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Chapter 1

Introduction to The 
Oxford Handbo ok of Arts 

and Cultural Management
Where We Are and Where We Are Heading

Yuha Jung, Neville Vakharia,  
and Marilena Vecco

The Oxford Handbook of Arts and Cultural Management surveys the current state of 
research in arts and cultural management and suggests directions for future work. 
The handbook is focused on research and theory, with a theoretical and empirical ap-
proach to the field’s larger issues and to emerging research that would support its trans-
formation. By presenting the state of the field, this book helps define future research 
directions for emerging and experienced scholars while also serving as a first- line ped-
agogical tool for faculty and students. It updates existing, outdated anthologies with a 
fresh, forward- looking, up- to- date take on the field’s research and future directions. It 
supports the writing of new works and contributions to the development of new know-
ledge. Moreover, by commissioning scholastic, empirical, and theoretical chapters from 
perspectives that are emerging and cutting- edge, it contributes to moving the field’s re-
search forward.

We deliberately chose the term “arts and cultural management” in an effort to be in-
clusive of the different terms and global trends used to describe the field. While “cultural 
management” has been a preferred term in recent years (DeVereaux 2019), “arts admin-
istration,” “arts management,” “cultural management,” and “cultural administration” are 
used interchangeably in different geographical contexts, and all are used throughout the 
handbook.
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Introduction to the Field

Arts and cultural management is a field, not a single discipline. By definition, a field 
encompasses and is associated with diverse disciplines. It is interdisciplinary in that 
different scholars from two or more disciplines study different aspects of arts, and 
researchers do not have to be limited to the research design, theory, and methodology of 
one discipline only (Aboelela et al. 2007). Arts and cultural management scholars write 
from different disciplines, perspectives, and epistemologies (Paquette 2019; Jung 2017). 
In other words, researchers from such related but distinct fields and disciplines as public 
administration, business administration, heritage studies, legal studies, nonprofit man-
agement, economics, and other social sciences can be found studying arts and cultural 
organizations and their environments while utilizing a broad range of qualitative, quan-
titative, and mixed methodologies.

While this diverse, interdisciplinary range of practices and the associated com-
plexity provide positive benefits to the field, much of this work is overlooked due to 
its disparate sources and approaches, found across disciplines and fields of scholar-
ship with various venues of outputs. Because it is a relatively young field with only 
about five decades of academic research and higher education training programs 
(Rosewall and Shane 2018), there is an imbalance in research areas and theorizing 
about arts and cultural organizations (Paquette 2019). For example, some subtopics 
such as marketing and leadership are more heavily discussed and represented in arts 
and cultural management literature (Paquette 2019), while research on program-
ming, accounting, and evaluation are less represented. Therefore, within arts and 
cultural management, there is a crucial need for a curated, high- quality, first- line 
resource for advanced students and scholars. Moreover, the field of arts and cultural 
management needs a unified understanding of frequently encountered topic areas 
and concepts and more critical materials that could be easily accessible by students 
and emerging academics.

Significance of the Book and  
Target Audiences

A singular, organized resource, with potential to be updated periodically, would in-
crease the reach and pedagogical impact of the field’s work. This handbook addresses 
those needs, providing a collection of empirical, theoretical, and methodological 
chapters surveying research in arts and cultural management from a global perspec-
tive. It focuses on rigorous and in- depth contributions by both leading and emerging 
scholars from diverse backgrounds and locations. The handbook introduces and 
presents diverse theories and methodologies to inform readers about the application 

 

 



Introduction    5

 

of these concepts to arts and cultural management, providing an important step toward 
advancing new research in the field.

It is an opportune moment to have this book for the field. More countries recognize 
the impact that cultural and creative industries may have on their economy as well as 
their role in the well- being and sustainability of society. Additionally, the number of 
arts and cultural management programs worldwide has increased over time. In partic-
ular, there is significant growth in the number of graduate programs, including relevant 
Ph.D. programs, where students can explore arts management issues, challenges, and 
gaps in practice and research.

Therefore, the primary audiences for this handbook are graduate students, professors, 
and scholars. It can be used as a text and reference book and as a pedagogical tool for fac-
ulty and students in arts and cultural management graduate programs across the globe. 
Examples of specific courses that could benefit from this book include those addressing 
research surveys, marketing and fundraising, management, leadership and governance, 
and audience engagement, in departments and programs focused on arts and cultural 
management, management, and other related fields such as museum studies, heritage 
management, and public administration. Additionally, both emerging and established 
scholars can use this handbook to familiarize themselves with the current state and 
knowledge of arts and cultural management research and to help develop their future 
research directions.

The field is maturing, which is reflected in the depth of knowledge creation and 
research output that is seeking an increased theoretical and empirical grounding 
compared to what was previously a more practitioner- based approach. By extension, 
there is a need for more rigorous empirical research and theory for emerging scholars in 
graduate and Ph.D. programs internationally. The book also plays a role in envisioning 
new future scenarios for arts and cultural organizational research as the field emerges 
from a post- pandemic world and seeks to support a more equitable, sustainable, and 
just society.

Conceptualization of the Field 
over Time

While arts and cultural management is something people have done for centuries, its 
establishment in the 1960s as a field of studies in a modern sense means the academic 
history of the field is relatively short (Paquette and Redaelli 2015; Shane 2017). For ex-
ample, in the United States, Yale University and Florida State University had their first 
postgraduate programs in 1966 (Shane 2017). The United Kingdom saw its first formal 
academic program in arts management in 1976 at City University in London (Pick 
2020). Australia started its first arts and cultural management master’s program in 1979 
at the University of South Australia (then the South Australian Institute of Technology). 
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Germany established an arts and cultural management course of studies in 1987 at 
the Hamburg University of Music and Theatre, while Singapore launched its first BA 
in Arts Management in 1993 at the LASALLE College of the Arts. The number of de-
gree programs in arts and cultural management has also grown significantly in Europe, 
Asia, and South Africa, making arts management part of higher education curricula 
(Shane 2017).

Several journals have been founded in the field, including the Journal of Arts 
Management, Law, and Society in 1968 (JAMLS n.d.), Journal of Cultural Economics in 
1977 (Evard and Colbert 2000), International Journal of Cultural Policy in 1994 (Evard 
and Colbert 2000), International Journal of Arts Management in 1998 (IJAM n.d.), and 
European Journal of Cultural Management and Policy in 2011 (ENCATC n.d. a), and 
relevant research is found in more than twenty journals, including the five listed here 
(see Keeney and Jung, this volume). Additionally, there have been several field- specific 
conferences established, such as Social Theory, Politics, and the Arts in the 1970s, the 
International Association of Arts and Cultural Management (AIMAC) in 1991 (Evard 
and Colbert 2000), and ENCATC in 1992 (ENCATC n.d. b).

The relative newness of arts and cultural management meant scholars had to con-
ceptualize and consider whether it was a discipline, subdiscipline, field, or some-
thing else entirely. Dorn (1992), in his article entitled “Arts Administration: A Field of 
Dreams?,” questioned the legitimacy of arts administration (a term more frequently 
used in the United States) as a discipline within higher education institutions. Evard 
and Colbert (2000) said that with the number of specialized journals and conferences 
growing, it was becoming a distinctive subdiscipline. Rentschler and Shilbury (2008) 
identified it as an emerging academic discipline and suggested ideas for developing a 
rating system for its journals as an effort toward more professionalization. In this con-
text, Cuyler (2014) identified needs for more specific field research agendas and faculty 
research preparedness in order to train future arts management researchers and to move 
toward more professionalization of the field, shed the negative perception of the field 
as something soft and not rigorous, and develop a comprehensive body of knowledge. 
Based on Miller’s (2001, 2) understanding of cultural management as “a tendency across 
disciplines,” DeVereaux (2019, 5) suggested that thinking about cultural management 
as a “tendency” would be fitting because “it has attracted an eclectic mix of researchers 
and practitioners trained, variously, as sociologists, political scientists, educators, art-
ists, philosophers, curators, theatre managers, and others interested in the same general 
area of practice and inquiry.”

In the last decade or so there has been greater consensus that it is more firmly es-
tablished as a recognized field of study. In mapping the graduate curriculum of arts 
management in the United States, Varela (2013) found that arts management graduate 
curricula across the country were mostly consistent. This is one example of the field’s 
professionalization, and one that will likely continue moving forward.

The Oxford Handbook of Arts and Cultural Management marks and reaffirms such 
continuing establishment, providing field’s research and directions for emerging and es-
tablished scholars. In Chapter 2 of this Handbook, Paquette and Bérubé conceptualize 
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arts and cultural management as a field, not a discipline, based on analysis of research 
output measures (associations and learned societies, publications and journals, avail-
able research funding, and research chairs) of Canadian arts and cultural management 
faculty. Previous works have viewed the fact that arts and cultural management does not 
fit into a traditional disciplinary mold as a weakness (Dorn 1992), but it is time to shed 
that viewpoint and see it instead in a different light. Instead of seeing this as a weakness, 
let us rather embrace it as a strength and even leverage it.

Mapping the Authors of The Oxford 
Handbook of Arts and Cultural 

Management

As mentioned previously, the field of arts and cultural management is fluid and dy-
namic, characterized by the crossing of disciplinary boundaries— an advantage in 
facing today’s multifaceted circumstances. To gain a comprehensive understanding of 
the complex, dynamic, and intertwined challenges that cannot be addressed by a sole 
entity, organization, or discipline (Bronstein 2003) and to develop the most suitable 
solutions, perspectives from different disciplines should be integrated (Cummings 
and Kiesler 2005). In this vein, Jung (2017) argued that the arts and cultural manage-
ment field’s multidisciplinarity and interdisciplinarity are strengths. This field- based 
approach provides a critical context to study various parts of the larger cultural and 
creative industry ecosystem, including actors, relationships, and structures. These 
approaches are extremely relevant, as they allow us to fully understand the complexity 
of art and cultural phenomena, which otherwise would be overlooked or only partially 
understood. As the interdisciplinary nature of the field is developed through organic 
networks based on the needs and interests of arts and cultural communities (Paquette 
and Redaelli 2015), it allows organizations and entities to address the difficult challenges 
in a way that is grounded in the needs of the communities they serve.

One way the interdisciplinary qualities of the field are evident is in the disciplinary 
diversity among the contributing authors to this volume. We mapped the contributing 
authors’ gender, profession, number of publications and citations, disciplinary homes, 
research subfields, terminal degree disciplines, time since their terminal degree comple-
tion, and their current locations. Kaitlyn Hardiman, an editorial assistant for this hand-
book and a Ph.D. student in the Department of Arts Administration at the University of 
Kentucky, helped collect this mapping data and created some of the figures used in this 
section. For ease and simplicity of analysis, we opted to use word clouds to present some 
of the aggregate information, specifically for contributing authors’ current academic 
units, research subfields, and terminal degree fields and disciplines. In this visual tool 
the most- repeated words are displayed larger and the least- repeated words are displayed 
smaller, visually illustrating the amount of repetition in words.
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The gender (the authors acknowledge that the concept of gender is fluid and cannot 
be presented in black and white terms. It is based on cursory representation of authors’ 
genders and may not accurately reflect how they self identify) makeup of authors 
is a bit imbalanced: 44 percent female and 56 percent male (out of about seventy 
contributing authors), which presents a slightly higher representation of male scholars. 
Most authors hold faculty positions in higher education institutions, with 80 percent 
of the authors being professors and the rest being students, consultants, higher educa-
tion administrators, practitioners, research center directors, and research fellows. The 
authors’ average number of publications is forty- five, and their lifetime citations are 677 
as of February 2023.

Figure 1.1 shows the contributing authors’ current academic units. Most chapter 
authors’ academic units include “management,” “entrepreneurship,” “business,” “mar-
keting,” “arts administration,” or “culture” in their unit titles. Figure 1.2 represents the 
contributing authors’ research areas and subfields, which mostly center around art, cul-
ture, cultural policy, and cultural entrepreneurship. Figure 1.3 represents the most fre-
quent terminal degrees of the contributing authors. Most of them have degrees in or 
related to marketing, arts administration, business administration, management, and 
economics.

The graph in Figure 1.4 shows the number of years since the contributing authors’ 
terminal degree completion. As the graph indicates, the career lengths are quite diverse, 
as the authors range from emerging scholars to much more experienced researchers. 
While some authors have just begun their research journey and are still pursuing 
their terminal degrees, others have spent more than thirty years conducting research 
in arts and cultural management. On average, authors contributing to this handbook 
have over fourteen years of experience since attaining their terminal degrees, with the 

Figure 1.1 Contributing authors’ current academic units.
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largest number of authors having six to ten years of experience. This broad diversity of 
emerging and veteran scholars provides a unique combination of fresh perspectives on 
emerging concepts and seasoned approaches to long- standing issues of importance to 
arts and cultural management.

