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What can Taking Part tell us about visual arts and crafts? 
Taking Part is a population survey. The survey can tell us a lot about how many 
and what type of people among the English adult population (aged 16 and over) 
go to visual arts events and venues and take part in arts and crafts activities in 
their leisure time. But it cannot tell us about professional artists or craftsmakers or 
about patterns of attendance at individual venues. 
 
This briefing is based on 2005/06 Taking Part survey data on whether in the past 
12 months the respondents have (and if so, how often): 

• attended four types of visual arts venues or events: 
o exhibition or collection of art, photography or sculpture 
o craft exhibition (not crafts market) 
o event including video or electronic art 

Note on categorisation 
The event categories in the Taking 
Part survey were defined, after 
careful testing, in such a way that 
people understand what is being 
asked. Some of the resulting 
categories are fairly broad – for 
example museums and galleries 
are considered together and art 
exhibition attendance does not 
distinguish whether people have 
seen contemporary or historic art. 
Therefore, the figures capture 
overall trends very accurately, at 
the expense of preventing analysis 
by specific event subtypes. 

o museum or gallery 
• and participated in seven types of visual arts 

or crafts activities: 
o painting, drawing, printmaking or 

sculpture 
o photography as an artistic activity (not 

family or holiday ‘snaps’) 
o making films or videos as an artistic 

activity (not family or holidays) 
o using a computer to create original 

artworks or animation 
o textile crafts, such as embroidery, 

crocheting or knitting 
o wood crafts such as wood turning, 

carving or furniture making  
o other crafts such as calligraphy, 

pottery or jewellery making  
 

 

 



How many people? The audience reach of visual arts and crafts 
The figures below show attendance and participation levels for the visual arts and 
crafts activities among the English adult population. Some key observations: 
• None of the visual arts event/venue types reach the majority (over 50%). 
• Museums/galleries have the greatest reach: 42% of adults have attended a 

museum/gallery in the past 12 months, mostly once or twice a year. But even 
here, three fifths (58%) of the population have not attended at all. 

• Art exhibitions and craft exhibitions are attended by around one in five adults, 
mostly once or twice a year. 

• Video/electronic arts have a very niche following: only 4% adults have attended 
video/electronic art events, mostly once or twice a year. 

• Textile crafts, painting, drawing, printmaking or sculpture and computer art are 
the most popular arts and crafts activities, with around one in ten participating. 

 
Figure 1: Visual arts attendance1
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1 Not all figures add to 100% due to rounding. Figures are rounded to the nearest 
per cent, except for percentages less than 0.5% which are rounded to one decimal 
place. 
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Figure 2: Visual arts and crafts participation 
 

87 87 88 91
95 95 98

2 2 2 1 1 1 13 3 3 3 1 1 13 3 3 3 1 1 0.4
5 4 4 2 1 1 0

0

20

40

60

80

100

Textile
crafts

Painting,
draw ing etc

Computer
art/

animation

Photography Wood crafts Other crafts Making
films/videos

%
 o

f E
ng

lis
h 

ad
ul

ts None

1–2 times a year

At least 3–4 times a year

At least once a month

At least once a w eek

 
There is of course crossover between these audiences. For example, the majority 
of those who attended video/electronic art events had also been to an art 
exhibition and a museum/gallery.  
 
Taking this into account, exactly half of English adults have attended at least one 
of these four kinds of visual arts venue/event in the past 12 months, and 37% have 
participated in at least one of the seven activities. The overall reach of visual arts 
and crafts through either attendance or participation is 62%. 
 
In comparison with other arts events, the attendance rate at museums/galleries is 
high (second only to cinema). Also art exhibitions are one of the ‘top 5’ arts event 
types in terms of total reach. Video/electronic art events are, in contrast, one of the 
most poorly attended events surveyed in Taking Part, alongside opera (4% 
attended at least once) and various dance events (contemporary dance 2%, 
African/Asian dance 2%, other live dance 4%). As for participation, painting/ 
drawing, textile crafts and computer art/animation are among the most popular arts 
activities surveyed in Taking Part, while making films/videos is one of the most 
niche artistic pastimes, alongside performing in a play/drama (2% participated at 
least once a year), ballet dancing (0.5%) and performing/rehearsing in opera or 
operetta (0.5%). 
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Influencing engagement – what are the important factors? 
Taking Part also asks those respondents who have attended or participated their 
motivations for engaging, and those who have not engaged why they have not 
done so. The reasons that people cite are, however, very general – for example 
the most commonly cited reason for participating is ‘enjoyment’, while the most 
commonly cited barriers to engagement are ‘lack of interest‘ and ‘lack of time’. 
 
