on a vision of cultural organisations as more 
mobile and fluid and less tied to an unshared fixed cost base.3 Strategic alliances 
and networks offer means of sharing costs, as well as knowledge about a range of 
key activities from creativity to audience development. Small organisations in 
other parts of the cultural sector have successfully grouped together to make joint 
approaches to funders. Strategic alliances need not necessarily be between 
organisations in the same sector or always among non-profits. 

                                                             
1  Sir Peter Gershon, Releasing Resources for the Frontline: Independent Review of Public 
Sector Efficiency, HM Treasury, July 2004. 
2  The search for efficiency savings will be pursued at local as well as national level. The Audit 
Commission has stated that it will use the new ‘culture block’ as the basis for helping local government 
to make efficiency savings in cultural and leisure services.  
3  Cf Charles Leadbeater, Arts Organisations in the 21st Century: Ten Challenges, Arts Council 
England, 2005. 

‘The Department for Culture Media and Sport will realise total annual efficiency 
gains of at least £260 million by 2007-08, of which at least half will be cashable, 
releasing resources for front-line activities.’ 
 
The Gershon Review (2004) 



 

 

11.25. The most obvious public sector networking opportunity for the contemporary 
visual arts is offered by the Renaissance in the Regions museum hub structure. 
The regional hubs are designed for the sharing of resources and knowledge. They 
are led by institutions considerably larger than most contemporary visual arts 
organisations, often with a better developed infrastructure. The combination of 
the creative entrepreneurialism of many contemporary visual art organisations 
with the established administrative competencies of the museums sector offers 
the possibility of mutual benefit, learning and organisational refreshment, as well 
as holding out the possibilities for an imaginative re-contextualising of old art and 
new.  

11.26. Contemporary visual arts organisations are well placed to broker mutually 
beneficial working relationships with the private sector. While there are ever-
present dangers that mission might be distorted through inappropriate 
collaborations, there are undoubtedly interesting models of such activity across 
the country, some of which are highlighted in BOP’s regional studies of East 
London and the North West for the Review. The public sector should be more 
explicit about the role it plays in the art market through the validation of artistic 
reputation. This would allow organisations to act more self-confidently in their 
dealings with the private sector, negotiating more effectively for support in cash 
and kind.  

11.27. Debate is also increasingly focused on developing financial sustainability through 
the establishment of reserves or endowments, to create more operational 
headroom for organisations and to move away from the culture of operating 
deficits that has a tendency to sap organisational responsibility and autonomy. 
Discussion of these issues is still in its infancy in the cultural sector, but is being 
driven forward in a number of forums, most notably through the Mission, Models 
and Money programme of work initiated by the Jerwood Charity and Arts & 
Business.1 

11.28. The contemporary visual arts sector needs to ensure that it is adequately 
represented in these discussions, and thus in a position to benefit from them. In 
parallel, Arts Council England should be disseminating case studies of successful 
organisational and financial models that provide examples of how to manage with 
respect to mission and money. 

                                                             
1  See www.AandB.org.uk/missionmoneymodels. 



 

 

Fiscal incentives for private giving and art market matters 

 

 

 

 

11.29. Fiscal incentives for private giving of works of art and of cash, shares and other 
classes of assets to public art institutions should be an essential tool to ensure that 
public funding is complemented by a significant amount of private money. In the 
UK tax concessions are as yet inadequate for this purpose compared with some 
other parts of the world.  

11.30. In his Treasury sponsored review of the effectiveness and efficiency of support to 
museums and galleries to help them to acquire works of art and culture, Sir 
Nicholas Goodison drew attention to the problem posed by contemporary art and 
the difficulty that public funding bodies such as the Heritage Lottery Fund have 
in dealing with the risks that inevitably arise.1 

11.31. While Private Treaty sales allow for the sale of important art works in private 
hands to public collections at a favourable price in exchange for tax concessions, 
this system does not resolve the issue that most public collections do not have 
adequate purchase funds in the first place. There is thus potentially an important 
role for private donors to play. 

11.32. Existing capital tax relief schemes such as Acceptance in Lieu and Conditional 
Exemption play an important part in encouraging owners of pre-eminent works of 
art to offer them to the nation in order to satisfy inheritance tax liabilities. 
However, they only come into effect once someone has died. There is currently 
no tax relief that promotes lifetime giving of cultural assets to galleries and 
museums.  

                                                             
1  Sir Nicholas Goodison, Goodison Review – Securing the Best for Our Museums: Private 
Giving and Government Support, HM Treasury, January 2004. 

‘Since there are always pressures on public finances we need to consider measures 
to encourage private support. It is often said that we lag far behind 
the US in the encouragement of private giving to public causes. It is true. We also 
lag behind the US in the relative amounts given to the arts. It is perhaps no 
consolation that we in turn are ahead of the custom in many other countries.’ 
 
The Goodison Review (2004) 



 

 

11.33. Schemes that encourage the gift of works of art after death are not best matched 
to the needs of contemporary collecting with its focus on the ever-moving 
horizon of the new. There is a need for concessions against income tax to 
encourage individual and corporate donations of works of art, thus fostering a 
climate of philanthropy. Such schemes are already successfully in operation in 
the USA, Australia, Canada and the Republic of Ireland.  

11.34. Appropriate incentives, in the form of an extension of the Gift Aid scheme to pre-
eminent art objects, were proposed by the Goodison Review. These proposals 
have yet to be acted upon. They have been put forward again by the National Art 
Collections Fund through its Living and Giving campaign as ‘Gift Aid in Kind’. 
The Treasury should now be prepared to introduce the appropriate legislation. In 
addition to benefiting public collections of contemporary art, such tax incentives 
would give a significant boost to the art market, thus benefiting living artists. 

