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1. INTRODUCTION: semantic gold dust

In the foreword to Sustainability: a new frontier for the arts and cultures, Gunther Bachmann

refers to sustainability as “semantic gold dust”*

. He has a point. In the interviews carried out
over the course of this project, | have heard so many and varied definitions of the term that it
leads me to wonder whether sustainability has become, as James Marriott of Platform put it “a
beast of language that has become empty”. It has the ability to mean all things to all people and

is therefore in danger of meaning precisely nothing.

Yet sustainability is undeniably part of the linguistic zeitgeist. It is used variously to describe
long-term durability or going-green-with-add-ons. Since the 1980s the term has largely been
associated with the integration of economic, social and environmental spheres and in 1989 The
World Commission on Environment and Development (Brundtland Commission) articulated
what has become, in some circles at least, a widely accepted definition: “the ability to meet the
needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own
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needs.”” So how does this relate to the cultural sector? To cultural policy? To front-line

practitioners in the arts?

Taking it back to first principles, in its broadest sense sustainability means the ability of an
activity or system to “persist”. In this light many arts organisations and policy makers take it to
mean the continuance of long-term support systems (for which read “funding”) to the publicly
funded sections of the cultural industries ie. “sustaining” the arts in the long run. In which case it
could be argued that the sector has been sustainable for a number of decades and thanks to the
Lottery and other cash injections has been able to expand quite significantly. Yet, drilling down
deeper into the sub-sector of theatre — my chosen focus for this paper —, when what that has
brought us is a landscape which looks crudely the same as 60 years ago, surely it is time to
guestion our notions of what is sustainable. For shouldn’t sustainability be about looking to the

future not hanging on to the past?

! Sustainability: a new frontier for the arts and cultures, Sacha Kagan/Volker Kirchberg (eds)
? United Nations General Assembly (1987): Report of the World Commission on Environment and
Development: Our Common Future



Two of the key challenges in assessing sustainability and judging its advantages and
disadvantages as a major goal of cultural policy, are the diversity of views about what merits
sustenance and the strength of vested interests. In order to bend the curve of development
towards a resilient sector comprising healthy organisations do we need to reassess our
conventional notions about how an arts organisation operates, what a healthy sector might look

like and what role public funding might have in developing both those goals?

A key issue is that arts organisations are so preoccupied with surviving in the present that the
legacy for the future is something that, while being important, is never quite urgent enough. A
reordering of the collective to-do list is needed if the balance is to be redressed, but what does
that mean for the arts community? For the work that they make and the way that they make it?
The values they espouse and the way they interact with audiences, communities and each

other?

Nicola Thorold, an Associate of the National Theatre gives an example to demonstrate a paradox
faced by many publicly funded organisations grappling with the sustainability question. “The
National is reaching more people by opening on Sundays, but how do we reconcile that priority
with our aim of cutting carbon emissions?” It would seem then that sustainability necessitates
walking a tightrope between experimentation and stability and the balancing of different and

often conflicting priorities. There are definitely no easy answers.

This report is based on interviews with Chief Executives, Producers and individual practitioners
from across the spectrum of what generally falls under the notion of publicly funded,
professional theatre — people responsible for venues large and small, and others who produce
and make work independently. Conversations spanned audiences, funding, the environment,
funding again, employment practices, operational models and the arts as social practice — all in

response to the question of what sustainability means for them.

What these conversations revealed is that on the front line, away from the world of the cultural
policy maker, far from being a fixed goal, sustainability in the first decade of the 21* century is

rather the ability to sustain a vision while responding to rapidly changing circumstances.



Because arts organisations today face a stark choice — evolve or face extinction. If the sector
does not recognise the need to change it risks losing its relevance, its meaning and its audiences.
Increasing this required capacity for adaptation demands a large degree of creative reinvention
of “the way we do things round here”, but surely arts organisations should be best placed to

harness their creativity to a new end?

And it’s already happening. In this paper, | will explore the way in which organisations are
starting to evolve and re-imagine three key relationships — with their audiences, within
themselves and with each other — and see whether that gives us a common vision of
sustainability for the cultural sector. But first let’s look at what it is about our world that is

demanding this rethinking of business as usual.

2. BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT: The Turning World

We live in a changing world with global, sectoral and organisational disturbances — many of
which send tremors through every level. The current recession has sent shockwaves across the
globe, is felt by the arts sector through the looming threat of across-the-board reductions in
public funding cuts and a concern (though at this point not realised) about a potential slump in
ticket sales, and at an organisational level through a significant loss of private sponsors and
donors. The challenge facing the arts, both individually and collectively, is how to make sense of

and respond to these disturbances — survive and thrive.

A Road to Damascus moment

The challenge of managing change is a universal one, so | wanted to see if there were lessons to
be learned from how an organisation outside the arts sector has responded to a similar set of
questions. The carpet company Interface exemplifies how to maintain a core purpose through
wholesale transformation. As a result of what is referred to as an “epiphany” on the part of the
company’s founder and Chairman, Ray Anderson, ? Interface committed itself to becoming the

first name in industrial ecology worldwide by operating to a whole new set of principles. As a

3 www.interfaceflor.co.uk



consequence the company has not only developed a model that foregrounds environmental
sustainability, but one that delivers profit and innovation on a grand scale. It still makes carpets
and by all accounts it makes better ones, but it has transformed its business at the very core and
operates to a completely different agenda. What kind of principles might facilitate that kind of

step change in the cultural sector?

Interface looked to nature to see if it could translate its operating principles into a model for
business. It identified nature’s fundamental principles as the following: “it runs on sunlight and
other renewable energy sources, it fits form to function, it recycles everything and is extremely
efficient ... and it rewards cooperation”. It then incorporated these themes into its business

model.