As shown in the map (see Figure 1.5), most contributing authors are currently located 
in North America, Western Europe, and Australia. However, their current locations do 
not necessarily represent their racial, ethnic, and national origin. For example, Yuha 
Jung, one of the editors of the handbook, was born and grew up in South Korea and 
currently works at the University of Kentucky in the United States. Geographic rep-
resentation, however, shows that there is a clear representational issue in the arts and 
cultural management scholarship presented by this handbook. Additionally, the lack of 

Figure 1.2 Contributing authors’ research subfields.

Figure 1.3 Contributing authors’ terminal degree fields and disciplines.
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representation from other parts of the world does not mean that researchers in those re-
gions do not do arts and cultural management research. This is discussed as one of the 
major limitations of this handbook and one that we hope to be able to address in future 
editions. Further limitations, including this issue, are discussed at the end of the chapter.

Arts and cultural management as a field is now firmly established with increasing le-
gitimacy, but disproportionately so, especially in terms of geographic location. The field 
is facing more challenges, but these challenges also generate significant opportunities 
for us to broaden and deepen research impact and relevance by addressing societal 
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challenges and becoming agents of change. We can utilize our complex and diverse net-
work of perspectives, methodologies, and theories to further our field’s research and ed-
ucation, thereby leveraging those strengths to expand the field’s reach and network to be 
much more collaborative and inclusive of diverse voices and perspectives.

How the Book Is Organized

The book is divided into ten sections, covering the main topics studied under the um-
brella of arts and cultural management. These sections, which are briefly described in 
the section that follows, are:

 1. Introduction to Arts and Cultural Management
 2. Theories in Arts and Cultural Management Research
 3. Cultural Policies, Diplomacy, Cultural Planning, and Legal Concerns
 4. Leadership and Governance in Arts and Cultural Organizations
 5. Management Structures and Strategies for Arts and Cultural Organizations
 6. Marketing for Arts and Cultural Organizations
 7. Financing and Fundraising for Arts and Cultural Organizations
 8. Audience Development: Participation, Engagement, and Evaluation
 9. Entrepreneurship and Intrapreneurship in Arts and Cultural Organizations
 10. Future Directions for Arts and Cultural Management

Each section includes four to five chapters with the last section having two. These 
chapters are not meant to be exhaustive in covering possible topics and perspectives 
within each section. Rather, to provide variety, each section includes samples from 
the field surveying current and novel research and themes, emerging and challenging 
themes, and future directions.

Introduction to Arts and Cultural Management

The aim of this introductory section is to contextualize arts and cultural management 
research as a field of study. It describes the field in terms of theories, research methods, 
and methodologies, highlighting strengths and challenges in research design, data col-
lection methods, and analysis.

Arts and cultural management can be defined as a heterogeneous field, distinctly 
different from a discipline. While a discipline is linked to specific types of education 
and certifications, a field is not confined to these constraints and allows for the accept-
ance and use of different research traditions, theories, and methodologies in a variety of 
contexts and conditions (Abbott 1988; Blok et al. 2019). While this broader perspective 
can create challenges in studying the field as a whole, a field- based approach creates the 
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necessary context to study the actors, relationships, and structures that are part of the 
larger cultural and creative industry ecosystem.

The study of arts and cultural management can draw from varied ontologies and 
epistemologies, each with its own research methods and methodologies. Scholars in 
this field approach their work from both complementary and contradictory worldviews, 
with varying units of analysis spanning individuals to organizations to sectors to entire 
geographic regions. Given this, the research methods and methodologies used by these 
scholars vary greatly and are evolving to capture new types of data, information, and 
knowledge.

As the study of arts and cultural management continues to gain legitimacy, it must 
play a dual role. It must continue to undertake field- building efforts to establish itself 
through dedicated, reputable publishing outlets, through engagement in communities 
of practice, and by building a solid body of research that demonstrates the breadth and 
depth of our field. Additionally, the study of arts and cultural management must be part 
of the broader conversations happening outside of our field, influencing other fields and 
disciplines by sharing what is common with them while demonstrating what is unique. 
It is only through this combination of field- building and field integration that the re-
search community’s impact can be maximized.

Theories in Arts and Cultural Management Research

Arts and cultural management draws from interdisciplinary theories that are widely 
used in the fields of business administration, public and nonprofit management, orga-
nization science, sociology, and more. Yet researchers have identified that there is very 
little theorizing of arts organizations going on in the field of arts and cultural manage-
ment (Paquette 2019). More research is needed to shed light on theories used in arts 
and cultural management research and to identify theoretical contributions by their 
disciplinary origins and use. The transferability of theories and their application to the 
arts and cultural management field can still be considered limited compared to other 
domains such as cultural economics.

As the body of research in arts and cultural management begins to mature, newer 
research approaches are emerging that utilize a broader set of theories to support more 
impactful research. The complexity of arts and cultural organizations and the dynamic 
environments in which they operate require a more nuanced theoretical lens.

As arts and cultural organizations seek to create relevant experiences and maintain 
artistic excellence, theories focused on social value, for example, can be applied to study 
this dichotomy. To understand how arts and cultural organizations can best support 
increasingly diverse communities, the use of systems theories provides the necessary 
context to assess how internal actions drive external results. Economic theories can 
be applied to arts and cultural management research, particularly when this research 
combines the positive and normative elements of these theories.
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The chapters in this section demonstrate how the application of a broader set of 
theories is highly relevant to arts and cultural management research, helping to move 
the field forward and providing valuable theoretical grounding and applications for ed-
ucation and practice.

Cultural Policies, Diplomacy, Cultural Planning, and 
Legal Concerns

“Cultural policy,” “cultural diplomacy,” and “cultural planning” are distinct but 
interrelated terms, and each must be contextualized within the political boundaries and 
legal and governmental structures that serve as the unit of analysis. While this contex-
tualization can create challenges in generalizing research in these areas, this research 
is crucial for understanding how arts and cultural organizations can adapt to changes 
in the political, social, economic, technological, and legal landscape, which is be-
coming more and more challenging. The chapters in this section address several crit-
ical topics including equitable cultural heritage preservation, new forms of creating 
and distributing art, and emerging legal implications for creative works, while also 
identifying future research needs.

Cultural policy has only recently emerged as a growing component of public policy 
(Bennett 2004; van der Ploeg 2006), fostering debate over artistic and cultural produc-
tion and consumption. This opens significant opportunities to study cultural policy as 
enacted through various government policy agendas while also mapping its evolution. 
These opportunities for research range from how communities can advocate for and 
promote policies that preserve cultural heritage to the need for cultural policies that 
protect new forms of artistic expression and intellectual property. Similarly, cultural di-
plomacy research provides fertile ground to explore new artistic and cultural practices 
through differing diplomatic channels, actors, digital technologies, and legal constructs. 
Finally, cultural planning research has studied how governments and communities can 
mobilize resources to address civic and social concerns, with new opportunities to ad-
vance equity- based approaches in the arts.

Understanding how arts and cultural management research links to broader policy, 
diplomacy, and planning efforts can support the case for the role of arts and culture in 
society while also providing new research opportunities linked to contemporary soci-
etal issues.

Leadership and Governance in Arts and Cultural 
Organizations

The study of effective leadership and governance in arts and cultural organizations has 
long focused on identifying the important functions of senior leadership and governing 

 

 



14   Yuha Jung, Neville Vakharia, and Marilena Vecco 

 

boards (Turbide and Laurin 2014). These studies emphasized the knowledge, skills, and 
abilities that drive success and organizational effectiveness. However, rapid changes in 
our social, political, and ethical landscapes have created new challenges for those who 
must lead and govern these organizations. The chapters in this section cover a range 
of contemporary issues facing the leaders and governing bodies of arts and cultural 
organizations.

These new dilemmas, contemporary threats, and opportunities vary from the ar-
tistic works their organizations present and the objects they display to their active role 
in addressing past injustices and beyond. Increased public awareness and perception of 
these social and ethical matters have pressured organizations to cease being neutral and 
to take a stance on social and political matters. Leadership must dynamically address 
these issues while also maintaining the stability of their organization and its governance, 
a challenge and struggle for many organizations.

In response to these environmental shifts, organizational structures must also shift. 
Structures that feature a singular, visionary leader or dual co- leaders must be revisited. 
New approaches to leadership structures expand the circle of leaders in organizations, 
utilizing each leader’s specialized skills and creating a collaborative leadership structure 
that can be more than the sum of its parts. The governance implications of a multileader 
organization must also be considered, in that the governing body must now develop 
processes to work with decentralized leadership structures.

The COVID- 19 pandemic and social justice movements throughout the world have 
brought about a need to rethink not only the role of leadership and governance but 
also, and more importantly, the role that arts and cultural organizations can play in 
addressing these issues. A new type of leader and new approaches to governance will en-
sure the relevance and sustainability of the field in the future.

Management Structures and Strategies for Arts and 
Cultural Organizations

Arts and cultural organizations must operate in the most effective and efficient manner 
in order to accomplish their goals and fulfil their missions. Management practices and 
approaches that bolster operational capacity and stakeholder engagement must be de-
liberately and intentionally implemented. The chapters in this section address critical 
management approaches that are essential to organizational success in an evolving and 
dynamic environment.

As arts and cultural organizations seek to engage audiences and other stakeholders 
in programmatic efforts, the concepts of co- creation and co- production have emerged, 
in which organizations actively include outside participants in the development and 
delivery of their programs and offerings (Luonila and Jyrämä 2020). However, suc-
cessful co- creation and co- production efforts require new management approaches and 
strategies that rethink traditional spectatorship models.
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Key to achieving operational effectiveness in arts and cultural organizations is the 
need to strategically use data, information, and knowledge as an organizational asset. 
Knowledge management is a critical function for arts and cultural managers. It is a ho-
listic, sociotechnical concept that involves people, processes, and technology (Desouza 
and Paquette 2011). In an increasingly data- informed, knowledge- driven society, 
managers must have access to institutionalized knowledge to make decisions, under-
stand their stakeholders, and drive organizational performance.

As the work of arts and cultural organizations becomes more complex, managers 
are expected to undertake multiple functions and tasks within their organizations. 
The theories and frameworks of project management could provide managers with 
strategies to improve efficiency and effectiveness (Van der Wagen and White 2015; 
Cserhàti and Szabo 2014). Arts and cultural managers can benefit from the successful 
use and application of these strategies in other fields to address the increasingly complex 
tasks and functions they face. Similarly, the management of an organization’s human re-
sources now requires a more complex understanding of collective action and organized 
labor efforts, whereby the needs of employees must be prioritized as a key part of service 
to an organization’s mission.

As managers seek to improve how they manage their internal stakeholders while 
deepening engagement with and relevance to external stakeholders, the concepts of co- 
creation, knowledge management, and project management provide valuable insights 
into structures and strategies for organizational effectiveness and performance.

Marketing for Arts and Cultural Organizations

Because arts and cultural organizations seek to connect with new audiences and visitors, 
traditional marketing theories and approaches alone cannot succeed in engaging the 
next generation of arts and cultural patrons. Managers of arts and cultural organizations 
must undertake innovative marketing and engagement strategies that reach people in 
new ways while providing novel program experiences. The chapters in this section con-
tribute to various marketing and engagement strategies that explore inventive means to 
reach and engage.

Digital experiences such as gamification and virtual reality are emerging in the de-
livery of arts and cultural programs, primarily in response to the expectations of 
consumers and because of their appeal to younger audiences (Piccialli and Chianese 
2017; Zollo et al. 2022). Digital engagement strategies can be effective but are also risky, 
and they must be linked to programmatic outcomes to avoid becoming costly efforts 
with little return. Arts and cultural managers who create meaningful, authentic digital 
experiences can expand their audiences, both on- site and online.

While marketing approaches are often viewed as a means by which earned revenue is 
generated, it is important to understand marketing’s relationship with fundraising and 
the generation of contributed revenue. Yet many organizations treat these two functions 
independently, often to the detriment of each. Newer approaches using relationship 
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marketing strategies, in which marketing is viewed as a holistic function of the entire or-
ganization, can support donor retention and expansion of an organization’s donor base. 
This broader perspective on marketing can support efforts that increase both earned and 
contributed revenues, thereby supporting arts and cultural organizations’ sustainability.

Marketing is also a powerful tool in creating value for an artistic product, providing 
context to consumers of art, and linking the artwork to the artist’s vision. Taken more 
broadly, marketing can be a tool for the social construction of value, validating both the 
artist and the artwork. The deliberative construction of an environment in which art is 
experienced can affect how consumers engage with artworks. The creation of novel, hy-
brid environments for arts experiences is an emerging area of study and practice.

Incorporating updated marketing approaches that appeal to changing consumer 
behaviors and tastes is a critical management function. There are many lines of research 
inquiry to pursue in these nascent areas, with immediate implications for arts and cul-
tural organizations.

Financing and Fundraising for Arts and Cultural 
Organizations

While differences in public funding policies, business models, and revenue streams 
exist, there is always a need for consistent, reliable, and growing sources of funds to 
support an organization’s mission and vision. The chapters in this section describe how 
changes in individual, institutional, and governmental support practices have created a 
new environment that requires the diversification of sources and revenue.