11.35. Incentives to life-time giving of cash to registered charities under the Gift Aid 
scheme have benefited museums and independent galleries, but the split of the tax 
advantage in the top 40% band between the charity (22%) and the tax payer 
(18%) is not enough to encourage wealthy individuals to give to the fullest extent. 
This has implications if public visual arts organisations are to be encouraged to 
explore new, mixed models of financing themselves that include significantly 
increased levels of private contributed income and the building of endowments.  

11.36. It should be emphasised that increased levels of private contribution to visual arts 
organisations should be regarded as supplements, not substitutes for adequate 
levels of public funding for revenue costs and acquisitions. 

11.37. Another area that should be addressed is the impact of the UK VAT regime on 
the sale of contemporary works of art. The UK is the only country to levy full 
17.5% VAT on primary sales of work by living artists. This is a burden for 
middle-earning artists, particularly when combined with dealer’s fees.1 It also 
puts British contemporary art dealers who operate in the international context at a 
disadvantage, and impacts on the willingness of collectors to buy with a view to 
donating to public collections when there is effectively a surcharge on 
contemporary art.2 

                                                             
1  VAT registration is compulsory for those with gross annual income of £58,000 and above. 
2  Art sold as ‘secondhand goods’ is only subject to VAT on the dealer’s commission. 
 



 

 

11.38. Some resolution of this situation by the Treasury is required because of the 
pending implementation of Droit de Suite (artists’ resale right) in the UK.1 This 
royalty payment to be levied on secondary sales of work by living artists (and 
eventually their heirs for seventy years after death) is designed to allow them to 
benefit from any rise in value of their work. There are widespread concerns, 
however, that the double burden of VAT and the costs of Droit de Suite may 
undermine the competitiveness of the London contemporary art market.2 

11.39. Policy recommendations: Maximising resources 

 

 

 

 

 

 

11.40. ACTION 1: Arts Council England should ensure that Regularly Funded 
Organisations have realistic and predictable levels of funding for core costs 
and for artistic programming to enable them to realise their capabilities to the 
full and deliver on government objectives. 

11.41. ACTION 2: Arts Council England should collaborate with the Museums, 
Libraries and Archives Council to ensure that the visual arts organisations it 
supports become part of the regional networks created by the Renaissance in 
the Regions programme. 

11.42. ACTION 3: Arts Council England should join with its national partners to 
lobby government for changes to fiscal policy to encourage the life-time giving 
of works of art, cash and other assets to non-profit cultural organisations, and 
to remove anomalies in VAT relating to contemporary art. 

                                                             
1  Due to come into effect in January 2006 but now postponed. 
2  Another application of the VAT rules that requires clarification and standardisation is that 
under which publicly funded independent galleries may reclaim tax. Currently this varies from one tax 
office to another across the country, putting some organisations at a financial disadvantage compared to 
others. 

GOAL: To increase the level of resources available to the visual arts to ensure 
that demand for high quality contemporary art is met, so that the impact of 
artists and visual arts organisations can be maximised for cultural, social and 
economic well-being.  

POLICY: To make the case to government for a larger scale of investment 
combined with fiscal reforms to ensure the sustainability of current assets and 
activities, and to realise the further capabilities of the sector, while encouraging 
Regularly Funded Organisations to explore effective new organisational and 
financial models. 



 

 

11.43. ACTION 4: Arts Council England should collaborate with the Mission, 
Models and Money work programme in collecting and disseminating case 
studies of successful practice in managing for mission and money, and ensure 
that Regularly Funded Organisations are encouraged to explore new 
organisational and financial models. 

 



 

 

12. Developing the workforce 

12.1. Contents: Overview; Profile of the workforce and patterns of employment;  
Salaries and benefits; Diversity and equality; Professional development; 
Leadership; Policy recommendations. 

Overview 

 

 

 

 

12.2. The visual arts are part of the knowledge economy. Whatever roles iconic 
buildings and new technologies have to play in the rapidly evolving world of the 
visual arts, they are nothing without the creative and intellectual contributions of 
the people who work in the sector. On these depend the level of access, quality of 
experience and value for money that audiences get from the visual arts. There is 
an urgent need to address fundamental issues associated with the lack of diversity 
of the visual arts workforce, the nature of employment, reward, career 
development, talent management and leadership, which threaten to undermine its 
sustainability.  

12.3. Research for the Review has highlighted the effect of the inverse relationship in 
the publicly funded visual arts sector between the high cultural value generated 
by its activities and the relatively low financial rewards accruing to visual arts 
organisations.1 Although this is a characteristic of other areas of cultural activity, 
it appears to have a particularly strong impact on employment in the visual arts, 
resulting in low salaries, poor benefits, poor investment in training and 
professional development, and an unusually high level of part-time and unpaid 
work.  

                                                             
1  Employment research for the Review is summarised in Robert Lindley and Sheila Galloway, 
Working in the Presentation of the Contemporary Visual Arts, Centre for Educational Development, 
Appraisal and Research, Warwick Institute for Employment Research, August 2005. 

‘Running through the research and policy literatures [on visual arts employment] 
and revealed in the reactions of practitioners is a rather schizophrenic attitude – 
on the one hand positive about the work and its purpose, and on the other hand 
not really happy about the state of the sector.’  
 
Professor Robert Lindley and Dr Sheila Galloway, Warwick Institute for 
Employment Research 



 

 

12.4. Many within the system though aware of these shortcomings seem to regard them 
fatalistically as immutable characteristics of it. The fact that the opportunity cost 
to highly qualified individuals of working in the sector represents a massive – and 
increasingly unsustainable - hidden subsidy is rarely acknowledged. 

Profile of the workforce and patterns of employment 

12.5. The profile of the contemporary visual arts workforce is similar to that of most 
other areas of cultural activity, though many of the demographic characteristics 
that mark out arts professionals from the population at large seem particularly 
pronounced in the visual arts. Thus at professional levels – curators, 
educationalists and administrative staff – the workforce is  highly educated (47% 
with a first degree and a further 40% with a postgraduate degree or diploma), 
mostly born in the UK (90%), predominantly white (about 93%), female (about 
75%) and young (65% aged under 45).  