I’'m not necessarily advocating the wholesale adoption of Interface’s nature-based strategy, but
what | do believe we can learn is the lesson that it is possible to completely rethink the way a

sector operates and still deliver the same product. .. only better.

Change is everpresent, yet what is it about now that makes it feel so especially potent? There is

something about the current climate that feels like all bets are off and anything is possible.

Joanna Macy has described it as The Great Turning® — when everything is up for grabs: our

values, our established structures and the way we see the world.

In The Upside of Down > Thomas Homer-Dixon describes it as five stresses converging
underneath the surface of the current global order. What is important about this is not the
nature of the stresses per se — recession, climate change, demographic shifts, etc — but the fact
that they are happening simultaneously, rapidly and on a complex scale — it is the friction this

creates that makes them impossible to ignore.

We are currently in a situation where both the climate and the economy have been destabilised,

in the process disrupting commonly held social values and assumptions and creating new

* www.joannamacy.net/html/great.html

> The Upside of Down: Catastrophe, Creativity and the Renewal of Civilization, Thomas Homer-Dixon,
2006



conditions for the creation of art and the role of communities. The options are stark: we can
either seek out the opportunities for sustainable reform or put our heads in the sand and hope

that the crisis goes away.

Creative Destruction

At the same time the cultural sector is grappling with the increasing pace of digitisation and the
rise and rise of social media and “homemade” culture®. At an individual level, arts organisations
are facing potential loss of funding and sponsorships and the creeping pressure of what Clare
Cooper, Co-Director of Mission Models Money (MMM), calls the crisis of “overextension and
undercapitalisation” ie. doing too much with too little. Funders need to respond and change
their practices as they are “helping to drive the under-capitalisation of the sector through
working practices that drive mission creep and perpetuate the organisational fragility of those

they fund.”’

Interface never lost sight of its core purpose — making carpets — neither should the arts lose
sight of theirs. Yet the constant battle for funds and audiences, and the need to respond to new
demands on the part of funders, means some may be in danger of doing so.

In “The Problem with Creative”®

Steve Taylor, Director of Development at Aegis Media UK &
Ireland, contends that as a result of the double whammy of economic crisis and the inexorable
pace of digitisation we are in a situation of what the economist Joseph Schumpeter called
“creative destruction” — where businesses struggle with the possibility of irrelevance in the face

of innovation.

When 84% of the population say they “do little if anything” or participate in the arts only “now
and then”’ is there a danger that the arts, at least in a conventional sense, is indeed becoming

irrelevant? Anne Toreggiani, Chief Executive of Audiences London says that the problem facing

® Democratic Culture: Opening up the Arts to Everyone, John Holden (Demos)

7 www.missionmodelsmoney.org.uk

8 After the Crunch: The Problem with Creative, Steve Taylor ,www.creative-economy.org.uk

? From Indifference to Enthusiasm: patterns of arts attendance in England, Catherine Bunting, Tak Wing
Chan, John Goldthorpe, Emily Keaney, Anni Oskala, April 2008




theatres is not necessarily that audiences are declining — numbers have diminished a little but

are reasonably stable — but that the demographic hasn’t changed for years.

Organisations have long recognised this and are frantically searching for new ways to attract
new, younger and more diverse audiences, but is the problem more to do with the nature of the

relationship between provider and consumer being out of sync?

Theatre in particular is being challenged as the boundaries within which it has historically
defined itself are being blurred by activities such as flashmobbing, where a large group of
people gather in a particular spot and “perform” and then disperse. It is certainly a theatrical
event and yet defies all conventional notions of what theatre is, by virtue of being free, ticket-

less, wholly participative and facilitated (usually) through social media.

It is clear that the arts face a number of critical issues — both within and without the sector —and
responding with business as usual looks an increasingly dangerous option. Coupled with that,
the arts has historically been a driver of change and if the cultural sector is not to lose its
reputation as pioneer and innovator it needs to find a way to respond to The Great Turning —

and fast.

In the search for a new modus operandi, it makes sense for organisations to start by looking at
their most important relationships, as they are the foundations on which success will depend.
The next section explores how individuals and organisations are already doing so by reinventing
the way in which they work with each other, in and of themselves and with their audiences - and
as a result reimagining some of the assumptions on which the sector has existed for the last 60

years.

3. INSIDE THE ARTS ORGANISATION: the way we do things around here

“In these turbulent times our concepts of what we value are being reconsidered . . . But what

we can rely on is our creativity, our inspiration and our passion”



Kevin Spacey®

Arts organisations rely for their success on their people — not only their artists, but the people
behind the scenes that enable the artists to deliver their vision and persuade an audience to see
it. So it seems ironic that arts organisations have historically treated them very poorly — with low
wages, long hours and little training being the norm. There is minimal effort put into creating a
healthy “corporate” (as in collective) culture, with organisations perhaps relying on the
knowledge that a constant flow of highly intelligent, eager graduates wanting to work for them

makes it unnecessary.

As Charles Leadbeater identified in Arts Organisations in the 21° Century: Ten Challenges,
“many who have worked in arts organisations for more than 15 years complain not just of low
salaries but also poor pensions and other benefits. Burnout is common. . . They work long hours
for limited pay. They have little work-life balance. Working in the arts, full-time, is hard for
parents. The repeated restructuring that arts organisations go through, in response to changes

in funding, also drains staff.”

Some of these things are unlikely to change for the moment — we can confidently say that arts
organisations will never be able to pay wages that compete with the corporate world as
currently constructed or offer the “safe” working environment of the public sector (although
local government restructuring is making that security more of a perception than a reality). Yet

there are things that can be done and a lack of funds is not an excuse for more of the same.
Here | look at how organisations are responding to this shifting value set by evolving their
working conditions, organisational structures and operating models to reap benefits for

individuals, organisations and the sector as a whole.