Reaching a diverse base of individual donors has become an increasingly important 
strategy for arts and cultural organizations, particularly after the Great Recession of 
2007– 2009, when public funding sources waned (Rosenstein et al. 2013). Simultaneously, 
crowdfunding platforms grew in prominence, providing access to new supporters and 
serving as an important source of sustaining revenue for many organizations. However, 
these donors are seeking more of a connection to the organizations they support 
(Sneddon, Evers, and Lee 2020; Kottasz 2004), and managers of arts and cultural organ-
izations must find new ways to engage these donors in their work. Beyond individual 
donor motivations, it is also vital that organizations deeply understand how market 
forces and reputation affect their base of public and private support.

The recent development and use of blockchain technologies and associated non- 
fungible tokens (NFTs) have opened up another potential source of funding with di-
rect applicability for arts and cultural organizations (Valeonti et al. 2021). While this 
emerging technology is already in use in selected cases within arts and cultural organ-
izations, as it becomes more commonplace leaders must be aware of the associated 
benefits and risks. Further, with the emergence of new technologies, national and in-
ternational policy efforts must evolve to balance protecting the rights of artistic creators 
with allowing for innovative ways to adapt and distribute artistic products.
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At the governmental level, cultural policy and tax legislation serve as the fundamental 
means by which public funds are distributed to arts and cultural organizations. While 
cultural policy varies greatly by country, arts and cultural leaders must understand their 
role as policy advocates, making the case for support by demonstrating the instrumental 
and intrinsic impacts of their organization’s work. This new landscape of financing and 
fundraising requires stronger, more relevant connections between arts and cultural or-
ganizations and the people and institutions that support them.

Audience Development: Participation, Engagement,  
and Evaluation

Today’s arts and cultural organizations seek more than transactional engagements with 
their audiences. They are now expected to demonstrate their public value, showing how 
they contribute to some greater common good in communities and society (Moore 1995; 
Scott 2016). This broader, more normative role requires new leadership and marketing 
strategies and measures of success. Programs and offerings must serve increasingly di-
verse audiences and communities while also leveraging digital engagement strategies 
and experiential, multisensory approaches. Finally, these programs and offerings must 
be accessible to individuals who face physical and cognitive barriers to traditional 
means of engagement.

As arts and cultural organizations explore ways to increase their public value and rel-
evance, their methods of evaluation must also evolve. Traditional strategies that focused 
solely on attendance figures, visitation levels, and earned revenues are no longer suffi-
cient for assessing organizational performance. These traditional evaluative approaches 
simply reflect back on an organization’s programs and offerings and do not provide the 
depth and breadth needed for understanding the true impact of an organization’s work. 
Ideally, evaluative efforts should drive positive change within the organization and those 
served by it. Thus, evaluation becomes increasingly more challenging when the broader 
concepts of value are included. Today’s approaches to evaluation must take into account 
the determinants and outcomes of public value as well as the effectiveness of experien-
tial and aesthetic dimensions of arts and cultural offerings. The chapters in this section 
elucidate critical approaches to enhance arts and cultural participation, engagement, 
and evaluation from a values- based perspective.

Entrepreneurship and Intrapreneurship in Arts and 
Cultural Organizations

With increasing recognition of the importance of arts and culture to economic develop-
ment, the concepts and principles of entrepreneurship provide a useful means by which 
to study how artists, organizations, and the creative industries can thrive. The chapters 
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in this section address a broad range of entrepreneurial principles, from the traditional 
view of entrepreneurship as the creation of new ventures to entrepreneurship within ex-
isting structures, known as intrapreneurship.

Even in established organizations, applying the principles of entrepreneurship and 
entrepreneurial thinking can enhance the organization’s culture and the overall suc-
cess of the enterprise. By leveraging and adapting frameworks from outside the creative 
sector, empirical studies of entrepreneurial activity are now possible, bringing the cul-
tural and creative industries into the broader entrepreneurship literature.

Artists working within institutions can apply their own agency to disrupt traditional 
approaches and break down institutional barriers. The artist as intrapreneur must often 
oppose isomorphic pressures to maintain the status quo while also negotiating the so-
cial networks within the organization in order to achieve their vision and transform in-
stitutional norms.

From a sector- wide perspective, entrepreneurial activity can be affected by the ex-
ternal economic conditions that support or hinder it. Small organizations can act 
entrepreneurially to leverage larger external opportunities, often driven by govern-
mental policy, that can strengthen their value propositions, enhance their visibility, 
and strengthen relationships with stakeholders. Similarly, understanding the regional 
economic conditions that support entrepreneurial activity and its effect on the perfor-
mance of cultural firms provides insights into the effects of public policy decisions and 
their relationship to decisions made by firms.

As the study of entrepreneurship and intrapreneurship in arts and cultural organiza-
tions continues to grow and mature, new perspectives that link to extant theories and lit-
erature are needed, while new theories unique to artists, arts organizations, and creative 
industries must also emerge.

Future Directions for Arts and Cultural Management

The shock of the COVID- 19 pandemic and widespread civil unrest accelerated an evo-
lution of the arts and cultural field. The concluding chapters of the book highlight the 
broader role of the arts in society and the implications for future directions in research.

Even before the global pandemic, the arts and cultural landscape had been 
characterized by the impact of a new cycle of globalization. This transition has been 
expedited by new technologies such as immersive media, artificial intelligence, and 
decentralized currencies, which created novel possibilities in terms of production, dis-
tribution, and consumption that were not feasible even two decades ago. Bottom- up 
forms of production are now highly relevant in a post- pandemic world, contributing 
to social cohesion, inclusion, democratization of culture, and the enhancement of resil-
ience and sustainability by addressing well- being, mental health, and social issues.

With increasing recognition of the role of arts and culture in an era of rapid change, 
there is a growing need for coordinated research efforts among funding agencies, 
researchers, and practitioners. This holistic approach can support the creation of 
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broader research agendas that allow for the collection of timely data, support strong re-
search methods and methodologies, and take into account the multidimensional and 
complex nature of cultural phenomena.

Limitations and What’s Next

While the handbook covers a variety of topics and research areas in the arts and cultural 
management, the authors’ current locations and academic institutions represent mostly 
North America, Western Europe, and Australia. We followed the invitation model to re-
cruit authors and commission chapters, which means that we were limited by our educa-
tional background, networks, and journals we can read (i.e., those written in English) in 
identifying whom to invite. Most authors are coming from English- speaking countries, 
and we only invited authors who write in English. This limited the geographical scope 
of the scholarship. Additionally, while the editors did their best to include as many topic 
areas as possible, the authors’ final work determined what could be included. We hope to 
overcome some of these limitations in future editions. In Chapter 38 of this Handbook, 
Pier Luigi Sacco states, “The West is demographically declining, whereas the global 
South is rising, and even though financial resources, and thus production capacity, are 
still mostly concentrated in the West, global audiences are increasingly non- Western. 
There is therefore a clear competitive push toward broadening the spectrum of content 
away from Western- centrism” (790). This quote not only advocates for inclusivity and 
accessibility of arts and cultural management scholarship for equity perspectives but 
also frames it as an economically beneficial thing to do. We no longer have an excuse to 
not be inclusive. The editors will strive to be more inclusive of global perspectives in the 
future editions of The Oxford Handbook of Arts and Cultural Management.

The study of arts and cultural management is at a critical juncture. Significant 
opportunities exist to both broaden and deepen research approaches for increased 
impact and relevance. With growing recognition that arts and culture must take on 
a larger role in addressing societal challenges, researchers must also recognize their 
critical role as agents of change. The future of arts and cultural management research 
must be one of interdisciplinarity, collaboration with practitioners, and integration 
with broader fields of study. Our field requires this, and our true impact as scholars 
demands this.
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Chapter 2

The Contingencies  of an 
Academic Field

Arts Management Research in Canada

Jonathan Paquette and Julie Bérubé

Introduction

The disciplinary model is the dominant structure of academic research. In ways similar 
to professions, disciplines encompass practices that are transmitted through education, 
training, certifications, and socialization (Larson 1977; Abbott 1988; Blok et al. 2019). 
While several new interdisciplinary programs of study have emerged in universities 
in recent decades, the disciplinary model remains dominant. Biology, chemistry, soci-
ology, political science, anthropology, and physics, among other disciplines, remain im-
portant references for the organization of academic research. The disciplinary model 
in universities (Clark 1987; Abbott 2001; Lamont 2009; Jacobs 2014) has been, and 
continues to be, an important way of structuring education and research, and an essen-
tial way of distributing organizational resources (such as public funding) and symbolic 
capital (such as recognition by peers) (Abbott 2005). The model of academies (e.g., the 
Académie des sciences morales et politiques in France and the Royal Swedish Academy 
of Sciences) offers a good example of the kind of institutions that grant a certain discipli-
nary and merit- based recognition.

Outside of academia, the medical profession, engineering, nursing, law, and architec-
ture are good examples of fully integrated disciplines (Abbott and Meerabeau 2020). These 
professions are archetypes of both professionalization and disciplinarity (Evetts 2003, 
2013; Fournier 1999); they claim authority not only over a body of knowledge and an ob-
ject of study but also over a body of practices (Brock, Powell, and Hinings 1999). Through 
this authority, professions have successfully established their collective goals by means of 
external recognition and have solidified autonomy over the regulation of professionals 
within their fields (Larson 1977; Paradeise 1988; Tripier, Dubar, and Boussard 2013; 
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Champy 2015). As such, these professions occupy a unique place in academic research, 
as preoccupations with application and professional practice mesh well with the various 
agents who contribute to the protection of practice and disciplinary knowledge.

Conceptual parallels between professions and disciplines— and the extension of these 
parallels to fields of study— can offer fruitful material for developing an understanding 
of arts management and its place in academia. Much like professions, disciplines are 
institutions that insist on the reproduction and auto- regulation of their membership. 
This insistence on reproduction and auto- regulation implies values, norms, and an 
ethos that circulates among the members, who adhere to the discipline and, by exten-
sion, subject themselves to imposed processes in order to gain full membership, in-
cluding training, examinations, and contests (Freidson 2001; Zahra and Newey 2009). 
According to Tight (2020, 422– 423), disciplines have a number of core characteristics: 
an object of study, a “body of accumulated specialist knowledge,” core theories and 
concepts, specific terminologies, specific methods, and an institutional anchorage or 
“manifestation”— the last of which includes degrees, journals, and academic institutions.

By contrast, fields do not rely on institutions that can select, socialize, and regu-
late their members— at least not in ways that are as authoritative as those found in 
disciplines. Like occupations or semi- professions (Etzioni 1969), one can enter a field 
from a variety of different paths and evolve through unpredictable social and organi-
zational trajectories. While fields may include components that can bring them closer 
to disciplines at times— or sometimes certain agents and institutions may contribute to 
the construction of a disciplinary project— fields tend to be heterogeneous and hetero- 
regulated; they depend on resources (financial, material, organizational, and symbolic) 
that are loosely coupled. In these respects, arts management can be said to be an aca-
demic field (Devereaux 2009; Ebewo and Sirayi 2009)— albeit one that is perhaps on 
rocky footing, especially given the fact that there are very few opportunities for doctoral 
training that opens space for the interdisciplinary discussions necessary to socialize 
new members in the field.

While one can say that there is an accumulated body of knowledge on arts 
management— most of which is consigned to a few textbooks and journals— and while 
there are some educational programs and conferences, arts management does not rely 
strictly on a core object of study. In many ways, cultural policy and creative industries 
are common objects of study that intersect with arts management, though they are not 
necessarily or definitively “arts management” subjects. And, of course, there are debates 
and notions that help to socialize entrants to the field of arts management (e.g., the 
debate between cultural democracy and democratization of culture).1 However, arts 
management is largely a field that borrows concepts and notions from others— it is a 
“borrower’s field” (Brindle and Devereaux 2011, 5). Given its borrowing nature and lack 
of core object of study— not to mention the fact that it does not fit the academic model 
of disciplines and disciplinary organizations— it is evident from the outset that arts 
management is faced with a number of unique research challenges, opportunities, and 
contingencies. However, to what extent are these research contingencies similar to those 
of other research fields?
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Building on an institutionalist framework for understanding academic work and 
fields, this chapter documents the contingencies of arts management research in 
Canada. There are no arts management PhD programs in Canada, making it an inter-
esting case for understanding the heterogeneity of research in a field. While there are 
dozens of graduate programs in arts management across Canada, there are no arts man-
agement doctoral degrees to be had. Unless they have obtained their degrees abroad, 
Canadian researchers evolving in the field often have degrees from business schools, 
communication studies programs, or political science fields (the last of which are com-
monly coupled with a specialization in public policy). In other words, there are no doc-
toral programs in arts management to socialize new entrants into the field, and very few 
mechanisms to regulate entrants and auto- regulate academic work among peers, at least 
not domestically, making Canadian arts management a very heterogeneous field. The 
Canadian case is not unique in this sense, as a lack of field- oriented doctoral degrees 
is common in many other countries. However, the linguistic conditions of Canada, 
with the coexistence of two official languages and linguistic communities, bring to sa-
lience different spaces and institutions for research dissemination. Culturally and in-
stitutionally, as a case study, Canada has many commonalities with Britain, Australia, 
and the United States, but its French- speaking community also experiences challenges 
encountered by many researchers who conduct their research in a language other than 
English and, ultimately, in academic spaces that have a different audience, a different 
reach, and different needs.