12.6. It is a striking feature of the system that despite the predominantly female 
workforce - with around 80% of curatorial and educational roles held by women - 
men are disproportionately represented in the most senior roles, such as Director 
(50%) and Deputy Director (40%).  This suggests that surprisingly conservative 
attitudes to promotion and leadership still persist and that there are barriers to the 
progression of women.1 

12.7. Part-time employment, freelance project-based work and a very high level of 
unpaid volunteering are characteristic of the sector. As the Warwick University 
data demonstrates, for every three employees in the sector, two unpaid workers 
and one freelancer are also employed. The art departments of regional museums 
and the independent galleries and commissioning organisations are mostly very 
small. They offer limited opportunities for full-time salaried employment. Of the 
sample polled 50% have four or fewer full-time employees.  

12.8. While many in the sector, particularly those who are artists as well as curators or 
educationalists, choose part-time employment for the freedom this gives them to 
pursue other aspects of their creative careers, it is also clear that many who wish 
to build a career of full-time employment are unable to do so even after many 
years of professional activity. The predominance of women in the sector is in part 
a reflection of this situation. 

                                                             
1  The proportion of women in the workforce is almost exactly reflected in the data gathered by 
BOP on participation in post-graduate courses leading to employment in the visual arts sector. 
 



 

 

12.9. The sector also attracts a large number of unpaid workers, often in full-time 
trainee posts. Unlike the museums sector, which attracts a considerable number of 
older volunteers with no wish to undertake paid work, the level of unpaid workers 
in the contemporary visual arts would appear to be to some degree a function of 
the economic fragility of many of its organisations.  

12.10. That there is an endemic lack of funding for regular posts should be a matter of 
concern, both as an indicator of the undercapitalised nature of the sector and in 
the context of a society with a commitment to a minimum wage. In addition, the 
management and training of unpaid workers can be problematic and has 
implications for organisational efficiency and quality of output. 

12.11. In an environment in which vacancies for entry-level paid work are often 
oversubscribed, and with a sectoral education system still heavily weighted to the 
acquisition of subject area expertise, there is a competitive advantage to be gained 
in the employment market by those who can acquire practical work experience in 
an unpaid job.  

12.12. This situation benefits those who can afford to spend quite lengthy periods 
without remuneration, and discriminates against those whose background and 
circumstances are not affluent. It is one of several that will need to be tackled if 
careers in the visual arts are to be made attractive to a people from a greater 
diversity of social and ethnic backgrounds.  

Salaries and benefits 

 

 

 

‘It’s really typical [of the visual arts sector] that you have to work for nothing 
for an extended period of time to be able to qualify to work for not very 
much.’ 
 
Manager of a large gallery 



 

 

12.13. Financial rewards for professionals working in the contemporary visual arts are 
very modest compared to their peers in other sectors, though they are closely 
reflected in recent data for the museums profession. 1 Of those in salaried 
employment, only 2.8% of the workforce earns more than £40,000 per annum. 
The majority earns less than £25,000 per annum. For those in part-time work, 
sometimes holding more than one job, earnings are often considerably less. 
Around 60% of the contemporary visual arts workforce earns less than the 
national median for all employees,2 in spite of the high level of professional 
qualification and the complex and responsible nature of the work. 

12.14. It is also notable that there are considerable disparities in levels of pay between 
organisations across the country for similar kinds of jobs with similar 
responsibilities and outputs. This acts as a barrier to the free movement of the 
workforce. 

12.15. Although the data available for the earnings of freelancers is less clear and 
comparisons across the whole economy very difficult to make, there is no reason 
to suppose that their situation differs markedly from those on staff contracts. 
Indeed in many cases the anecdotal evidence is that it is worse for comparable 
work. There is some evidence that the Arts Council England minimum advisory 
rate of £175 per day for self-employed artists and curators has undermined the 
ability of more established practitioners to charge higher fees reflecting both their 
expertise and their cost base.  

12.16. Pension provision across the sector and its take up by individuals is very uneven. 
Provision runs from final salary schemes (though these are provided only by the 
largest organisations or those that sit within local authorities) to no occupational 
scheme at all. Half of those individuals surveyed in the course of the Review had 
worked for organisations that run some form of pension scheme, but 75% of the 
workforce appears to have no pension provision attached to their current post, and 
nearly 30% have no provision beyond the basic state pension. This is a matter of 
considerable concern. 

                                                             
1  Pay in Museums, Museums Association, March 2004. 
2  The economy-wide median gross annual earnings for full-time and part-time adult employees 
in 2005 was about £18,000. 



 

 

12.17. Although salaries and benefits do not come high up the list of reasons people give 
for choosing to work in the visual arts, the age and gender profiles of the 
workforce combine with anecdotal evidence to indicate that there is a high exit 
level of talent from the sector in mid-career to seek more remunerative 
employment elsewhere. The statistics are telling - only 10% of the workforce is 
aged 55 or over, and barely 20% is aged 45-55. Half of the workforce has worked 
in the sector for three years or less.  

12.18. The sector’s poor remuneration system is responsible for a wasting of its own 
skills and experience. It is also a main contributory cause of its failure to benefit 
significantly from the recruitment of talented individuals from other professions. 
In addition, BOP’s national survey for the Review indicates that young 
entrepreneurial visual arts leaders are increasingly reluctant to move into public 
sector galleries, preferring to work in the commercial art world. 



 

 

Diversity and equality 

 

 

 

12.19. The visual arts workforce is 93% white. It is thus highly unrepresentative of the 
demographic composition of many parts of England at the beginning of the 21st 
century, and in particular of the urban centres where much of its activity takes 
place. In 2001 members of Black and minority ethnic groups filled 6.5% per cent 
of all jobs, but they filled only 5.2% of those in the cultural sector and 4.2% in 
the visual arts. Black and Asian workers accounted for about 2% each of the 
visual arts workforce.  