Putting people first

10 From an article published in The New Statesman, 19 March 2009,
http://www.newstatesman.com/theatre/2009/03/arts-culture-economic-cultural
" Arts Organisations in the 21" Century: Ten Challenges, Charles Leadbeater, www.artscouncil.org.uk



BAC is beginning to grapple with the issue of often poor working conditions in the subsidised
arts, by looking at the human as well as the physical elements of sustainability. David Micklem,
co-Artistic Director explains: “We are increasingly talking about sustainable jobs and sustainable
relationships with people — considering issues like how can we help people achieve a decent

work/life balance? How can we do less, better?

This has come about because historically BAC has been very under-resourced — we had too few
people doing too much for too little. Few staff stayed long. We wanted to see how we could

enable people to have a more sustainable career at BAC.”

Luckily for them an increase in Arts Council funding enabled BAC to expand its staff base, at the
same time as raising salaries across the board to make them more competitive. This goes hand
in hand with an effort to challenge the prevailing wisdom that only people with a certain
economic background can afford to work in the arts — a belief perpetuated by organisations’
need to rely on interns who are able to work for no pay. Micklem believes that putting funding
into offering higher salaries will give them a more diverse workforce and they will then get the
best people working there, although acknowledges that it was only thanks to their funding

increase that they were able to do this.

However, it’s not just about money. They have also introduced flexible working — actively
encouraging people to work from home, take unpaid leave and use time off in lieu —
motherhood and apple pie in the public sector, but sadly still revolutionary in the arts. And they
are already seeing results: retention rates have risen from an average of 18 months to 2 V2¢63
years and people are now having children! Previously nobody had had a child in BAC’s 28-year

history, currently a number of staff are on maternity/paternity leave.

Because of the positive impact, Micklem would like to take the model further with a notional
idea of putting people on a four-day week. “We looked around at how burnt out people are on a
Friday and we’d like to be able to encourage them to do something more enjoyable with that
time. This would mean that every hour of a 35-hour week would have the potential to be
dynamic and exciting, rather than a 70-hour week with high levels of burnout.” In the current

climate this remains an idea and Nicola Thorold sounds a note of caution that the tendency of



the recession to lead people to “work harder and worry more”, could unfortunately put paid to

this type of experimentation.

Nonetheless Sam Jones, Head of Culture at think tank Demos, believes this new focus on
creating a better work environment for employees is part of a growing cultural shift, which he
describes as a “move from asset value to use value”. Partly as a result of the collapse of the
financial markets organisations are being judged by a different set of values. He cites as an
example the fact that the week that Lehman Brothers fell, applications for teacher training
places were the highest in years — “there is something here about people wanting the perceived
security of the public sector, but also about wanted more of a connection to society and working

less for ‘things’”.

Of course, working in the arts has never been about material rewards, but nonetheless arts
organisations are having no choice but to respond to shifting trends. Large cultural institutions
such as the RSC are operating in a very different context to when they were established —
people’s employment preferences are very different: they don’t stay in jobs as long and are less
likely to want to move outside London, so organisations can’t operate in the familial way they
once did. Given that financial rewards in the arts are not high, Jones describes success as now
being about “creating a space where individuals can have their own values alongside clear
organisational objectives” and observes an increase in the importance placed on better working

conditions and the availability of options like flexible working.

Lessons from a leaderless firm

In 1993, US lawyers Larry Espel and Clifford Greene founded a law firm that flew in the face of
conventional wisdom. They wanted to design a company that would respect the individual and
make money at the same time. The result was Greene Espel, a firm that would be defined by its
lack of structure. That’s not to say it was disorganised, it simply did away with traditional

hierarchy to create a culture of shared leadership and personal development.

Fuel, a young and exciting producing organisation, is based around similar principles. Kate

McGrath describes how they structure their organisation to be as sustainable as possible. “Our



model is based on being fleet of foot — we have a core team of just six, but lots of freelancers.

This allows us to expand and contract and form a circle around the core team of artists.

There are a number of benefits. It allows the company to breathe and also means that we work
with the right person on the right projects — for example, the marketing person that’s right for

one piece might not be right for the next.”

Fuel is also developing a multi-skilled core team — there are no specific fundraisers, marketers or
education managers; everyone on the team is a producer/project manager. Again this is to allow
the organisation a large degree of flex — a small multi-skilled team reduces the risk of
redundancy — but also enables aspiring producers to develop a range of skills necessary to

survive in a role that is not yet that well recognised in the publicly funded sector.

Many of the organisations | spoke to describe the need to increase the degree of flex in their
internal structure. This will inevitably look different depending on the size and scale of
organisation, but in common with many in the corporate world, there seems an increasing trend
away from silo’d structures and towards a more project-focused way of working where teams
form and dissipate depending on the current need.

12 “the challenge in the current

As leading thinkers in corporate innovation Innovaro observe
environment is in simultaneously maintaining the long-term focus, while also being more
effective in the short term in terms of application and impact.” It’s not easy, but given the
increasing frequency of “disturbance” which organisations need to respond to, achieving that
balance is critical. Organisations need the right degree of elasticity to allow them to expand and
contract, but maintain the ability to spring back into their essential shape. My sense is that in

many cases this may result in a downsizing of permanent staff teams, a shaking up of traditional

job titles and a greater use of short-term contractors.

An organisation that takes a particularly radical approach to the way it is organised internally is

Platform, which has introduced what it calls a “social justice waging system” where everyone is

12 Innovation Briefing — what will 2009 reveal? The Story so Far, Don Abraham, Social Technologies, Tim
Jones, Innovaro, www.innovaro.typepad.com




on the same basic wage, but it is adjusted according to need — so, for example, if you have
children and dependants it goes up, if you have inherited wealth it goes down. James Marriott
explains that this is about “trying to create a situation of maximum equity and openness in the
company. It also has an impact on the structure of the organisation. We have a rotating
management board, which means that at some point everyone becomes a Director. Individuals
enjoy that because it means they feel a sense of ownership and control and a permanent set of
Directors don’t get burnt out. We recognise it’s not a system for everyone, but it works for us.
We feel that the vibe is more important than the money people earn and for us that vibe comes

through collectivity.”