In this chapter, the objective is to understand fields from an institutional perspective 
by focusing on the possibilities available to those who navigate and conduct their careers 
in arts management. As such, this chapter does not offer an analysis or stratification of 
research practices in Canada, nor does it attempt to determine the symbolic capital of 
the field (Bourdieu 1976, 1991) versus other fields or established disciplines. Rather, the 
objective of this chapter is to understand both the dynamics of national institutions that 
practice arts management research and the financial and symbolic capital that is effec-
tively available to and accumulable by researchers in the field who work in Canadian 
universities.

To this end, four parameters are studied: associations and learned societies, 
publications and journals, available research funding, and research chairs. This chapter 
concludes with observations on the conditions of research in the field and reflections 
on the methodological challenges unique to the study of arts management as a field of 
research.

Associations and Learned Societies

Associations and learned societies are often among the general elements surveyed to 
assess the characteristics of a discipline or the vitality of a field. In the field of arts man-
agement, the Canadian Association of Arts Administration Educators (CAAAE) is one 
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of the most important associations. Founded in 1983, the CAAAE focuses its efforts on 
education, pedagogy, and arts management program development. More specifically, 
the CAAAE’s work focuses on exchanging best practices, strengthening the curriculum 
in arts management and arts education programs, and providing advocacy for arts man-
agement education in colleges and universities. Membership in the CAAAE is institu-
tional, comprising twelve institutions and the faculty/ researchers that facilitate their 
undergraduate and graduate programs. In this respect, the CAAAE’s actions and pur-
pose echo those of its American counterpart, the Association of Arts Administration 
Educators (AAAE). It should be noted, however, that, while the CAAAE represents 
well- established researchers in Canadian arts management, the dissemination of know-
ledge is not its aim and main purpose.

While associations are important vectors for advocacy, learned societies are im-
portant catalysts for research diffusion and meetings between peers (Pérez- Cabañero 
and Cuadrado- Garcia 2011). In Canada, however, there is no national or even regional 
learned society whose focus is on arts management or whose membership is based on 
researchers’ status in the field. This means there are no annual or regularly scheduled 
arts management research conferences in Canada.

Considering this lack of a national and/ or regional research- focused learned so-
ciety for arts management, the question can be raised as to how arts management ex-
pertise circulates in Canada and to what extent it meshes with disciplinary platforms 
for research dissemination. In order to answer this question, annual conferences and 
their programs— in English and French— were studied over a ten- year period. Going 
through the most important and regular (annual, biannual) conference programs, we 
surveyed the presence of arts management, cultural management, and cultural policy 
research topics based on keywords and abstracts and tried to identify whether any of 
these themes were not simply part of panels but had a prominent place in the program 
(such as full- day or main conference theme, or keynote speech).

In English, the programs of three disciplinary associations— the Administrative 
Sciences Association of Canada (ASAC), the Canadian Political Science Association 
(CPSA), and the Canadian Communication Association (CCA)— were surveyed. 
Most of the associations surveyed organize annual congresses in collaboration 
with the Federation for the Humanities and Social Sciences (FHSS) of Canada. A 
closer look at past conferences reveals that arts management themes are virtually 
absent from disciplinary conferences during the period 2011– 2021. Expanding the 
analysis to include cultural policy themes marginally increases the presence of arts- 
management- related research at these conferences. For the CPSA, since 2017 spe-
cial panels have been organized on culture and global trades and on local cultural 
policies, with little attention devoted to management or organizational matters. 
For the CCA, cultural policy work is consistently presented every year at its confer-
ences, albeit in small numbers (two to five papers out of approximately two hundred 
presentations per edition). Therefore, these national and disciplinary conferences do 
not appear to be where Canadian scholars from the field disseminate their English- 
language work.
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Switching focus to French- language disciplinary conferences reveals a slightly dif-
ferent portrait. For instance, the Association francophone pour le savoir, a federa-
tion of French- speaking institutions and learned societies founded as the Association 
canadienne- française pour l’avancement des sciences (ACFAS) in 1923, actively 
promotes scientific culture in Canada and organizes an annual conference where 
researchers and organizations can submit proposals for workshops and colloquiums. 
ACFAS follows a traditional disciplinary model to organize its different sections, with 
five main knowledge domains (health sciences; natural sciences, mathematics, and en-
gineering; letters, arts, and human sciences; social sciences; and education), each di-
vided in terms of disciplines and objects of study (e.g., economy, labor, and markets; 
organizations and management; media, communications, and information sciences; 
etc.). Over the years, ACFAS has also provided room for interdisciplinary colloquiums 
and workshops. At first glance, single- paper presentations on arts management in 
the disciplinary sections of ACFAS compare to what is found in English- speaking 
associations. For social sciences, humanities, education sciences, and management, the 
average number of papers presented yearly ranges between three and eleven for the pe-
riod surveyed. The presence of arts management papers at the conference, however, is 
marginal, and the inclusion of cultural policy papers does not increase the numbers. 
That being said, where the situation differs is with special thematic colloquiums. Over 
the period studied, there has been, at minimum, one arts- management- focused or arts- 
management- leaning special colloquium per year— for instance, “Artistic Work and the 
Economy of Creation in Sociology” in 2013, “Creativity Under Constraint in Sociology” 
in 2014, “Management of Arts and Culture in Business” in 2016, and “Philanthropy 
and Social Innovation” in 2018, organized by researchers in cultural management, are 
all examples of art management research activities organized during ACFAS’s yearly 
congress.

Similarly, a survey of the Société québécoise de sciences politiques (SQSP) conference 
programs reveals a pattern of arts- management- related projects that converges with 
what can be observed at ACFAS— albeit with SQSP the focus tends to be more on the 
side of cultural policy. While SQSP is an association of organizations and individuals 
belonging to a variety of disciplines, a deeper look at its programs reveals that French- 
speaking researchers in Canada— and more specifically Québec— rarely present their 
work in individual sessions or in regular panels, but use the conference as an opportu-
nity to organize special days or special themed activities centered around cultural policy.

What is evident from these examples is that very few nationally defined spaces in 
Canada offer arts management researchers opportunities to present their work. Instead, 
these researchers must often look to international venues to find spaces that are defin-
itively arts management in nature and scope. Consequently, Canadian arts manage-
ment researchers have become intimately familiar with the Association internationale 
de management de l’art et de la culture (AIMAC), an international conference founded 
in 1991 at the HEC- Montréal Business School (Evard and Colbert 2000). Given its 
focus on arts and cultural management, AIMAC is a natural venue for Canadian arts 
management scholars, as are other international conferences such as the International 
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Conference on Cultural Policy Research (ICCPR) and Social Theory, Politics and the 
Arts (STP&A).

With PhDs— and initial socialization to scientific work— in marketing, public policy, 
sociology, political science, economics, and organizational theory, it appears that 
Canadian researchers working in arts management do not necessarily see or privilege 
their own national/ regional disciplinary conferences as the natural outlets for their 
academic work. This is in no small part because arts management research events in 
Canada often do not follow an annual pattern and are only periodically organized. As 
shall be discussed later in this chapter, the research funding picture for arts management 
seems to indicate that when periodic arts management research events are organized 
in Canada, it is usually as an alternative to international conferences or the prevailing 
Canadian disciplinary model of conferences.

Publications

Academic publications are one of the most important indicators of research activity 
and vitality of fields. The questions to consider are where Canadian authors publish on 
arts management, what main themes and subthemes they tend to focus on, and how 
they fare in the field in terms of research outputs compared to researchers based in 
institutions outside Canada. In order to answer this question, SciVal— a bibliometric da-
tabase prepared by Elsevier— was used. Given the database’s functionalities, this section 
also brings to salience international comparisons and patterns of international cooper-
ation involving researchers based in Canadian institutions. This chapter also brings for-
ward data from other research repositories that are more inclusive of French- language 
publications in Canada. In addition, building on the most- published Canadian authors 
in the field— a criterion that, we argue, is indicative of a persistence of and association 
with field- related research— we tried to understand where else they find suitable outlets 
to publish their works beyond major journals in the field, such as the International 
Journal of Arts Management and the Journal of Arts Management, Law and Society, and 
whether we can identify some patterns. In this case, we used the ranking produced in 
SciVal and researched the total publication output of these researchers in Scopus, an-
other database surveying academic publications.

First, publications authored by at least one Canadian researcher and published in 
the International Journal of Arts Management or the Journal of Arts Management, Law 
and Society— two academic journals primarily focused on arts management— were 
surveyed. From 2012 to 2022, a total of 55 publications were written (or co- written) 
by Canadian authors, which makes Canadian researchers the third- most- published 
group in these journals after Americans (125 papers) and the French (72 papers). At first 
glance, 45.5 percent of publications involving a Canadian author were made through 
international collaborations (ten papers co- authored with French researchers and six 
with American researchers), while 14.6 percent resulted from national collaborations; 
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36.4 percent had a single author. More than half of these papers were published by HEC- 
Montréal- affiliated authors, and one out of five was published by researchers affiliated 
with the University of Ottawa. The most common research keywords in this pool of 
publications were “art,” “cultural policy,” “Québec,” “personnel,” “artist,” and “business 
models.” By contrast, from the American- authored publications, the most prominent 
keywords were “art,” “arts management,” “nonprofit,” and “organizations.” In terms 
of international collaborations, only thirteen papers (or 10 percent) of American- 
authored publications involved international collaborators. Of the papers authored by 
French researchers, 37.5 percent were produced in collaboration with researchers from 
other countries. The most prominent keywords used to index the research output of 
French authors included “museums,” “arts,” “business models,” “visitors,” and “cultural 
industries.”

While the above examples represent but a small pool of work, they are, neverthe-
less, indicative of a collaborative (and thematic) pattern in the works published by 
these journals. To extend the pool of available work and to further understanding of 
publication patterns, the publications of three additional journals were considered: 
the International Journal of Cultural Policy, Cultural Trends, the Journal of Cultural 
Economics, and Poetics. With these new journals included, the total number of 
published works between 2012 and 2022 related to arts management increased to 
1,894. American authors were the most- published in this group, with 419 publications 
(see Table 2.1), followed by authors from the United Kingdom, with 403 publications. 
Canadian authors ranked fifth, with 116 publications, just behind Australian (145) and 
French (133) authors. Canadian authors were the most likely to collaborate with inter-
national authors on publications (39 percent of their output), as compared to French (37 
percent), Australian (27 percent), American (17 percent), and UK (17 percent) authors. 
In terms of themes within this international pool, cultural policy, art, culture, museums, 
artists, and creative industries are the most prominent. A closer look at Canadian pa-
pers specifically brings forth the following keywords: “art,” “cultural policy,” “culture,” 
“Canada,” “Québec,” “artist,” and “policy.”

Table 2.1.  Published Works in Five Major Journals in the 
Field (2012– 2022)

Country of academic 
affiliation

Total number of 
outputs

Proportion of international 
co- authorship in published 
works

United States 419 17%

United Kingdom 403 17%

Australia 145 27%

France 133 37%

Canada 116 39%
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Two observations can be made at this point. First, based on the most prominent 
keywords, it appears that Canadian authors see international journals as publication 
outlets where case studies on Canada or Québec can be disseminated— an observa-
tion that runs counter to the commonly held belief that international journals are un-
interested in material that discusses domestic (that is, solely Canadian) policies and 
issues. This pattern seems to be sustained beyond the International Journal of Arts 
Management— which could be seen as the most sympathetic to Canadian material of 
the sample of journals assessed, in large part because of where it is edited and its his-
tory with HEC- Montréal. Second, Canadian authors have a pattern of international 
collaborations with American and French authors. Delving further into the research 
output, we see that these collaborations tend to bring Canadian materials (organiza-
tions, policies, and artists) into comparative perspective.

Beyond these commonly known outlets, where else do Canadian authors publish 
their work on arts management and, by extension, the commonly associated theme of 
cultural policy? To answer this question, a sample of the fifty Canadian researchers most 
published in the abovementioned journals was taken to assess their research outputs 
in other outlets. The first observation that can be made is that there is no other single 
journal that appears to be a common publication outlet. When we investigated other 
academic journals where these authors have published, we found that only two of the 
authors have published in the same journal. This suggests that there are no other na-
tional or international journals that serve as natural, common alternatives to the six 
journals that were assessed.