Another way to approach the question is to examine which socio-demographic 
factors correlate with higher or lower rates of attendance and participation even 
when all other factors have been taken into account (multivariate analysis). This 
provides an insight into the barriers that are related to people’s upbringing and 
social circumstances. 
 
For visual arts and crafts we have found that even when holding all other factors 
constant the following factors still have a significant association with an 
individual’s likelihood of engaging. 
 

Holding factors constant – an explanation 
Previous analysis of Taking Part data has shown that certain groups are more likely to attend 
and participate in the arts than others. For instance, on average those who define their ethnic 
group as Black are less likely to attend and participate than those who define themselves as 
white. However, socio-demographic factors are interrelated. For example, it may be that people 
from a Black ethnic group are more likely to have lower incomes, and that it is income, rather 
than ethnicity, that effects arts attendance.  
 
An analytical method called ‘multivariate analysis’ can be used to find out which factors have an 
effect, even when all the others are held constant. For example, we find that ethnicity is a 
significant factor even after all other things are taken into account. This means that a Black 
person would be less likely to engage with the arts than a white person even if the two had an 
otherwise identical demographic profile (same income, educational level, job type, etc). 

 
Education 
Whether of not someone engages with the visual arts is highly influenced by 
their educational background. Even when all other factors have been taken into 
account, individuals with higher levels of education are significantly more likely to 
go to art exhibitions, craft exhibitions, museums/galleries and video art events, and 
to engage in visual arts activities in their leisure time than those with lower levels 
of education. A similar pattern applies to participation in painting/drawing, 
photography, making films/videos and computer art. In crafts activities, education 
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level is not as consistently correlated 
with levels of engagement, although 
even here those with no educational 
qualifications or with GCSEs are 
significantly less likely to engage in all 
crafts activities than those with higher 
educational qualifications. 
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Social status2

Similarly, social status is a strong 
predictor of involvement with all these 
activities. The higher one’s social status, 
the more likely one is to go to all of the 
surveyed visual arts venues and events, 
and take part in visual arts activities, 
even when all other factors have been 
taken into account. A notable exception 
to this rule, however, is wood crafts 
those with lower social status are in fact 
more likely to engage in wood crafts than 
those with higher social status. 
 
Social class (NS-SEC) 
Social class has no net impact on visual 
arts attendance, and in most cases neither on participation, when other variables 
(eg social status, income, education) have been taken into account. The 
exceptions include painting/drawing, where those in classes 4–6 (Small employers 
and own account workers; Lower supervisory and technical; Semi-routine) are 
more likely to engage than those in higher managerial positions, and making 
films/videos where those in social classes 4, 6 and 7 (Small employers and own 
account workers; Semi-routine; Routine) are more likely to engage. 

Social class vs social status? 
Social class, measured by NS-SEC (National 
Statistics Socio-Economic Classification) 
groups together people who are involved in 
similar employment relations. Thus 
employers, self-employed workers and 
employees are distinguished and, among the 
latter, those who have typically salaried 
conditions of employment are distinguished 
from those who typically work for wages. NS-
SEC is directly predictive of a range of 
individuals’ economic life-chances, such as 
their risk of job loss and of unemployment and 
their future income prospects.  
 
In contrast, the status scale, while also based 
on occupation, brings together individuals who 
are likely to engage with each other in more 
intimate forms of social interaction – in 
particular, close friendship – and thus to treat 
each other as status equals, and in turn to 
share in a common life-style. 

 
Ethnicity 
The effect of ethnicity is not consistent across different ethnic groups and different 
visual arts activities.  
 

 
2 For more details on the difference between class and status see Chan, T.W. and 
Goldthorpe, J.H. (2007). Class and Status. The Conceptual Distinction and its 
Empirical Relevance. American Sociological Review, 72(4), 512-532. 
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Black ethnic background has the most consistent effect: even when all other 
factors have been taken into account, those from Black ethnic background are 
significantly less likely to go to all the surveyed visual arts venues or events (art 
exhibitions, craft exhibitions, museums/galleries, video/electronic art events) as 
well as to participate in all types of craft activities and painting/drawing. Those 
from Asian ethnic background are significantly less likely to attend art exhibitions, 
craft exhibitions and museum/galleries and to participate in painting/drawing than 
those who are white, but no significant effects are observed for video/electronic art 
events or any other of the participatory activities. There are no significant ethnicity 
effects in participation in photography, making films/videos and computer art/ 
animation. 
 