Redefining the creative

In The Problem With Creative® Steve Taylor suggests that creative businesses should apply their
creativity to the back office: “how we structure the organisation, how we interpret data, how

we manage projects and collect management information”.

This concept is central to operations at Arcola Theatre in Dalston, where the approach to
sustainability is based on achieving excellence in multiple areas — where art is just one method
of expressing creativity, while science and management might be others. The point is that
“creative” is not synonymous with “artistic”; rather art is just one way that creativity is
expressed. Dr Ben Todd, Arcola’s Executive Director uses a number of examples of people that
have transcended boundaries to illustrate this point: “Da Vinci combined artistic excellence with
technical expertise; James Dyson melds technical design skills with entrepreneurial nous and
Zuckerberg, the creator of Facebook, has combined societal insight and imagination with
technical flair to create a whole new means of communication. Achieving sustainability is totally

dependant on us achieving excellence in multiple modes of creativity.”

Arcola has also adapted the Foyer model, both physically and metaphorically. The origins of the
Foyer concept lie in post-war France when the French government invested in foyers to
promote social inclusion and induction into the labour market. The model has since been

adopted and adapted, but is generally taken to mean a holistic way of offering integrated access

13 After the Crunch: The Problem with Creative, Steve Taylor, www.creative-economy.org.uk




to services. Arcola’s future developments include plans for an energy technology incubator
housing scientists, entrepreneurs and engineers based within the theatre building. This
conscious mixing up of the artistic and scientific to facilitate cross-fertilisation and ideas sharing

is one which is uniquely Arcola.

In all of these examples, many of the ideas have been introduced in response to what was
earlier referred to as the impact of “overextension and undercapitalisation”? But wouldn’t the
logical response to the problem of doing too much with not enough, simply be to do less,

better?

Rose Fenton, co-founder and former director of LIFT feels there is much to be said for the days
before the so-called “professionalisation” of what then became known as the cultural industries.
She contrasts the way we work now with when she and Lucy Neal started LIFT 25 years ago.
They had two phones and a couple of clipboards and everything was done by face-to-face
conversation and snail mail. There was no email, internet, skype, mobile, texting or even a fax
machine. Yet a large-scale international festival still got programmed through spending time
with people and developing sustainable relationships. Have we moved so far down the
corporate way of doing business that we have lost something intangible in the nature of the
relationships we are forming? She poses the provocative question: “Do we need to shift back
from the drive for everything being about outputs and outcomes to focusing again on the
process and the conversation?” | would ask a further one: Would the cultural industries dare to

de-professionalise?

It is worth recognising the question of size here. Many of the organisations | spoke to are
relatively small and larger ones might question how they could accommodate these new kinds
of systems. Institutions like the RSC and the Barbican might not be able to adopt these methods
wholesale, but | believe that the concepts could certainly be applied to working groups and
project teams to good effect. It might be harder for such outfits to flex their organisational

muscles in this way, but surely they have the most strength to gain by doing so.

Nobel Laureate Winston Churchill said: “We shape our buildings, and afterwards our buildings

shape us”. While structures, both physical and metaphorical are important and we need



frameworks in which to operate, we must be careful that we do not end up being controlled by
the monster that we have created, particularly in the sense that they limit our capacity for
change. This is where we come into difficulties — the traditional UK cultural scene is almost
entirely based around the idea of permanence. | would estimate that around 90% of Arts
Council funding goes towards supporting long-established structures and cultural institutions.
Yet, | would question whether if we were starting from scratch anyone would invest in the kind
of cultural infrastructure — with its high running costs and rigid business models - we currently

have. A shift away from viewing permanence as the ultimate goal is needed.

4. ARTS ORGANISATIONS AND EACH OTHER: from competition to collaboration

“If you have an apple and | have an apple and we exchange these apples then you and I will
still each have one apple. But if you have an idea and | have an idea and we exchange these
ideas, then each of us will have two ideas”

George Bernard Shaw

The benefits of collaboration have always been there: more efficient use of resources, the ability
to create something with others that you couldn’t do on your own, potential for organisational
learning, and so on. Yet it appears that the first decade of the 21° century has seen a noticeable
shift towards greater working across boundaries. In an increasingly networked world
organisations are having to get to grips with new skills and roles to succeed on this new playing

field.

Yet despite the myriad examples across the private and public sectors, the arts world has been
slow to catch up. This may well stem from the 19" century notion of a Genius being someone
that leads a tormented existence, composing or painting in solitary splendour — preferably in a
garret! Or maybe it's a more pragmatic belief that competition for audiences and funding pots
precluded the possibilities of working together. That tide is now changing as organisations begin
to recognise the benefits of working together to respond to the complexity of the challenges

facing them. Whether this is part and parcel of the evolution of the sector and the adoption of



“business-like” practices or, as Charles Leadbeater suggests'®, the influence of the web providing
a model for more mutual, collaborative ways of working, or simply a recognition of the

inescapable mutuality of our globalised world, it is indisputably a growing trend.

All for one and one for all

Audiences London is exploring the possibilities of collaboration for audience development
through the Thrive! Programme. Its research showed that despite similarities in the profile of
the Off-West End theatregoer, there was, in reality, little or no competition for audiences. On
that basis it approached a group of marketers with a proposal aimed at subverting the

traditional competitive model for one based on collaboration and cooperation.

The approach is one which promotes accelerated learning and innovation through diversity and
peer support in order to develop a strategic partnership and result in the tangible benefits of
audience development, improved organisational performance, joint positioning and influence,

and collaborative learning.