12.20. The effects of under-representation in the visual arts are amplified because 
numbers of Black and minority ethnic workers are proportionately greater at the 
bottom of the occupational hierarchy (front-of-house staff, catering staff and art 
handlers, for instance) and in professional posts involving non-sector specific 
skills (such as accountancy and general administration).  

12.21. Black and minority ethnic representation is still extremely limited among key 
artistic and organisational decision makers – curators/programmers, directors and 
boards. This fact in itself has implications for the pace of change in the profile of 
the workforce, for the profile of future leaders, and for the degree to which 
organisations are willing to alter their approach to programming to reflect a more 
diverse mix of artistic traditions. 

12.22. The entry conditions to the visual arts profession and the relatively low levels of 
remuneration are contributory factors to this situation, adding to a perception that 
it is a domain for the privileged and affluent. Where entry to the profession is 
oversubscribed and depends on possession of a body of culturally specific 
expertise and the ability and willingness to serve a voluntary unpaid 
apprenticeship, people from Black and minority backgrounds are likely to feel 
disadvantaged. For many with ambitions to succeed, there must appear to be 
other professions that offer a clearer career path, greater financial rewards and job 
security - and which are easier to enter. 

‘At the present rate of change it will be decades before we see real change in 
the diversity of the workforce at all levels. We cannot wait that long, and I 
want to see this issue being tackled with a real sense of urgency across the 
sector’. 
 
David Lammy, Minister for Culture (October 2005) 
 



 

 

12.23. Arts Council England’s commitment to widening participation across the whole 
cultural sector is set out in its Race Equality Scheme 2004-07. But as recent 
evaluation of the decibel programme has underlined,1 sustainable solutions to the 
challenge of under-representation cannot be expected to be achieved as the result 
of short-term initiatives, no matter how well intentioned and well-funded. The 
under-representation of people on grounds of their ethnicity is linked to wider 
societal attitudes that it will take a long time to change.  

12.24. decibel awards fund curatorial traineeships at a number of independent 
contemporary galleries.2 But there is a need for the sector as a whole to develop a 
unified and long-term approach to changing the profile of the workforce and 
boards of visual arts organisations. The current Inspire Fellowship Programme - a 
positive action training programme in five London based national museums and 
in contemporary visual arts galleries - is an interesting cross sectoral exemplar.3 It 
is envisaged that twenty curators of colour will be fast-tracked in a short space of 
time.  

12.25. The programme offers new models. It is the first time that Arts Council England 
has worked with the five national museums offering placements, and it 
encourages the sharing of expertise between museums and the contemporary 
gallery sector. A professional development programme – the Inspire Curators’ 
Network – is also being established to offer training and support to a larger group 
over a longer period. If the initiative is successful it will deserve to be scaled up. 

12.26. In addition to increased scale, future initiatives will need to be funded and 
sustained over the long term if they are to make significant alterations in the 
profile of the workforce. They will also need to be more nuanced than in the past. 
decibel, for instance, succeeded in supporting the work and careers of a number 
of British-based African, Asian and Caribbean visual artists. But the Review’s 
wide consultation suggests that this support created ambivalent feelings among 
those who wish to be recognised for the value of their art rather than supported 
because of their ethnicity.  

                                                             
1  decibel Evaluation, report by TMPL Consultants, edited by Arts Council England, April 
2005. 
2  Arnolfini, the Camden Arts Centre, the South London Gallery and the Photographers Gallery. 
There were also six artists’ awards. 
3  It is jointly funded by Arts Council England, London, the Esmée Fairbairn Foundation and 
the host institutions with £775,000 over four years. Curatorial traineeships are currently provided at the 
British Museum, the National Gallery, the National Portrait Gallery, Tate and the Victoria and Albert 
Museum. A further six placements will be made in 2006 at the Hayward Gallery, the Barbican Art 
Gallery, the Whitechapel Art Gallery, the Serpentine Gallery and the British Council. 



 

 

12.27. Throughout the consultation exercise sector professionals regularly spoke of their 
discomfort with the centralised ‘tick box’ approach of funding bodies to the 
diversity agenda, seemingly based on the belief that populations are evenly 
distributed across England. As well as being long-term, new initiatives will also 
need to be flexibly adapted to differing conditions and demographics across the 
English regions. In some areas the issue is not one of Black and minority ethnic 
communities, but of the disenfranchisement of the white working class or the new 
wave of immigrants from central and eastern Europe.1 

Professional development 

 

 

 

12.28. The principal requirement for a sustainable future for visual arts organisations is 
that they learn to thrive in an increasingly complex, uncertain and competitive 
environment. To do this they need a clear sense of purpose, the ability to think 
strategically and the professional skills and confidence to be able to deliver to the 
highest standards.2 However, as one senior figure commented during consultation 
for the Review, ‘Yes, we are a sector, but not necessarily yet a profession.’ 

12.29. Employers in the visual arts sector complain of the inadequate preparation of 
candidates for entry to the profession. Formal entry qualifications to the visual 
arts professions still tend to be based on degrees and diplomas that signal the 
possession of subject area expertise – such as fine art and art history – rather than 
managerial and administrative competencies, or, the experience that comes from 
meeting the practical challenges of the job.  

                                                             
1  The Review attempted to gather data on the levels of representation of disabled people in the 
visual arts workforce, but was unable to reach any firm conclusions on the levels of under-
representation because of the reluctance of individuals to identify themselves as disabled. 
2  This theme is expanded upon by Charles Leadbeater in Arts Organisations in the 21st 
Century: Ten Challenges, Arts Council England, 2005. 
 

‘After capital development, the next big thing to raise the sector’s game is 
training and professional development.’ 
 