Overall, looking across different activities, those attending art exhibitions are the 
most likely to be white: people who define their ethnic background as Black, Asian 
or ‘other’ are all less likely to attend art exhibitions than those who are white. 
 
Gender 
Other things being equal, women are more likely to attend craft exhibitions and to 
do painting/drawing and textile crafts, and men are more likely to attend video/ 
electronic art events and do photography, computer art/animation, make films/ 
videos and do wood crafts and other crafts. Gender has no net impact on 
attendance at art exhibitions and museums/galleries when other factors are held 
constant. 
 
Age 
Two opposite age patterns can be observed among visual arts activities. First, 
some activities are more popular among older people, as compared with young 
adults aged 16–29, once other factors such as health have been taken into 
account. These include attendance at arts exhibitions, museums/galleries and 
craft exhibitions – the highest likelihood of attending is found among those aged 
60–69. Older people are also more likely to engage in textile crafts, with the 
highest likelihood found among the oldest age group (70 or older), and those in 
their 50s and 60s are more likely to take part in photography than young adults. 
 
Second, there are other activities that are the most popular among young adults. 
These include attendance at video/electronic arts: people aged 40–49 and 
particularly those over 60 are significantly less likely to attend these events than 
young adults. In terms of active participation, as compared with young adults older 
people have lower likelihood of participating in making films/videos (significantly 
lower rates among those aged 50 or older), computer art/animation (lower rates 



among those aged 40–49  and over 60) and painting/drawing (significantly lower 
likelihood among those aged 70 or over). There are no significant age effects for 
participation in wood crafts and other crafts. 
 
Marital status 
Marital status has no effect on an individual’s chances of visual arts attendance. 
No consistent patterns are present in participation either. The two significant 
effects include the higher chances of doing textile crafts among those who are 
single, and the higher chances of making films/videos found among those who are 
divorced, separated or widowed. 
 
Children in the family 
The impact of having children appears to change as the children get older, 
reflecting the different types of activities that parents do with children of different 
ages. On the one hand, having young children aged 0–4 is associated with a lower 
probability of attending arts exhibitions and museums/galleries and doing 
photography. On the other hand, having slightly older children aged 5–10 is 
associated with a higher probability of attending museums/galleries and doing 
painting/drawing and other crafts activities, and having children aged 11–15 with 
higher chances of engaging in computer art/animation. Whether someone has 
children or not has no net effect on attendance at video/electronic art events or 
craft exhibitions and participation in making films/videos, textile crafts and wood 
crafts. 

Confidence in the findings – how 
robust is the Taking Part Survey? 
The Taking Part survey asks nearly 
29,000 adults (aged 16+) in England 
about their arts attendance and 
participation. It is the biggest ever 
survey on arts engagement in 
England. The survey sample has 
been specially designed to be 
representative of the population, 
including people in every region, from 
every type of social group. 
 
We can therefore be confident that 
the findings in this briefing are an 
accurate reflection of the levels of 
visual arts engagement in England. 

 
Region  
A distinct ‘London effect’ can be observed 
for attendance at most visual arts events: 
Londoners are significantly more likely to 
have attended art exhibitions, 
video/electronic art events and 
museums/galleries than those living in all 
other English regions, once other factors 
have been taken into account. The only 
exception is craft exhibitions: Londoners 
are equally likely to attend craft exhibitions 
as people from most other regions, and in 
fact less likely than those living in the South 
East and the South West. 
 
In visual arts participation, there are no 

 7



 8

regional differences in participation in photography, computer art/animation and 
other crafts. But levels of participation in painting/drawing and textile and wood 
crafts are significantly higher in some regions as compared with London – in the 
South East for painting/drawing, in the South West, South East, East, East 
Midlands and Yorkshire for textile crafts, and in the West Midlands, East, South 
East and South West for wood crafts. The only activity associated with lower 
chances of participation outside London is making films/videos, with significantly 
lower rates of participation found among those living in the North East. 
 
Area type 
Those who live in villages or other sparsely populated rural areas are more likely 
to attend craft exhibitions and art exhibitions and to do wood crafts, as compared 
with those living in urban areas. Area type has no significant effect on the 
likelihood of engaging in any of the other visual arts activities once other factors 
have been taken into account. 
 
Tenure 
Those living in socially rented accommodation are less likely to attend art 
exhibitions, craft exhibitions and museums/galleries than owner-occupiers. Tenure 
has no net impact, however, on attendance at video/electronic art events. For 
visual arts participation, tenure has generally no net effect, except that those living 
in privately rented accommodation are less likely to do other crafts activities (eg 
calligraphy, pottery). 
 