Anne Torregiani describes it as “an experiment to examine the creative possibilities of working
as a collective ” and which comes with a large element of shared artistic and financial risk. “For
example, if there is some new of-the-moment way of working that everyone is considering, but
no one has tried yet — if just one organisation takes that risk on behalf of the 12 and they take it

in turns to do so, there is huge potential for financial and creative savings.”

It’s also about searching for new methods to develop audiences. “The theatre audience
demographic hasn’t changed for years, which is probably because everyone produces more or
less the same product and is trying to sell it using more or less the same marketing mix, so there
needs to be a seismic shift if that’s to change.” Surely working together offers the greatest

possibility of making that shift happen?

' The Art of With, An original essay by Charles Leadbeater for the Cornerhouse, Manchester,
www.charlesleadbeater.net




A different model, again supported by Thrive!, is The Liverpool Arts Regeneration Consortium
(LARC). LARC is made up of eight of the city’s leading cultural institutions working collaboratively
to ensure that they play a significant role in the regeneration of the Liverpool city region and in

establishing Liverpool itself as a world-class creative city.

LARC started off as an informal grouping in the 1990s when times were hard and the cultural
sector in Liverpool felt very marginalised. It developed organically from there, but the bid and
subsequent winning of the Capital of Culture gave the group a practical focus. Belinda Kidd, the
Programme Director believes that the Capital of Culture “was definitely a galvanizing factor, but
it’s important to recognise that the collective already existed. It is critical that LARC never
becomes institutionalised, but continues to operate more as a quasi-think tank doing a

combination of practical, strategic and advocacy work.”

She believes that the collaborative approach has two key sustainability benefits. In terms of
conserving resources, organisations are always looking for win-wins — things that are good both
for the organisations and for the planet. With this in mind, LARC is hoping to develop a transport
campaign with Mersey Travel to encourage people to use public transport to get to their
venues, the idea being that the campaign will develop audiences as well as saving carbon. None
of the participating organisations would be able to mount that kind of citywide campaign

individually, but working together makes it a viable and attractive proposition.

Given the constant struggle for arts organisations to be more economically sustainable, LARC is
also looking at the idea of shared services — not only to save money but to improve

effectiveness. Their goal is to improve practice by sharing resources and expertise in areas such
as IT and HR — facilities which mid-sized organisations don’t tend to have, but desperately need

and cannot afford to fund on their own.

One of the distinguishing features of the LARC model is that partnerships have been formed
across all levels of the participating organisations. It started at the top with a group of Chief
Executives that met fortnightly and has now expanded to regular meetings of marketing and
education people, as well as other sporadic groups looking at issues around HR, PR and

operations.



Building collective systems intelligence

Collaboration was also one of the five major recommendations in MMM'’s 2007 report Towards
a Healthy Ecology of Arts and Culture **, and in response six collaborative working pilots are now
underway in Scotland and the North East of England. Each pilot aims to help the participating
organisations move towards new operating structures and practices that can help them adapt
and improve in the face of constantly shifting external realities. For example, a pilot involving
the five Scottish National Performing Arts Companies is exploring how technology can enable a
major change in public engagement opportunities. And like LARC, the Festivals Edinburgh MMM
pilot has found numerous areas of mutual benefit, which Faith Liddell of Festivals Edinburgh
identifies as “marketing, technology, fundraising and partnership, programming, environmental

issues and professional development.”*®

Clare Cooper and Roanne Dods, Co-founders and Co-Directors of MMM offer the following
warning'’: “Good collaboration is hard and when it works it amplifies strength, but poor
collaboration is worse than no collaboration at all. . . Good collaboration often requires new
skills that are not necessarily in the tool box of many executive leaders, but without those skills
for collaborating, they will not learn how to develop the collective systems intelligence to tackle

the increasingly complex problems they face.”

The goal of developing “collective systems intelligence” is one which could certainly apply to the
Greening Theatres Programme. Ben Todd, Chief Executive of Arcola Theatre, which provides the
Secretariat for the Programme explains the complexity of the structure: “Greening Theatres is a
hybrid of an Industry Association (of theatre and supply chain organisations), a government
support agency (delivered in partnership by multiple government agencies) and a network-of-
networks, all committed to making theatre green —a somewhat unholy alliance, but with a

common vision.”

' Towards a Healthy Ecology of Arts and Culture, May 2007, www.missionmodelsmoney.org.uk
' Mission Models Money Communique — Fuelling the Necessary Revolution, May 2009
7 Mission Models Money: Communique — Fuelling the Necessary Revolution, May 2009



The network developed as the natural extension of the publication of the Green Theatre Plan
published in October 2008 and is a result of a keenness on the part of different industry players
to see how the sector could work collaboratively to deliver on an ambition to reduce the
sector’s carbon footprint by 60% by 2025. It sits alongside Julie’s Bicycle, a not-for-profit
company helping the music industry cut its carbon emissions and create a low carbon creative
future and Green Screen, a green guide for the film industry, recently launched at the Cannes

Film Festival.

What all the examples show is that collaboration can work. But are organisations ready to take a
leap of faith and replace competition with collaboration? Many business strategists have
suggested that there is a break-even point where we’re better off working with, rather than

against, our competitors — | would suggest we have reached that point.

5. THE ARTS AND THEIR AUDIENCE: a relationship of equals?

“Never treat your audience as customers, always as partners.”

James Stewart

| referred earlier to the question of “overprofessionalisation” of the arts. | don’t know if it’s that
which has led to a deepening separation between organisations and their audiences, but there
is no doubt that pre-20™ century audiences were much more vocal and active in their
relationship with what happens on stage. From Greek tragedy through Elizabethan groundlings
to Victorian music hall, the audience felt like part of the action and more than at liberty to

comment on what they liked or didn't.