Sandy Nairne, Director, National Portrait Gallery 
 



 

 

12.30. The sector has a poor record in enhancing its gene pool through introducing 
individuals and skills from other professions, except in very specific areas such as 
accounting and IT. Comparative salary levels have much to do with this, but so 
does the essentially inward-looking culture of the visual arts sector and its 
preference for appointing what one personnel manager from a large exhibiting 
organisation called ‘people like us’. 

12.31. Research for the Review revealed significant ambivalence about professional 
development. The Employers’ Skills Survey found that concerns about the skills 
of entry-level staff were matched by a surprising degree of satisfaction with the 
proficiency of those higher up the occupational hierarchy, with employers rating 
between 70% and 80% of senior staff fully proficient in their jobs. Where staff 
were thought not to be fully proficient, only 13% of employers identified failure 
to train and develop them as the cause. At the same time, there is widespread 
acknowledgement that there is a lack of well-qualified and experienced applicants 
for senior posts. 

12.32. Deep in the psyche of the sector seems to be a lingering belief that 
professionalism is inimical to creativity - ‘…if we professionalise it too much we 
lose a certain degree of creativity’.  As a result of such attitudes -  combined with 
a lack of exposure to the development practices of other sectors -  few 
organisations large or small take a proactive approach to the management of 
talent. For the majority of visual arts organisations small size, low levels of 
income and the ready supply of volunteers combined with lack of awareness of 
appropriate courses are disincentives to investment in professional development. 

12.33. This is common across the wider visual arts and heritage ecology despite the 
increasing use of training schemes and the introduction of high-level courses such 
as the Clore Leadership Programme. Only the largest organisations have human 
resources professionals on staff, and there is little evidence that the value of 
continuous professional development is embedded in the culture of organisations 
or of the sector as a whole. Nor is their any systematic level of investment - 
budgets except in the largest organisations being ad hoc.  

12.34. There is little or no sharing of expertise in professional and organisational 
development between large organisations and small ones within the sector, a 
situation that could be dramatically improved by the encouragement of national 
and regional organisational mentoring networks.  



 

 

12.35. A systemic rigidity encouraged by the fragmentation of the structure of the wider 
visual arts ecology is a related concern. This begins even before entry to the 
employment system, with many post-graduate training courses being geared 
either to the needs of the non-collections based exhibiting galleries and 
commissioning agencies, or to collections based museums. There is very little 
subsequent movement of the workforce between the independent contemporary 
sector and museums, and little connection between the activities of 
commissioning and collecting.  

12.36. Differentials in pay, benefits and prestige discourage individuals from moving 
between London and regional institutions. Equally, there is limited movement of 
individuals between the private sector and the public. There is a need to create a 
more rounded and mobile workforce capable of working productively in more 
than one environment. 

12.37. The consequences of this remarkable lack of fluidity in the visual arts labour 
market is that individuals do not get sufficient exposure in early and mid-career to 
different kinds of organisational environments and roles. There is also the 
tendency for individuals to get stuck in mid-career. Overall, the sector has a 
discouraging lack of career structure and opportunities for professional 
development and progression, which compares unfavourably with the evolving 
situation in theatre, for instance. This limits not only the skills and aspirations of 
individuals, but is also detrimental to organisational health and the creation of 
public value. 

Leadership 

 

 

 

12.38. Inseparable from professional development is the question of leadership. The 
sector has a number of highly effective leaders in organisations of various sizes 
and purposes. Nevertheless, as government has recognised, issues of leadership, 
its style, substance and development are central to the future health and 
sustainability of the sector.  

‘To help improve the business impact of cultural creativity, the Government 
will provide £12 million over two years from 2006/07 to Arts Council 
England and others to promote excellence in management and leadership 
within the cultural sector.’ 
 
Gordon Brown, Chancellor of the Exchequer (2004) 



 

 

12.39. The chronic under-resourcing of much of the sector means that individuals in 
management and leadership roles are often focused on the short-term struggle to 
find funding and to ensure the delivery of public programmes at the expense of 
longer-term planning and development. It is more common to find senior people 
who have well-honed skills as tacticians, able to work the complexities of the 
funding system, than those who are strategic thinkers with a clear sense of the 
future direction of their organisation and its place in the overall ecology of the 
visual arts.  

12.40. A career process that can move an individual from being an expert to the 
challenge of being a manager, and from a manager to the much greater challenge 
of a being a leader, without any systematic offer of support and development, is 
highly problematic. Such a haphazard approach that is over-reliant on the 
‘emergence’ of natural talent greatly heightens the risk of individual burn out and 
organisational failure in an ever more complex operating environment.  

12.41. While entry into the visual arts sector is oversubscribed, senior figures have 
remarked that that there is increasingly a dearth of individuals willing to take on 
the onerous and sometimes personally disadvantageous task of leading the larger 
and more complex organisations. There is a clear need to equip individuals to 
undertake leadership roles more confidently and less stressfully, and to spread the 
leadership task among a larger group of professionals within organisations. 

12.42. Although models of leadership across the sector vary, with many smaller and 
non-building based organisations operating with dispersed and entrepreneurial 
leadership, the typical model for an established building-based organisation is 
still the 19th-century one of the heroic individual. It may be questioned whether 
this is an appropriate model for 21st-century organisations, which require a range 
of professional skills and experience beyond the capacity of most individuals, and 
in which leadership needs to be embedded at all levels.  

12.43. There is a need to redefine leadership, and for organisations to be encouraged to 
describe their leadership needs in terms of managerial competencies and 
leadership potential rather than specialist knowledge. Only by doing so can the 
sector become attractive to high calibre individuals from a wider range of 
backgrounds. There is an urgent need to broaden the pool from which current and 
future leaders are drawn, not only in terms of gender and ethnicity, but also in 
terms of professional background and international experience.  