The fifty authors sampled have published one or more pieces in 220 journals indexed 
in the Scopus bibliographic database. These authors have mostly published in sociology 
journals (34), followed by marketing (28), economics (27), political science (22), psy-
chology (21), general management studies and organizational studies (20), geography 
and urban studies (19), communication studies (13), cultural studies (9), and, more mar-
ginally, information studies, education sciences, and computer sciences journals. This 
diversity of discipline may suggest a pattern of accidental publishing behavior, whereby 
someone published in an arts management journal without having a research pro-
gram consistent with the discipline, even in its broadest definition. However, given the 
small pool of authors (fifty), and based on the field knowledge in Canada, the authors 
that appear on the list clearly have arts- management- focused research programs. It is 
more probable that arts management research crosses disciplinary boundaries and can 
be relatively well framed in other contexts. This is commonly seen in communication 
studies, management, organizational studies, public administration, and public policy 
publications, and a cursory look at publication abstracts reveals as much. Alternatively, 
arts management researchers may tend to publish in the disciplines in which they were 
socialized and received their doctoral degrees and may occasionally have a second re-
search area of focus. This is noticeable in some publication patterns, where researchers 
who are frequently published in arts management are also frequently published in soci-
ology, general marketing, or psychology. Finally, the strong representation of marketing 
studies journals (28 out of 220 journals) may be largely due to the fact that graduate arts 
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management education in Canada owes a lot to marketing, with the graduate education 
most closely associated with arts management being the marketing degree offered by 
HEC- Montréal (Colbert 2017)— which itself may be a Canadian singularity.

Similarly, an important Canadian characteristic that is perhaps not well captured in 
SciVal and Scopus databases is its French- English bilingualism. To correct this gap, re-
search was conducted in the Persée database, a French counterpart to the Erudit.org 
journals database. The Persée database mostly indexes journals from Canada, though 
a few from France and Belgium are also captured. While the Persée database does not 
allow for a focused search on researcher affiliations, it remains a useful tool for de-
termining where and how arts management research circulates in French- language 
journals. The keyword “arts management” is associated with papers published in Téoros 
(a tourism studies journal), La revue d’études théâtrales (theater studies), Ethnologies, 
anthropologies et sociétés (ethnography), Politiques et sociétés (political science), and 
Management international (generalist management studies).

Another pattern that is not perceptible in SciVal or Scopus databases is in relation 
to publications in transfer journals, or journals with a broader audience that includes 
professionals. This is the case with journals like Liaison and L’annuaire théâtral. 
Similarly, another outlet for arts management publications that are not covered by 
bibliometric databases is that of “cultural journals” or “revues culturelles,” which are 
cultural journals that have an essayistic nature but are not double- blind peer- reviewed. 
Journals such as ETC and La vie des arts, from the 1980s, likely saw in their pages the 
first French- language publications of arts management research in Canada— years be-
fore the creation of the International Journal of Arts Management in 1998. Other types 
of publications, such as HEC’s French- language case studies, have also been important 
contributors to the field of arts management in Canada.

In sum, arts management research diffused by authors affiliated with Canadian 
institutions tends to be produced in large proportion through international 
collaborations. In international journals, authors affiliated with a Canadian institution 
tend to publish not conceptual papers but Canadian case studies, often in compara-
tive perspective. Because of the limited publication outlets available to them, Canadian 
authors tend to publish their work in journals related to the discipline in which they 
were trained or obtained their PhD. This suggests that arts management research output 
circulates in outlets other than those most associated with the field. Arts management 
research also circulates in French- language journals, with many of the field’s debates 
emanating from cultural journals and transfer journals that date back to the 1980s.

Public Funding for Research

Funding is another area in which the dynamics of an academic field can be understood. 
In Canada, there exists an extensive system of governmental research funding, where 
the federal and provincial governments play an important part in supporting research 
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development through grants to universities to support research infrastructures, as well 
as through a grant system that directly funds researchers and their research projects.

At the federal level, the Canadian government developed a system of national re-
search funding that echoes the creation of the Canada Council for the Arts in 1957. 
Along with the National Sciences and Engineering Council of Canada (NSERC) and 
the Canadian Institutes of Health Research (CIHR), the Social Sciences and Humanities 
Research Council of Canada (SSHRC) is one of three federal granting agencies that 
fund research projects by Canadian researchers based on merit and peer evaluations. 
SSHRC’s purview includes arts management research projects.

SSHRC offers a host of different grants, some of which are targeted to MA, PhD, 
and postdoctoral researchers, while others cover faculty research. Programs such as 
“Knowledge” and “Insight Development” fund researchers’ core projects through grants 
that can reach up to $500,000 CAD over a period of three to five years. Similarly, the 
standard grant, dedicated to the support of independent and fundamental research, is 
a multiyear grant that typically lasts three to five years, with a funding range of $15,000 
to $50,000 CAD a year. Other programs offer support for partnership development 
with community stakeholders, for organizing events, and for supporting research dis-
semination. Grants are distributed through funding competitions where candidates 
submit project proposals to SSHRC, to be evaluated by a panel of disciplinary experts. 
While the panels evaluating proposals are often interdisciplinary, SSHRC imposes many 
restrictions and tends to redirect submissions to discipline- based panels whenever pos-
sible. SSHRC is, arguably, one of the most important and prestigious sources of research 
funding in Canada. Not only is SSHRC a source of funding, but it is an important source 
of symbolic capital; receiving an SSHRC award reinforces a researcher’s legitimacy. This 
source of distinction in Canadian academia is not so much linked to the amount re-
ceived (which is mostly in a fixed range) but is rather a function of whether a researcher 
is “fundable” and is able to win grants and awards.

For the purpose of this chapter, efforts were made to understand how arts manage-
ment research fares in terms of funding received through SSHRC. A survey of SSHRC’s 
funding database was an important methodological challenge, since arts management 
is considered a field and not a discipline. To search the SSHRC database, three clusters 
of subthemes germane to the field— in both English and French— were created: (1) a 
core arts management cluster, which aggregates the following research descriptors: “arts 
management,” “cultural management,” “cultural administration,” “arts organizations,” 
“artists and management,” “artists and organization,” and “cultural organizations”; (2) a 
cultural policy cluster; and (3) a creative industries cluster. The SSHRC database indexes 
projects that received funding between 1998 and 2022; for the purposes of this exercise, 
the full range of the period was used to identify the number of grants related to the three 
clusters received over that period and the type of competitions that attracted the most 
funding.

In the arts management funding cluster, the research funding received from SSHRC 
between 1998 and 2022 is modest (see Table 2.2). Out of the fifty- four grants distrib-
uted to arts management projects, twenty- three were awarded through the “talent” 
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grants, which are funds to support the research of master’s and doctoral candidates. 
Six projects received funding through community partnership grants, and eight were 
awarded through standard research grants (a grant developed to support research ex-
cellence in the field). The remaining seventeen grants were obtained through special 
targeted funding opportunities, most of which came in the form of requests for lit-
erature reviews or in support of events or workshops. Given the modest number of 
standard grants identified with this cluster of data, a search and analysis of frequently 
published Canadian researchers in the field of arts management was subsequently 
conducted. However, this added layer of analysis only uncovered three additional arts- 
management- related grants, all of which were awarded in support of a conference (and, 
consequently, were left out of Table 2.2).

The creative industries cluster of funded projects, on the other hand, provides a 
somewhat different picture. A total of 103 grants were distributed to support creative 
industries projects between 1998 and 2022 (see Table 2.3). Of the total number of projects 
funded, forty- four were standard research grants and forty- one were grants for grad-
uate students. Only five community partnership projects were funded; the remaining 
thirteen grants were awarded to support literature reviews, events, and workshops. The 
main difference between this cluster of funded projects and the arts management cluster 
is that more standard research grants were awarded in support of fieldwork and funda-
mental research in the field.

Finally, there were a total of 169 grants awarded in the cultural policy research cluster. 
Of these grants, the majority (ninety- one) were awarded to MA and PhD students and 
postdoctoral researchers (see Table 2.4). Standard research grants constituted approxi-
mately a third of funded projects related to cultural policy (fifty- four). Fourteen grants 
were awarded to community partnership projects, and ten were awarded under other 
funding, primarily linked to workshops on cultural policy research.

While the sample above constitutes a small number of grants— approximately 330 in 
total— it reflects the small size of the Canadian arts management research community, 
a community that, even when broadly including creative industries and cultural policy 

Table 2.2.  SSHRC Research Funding in the Arts Management 
Cluster (1998– 2022)

Type of funding
Number of 
grants

Proportion of total 
grants offered

Funding for student research 
(including one postdoctoral grant)

23 42.5%

Standard research grants 8 15%

Community partnership programs 6 10.5%

Other funding (literature reviews, 
events organization)

17 32%
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projects, remains small in comparison to other fields. Despite the small numbers, there 
are a couple of observations that can be made about how Canadian arts management 
researchers operate. First, over the past two decades, an average of ten students per year 
received funding for an arts management, creative industries, and/ or cultural policy 
project. To put this observation into perspective, in 2020– 2021 alone, SSHRC granted 
1,513 graduate bursaries (MA and PhD); among these were 163 in political science, 81 in 
philosophy, 83 in communication studies, 45 in management studies, and 42 in crimi-
nology. Comparing the arts management average of ten students per year to these results 
would be unfair; however, comparing them to the yearly results of political science 
subdisciplines, for instance, brings a better perspective to the numbers. Of the 163 total 
political science graduate student projects funded by SSHRC in 2020– 2021, 25 belonged 
to the subdiscipline of international relations, 11 to political theory and political phi-
losophy, 11 to comparative politics, and 11 to public policy. Some subdisciplines, such 
as local government or political history, received no grants in 2020– 2021. Contrasting 
these numbers with those of the aggregate provides a better sense of the recognition arts 
management graduate students’ projects receive from SSHRC.

Table 2.3.  SSHRC Research Funding in the Creative Industries 
Cluster (1998– 2022)

Type of funding
Number of 
grants

Proportion of total 
grants offered

Funding for student research 
(including four postdoctoral grants)

41 40%

Standard research grants 44 43%

Community partnership programs  5 4.5%

Other funding (literature reviews, 
events organization)

13 12.5%

Table 2.4.  SSHRC Research Funding in the Cultural Policy Cluster 
(1998– 2022)

Type of funding
Number of 
grants

Proportion of total 
grants offered

Funding for student research 
(including 11 postdoctoral grants)

91 54%

Standard research grants 54 32%

Community partnership programs 14 8%

Other funding (literature reviews, 
events organization)

10 6%
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A similar exercise can be used when it comes to the funding available to researchers 
through the standard grants stream. Between 1998 and 2022, a total of 106 standard 
grants were awarded for works in arts management, creative industries, and cultural 
policy— which represents a yearly average of approximately four grants in the field. 
Using the competition year of 2020– 2021 as a baseline, by comparison, out of 2,681 
applications, SSHRC awarded 153 standard grants to management and business studies 
faculties, 88 to political science faculties, 44 to philosophy faculties, and 38 to communi-
cation studies faculties. Once again, it is worth noting that these numbers reflect grants 
based on discipline, which probably makes it unfair to compare them against arts- 
management- related projects. However, delving into political science subdisciplines 
provides a better comparison: in 2020– 2021, funding was provided for twenty- five 
projects in international relations, fourteen in comparative politics, seven in public 
policy, six in electoral studies, and five in political thought, with the rest divided among 
other subdisciplines. Compared to these numbers, the field of arts management appears 
to fare reasonably well and receive a decent level of recognition from SSHRC.

Hence, if the focus is placed strictly on the arts management cluster, the number of 
funded projects would be rather small (possibly distressingly so for researchers in the 
field). What explains this relative lack of arts management research funding (less than 
one project funded per year over the past two decades) from the federal agency? One ex-
planation could have to do with the necessity of funding: how much funding is needed 
to conduct arts management research? Many well- published authors in the field have re-
ceived little to no funding from SSHRC; however, they were still able to conduct research 
and use their existing relationships to carry out important case studies. Alternatively, 
there are other, nonfederal sources of funding available to researchers who focus strictly 
on arts management. For instance, after the government of Canada, Québec has the 
most extensive funding agency in the country. The Fonds de recherche du Québec sci-
ence et culture (FRQSC) funds Québec- based academics in many fields, including arts 
management. Researchers from HEC- Montréal and the Institut national de recherche 
scientifique (INRS)— which have the largest cluster of cultural policy researchers in 
Canada— together receive an average of two to three research grants per year through 
the FRQSC funds for arts management projects. Similarly, Mitacs— a not- for- profit as-
sociation created in 1999 and funded through federal and provincial governments— has 
funded 116 projects and case studies associated with arts organizations. While the Mitacs 
awards do not bring much symbolic prestige to researchers, they do offer funds that can 
help strengthen researchers’ links with arts organizations and help transfer knowledge 
to practice.

Additionally, government and private sector research funding (through research 
contracts) are common sources of revenue in Canadian universities. Looking at 
Statistics Canada’s data on research revenues, the federal government’s contracts repre-
sent approximately 14 percent of research funds available to the average Canadian uni-
versity, while provincial contracts represent an average of 12.6 percent (Statistics Canada 
2022). At the Université du Québec Network, for instance, contracts from the provin-
cial government can provide in excess of 25 percent of the research funding gathered by 
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researchers. As for private funding, the ranges are between 10 percent and 13 percent of 
the available research funding at Canadian universities. It is very likely that arts man-
agement researchers seek funds from some of these alternative sources. Looking at the 
funding patterns at INRS, and considering the importance of the Ministère de la cul-
ture et des communications in Québec and the Department of Canadian Heritage at the 
federal level, it is highly probable that these funding sources play an important role in 
research projects in arts management. Despite being less prestigious, these sources of 
funding can be important sustainers of arts management research in Canada.