In Democratic Culture: Opening up the Arts to Everyone'®, John Holden argues that “Culture
should be something that we all own and make, not something that is ‘given’, ‘offered’ or
‘delivered’ by one section of ‘us’ to another.” The 20" century seems to have created both a
greater gap between artist and audience at the same time as a greater distinction between high

and low culture. If we are to move from indifference to enthusiasm | believe we need to rethink

'8 Democratic Culture: Opening up the Arts to Everyone, John Holden (Demos)



the role of the audience and level off the established hierarchical relationship in favour of one

built around shared ownership.

This section considers how organisations are reconnecting with their audiences through
collaboration and dialogue, by using technology and deepening the link between cultural and

social practice.

It’s the People, Stupid!

Speaking in The Guardian recently, Sarah Thom of Gob Squad said: “We see the audience as
being one of us, a collaborator. Whatever we do, we do together”. Kate McGrath of Fuel also
describes much of their work as “participatory”. As well as trying to increase the relevance of
more traditional participation activities such as pre-and post-show discussions, Q&A, workshops

and teachers’ packs, they also produce a lot of work which is by its very nature is participatory.

In Love Letters Straight from the Heart, Uninvited Guests staged a show, which they described as
“somewhere between a wedding reception, a wake and a radio dedication show.” People
attending were invited to submit a dedication to a loved one and this love letter could then be
part of the show. The publicity material used the words “Be our witnesses and we’ll be yours” to
describe the two-way and equal nature of this relationship — the piece is effectively

collaboratively authored with the audience.

Gavin Barlow, Chief Executive of the Albany in Deptford is keen that both the professional and
local community have a say in programming, as part of an effort to deliver on the Albany’s
original ethos of being a community-focused arts venue, but making that work for the 21
century. Six years ago the building had lost its funding, its rationale, its ability to earn money and
the goodwill of the local community. Therefore sustainability was very much about trying to

rebuild a very broken relationship.

Part of that effort has been about accessibility. At a recent Open Day, 1,000 people were in the
building — over 40% for the first time — posting ideas on comment walls, recording voxpops of

their ideas and having one-to-ones with the Chief Executive.



The sense of community ownership is particularly evident through the Youth Forum, which is
made up of 12 young people who go out on behalf of the Albany to engage with their peers and
get feedback and input. They lead on all the development of young people’s work and also
fundraise for it. They have the space to produce and programme, so they have a real stake in
what is going on, as well as acting as valuable advocates for the venue. As they say on the
Albany’s website: “In return for being talented and working hard to achieve something for the
community we get use of the Albany’s facilities including watching shows etc. We also receive V

Volunteers certificates and Arts Awards Accreditations.”

D for Digital

This notion of collaborative creation reflects the fact that the way in which people take partin
and consume culture has changed inexorably over the past decade. When generation D (for
Digital) are used to creating playlists on their ipods and catching up on programmes through
BBC iplayer to personalise the way they listen to music and watch TV, isn’t the logical next step

that they should want to do the same across all art forms?

John Holden®® distinguishes this “home-made” culture from publicly funded or commercial
culture, as being one where “the decision about the quality of what is produced [then] lies in the
hands of those who see, hear or taste the finished article”. People now have different
expectations, which do not necessarily include being dictated to about what they consume by a
big cultural orthodoxy and this is reflected in a shift in the balance of power from producer to
consumer. This goes double for the younger generation, which is increasingly favouring a more
participative home-made culture. The challenge for the publicly funded sector is how to

embrace the ethos of the home-made.

In his essay The Art of With?®, produced for the Cornerhouse in Manchester, Charles Leadbeater

explores this idea further and argues that the underlying principle of the Web 2.0 world is doing

¥ Democratic Culture: Opening up the Arts to Everyone, John Holden (Demos)
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things “with people rather than to or for them” and that this will “breed very different

organisations, services and experiences in virtually every field”.

The McMaster review *! also recommended that practitioners use the opportunities offered by
digital technology to engage better with their audiences as it “should allow unprecedented
interaction with audiences, and amongst audience members and provide radical new
opportunities to deepen their cultural experiences.” One only needs to think about the way
Barack Obama used social networking to revolutionise political campaigning and take him to the
White House — imagine if arts organisations could create the same impetus to build their

supporters.

That said, many organisations, including Sadlers Wells, Tate and the National Theatre have
siezed the opportunities to provide additional information around complex work through their
websites, but the communications have been almost entirely one-way ie. provider to consumer,

and significantly restricted to those organisations that can afford to invest in new technology.

Nonetheless, despite its limited funding, the London Bubble has used online functionality to
create an innovative way to enable their audiences to direct their artistic programme. The story
of the removal of the Bubble’s status as a regularly funded organisation of the Arts Council has
been well-rehearsed, so there is a danger that the development of FanMade Theatre could be
seen as merely a response to a funding challenge. But in fact it was created as a result of 20
years of work in schools, parks and workshops. The testimonies uploaded by supporters to their
website gave them a sense that what they did had meaning, whilst at the same time making

them question what they were doing and how they were doing it.

As Creative Director Jonathan Petherbridge says “Our work has always been about shaking up
thinking and jarring ‘normal’ behaviours. It’s about ventilating the idea of who is allowed to

make ‘theatre’ and widening the circle of inclusion. Theatre for us has always been something
that happens between people, not to them.” FanMade Theatre was a natural extension of this

and at the same time boosted their fundraising efforts. The public was asked to decide what

2! McMaster Review: Supporting Excellence in the Arts — from measurement to judgment, Sir Brian
McMaster, January 2008, www.culture.gov.uk



their next professional show would be, by buying a “stake” and submitting an idea for a story to
be told in London parks over the summer. Stakeholders were then asked to vote on a shortlist

and the resulting idea is the one which has been created and performed.