 

 

12.44. However, as Robert Hewison and John Holden have pointed out in their review 
of leadership across the cultural sector, ‘It has to be recognised that there are a 
number of barriers to the development of leadership training: specifically, a lack 
of time, money and organisational ability, together with the absence of a clear 
career structure…most organisations are too small and too stretched to think 
about leadership development.’1 Such a situation points to the need for a co-
ordinated cross-sectoral approach to overcome the limitations of individual 
organisations. 

12.45. There is a growing awareness across the visual arts and heritage sectors of the 
importance of leadership, talent management and planning for an adequate supply 
of future leaders.  So far, however, programmes and initiatives have tended to be 
specific to particular parts of the sector, such as museums, and developed in 
isolation. Others of a more cross-cutting character, such as the Museums 
Association Sharing Skills initiative, have had time-limited funding and come to 
an end just as they were beginning to have impact.  

12.46. Those individuals within the visual arts who have had exposure to other business 
environments through previous employment, corporate secondments or MBA 
programmes spoke eloquently of the beneficial impact that these have had on 
their self-confidence and approach to management. Providing structured access to 
such development opportunities is not at the moment common in the sector.  

12.47. Only the Clore Leadership Programme within UK-based arts management 
programmes has taken a broad view and drawn participants from right across the 
cultural sector and also exposed participants to the management and leadership 
practices of domains such as Higher Education and industry. At present, the Clore 
Programme’s relatively modest annual intake of twenty to thirty fellows limits the 
impact that its activity can have in any one of the cultural domains. 

12.48. The inauguration of the Sector Skills Council for the cultural sector and the 
earmarking of £12 million by the Treasury for distribution by Arts Council 
England for leadership development across the cultural sector offer an 
unprecedented opportunity for the visual arts and heritage sectors. They need to 
come forward with a considered plan for joint leadership development and the 
widening of the skills and experience base. It is an opportunity that should not be 
allowed to pass. 

Policy recommendations: Developing the workforce 

                                                             
1  Cultural Leadership: The Clore Leadership Programme, Task Force Final Report, 2002. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

12.49. ACTION 1: Arts Council England and its national and regional partners 
should establish an independent review panel to examine salaries and benefits 
for employees and freelancers across the publicly funded visual arts and 
heritage sectors and propose guidelines for the future.  

12.50. ACTION 2: Arts Council England should use its influence to encourage the 
widespread adoption of these guidelines by independent organisations and local 
authorities through the leverage provided by funding agreements, and by 
lobbying the Treasury for additional funding to support a more realistic and 
competitive reward system for the sector. 

12.51. ACTION 3: Arts Council England and its national and regional partners 
should ensure that all visual arts organisations have professional development 
programmes and the funds to deliver them. 

12.52. ACTION 4: Arts Council England should seize the opportunity offered by its 
administration of the Cultural Leadership Programme by working with its 
national and regional partners to establish a ‘virtual academy of leadership 
and professional development’, and create a coherent and long-term cross-
sectoral programme of investment in the development of management 
competencies and leadership skills.  

GOAL: To encourage and enable the recruitment, development and retention 
of a diverse workforce that can build thriving organisations, and to nurture 
leadership and ambition at all levels. 
 

POLICY: To ensure that social, ethnic and financial barriers to entry and 
retention in the visual arts professions are minimised, to embed a culture of 
continuous professional development in the sector, and to develop 
entrepreneurial leaders with strategic and people management skills. 



 

 

13.  Evidence and advocacy  

13.1. Contents: Towards a shared conceptual framework; Policy recommendations. 

Towards a shared conceptual framework 

 

 

 

 
13.2. As long ago as 1999 the Department for Culture, Media and Sport working with 

the Regional Cultural Consortia, identified the need to agree a data framework 
that would enable the development of a more robust and reliable evidence base on 
which to develop future policies for culture. The DCMS Evidence Toolkit was 
created, but data definition, collection and analysis are still being debated. The 
Department for Culture, Media and Sport report Culture at the Heart of 
Regeneration published in 2004 continues to call for a robust framework for 
measuring impact to enable evidence-based planning and practice.  

13.3. Research for the Review underlined the degree to which the lack of a shared 
understanding of objectives, definition of outcomes, data collection mechanisms 
and evaluation practices impedes strategic planning and the communication of a 
coherent and persuasive picture of the achievements of the visual arts sector. Too 
much of its advocacy is still reliant on assertion and anecdote instead of robust 
evidence.  

13.4. As Prevista concludes in its report for the Review, ‘If cultural practitioners 
themselves do not have a shared conceptual framework for evaluating their 
practice across the broader policy agendas to which they are seeking to 
contribute, they cannot offer outcomes and impacts in a way that facilitates 
communication with policy makers concerned with delivery of non-arts benefits.’1 

                                                             
1  Prevista, Review of the Impact of Visual Arts in Delivering Social Policy in the Public Realm, 
Arts Council England, 2005 

‘I know that Arts and Culture make a contribution to health, to education and 
crime reduction, to strong communities, to the economy and to the nation’s well-
being, but I don’t always know how to evaluate it or describe it.  We have to find 
a way of describing its worth. It’s the only way we’ll secure the greater support 
we need.’  

Estelle Morris, Minister for the Arts 2003-2005 (2003) 

 



 

 

13.5. This is not just a question of the dialogue between the cultural sector and national 
government. Even though guidance now exists on the principles of good practice 
for working with artists in a range of public sector contexts, many public bodies 
outside the cultural sector remain unaware of the scale and range of the potential 
impacts that can be created through visual arts activities.  

13.6. Similar difficulties arise with the private sector. The National Endowment for 
Science, Technology and the Arts (NESTA) in a recent report about the barriers 
to capital investment in the creative industries concluded that low investment in 
the sector arose from mutual misconceptions and attitudes on the part of both 
potential investors and of creative businesses.1  

13.7. The value that accrues from investments in the for-profit creative industries is an 
economic one with a return that can be calculated. The value that comes from 
investment in the publicly funded visual arts and other forms of cultural activity 
is less easy to define and capture. 