Research Chairs

Research chairs play an important part in the development of research. More specifi-
cally, research chairs are essential for the development of new areas of research and for 
the consolidation of fields. We documented the existing chairs by building on our know-
ledge of the field in Canada and also by looking into databases of federally and pro-
vincially funded research chairs. Ideas about research chairs, their funding, and their 
purpose differ greatly in different national contexts. In Canada, privately funded re-
search chairs are not the norm. In the humanities and social sciences, privately funded 
chairs are offered very modest funding. Universities and the federal government are the 
most important actors when it comes to developing research chairs. Research chairs typ-
ically involve a reduction of teaching loads for chairholders so that they can concentrate 
on research activities. Most of the chairs in Canada also involve regular yearly funding. 
These vary between programs. For instance, the Program of Canadian Research Chairs, 
funded by the federal government, guarantees chairholders annual funding of $100,000 
to 200,000 CAD per year for fieldwork, research dissemination, and/ or lab material, on 
renewable terms of five to seven years.

One of the most important research chairs when it comes to arts management in 
Canada is undoubtedly the Carmelle and Rémi Marcoux Research Chair on Arts 
Management, housed at HEC Montréal. This research chair, originally held by François 
Colbert and which received over $1 million CAD in 1991, is undoubtedly a beacon of arts 
management research in Canada, and an institution around which the field has devel-
oped over the years (Rentschler and Shilbury 2008). It benefits from a generous private 
source of funding, something rare for a social sciences and humanities research chair 
in Canada. This chair, like many research chairs, acts as an important community hub, 
offering fundamental institutional support around which professors and students can 
develop relationships. Research chairs often organize events, publish material, and have 
the capacity to speak for the field to governments and decision- makers because of their 
visibility. The Carmelle and Rémi Marcoux Research Chair, in particular, is an impor-
tant component of the history of research in arts management in Canada.

While there is probably no other research chair in Canada that is more explicitly 
devoted to arts management than the Carmelle and Rémi Marcoux Research Chair, 
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many others belong to a broader conception of arts management research. Some re-
search chairs have been created by universities to promote the study of cultural policy 
and arts organizations. For instance, in 1998 at INRS, the Chaire Fernand- Dumont sur 
la culture was created in honor of the famous Québécois sociologist of culture Fernand 
Dumont. This research chair focuses on arts organizations, cultural ecosystems, cultural 
policy, and the relationships between territories and culture. Under this research chair 
sit ten researchers, making it one of the most research- intensive chairs of its kind in 
Canada when it comes to the study of culture. Similarly, the International Francophonie 
Research Chair on Cultural Heritage Policy, created in 2019 at the University of Ottawa, 
is another chair created to study arts and heritage organizations, focusing on the French- 
speaking world from a comparative perspective.

In addition to community- supported or university- funded research chairs, there are 
research chairs that belong to important networks and bring visibility to cultural re-
search in Canada. The UNESCO chairs program in Canada, for instance, offers thirty- 
one research chairs, two of which are relevant to the study of culture: the UNESCO 
chair on the urban landscape at the Université de Montréal is focused on conservation, 
while the UNESCO chair on diversity of cultural expression, housed at the Université 
Laval in Québec city, focuses on law and cultural expressions in the arts. While the 
former is strictly focused on heritage, the latter documents the complex situation and 
the hardships of arts organizations in the global context and the strategies developed to 
support a diversity of artistic expression. Although the UNESCO chair network typi-
cally offers modest support for its chairholders, both chairs have been able to qualify for 
funding offered to research chairs by Québec’s research councils, giving them additional 
resources to conduct their missions.

Finally, when it comes to academic prestige, the most important research chairs in 
Canada belong to the Canada Research Chairs (CRC) program, a special governmental 
fund developed in 2000 with the intention of curtailing what was referred to as the 
“brain drain” (the exodus of high- level Canadian academics). Since its inception, the 
CRC program has evolved to include objectives more closely aligned with governmental 
priorities in science. Two CRCs are devoted to pressing issues in cultural policy. One is 
held by Sarah Bannerman at McMaster University and is concerned with the evolution 
and governance of communication and media policies in Canada. The other is held by 
Jonathan Roberge at INRS and focuses on arts organizations and policies in the digital 
environment; in particular, it documents issues such as the discoverability of cultural 
content online, with an eye toward the representation of Québec and French cultural 
items in the digital world. Other research chairs are concerned with cultural and crea-
tive industries in Canada: the Chair in Cultural Economy (Deborah Leslie, University of 
Toronto), the Chair in Creative Innovation and Leadership (David Gauntlett, Toronto 
Metropolitan University), and the Chair in Arts, Culture and Global Relations (Sarah 
Smith, Western University). These research chairs fit with national priorities but are 
designed around the personalities and orientations of their chairholders. In this sense, 
these chairs represent an important opportunity for creating a space for arts and cultural 
management research.
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Conclusions

Studying a field and understanding its dynamics can come with important methodo-
logical challenges. This chapter provides some insights that may inform future research 
on the dynamics of the field of arts management. The main methodological difficulty 
for understanding arts management— and arts management research in particular— 
has to do with the predominance of the disciplinary structures of academic work and 
institutions. Disciplines tend to benefit from a more robust position in universities, 
whereas interdisciplinary programs are often shared between departments or faculties. 
Beyond its often precarious place in university structures, arts management frequently 
suffers from the disciplinary organization of research grants. In Canada, the major na-
tional granting agencies are organized under a disciplinary model. This represents a 
challenge for assessing the nature and type of funding that arts management researchers 
can get; however, this is not just a methodological challenge but also a challenge for 
researchers who need to strategize and navigate the conventions of a field or a discipline 
to secure funding. Understanding publication patterns beyond the well- known publi-
cation outlets of the field also constitutes an important methodological challenge. This 
chapter has proposed a number of strategies for responding to these challenges, though 
future work may want to include career strategy analyses with researchers.

This chapter highlights the importance of international spaces for research diffu-
sion to Canada- based researchers in arts management. International conferences and 
journals offer the most obvious spaces to circulate academic work on arts management. 
From a Canadian perspective, arts management is an international research field, and 
this is evident in the proportion of international publications by Canadian authors. 
While there is a domestic “life” for Canadian arts management authors— a number of 
local spaces for research dissemination— these tend to be sporadic and associated with 
very specific themes. There are no permanent domestic journals or conference spaces 
for Canadian researchers. Moreover, there do not seem to be any prominent alterna-
tive outlets to the major international journal in the field for academics associated 
with Canadian universities. Looking at the output of the most published Canadian 
researchers in the most prominent journals of the field, there is no strong pattern— 
disciplinary or otherwise— to their publication choices. This suggests that Canadian 
academics likely circulate their research in non- arts- management disciplinary journals 
and adopt a mixed publication strategy, with a mixed adherence to field or discipline. 
This strategy, however, is not evident in the main conference venues. When it comes 
to funding, arts management does not fare as well as research funded on germane 
topics such as cultural policy or creative industries. Nonetheless, the aggregate of the 
three interrelated objects of the field shows funding patterns that do not compare well 
to disciplines but compare favorably to the funding patterns of subdisciplines. Finally, 
research chairs have played an important part in the intellectual life of arts manage-
ment in Canada. Research chairs have had a seminal effect on the field of arts man-
agement, dating back to the early 1990s. More recently, the introduction of new chairs 
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has complemented the field with new research themes— often explored over periods 
that can last a decade— especially if funded by the Canada Research Chairs program. 
Research chairs in Canada retain a collaborative nature; they attract resources and con-
stitute a nodal point for an academic community.

Note

 1. Cultural democracy and the democratization of culture refer to two distinct rationales, or 
views on the accessibility of culture in cultural policy. Cultural democracy can be said to 
be— historically and philosophically— an answer to the democratization of culture, an ap-
proach that emphasized the economic and geographic accessibility of culture, without chal-
lenging cultural hierarchies and while taking the canons of great (elite) culture for granted. 
Cultural democracy is a cultural policy whose principles aim to promote cultural program-
ming that is more inclusive of popular culture. Challenges to cultural hierarchy are inherent 
to cultural democracy. For more information on this important debate, see DiMaggio and 
Useem 1978; Donnat 1991; Evrard 1997; Mulcahy 2006; and Hadley 2021.
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Chapter 3

Analyzing the Cultural 
and Creative Industries 

Ecosystem Under  
the Lens of Complex 

Adaptive Systems
Beyond the Sector

Leonardo Mazzoni, Stefania Oliva,  
and Luciana Lazzeretti

Introduction

Over the last decades, the cultural and creative sectors have been the focus of an 
increasing number of analyses that have investigated their ability to generate economic 
value (Howkins 2002; Cooke and Lazzeretti 2008), their influence on the performance 
of other sectors and the wider economy (Innocenti and Lazzeretti 2019), and their cen-
trality to policy regarding the development of regions and cities (Scott 2006; Pratt 2008; 
Vecco 2009).

Recently, a new challenge in the debate on the role of the cultural and creative sectors 
in the economy and society is represented by the advent of information and commu-
nication technologies. The digital revolution brings with it new opportunities for the 
development of the cultural and creative sectors in terms of new professional skills, en-
trepreneurship, new ways of experiencing cultural heritage, and new communication 
channels for cultural and creative products (Massi, Vecco, and Lin 2021). Moreover, the 
economic crisis triggered by the pandemic has shown the increased dependence of cre-
ative activities on intangible, digital, and knowledge- based factors, despite traditional 
industrial aspects and cultural resources (Cruz and Teixeira 2021).
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Considering this increasing interest in CCIs, several taxonomies have been proposed 
to capture and measure the different activities and organizations that are part of this 
unit of analysis. However, although these taxonomies have been modified and ex-
panded to include multiple typologies of activity, current definitions still fail to cap-
ture the changing nature of this object of study, especially when considering a historical 
perspective.

Previous studies suggest that an evolutionary perspective based on complexity 
thinking can help define a broader theoretical framework for studying the cultural and 
creative economy, one able to detect connections with labor markets, communities, and 
other social aspects (Jung 2011; Comunian 2019). This opens the door to an ecosystem 
approach to the study of cultural and creative organizations (De Bernard, Comunian, 
and Gross 2021).

In order to enlarge this debate, this chapter applies the complex adaptive system ap-
proach for identifying the actors, relationships, properties, and structures of the CCI ec-
osystem. This lens of analysis can help clarify how the concept of CCIs has changed over 
time and propose a new instrument for mapping relationships and dynamics of CCIs, as 
an alternative to existing approaches mainly based on industrial specializations.

Therefore, the research question that drives the analysis is: “What is the most suitable 
approach to define and analyze CCIs?” The discussion finds its roots in the model of 
culture- economy- society- technology that describes the phases in the evolutionary path 
of the relationship between culture, economy, society, and technologies and how it has 
been transformed by the current digital revolution.

The chapter is structured as follows. The next section synthesizes the literature on 
CCIs in terms of taxonomies proposed for the classification of the activities that per-
tain to the sector, identifying the limitations of such an approach and discussing how 
scholars integrate it with the potential offered by the ecological approach. The next 
section opens the discussion on complexity thinking, which originated from an (eco)
system approach. It introduces the definition and characteristics of a complex adaptive 
system and discusses how the cultural and creative sector can be interpreted through a 
systemic approach and an evolutionary viewpoint. Finally, the conclusion discusses the 
possible merits of this approach and offers insight for driving future research.

An Overview of the Taxonomies of 
Cultural and Creative Industries: 

From Mapping Document to  
Ecological Approach

Over the last decades, several studies have discussed how the literature on the cul-
tural and creative economy has evolved (Chen and Chen 2014; Gong and Hassink 2017; 
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Lazzeretti et al. 2018). Jason Potts collected the key contributions in a book on the ec-
onomics of creative industries (Potts 2016). Despite these efforts, there is still incon-
sistency about what can be considered under the umbrella of “cultural and creative 
activities.” This inconsistency only increases when the debate concerns the definition of 
CCIs. Several approaches have been proposed over the years.

As Cunningham (2002) points out, cultural industries were initially studied by 
applying neoclassical economics to the arts, looking at the initiatives of government 
at the national level. Since the 1980s, the growth of new organizational models and 
networks of organizations increasingly oriented toward creativity has spurred a shift 
from the model of “public art” toward new models based on the “new economy” and in-
creasingly studied with a managerial approach.

In the policy dimension, although the term “creative industries” was used for the 
first time in Australia in 1994 with the report “Creative Nation: Commonwealth 
Cultural Policy” (Boix et al. 2013), the debate on CCIs has become central since the 
first decade of the 2000s thanks to the work of the Department of Culture, Media and 
Sports (DCMS) in the United Kingdom. DCMS produced two reports in 1998 and 
2001, proposing a mapping document (DCMS 2001) that could be seen as the first 
attempt to classify CCIs. In this regard, DCMS (2001, 5) defined CCIs as “industries 
which have their origin in individual creativity, skill and talent and which have a po-
tential for wealth and job creation through the generation and exploitation of intellec-
tual property.”