Bubble is also one of the few organisations | talked to that spoke specifically about legacy — the
aim of slowly handing over the company to emerging theatre makers through their youth
theatre and so on, in a way that reinforces the idea that sustainability is about looking to the

future rather than hanging on to the past.

The work that reconnects

In the 1970s Joanna Macy pioneered a form of group work that demonstrates our
interconnectedness in the web of life and our authority to take action on its behalf. It is cited by

many in the battle against climate change.

Paul Heritage explores this idea of interconnectedness through his work as Artistic Director of
People’s Palace Projects. For him theatre is not just about content, but also about our cultural
practice, so each performance is created and defined by the context in which it is performed.

There is frequently no “audience” in the traditional sense only participants.

People’s Palace Projects work extensively in Brazil where there is a very dynamic, highly
participatory popular culture. Quadrilia is a cultural form that is rooted in the nation’s past
whilst projecting a new future. Paul Heritage describes it as being “about harnessing the energy
we have — almost recycling it. The question is how we then take that energy and use it in

different ways.”

In summer 2004, Heritage conceived a special performance project in association with Grupo
Cultural AfroReggae. Designed as an experiment in cultural interventions in sites of conflict,
Amor em Tempos de Guerra (Love in Time of War) was a weekly schedule of performances
which took place inside favelas dominated by the armed gangs, as well as providing transport

and support for favela-residents to attend performances at a traditional theatrical venue.



Paul Heritage directed a cast of well-known professional television actors in Shakespeare's
Antony and Cleopatra and Measure for Measure, with the opening performance taking place on
a border contested by rival drug factions. The project resulted in an eighteen-day ceasefire after
22 years of war and the creation of a new programme called Parada Geral: a 12-month
partnership between People's Palace Projects and AfroReggae to create a new cultural strategy
for conflict resolution in the favelas of Parada de Lucas and Vigario Geral. For Heritage this
demonstrates the paradox of theatre — “it’s about working a medium that is of the moment, but
trying to sustain the impact beyond that. About human experience and how the moment of live

art is sustained within a real world.”

A precursor to the idea of a more democratic culture was found in the LIFT lecture series
Imagining a Cultural Commons, which looked at the role of culture and the shifting relationships
of those areas of life, which had previously been held “in common”, but were becoming in some
way “privatised”. | believe there is a sense in which the arts and culture has become too “other”.
Audiences prior to the 20" century were highly vocal and active — it is time to allow them to find
their voice again. By reconnecting the arts organisation and its audience the sector has an

opportunity to reclaim the cultural commons for everybody.

Which brings me on to the knotty subject of public funding and what, if any, should be the role
of the public in deciding that. It’s not a popular view among the cultural cognoscenti, but | do
believe that people have a right to hold publicly funded bodies to account and expect the same
characteristics of transparency and diversity from our cultural as our political democracy. As

22 “nrocesses of public consultation are improving across public services

John Holden observes
and the cultural world must learn from them” and we should not assume that increasingly

public ownership of the system will lead to dumbing down.

There is also a challenge here for the sector as a whole to recognise that if organisations don’t
evolve they become past their sell by date and may no longer be deserving of public money.
With an increasingly smaller funding pot available, to ensure that there is shelf space for
innovation, funders need to be challenged if they are propping things up simply because they

are seen as an integral part of the cultural establishment.

2 Democratic Culture: Opening up the Arts to Everyone, John Holden (Demos)



6. CONCLUSION

| began this paper by questioning the legitimacy of sustainability, both as a term, as a goal of
cultural policy and as a relevant concept on the front line of arts practice, so let’s start by
pinning down a definition: | believe that as it relates to the arts, sustainability is the capacity to
learn from and adapt to change while maintaining the integrity of a core purpose and vision. |
recognise that many commentators are increasingly favouring the term “resilience” to describe
this, but | feel there is something essentially positive about the notion of sustainability in the
sense that it relates to a broader world perspective and a concern for future legacy, so |

wouldn’t want to abandon it just yet!

If sustainability is the ability to survive and thrive in a state of perpetual evolution it cannot be
viewed as a finite state. Brian Walker and David Salt describe this in Resilience Thinking “There is
no sustainable “optimal” state of an ecosystem, a social system or the world. It is an illusion, a
product of the way we look at and model the world. It is unattainable, in fact . . . it is counter-
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productive, and yet it is a widely pursued goa To put it another way: it is a journey, rather

than a destination — a way of getting somewhere rather than a place to get to.

Sustainability is important in both policy and practice because the ability to manage change will
become increasingly critical in the fuller and faster pace of our perpetually evolving world. Our
collective values are shifting towards being concerned with future legacy, rather than hanging
on to the past. The arts must lead the way in driving forward innovation and ensuring we avoid

the kind of stagnation that could lead to irrelevance and, ultimately, extinction.

| originally wanted to identify a set of characteristics that would add up to a sustainable
organisation. But in the attempt uncovered a fundamental flaw. All the organisations | spoke to
look, feel and operate quite differently, so there’s certainly no handy formula that delivers the
perfect sustainable model. Yet the organisations and individuals do all have something in

common — a mindset and a world view which shows through in the ability to adapt, a

3 Resilience Thinking: Sustaining Ecosystems and People in a Changing World, Brian Walker and David
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willingness to learn and an appetite to innovate. And seen collectively, | believe that they
manifest a number of qualities and capacities, which could enable other organisations to grow

their sustain-ability.