13.8. The cruder forms of the instrumentalist arguments that have been used since 1997 
to justify public investment in cultural organisations and cultural activity in terms 
of their ability to deliver on government’s political, economic and social agendas 
are heard less often now. Similarly, there are signs that government is moving 
away from the excessively quantitative targets by which performance in public 
services has been managed. Both the former Minister for the Arts2 and the 
Secretary of State for Culture, Media and Sport3 have thrown down the challenge 
to the cultural sector to offer up appropriate definitions of the value that it creates, 
and to find appropriate ways to measure this. 

                                                             
1  Creating Value: How the UK can invest in new creative businesses, National Endowment for 
Science, Technology and the Arts, April 2005. 
2  Understanding the Future: Museums and the 21st Century, Department for Culture, Media 
and Sport, 2005 
3  Tessa Jowell, Government and the Value of Culture, Department for Culture, Media and 
Sport, 2004. 



 

 

13.9. There is now an opportunity for the visual arts sector to emphasise the argument 
that the quality of the social and economic outcomes of its activity are directly 
proportionate to the organisational health of its institutions and the consistency 
and vibrancy of their outputs. In the words of one recent commentator, ‘…in 
seeking these outcomes, we must accept the principal that these benefits will only 
accrue consistently if the artistic product itself is of the highest standard and 
judged a success on cultural terms.’ 1   

13.10. This argument needs to be made emphatically because it has sometimes seemed 
that government, in mandating the instrumental ends to which publicly-funded 
cultural organisations should contribute, only half supplies the financial means 
because it is not fully convinced of this connection. It cannot be made 
convincingly, however, without agreed definitions of value and a framework by 
which they can be measured. 

13.11. In recent years Arts Council England has commissioned research, developed 
toolkits and discussed with its national partners frameworks to facilitate rigorous 
and sector-wide evaluation of arts projects. The agreement and implementation of 
an appropriate cross-sectoral evaluative framework, based on a mutually 
understood definition of the value of the visual arts, is now urgent. It is needed so 
that their contribution to the public realm may be conveyed convincingly to 
policy makers and public.  

13.12. The visual arts sector will need to rise to these challenges in a cohesive and 
strategic way. Assertion and anecdote allied to a splintered and inconsistent 
statistical evidence base are no longer sufficient. Arts Council England should 
lead a cross-sectoral programme of evidence gathering to underpin a sustained 
strategic advocacy campaign for the visual arts. 

Policy and recommendations: Evidence and advocacy 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
1  John Knell, ‘The Art of Dying’, contribution to the Money, Mission and Models research 
programme, January 2005. 
 

POLICY: To lead the sector in defining the criteria by which the value of its 
activities should be measured, in establishing a unified and long-term 
programme of quantitative and qualitative evidence gathering, and in 
campaigning for the visual arts. 

GOAL: To adopt robust and appropriate methods by which the activities of the 
visual arts sector can be documented and evidenced, in order to provide 
accurate information and persuasive advocacy that state their benefits and 
value to society. 



 

 

 

 

13.13. ACTION 1: Arts Council England should convene a conference of interested 
parties, including its national and regional partners, as well as the Department 
for Culture Media and Sport and the Office for National Statistics, to determine 
a joint policy and action plan and begin its implementation. 

13.14. ACTION 2: Arts Council England should take the lead in undertaking in 
conjunction with its national and regional partners a sustained national 
advocacy campaign to raise the profile of the visual arts and visual culture. 



 

 

14. The role of Arts Council England 

14.1. Contents: Strategy, risk and trust; Policy recommendations. 

Strategy, risk and trust 

 

 

 

14.2. There is a widespread perception in the visual arts sector that Arts Council 
England and its predecessors have had a greater allegiance to the presentation and 
promotion of the performing arts than the visual arts. This enduring perception 
originates from its antecedents in the Committee for the Encouragement of Music 
and the Arts (CEMA), set up in 1940 to provide access to the arts by directly 
organising and promoting theatre and concert tours. 

14.3. It was not until the creation of the Arts Council of Great Britain that there was a 
reduction in direct provision, and presentation and promotion were carried out by 
individual arts organisations. In 1966 regional arts associations were introduced 
to encourage local responsibility for promoting a wider range of arts activity 
including theatres, concerts, arts centres, festivals and galleries.  

14.4. More recently, the proportion of funding that goes into theatre and music has 
helped perpetuate this view. In the 1990s the Arts Council of England reviewed 
its funding of different art form areas. The result has been an improvement for the 
visual arts, though not one that has kept pace with investment in the performing 
arts. In addition, significant sums have been invested in overarching policy 
initiatives such as audience development and national touring from which the 
sector has benefited.   

14.5. The National Policy for Theatre in England published in 2000 helped secure an 
extra £100 million of government funding for the arts from 2003/4. £25 million 
of this new money was allocated to theatre annually. This represents a 72% 
increase in the budget for theatre (excluding the National Theatre and Royal 
Shakespeare Company).     

‘Our current relationship with the Arts Council is somehow lacking in trust. We feel 
our actions are being monitored and judged, whereas what we want is 
encouragement and support to take creative risks.’ 
 
Independent gallery director 



 

 

14.6. There is thus a keen sense within the visual arts sector that there is still a 
considerable imbalance. It is compounded for those in contemporary visual arts 
because the national museums as Non Departmental Public Bodies can raise their 
funding concerns directly with government, whereas the case for visual arts has to 
made through several layers within Arts Council England.  

14.7. Considerable concern has been expressed throughout this Review that the 
corporate body of Arts Council England needs to represent the visual arts sector 
more vigorously and more volubly. There is a real desire that Arts Council 
England should campaign and set agendas, and that it should do this through 
robust data, advocacy programmes and regular weather forecasting of wider 
societal trends.   