Health 
Those in better health are generally more likely to attend visual arts events. This 
pattern applies in the cases of attendance at museums/galleries, art exhibitions, 
and craft exhibitions. The exception is video/electronic art events, where one’s 
general level of health has no net impact on one’s chances of attending once other 
factors have been taken into account. For activities participation, health has no 
effect on one’s likelihood of taking part in most visual arts and crafts activities, 
except that those in poor health are less likely to do wood crafts than those in 
good health. 
 
Income 
One’s personal income has mostly no net impact on the likelihood of visual arts 
attendance, once other factors such as education and social status have been 
taken into account. The only exception is art exhibitions: those on higher incomes 
are significantly more likely to go to art exhibitions than those on lower incomes. 
Income does have a significant net effect on visual arts and crafts participation, 
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however, but to the opposite direction: those on lower incomes are more likely to 
engage in painting/drawing, doing computer art, textile crafts and other crafts than 
those on higher incomes. 
 
Which factors are not important? 
  
Disability status 
Disability status no longer has a significant effect once one’s level of general 
health and other factors have been taken into account 
 
Unique trends? 
Many of the trends that apply to visual arts engagement apply to several arts 
events examined in the Taking Part survey. However, some of the visual arts 
events in this briefing buck the general trends. 
• wood crafts are the only event or activity where lower social status is 

associated with higher chances of engaging. This effect that is particularly 
unusual in the visual arts and crafts, where the opposite pattern applies to all 
other events and activities 

• craft exhibitions are one of only three events with no ‘London effect’ – with in 
fact those living in the South East and South West being more likely to attend 
than Londoners. The others are carnivals, festivals and other live music events. 

• video/electronic arts is one of only four types of art event in the survey in which 
younger people (16–29) are more likely to attend than older people. The other 
three events are carnival, live music and cinema. They are also one of only two 
events which men are more likely to attend than women, alongside other live 
music events. 

• art exhibitions are one of only five events for which income is a significant 
predictor of attendance once other factors are held constant. The others are 
street arts/circus, play/drama, cinema and ballet. 

 
What do these findings mean? Questions for the Arts Council 
These findings present important challenges, opportunities and further questions. 
 
From the headline figures it is clear that at present most people have either no or 
only very occasional encounters with the venues and outputs of the professional 
visual arts sector, and only a minority do artistic or crafts activities in their leisure 
time. 
 
Furthermore, the socio-demographic analysis of visual arts attenders and 
participants tells us that there are many persisting socio-demographic inequalities 
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in the levels of engagement with the visual arts and crafts. Those who engage are 
typically white, well educated and of high social status. Conversely, those with the 
least engagement with the sector typically display numerous markers of social 
disadvantage: low educational level, low status, minority ethnic background; and in 
some cases also poor health, low income, and living in social housing. In addition, 
there is a strong regional effect in the cases of art exhibitions, museums/galleries 
and video/electronic art: those living outside London are a lot less likely to attend. 
 
It seems, therefore, that there are a number of barriers preventing people from 
attending visual arts events. Some of these appear to be primarily practical in 
nature, such as having young children, poor health and fewer arts opportunities 
outside London. Others, however, appear to be more psychological in nature. For 
example, the persisting low levels of attendance among those of lower social 
status, lower educational level and non-white ethnic background suggests that the 
visual arts venues, as represented by the events in this briefing, are not seen to be 
relevant or accessible to a majority of the population. This is backed up by findings 
from the arts debate, which showed that a large number of people believe that the 
arts are ‘not for people like me’. A range of different strategies are therefore 
required if we are to overcome both the practical and psychological barriers to 
engagement with the visual arts. 
 
Arts Council funded work in context 
Arts Council England currently funds only contemporary visual art and craft. Our 
current data does not, however, allow us to estimate the reach of this funded work 
separately, since Taking Part respondents are not asked to specify the nature of 
the art and crafts they have seen at exhibitions. An improved understanding of the 
position of Arts Council funded work within the visual arts ecology (commercial 
galleries, DCMS funded galleries, Arts Council funded galleries) would be a useful 
tool for future strategy development. 
 
How to find out more? 
A full report, From indifference to enthusiasm: patterns of arts attendance in 
England, contains more information on the nature and level of arts attendance in 
England. This report can be downloaded from www.artscouncil.org.uk/takingpart. 
Similar briefings on the patterns of attendance and participation in other types of 
arts events and activities are also available to download at this location.  
 
You can also contact the Arts Council’s research team at 
takingpart@artscouncil.org.uk if you have any questions about this research or 
suggestions for further work. 

http://www.artscouncil.org.uk/takingpart
mailto:takingpart@artscouncil.org.uk