This is the direction of travel through which | believe sustainability in the arts can be achieved.
Essentially it’s about stripping out the things that are holding us back, building up the qualities
that will leave a legacy for the future and proactively forging a future that we truly desire. Core

to that direction of travel are the following mindsets:

Less about things and more about people

We are already seeing a shift away from the value system that made us simply want more and
more. There is disillusionment with both financiers and politicians and the system that propped
them up for so long, only to come tumbling rapidly down. We need to put people back at the
centre of what we do — both in terms of the way organisations support and develop their staff to
the way they engage with their audiences. Ultimately it’s about creating stronger relationships

across the board and putting people at the heart of, rather than the edge of activity.

Less about doing to and more about doing with

The advent of web 2.0 and the ability of people to create and communicate through social
networking have caused a shift in the way people connect with experiences and each other. But
it’s not just about keeping up with the latest technological advances. The arts needs to
reconnect with its public in order to narrow the gap between artists and audience to create a
sense of shared ownership. If the publicly funded sections of the arts do not engage with the Art

of With they are on a trajectory of indifference to irrelevance, rather than enthusiasm.

Less about outputs and more about process and conversation

Our funding infrastructure has become increasingly output driven and of course that rigour must
be maintained. But we must allow room for people to explore and experiment; to take the kind
of creative risks that allow people to fail. We need to find different models and methodologies
that recognize the value of people’s experience — the impact on an individual or the cultural

development of a community — which might not necessarily be reflected in outcomes that can



be measured in traditional ways. Are there approaches to evaluation that produce different kind

of outputs that might better reflect a different way of working?

Less about competition and more about collaboration

| have cited numerous examples of successful collaborations across organisations, which
demonstrate that the best ideas arise out of the kinds of creative friction and tensions that
come from working together. Bill Rauch, artistic director of the Oregon Shakespeare Festival
(based in the US’s reputedly most sustainable state) says that until you hit uncomfortable
clashes of values and ideas, you can't move forward creatively. As well as these creative benefits
there are also many practical and financial upsides that are starting to be realised through the
Thrive! And MMM initiatives. The logical next step is to start to collaborate outside the sector,
which will mean the opportunity to access more funding sources and at the same time reinforce
that the arts are central not peripheral. Collaboration demands that funders find ways to
encourage collaboration rather than provoking competition for funding pots. With ever-
dwindling funds, providing and supporting joint frameworks may be the only sensible way

forward.

Less about the urgent and more about the important

Management consultants often talk about the important/not important, urgent/not urgent
matrix as a way of prioritising tasks. In the 7 Habits of Highly Effective People®* Stephen Covey
suggests that a focus on the important is what will make the most difference. If we are truly to
try and do more with less then focusing on the important will ensure a clear sense of vision and

perspective, which is necessary to bring clarity on the long-term, sustainable future.

Less about a fixed model and more about multiple shifting models

As is evidenced by the variety of organisations covered in this paper and beyond, there is no
fixed operating model that will deliver sustainability and it is this very diversity of approach that
is critical for a healthy, sustainable arts ecology. The funding infrastructure needs to respond
with mulitiple ways of recognizing and supporting the variety of different models through

different support streams and methodologies.

* The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People, Stephen R Covey, Free Press, 1990



Less about stagnation and more about innovation

When things all around are in flux it can often seem easier to hang on to the tried and tested,
rather than doing something new. Yet, as some of the most exciting arts events to have come
out of the last few years have shown, innovation is not sacrosanct in a downturn. Being
innovative and pushing the boundaries of creative risk has immense power to act as a catalyst
for a more sustainable future. A theatrical landscape that looks the same in the next six decades
as the six that have gone before is just not an option. Organisations need to be supported and
encouraged in finding innovative organisational and business models to make them more

sustainable in the long term.

Less about structure and more about fluidity

| referred earlier to the danger of being tied to structures — both physical and organizational —
that are no longer fit for purpose. We need to move towards less rigid frameworks that facilitate
experimentation and enable organisations to rapidly respond and adapt to change. This also
needs to manifest itself within organisations through a move towards less silo’d working and

increasingly fluid structures that see the right person doing the right job at a particular moment.

Less about doing too much with not enough and more about doing less, better

Many commentators have talked about sustainable development being about cutting back in
order to make the whole grow stronger - for this reason there are people who instead of
development refer to “de-growth”. Given the evident unsustainability of a situation where
individuals and organisations are trying to do too much with not enough and the extreme
unlikelihood of a sudden influx of funds that means there is ever going to be enough, the logical

solution would simply to be to do less and to do it better.

Less about preserving the past and more about ensuring about the future

If sustainability is about adapting to change while maintaining the integrity of an original vision,
then the ability to see how that vision can be delivered in a way that fits the current and future
context, not just the one in which it was originally created, is critical. It's about the power to see
and seize emerging possibilities, whether they are new technologies, emerging trends or funding
opportunities and put them to use in futureproofing that vision. The impact of today’s decisions

will be seen in the future.



All of these ideas have implications for the funding and policy infrastructure — a constituency
that has been only lightly touched on in this paper, but is considered more extensively in
MMM'’s in The Art of Living *> and A Sustainable Arts Sector: What will it Take by Cathy Hunt and
Phyllida Shaw,?® What is clear though is that the infrastructure must look at how it can better
support the multiplicity of models likely to emerge in the coming years, both in terms of funds
and frameworks, if it is to contribute to the development of a sustainable cultural ecology. The

wheels of the machinery need to turn much more quickly.

For too long organisations have existed in comfortable complacency where audiences were
stable, funding was relatively easy to come by and the cultural landscape felt “known”. This is no
longer the case — the world has shifted inconceivably and the cultural sector needs to shift with
it. To do so, it needs to build different relationships with all its publics — those it works with,
those it works for, those that work within it and those that pay to see the work it creates.

I”

Business as usual is simply no longer going to work — particularly as “usual” itself becomes
increasingly difficult to define. The current disruption might feel uncomfortable, but ultimately it
offers an opportunity to create something better, more resilient, more sustainable — a sound

legacy for future generations. Surely that’s got to be worth striving for?
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