14.8. Arts Council England corporately needs to introduce with key partners a rigorous 
system of quantitative and qualitative evaluation, so that facts, figures, case 
studies and compelling stories can be employed to provide evidence of the role 
the arts and in particular the visual arts play in society. 

14.9. Arts Council England corporately also needs to use its national leadership role 
more specifically to ensure that government policy relating to a wide range of 
issues from planning to taxation do not inadvertently disadvantage cultural 
activity that would otherwise bring public benefit. 

14.10. There is a sense that Arts Council England’s most recent re-organisation is still to 
bear fruit.  The disjunction between national and regional offices and their 
different knowledge bases affects its ability to form strategic policies which are 
simultaneously national in scope, yet allow for flexible application specific to 
each region. To facilitate this it is recommended that a system of art-form 
advisory panels be re-instated to provide a valuable exchange of information and 
expertise about art-form aspirations and sectoral needs. 

14.11. Arts Council England has begun to involve itself recently at corporate level in 
addressing the serious limitations that the visual art sector’s fragmentation brings. 
The commissioning of this Review is a major statement of intent. This needs to 
continue to be a key focus, so that it is able to use its national role and policies, as 
well as funding leverage, to enable greater collaboration with local authorities 
and its national partners, in particular the Museums, Libraries and Archives 
Council, the national museums, and higher education.  It needs to use its role to 
ensure the contemporary visual arts are an integrated part of the wider arts sector.  



 

 

14.12. In seeking to develop a national strategy for the visual arts for the next decade, 
Arts Council England should use this Review as a way to re-define its role as that 
of campaigner and strategic enabler. There is a tendency for all funding bodies to 
wish to deliver direct activity rather than facilitate it. But many of the 
recommendations listed in this report require a high level of strategic leadership, 
which only Arts Council England is in a position to provide.   

14.13. Delivery of activity should be delegated and trust placed in the range of front line 
organisations it supports. Arts Council England should design and introduce key 
initiatives with national partners that affect dramatically the historical limitations 
of the ecology, in order to benefit the sector as a whole. 

14.14. Arts Council England’s relationship with local authorities and their museums, 
galleries and organisations requires a detailed regional strategy and delivery plan 
particular to their differing needs and priorities. This should include joint working 
and other forms of co-operation and mutual support with its Regularly Funded 
Organisations.    

14.15. In doing this, Arts Council England should develop greater leverage with its 
financial resources through challenge funding and other joint initiatives. Then it 
should ensure that detailed financial decision-making is delegated as far as 
possible to front-line delivery organisations. 

14.16. Arts Council England needs to clarify its role, particularly with regard to the 
development and presentation of architecture and design. These sub-sectors have 
their own complex professional and commercial spheres of activity, separate from 
the promotion of wider public understanding. Currently Arts Council England 
does not have the level of resource to carry out well all the roles it has adopted. 
The level of resource provision should be reassessed or clear strategic choices 
should be made as to what it can affect and what benefit it can bring.  

14.17. In recent years the position of crafts has suffered from a lack of clarity about 
leadership and how national and regional activity mesh. It has also lacked 
adequate investment. Arts Council England has a significant opportunity to 
address these issues by ensuring that its forthcoming strategy for crafts is 
properly integrated with its future strategy for the visual arts.   



 

 

14.18. There is a perception that Arts Council England is prescriptive in its preference 
for certain styles and types of artistic practice. This is perhaps a reflection of the 
wish expressed by many sector professionals during the Review for Arts Council 
England to place a greater degree of trust in the organisations it funds and 
supports. There is a universal desire across the sector for Arts Council England to 
encourage ambition and intelligent risk taking, and to demonstrate to government 
and the public the benefits these bring to the cultural and creative sectors.   

14.19. What is required is a greater sense of partnership with funded organisations, and 
an ethos based on mentoring not monitoring. A key element in creating more 
sustained and supportive relationships should be to ensure that grant programmes 
have a longer lifespan to enable planning of activities with a more distant 
horizon. Often funding programmes are well targeted, but lack long-term 
commitment or sufficient scale to enable significant impact. 

14.20. Arts Council England needs to identify ways of disseminating information, 
research, data and models of good practice to those in the sector who could use 
them to make powerful arguments. Valuable research work is being undertaken 
by Arts Council England and others, but there is not always appropriate analysis 
of it, and it does not always seem to reach organisations in a form that can help 
them shape their own future strategic plans. 

14.21. The most recent research undertaken as part of this Review of the 
Presentation of the Contemporary Visual Arts now provides a context and 
some key messages about the sector. These should be employed in a 
national advocacy campaign to improve the profile of the visual arts with 
government, local authorities, the corporate sector and the wider public. 

Policy recommendations: The role of Arts Council England 

 

 

 

 

 

 

POLICY: To clarify and develop Arts Council England’s strategic leadership 
role within the visual arts in ways that complement other bodies, in order to 
produce a coherent development strategy for the visual arts in England. 
 
 

GOAL: To ensure that Arts Council England fulfils its role as a lead body and 
national partner for the contemporary visual arts, working strategically with 
other key bodies and funders across the wider visual arts and heritage sector, 
facilitating long-term development and placing trust in artists and arts 
organisations to deliver.  
 



 

 

14.22. ACTION 1: Arts Council England should find ways to strengthen the position 
and capability of the visual arts and its directorate within its corporate 
structure, financial allocations and activity. 

14.23. ACTION 2: Arts Council England should devise significant initiatives with its 
national partners and work strategically to provide a stronger context for the 
development of the contemporary visual arts, including long-term programmes 
of activity with local authorities. 

14.24. ACTION 3: Arts Council England should re-establish a permanent visual arts 
advisory network to contribute to effective policy development, strategic 
working and the exchange of information. 

14.25. ACTION 4: Arts Council England should identify mechanisms for better 
dissemination across the sector of research, information, data and models of 
good practice. 

 

 
 

 

  

  