This mapping document represents the first attempt to classify CCIs with definite 
borders. It aims to provide support for governments in developing cultural and creative 
policies, especially considering the fuzziness and uncertainty around the stakeholders 
involved in the production and consumption of such goods/ services (Cunningham et 
al. 2008). Indeed, according to well- known scholars (Throsby 2001; Jeffcutt and Pratt 
2002; Caves 2003), the unique characteristics of products and performances, the huge 
variety in the purchasing behaviors of customers and the capacity to generate commer-
cial revenue by selling “expressive value” included in symbolic, aesthetic, social, and au-
thentic means are distinctive traits that justified the introduction of a new industrial 
taxonomy.

Starting with the contribution by DMCS, there have been several tentative efforts to 
define the CCI concept. An interesting approach is the concentric circle model proposed 
by Throsby (2001), based on the idea of the cultural value intrinsically rooted in cultural 
goods. According to the model, the higher the cultural content of a good or service, the 
closer it will be to the center of the model, represented by the core creative arts. The 
greater the importance of the commercial content of the good or service, the more it 
moves away from the core creative arts toward the outer circles.

In a similar vein, the World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO 2003) 
proposed a method for estimating CCIs’ impact on the economy based on copyright. 
The model includes those industries involved directly or indirectly in the creation, 
manufacture, production, broadcast, and distribution of copyrighted works. Three 
categories are identified: core copyright industries, interdependent copyright industries 
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and “partial copyright industries.” The first are industries that are fully dependent on 
copyrighted material, while the second are engaged in the production, manufacture, 
and sale of enabling equipment for the production or distribution of cultural products 
and services. Finally, partial copyright industries are those in which a portion of their 
activities is related to copyrighted work and other protected subjects and may involve 
creation, production, manufacturing, performance, broadcasting, communication, ex-
hibition, distribution, or sales.

Another taxonomy is proposed by UNESCO and divides CCIs into two categories: 
industries in core cultural domains and industries in expanded cultural domains 
(UNESCO 2005). According to this taxonomy, cultural industries are defined as a set 
of activities that produce and distribute cultural goods or services, considering specific 
attributes, uses, or purposes, able to embody or convey cultural expressions, irrespective 
of the commercial value they may have.

A different taxonomy is offered by Americans for the Arts (2005), which identifies 
arts- centric businesses as organizations that operate in sectors related to the production 
and distribution of the arts. This taxonomy, however, does not take into account aspects 
relating to technology and communication.

Finally, the symbolic text model focuses on “high arts” versus “popular culture di-
chotomy,” identifying the cultural sectors the activities able to communicate and dis-
tribute symbolic text or messages (Throsby 2008).

Other approaches have been applied to study CCIs. UNCTAD (2010) divides creative 
industries using a smile curve model and positions traditional cultural activities in the 
upstream part and the activities closer to market in the downstream part, adopting a tax-
onomy that includes four main groups: heritage, arts, media, and functional creations. 
The first two represent to some extent the source of creativity, while the other two are 
more oriented toward communication and marketing.

The KEA report (2006) on the creative and cultural sector offers another example of 
CCI taxonomy. It considers the cultural sector to be composed of non- industrial sectors 
and an industrial sector, while the creative sector is constituted by creative industries 
and activities and related industries in which culture plays a pivotal role as a creative 
input (KEA 2006).

A diverse approach is that of the Work Foundation, which holds that the central core 
is not “the arts” but instead “all forms of ‘original product.’ ” Rather than using “creative” 
as the distinguishing feature of this sector, the model instead uses “expressive value” 
(O’Connor 2010).

Scholars have contributed other voices to the debate. For instance, Lazzeretti, Boix, 
and Capone (2008), benchmarking between Italy and Spain and between France and 
the United Kingdom (Boix et al. 2013), proposed a distinction between traditional crea-
tive industries (publishing, architecture, engineering, music, film, and performing arts) 
and nontraditional creative industries (R&D, software and computer service, and ad-
vertising). Lazzeretti and Capone (2015) employed a new approach called “narrow and 
broad” to quantify CCIs, where the narrow range includes the traditional CCIs and the 
broad range adds two categories, tourism and heritage- related activities.
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Despite the numerous definitions proposed, the debate remains open, and recent 
literature has raised numerous criticisms. Classifying the CCIs based on an industrial 
approach leads to grouping together types of activities that have extremely different 
characteristics, production models, outputs, and markets. This makes it difficult to com-
pare different sectors (Gong and Hassink 2017). Such an approach results in fragmented 
research, because individual research projects focus on specific objects and lack a way 
to connect different scales and dimensions (Comunian 2019). Furthermore, a model 
mainly based on industrial specialization, resource agglomeration, and localized know-
ledge spillovers is not able to capture the opportunity discovery system created by the 
interaction and interdependence between creative and noncreative agents (Autio et 
al. 2018).

Numerous researchers have attempted to widen the CCI debate, considering other 
actors and elements, such as cultural and creative clusters and districts (Santagata 2006; 
Lazzeretti 2008), creative cities (Hall 2000; Landry 2012), or creative classes (Florida 
2012). Such approaches have the merit of overcoming sectoral specialization and of-
fering a more comprehensive description of CCIs. However, these approaches still re-
main partial, being applied only to specific components and unable to express a holistic 
dimension.

As a consequence of these criticisms, in the last decade alternative approaches have 
emerged, based on two key points (Florida 2012):

 1. The concept of a creative economy presents blurred boundaries. Thus no single 
definition can be applied because of the concept’s instability and the presence of 
subjective criteria of classification.

 2. A wider diffusion of new theoretical frameworks, with units of analysis that focus 
on ecology, systems, and networks.

Scholars have recently stressed how culture and creativity are evolving “organisms” 
that nurture workers and consumers. They represent a connective social structure that 
results from the formal and informal interactions of many actors, thanks to geographical 
or cognitive proximities (Markusen 2011; Holden 2015). Accordingly, Sterback (2014) 
claims that the notion of creative ecology configures a new model where creativity and 
culture are embedded “within a holistic worldview” that “reveals interdependencies 
with economic, social, cultural and environmental systems” (Sterback 2014, 4). Another 
important contribution comes from Howkins (2010), who proposes the idea of a biolog-
ical ecosystem as a framework to inquire about human creativity (see also Stankevičiene 
et al. 2011). Howkins (2010, 11) defines creative ecology as “a niche where diverse 
individuals express themselves in a systemic and adaptive way, using ideas to produce 
new ideas,” and proposes four aspects of creative ecologies: diversity, change, learning, 
and adapting. These consequential phases identify the ecological pattern: variety is the 
origin of change, which is the vehicle that pushes the human race to imitate and learn 
until the last stage, where species collaborate and compete and only the resilient ones 
survive (Stankevičiene et al. 2011).
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From this perspective, new taxonomies that aim to look at economic agents’ con-
sumption and production in a wide and extensive logic have emerged. For example, 
Markusen proposes an ecological framework focused on the interrelation among 
people (cultural workers, supporters, participants), businesses and organizations (arts 
nonprofits, cultural firms, public art agencies), and places (cultural regions, cities, 
neighborhoods). Markusen’s work (2011) emphasizes the leading role of nonprofit 
entities in the ecology of California.

Holden (2015) identifies three spheres of culture, each of which is permeable to 
the others: publicly funded culture (supported by the state or by philanthropists), 
commercial culture (which operates through the market), and homemade culture 
(amateur and voluntary, such as video and music uploaded on social networks or 
other internet platforms). According to Holden, what matters are the roles that or-
ganizations and people can play to make a difference. He identifies four archetypes: 
guardians, connectors, platforms, and nomads. Guardians take care of tangible 
and intangible cultural assets (museums, libraries, archives, performing arts such 
as theater). Connectors are producers and entrepreneurs (whether individuals or 
institutions such as museums) that harvest money and use it to create fertile ground 
for artists and cultural activities. Platforms are venues, galleries, community halls, 
clubs, streets, and websites. Nomads are the viewers, listeners, and readers (the de-
mand side of culture).

Sterback proposes a definition of “roles” in order to identify the contributions of  
various organisms. Roles recognize a set of behaviors, attitudes, and activities. Six 
types of functions (roles) are proposed: communicators, connectors, creators, 
disruptors, enablers, and providers (Sterback 2014). Communicators are those that 
explain and show creative processes and products. Connectors establish relationships 
among members of the ecosystem. Creators are those in charge of thinking about 
and realizing creative products and ideas. Disruptors represent the obstacles inside 
an ecosystem (lobbyists, hostile audiences, media, etc.). Enablers make possible the 
ideas of artists and organize the context where performances take place. Providers 
are the supplier of resources and services. Sterback adds also the category of do-
mestic creatives, who are privately creative through cooking, fashion, gardening, or 
craftmaking.

The main shift seen with this ecological paradigm is the conviction that “infrastructures 
and industry” are less useful as organizing concepts than “relationships and processes” 
(Sterback 2014) and that new demand and consumption patterns, as well as new value 
creation modes, have reshaped the debate around cultural and creative activities 
(NESTA 2009).

More recently, De Bernard, Comunian, and Gross (2021) have revised the literature on 
cultural and creative ecologies and ecosystems, which they define as a complex adaptive 
system that can become the object of analysis by multiple disciplines. Such an approach 
allows us to consider organizations, activities, and dynamics that fall under the broad 
umbrella of culture and creativity, and study them through a variety of approaches and 
methodologies.
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These new perspectives depart from the vertical perspective that characterizes the 
definition of culture and creativity based on industrial specializations, recognizing that 
components, actors, and dimensions, as well as the logics of consumption and pro-
duction, can be multiple and belong to different sectors. Moreover, the components of 
these activities act in an interdependent way and are capable of influencing each other. It 
follows that the logic of specialization is too narrow to capture the wide possibilities for 
the development of cultural and creative activities.

Complexity Thinking and the 
Evolution of Cultural and  

Creative Activities

As the previous section demonstrates, the introduction of notions such as creative 
ecology (Markusen 2011) or ecology of culture (Holden 2015) marks the starting point 
of a rethinking of the production of economic value, its modalities, and its connections. 
UNIDO (2014) discusses the concept of the creative ecosystem in a way that takes ac-
count of more than just geographical proximity. Potts et al. (2008) argue that the theo-
retical conception of cultural and creative activities should move toward a market- based 
interpretation because (1) the economic environment in which they have developed is 
a service- oriented economy and (2) complexity thinking has widely diffused in eco-
nomics and managerial sciences.

Concerning the first point, the consequence of this market- based perspective is a 
tangible phenomenon, looking at the emerging zones of cities and the birth new firms, 
whose first resource has become service- oriented creativity, in other words creativity 
as the main resource for innovation. Thanks to the presence of entrenched networks of 
people and artifacts, reactive to this kind of model and diffused by widespread digital 
media, underline the possibility to scale up to the global level (Wen and Li 2014). In this 
scenario, design, architecture, fashion, and software are examples of creative activities 
that are becoming the central hub, substituting for the cultural core that characterized 
the emergence of the CCI paradigm (Potts et al. 2008).

The second point, regarding the diffusion of complexity thinking, deserves a deeper 
look as well as an analysis of its disruptive character. Martin and Sunley (2007) looked at 
the impact complexity thinking has had on economics and concluded that at that time 
it had not yet reached the level of a theoretical paradigm, even though it had introduced 
fundamental elements for the study of economic systems. Nearly fifteen years later, 
Hidalgo (2021) offered a clear- cut map of the more recent contributions that network 
science, in particular the notions of relatedness and economic complexity, has made to 
the understanding of socioeconomic phenomena. Even though complexity thinking is 
still in its infancy as it concerns economics and management, this is a clear sign that 
something has changed.
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What exactly is a complex system? Martin and Sunley (2007, 577) wrote that “a system 
is complex when it comprises non- linear interactions between its parts, such that an 
understanding of the system is not possible through a simple reduction to its compo-
nent elements.” Moreover, they reported seven generic properties that complex systems 
should have:

 1. Distributed nature. Complex systems are multiscalar networks diffused with the 
entrenchment of actors and relationships.

 2. Openness. Complex systems have blurry boundaries that continuously interact 
with the external environment.

 3. Nonlinear dynamics. Two Complex systems do not follow the same script, and they 
show feedback and interactions among their subsystems.

 4. Limited functional decomposability. Complex systems can be decomposed into 
subsystems, but the validity of this division is uncertain and dynamic in time.

 5. Emergence and self- organization. New orders emerge as agents and structures in-
teract in many different ways.

 6. Adaptive behavior. Complex systems and their components critically react to the 
changing conditions of the system and the external environment.

 7. Nondeterminism and nontractability. The functions and shapes of complex sys-
tems cannot be predetermined.

These seven properties help to characterize the notion of a complex system, despite the 
difficulties in defining a precise theoretical framework and appropriate units of anal-
ysis. The strong tendency to analyze complexity using network science (Hidalgo 2021) 
indicates that researchers are moving toward a focus on dynamism rather than stability, 
toward connections of products and services rather than single products, toward change 
rather than equilibrium, toward multiscalar phenomena rather than linear feedback

The Increasing Complexity of the Cultural and Creative 
Industries Ecosystem: An Evolutionary Overview

Cultural economics has a long tradition that goes from the initial studies of “art” to a 
wider meaning of “culture” (Rizzo and Mignosa 2013). In the first phase, cultural eco-
nomics has applied economic analysis to performative arts, cultural heritage, and cul-
tural industries. The discipline was born in the mid- 1960s when some economic studies 
began to deal with the economic role of the state in financing the arts (Throsby 1994). In 
this scenario, cultural heritage is considered a stock of resources to be preserved (Rizzo 
and Throsby 2006).

With the advent of policies for economic regeneration starting from cultural re-
sources, artistic heritage becomes an asset for the economic development of cities and 
regions and is considered a factor of production. The focus is on cultural clusters and 
districts (Cinti 2007; Lazzeretti 2008). The discipline of arts and cultural management 
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begins to emerge where the objectives of cultural institutions are expressed in terms of 
efficiency, cost per user, and audience diversity (Holden 2004).

With the advent of studies on the creative economy (Florida 2002, 2012; Landry 2012), 
the focus becomes the creative process, and culture is no longer considered a mere factor 
of production but is thought of as a “creative capacity” (Lazzeretti 2012a). In such a sce-
nario, the importance of innovative processes developed in creative places increases.

In recent years, a number of scholars have begun to develop a critical approach to the 
study of cities’ and regions’ development paths driven by CCIs. Florida (2017) recognized 
that the emergence of the creative class has produced gentrification and the growth of 
inequality in major cities. This new phase is also interlinked with the emergence of glob-
alization, the economic crisis of 2008, and climate change. Such considerations lead 
to a rethinking of the societal function of cultural heritage (Lazzeretti 2012b). The im-
portance of local communities and the risk of loss of identity of places emerge in this 
context.

A new challenge for the cultural and creative sector is represented by the digital rev-
olution, in the new phase of technological enhancement of culture (Lazzeretti 2021). 
The disruptive advent of digital technology in production, consumption, and everyday 
life activities and relationships has completely reshaped cultural and creative activities. 
Cultural consumption such as cinema is now juxtaposed with the provision of movies 
and series on multiple platforms (Parnell 2021). The possibility of exploring art galleries 
directly from home would not be possible without reliable and diffuse IT infrastructure. 
In addition, the idea generation process has been influenced by digital means, such as 
the exchange and sharing of information through cloud- computing- based services. In 
this scenario, the complexity of cultural and creative activities has magnified not by the 
IT revolution per se but for the enabling character of this transformation. Baskerville, 
Myers, and Yoo (2020) described the ontological reversal of information systems that 
have shifted from “mirrors” to “creator” factors. The consequences impact specific 
aspects of business models— namely, organizations’ relationships with customers, 
suppliers, and competitors. Let’s consider the evolution of two big companies, Apple 
and Netflix.

In the case of Apple, the sharp demarcation between utilitarian and non- utilitarian 
products has been blurred (Lampel and Germain 2016), showing the emergence of de-
sign, marketing, and communication as cultural elements. People mostly acquire Apple 
products for these reasons, despite the products’ powerful performance. In the case of 
Netflix, the quality of the cultural products it offers is the product of a huge study based 
on big data, carried out across a period of years with matrix completion techniques 
(looking at co- occurrence of preferences across billions of users’ profiles). In this case, 
culture is central and IT is used as an enhancement tool.

Creative and cultural activities have become intrinsically dependent on IT, generating 
large profits for companies able to outdo their competitors (Hearn, Roodhouse, and 
Blakey 2007; Lampel and Germain 2016). Customers have become co- creators of con-
tent, and thus the ultimate target of companies that can personalize content based on 
algorithms (Vargo and Lusch 2004). As suggested by Boudreau and Lakhani (2013, 67), 
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“the crowd has become a fixed institution available on demand,” and IT makes possible 
activity that is individual- customer- centric.

Platforms meant as service provision tools emerge as new organizational forms, 
transaction facilitators, innovative building blocks, and hybrid forms of those (Gawer 
2021). These infrastructures have become catalysts of multiple potential outcomes. And 
instead of competing directly with each other, they often engage in “coopetition” (for ex-
ample, the same user can access both Amazon Prime and Netflix, rather than having to 
choose just one) (Hearn, Roodhouse, and Blakey 2007).

The disruptive emergence of a business- to- consumer (B2C) logic has progressively 
eroded the power of intermediaries in cultural consumption (e.g., experts and cultural 
institutions), provoking the birth of an “economy of prescribers, who are active third 
parties operating in parallel with procedures and consumers” (Benghozi and Paris 2016, 
76). New technologies and virtual environments, such as the metaverse, blockchain, and 
NFTs, are creating exponentially larger numbers of applications for cultural and cre-
ative products. They have already enlarged the offerings of traditional cultural organ-
izations such as museums, which have started to replicate some of their masterpieces 
digitally. Even creative industries such as fashion have entered the virtual environment 
by digitizing iconic products or creating new virtual collections.

In a nutshell, we are seeing the emergence of a new order— a sort of metaphysical 
creative cluster, where a new value- creating system, one based on the (supposed) 
power of individuals and characterized by hyperchoices and hyperofferings enabled 
by IT, influences the production and consumption of culture (Warren and Fuller 2009; 
Benghozi and Paris 2016; Landoni et al. 2020).

This paradigm shift has in turn influenced the relationship between culture and crea-
tivity and the concepts of community, territory, and society. While there are positives— 
for example, during the pandemic the virtual projection of territories and people made 
communication possible even as people had to isolate— the negative side is evident as 
well. As underlined by Lazzeretti (2020), imagination (and all the neurological processes 
linked to it) is the main element that separates humans from machines. Furthermore, 
the need to rethink the rights of artists in the new digital environment is urgent, espe-
cially given that IT monopolies are becoming more and more consolidated.

A Novel Approach for Mapping Cultural and  
Creative Activities

The considerations described so far show the evolution of the organizations, actors, and 
elements that are part of the creative and cultural activities.

Starting from the model proposed by Lazzeretti (2020) that identifies five phases in 
the relationship between culture, economy, society, and technology, and applying the 
concept of complex adaptive systems, we can tentatively identify specific actors and re-
sources that have characterized each phase (Table 3.1).
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Table 3.1, borrowing from the ecosystem approach and in particular the framework 
of complex adaptive system, explains the evolution of the cultural and creative environ-
ment. In particular, it shows the key actors and resources, the geographical setting, and 
the typology of relationships. It is interesting to note that if in the first phase the focus 
was on the national level and the conservation of cultural heritage, over the years the 
activities related to different types of enhancement (cultural, economic, social, techno-
logical) have assumed a priority role, as have the actors who drive different phases of this 
enhancement. This goes hand in hand with the change in the definition of CCIs, which 
increasingly incorporates aspects not directly connected with those activities typically 
considered the “core of the arts.” At this stage, the multiscalar nature of the system is still 
minimal, as is its openness.

Furthermore, while the geographical setting becomes more and more strict— from 
the national to the community level, up to the networks of individuals (even if in a global 
context)— the number of relationships that exist between actors increases, making the 
ecosystem wider. This has triggered an inverse relationship between the dimension 
of the unit of analysis of cultural and creative activities and the ecosystem dimension. 
While the first has shrunk over time, the second has increased, showing how important 
it is to carefully think through the multiscalar and evolutionary networks that propagate 
from individual companies to creative amateurs. Despite an evident fragmentation, the 
inclusion of an increasingly wider number of connections again underline how the ec-
osystem approach is a promising framework to furtherly explore. What seems still to be 
missing is an upward and downward logical path analysis able to organize the elements 
in relation to potential outcomes (Stam and van der Ven 2021). Particularly interesting 
are the reciprocal links between the emergence of a creative outcome and the effects on 
the creative environment— an analytical perspective difficult to capture with traditional 
approaches.

Figure 3.1 traces a possible way to develop and to integrate the elements of Table 3.1 
into a theoretical framework that depicts the creative outcome as a result of a mix be-
tween structure and agency, where cultural and creative actors shape (and are shaped 
by) the creative environment.

In line with Wurth, Stam, and Spigel (2021), the recent attention dedicated to en-
trepreneurship as a new form (the creation of new ventures) with a new function (the 
discovery of new opportunities) should be explored and contextualized for the unique 
characteristics that make cultural and creative activities different from ordinary 
products and services, especially in terms of the link to aggregated societal value.

A new research agenda on the topic should provide a theoretical and empirical frame-
work to:

 1. Identify the set of elements able to explain the prevalence of cultural and crea-
tive activities and their historical path creation trajectory. What elements and 
conditions explain the emergence of this pattern. How does the general level of 
socioeconomic development influence it?
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 2. Define the typologies of the value of cultural and creative activities. In this case, 
the definition of productive entrepreneurship adopted by Stam and Van der Ven 
(2021) and by Wurth, Stam, and Spigel (2021) should be adapted to the capacity of 
cultural and creative activities to generate societal value and contribute to societal 
building (entrepreneurship as a way to identify the possible existence of promising 
channels). This implies a different operationalization of cultural and creative high 
potential new venture (what are the distinctive features to be included in such a 
definition?), overcoming a perspective solely based on “hunting” for rare emblem-
atic cases (such as Cirque du Soleil) and instead searching for new paradigms that 
can come from specific combinations of endowment conditions.

Conclusion

This chapter aimed to explore the different classifications of CCIs proposed over 
time and whether an ecosystem approach may be considered a new representation of 
the relationships and dynamics of CCIs as an alternative to those based on industrial 
specializations.

By analyzing the existing literature, the chapter identifies the limitations of 
taxonomies of CCIs based on an industrial approach. A significant point in the debate 
over the classification of CCIs has to do with the blurriness of the definition used and 
the impossibility of finding a unique object of analysis; instead, the object may change 
depending on the context and purpose of the analysis. This is related to the multiple 

Societal value

Creative outcome

Actors Relationships

Resources

Figure 3.1 Creative activities: Path creation.
Source: Authors’ elaboration based on Stam and van der Ven 2021.
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meanings of cultural heritage and the value they assume, starting from different geo-
graphical, cultural, and social contexts (Vecco 2010).

Although there have been numerous critical contributions regarding the defi-
nition of CCIs, the theoretical debate developed in this chapter goes beyond simply 
summarizing the different taxonomies and instead offers an alternative for the study 
of CCIs based on an ecosystem approach. Specifically, the chapter highlights how, 
retracing the different phases of the evolution of the activities that are part of CCIs, 
we see an increase in complexity in the typology of actors, relationships, and global 
reach. In the new scenario delineated by the digital transformation, where different 
actors and relationships emerge, the limitations of the instruments offered by the clas-
sical classifications of CCIs (based on sector specializations) become visible. With the 
digital shift, in fact, the ecosystem reach of CCIs increases, because value- creating ca-
pacity is embedded into a network system. The ecosystem approach, and in particular 
the insights offered by the theory of complex adaptive systems, allows us not only to 
identify actors and activities that are part of the ecosystem but to map the relationships 
between them. This approach drives new opportunities for analyzing the different 
network relationships that emerge in the new phase of technological enhancement of 
culture (Lazzeretti 2020). Moreover, it helps to understand how cultural and creative 
organizations contribute to creating their environment as they and the components of 
that environment mutually interact and react to changes in the external environment 
and internal conditions.

Literature on ecosystems in CCIs is still in infancy, despite some contributions that 
have applied this approach to entrepreneurial activity in the cultural and creative sectors 
(Chandna and Salimath 2020; Loots et al. 2021). However, a broad approach based 
on CCIs as a complex adaptive system is still an underresearched topic. This chapter 
represents a first attempt to go in this direction, to find new tools for studying the digital 
transformation in CCIs.

Further contributions to the ecosystem lens on cultural and creative activities should 
start to conceive and empirically test new frameworks to analyze the mechanisms that 
link the conditions and resources of a context to the development of a well- structured 
system of cultural and creative activities. The identification of adequate entrepreneurial 
forms and functions could be a way to move past an analysis solely based on indus-
trial specializations and instead explore the emergence of the phenomenon; further-
more, it could suggest policy tools that could be applied in order to generate specific 
interventions and programs (see Stam and Van der Ven 2021).
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Arts and Cultural 

Management Research
A Review and Research Agenda

Ruth Rentschler and Jiaxin Liu

Introduction

This chapter examines the development of methods and methodologies in arts and cul-
tural management (ACM) research by undertaking a selective review of the literature 
(Colbert and St- James 2014). Methods entail the rationale for the research approach and 
the lens through which analysis occurs. Methodologies support the methods chosen. 
They provide the perspective for the study, dictated by the worldview to be used in it 
(Creswell and Creswell 2018). ACM is a concept spawned by general business studies 
(e.g., in management, sociology, economics, and policy). We examine International 
Journal of Arts Management, International Journal of Cultural Policy, Journal of Arts 
Management, Law and Society, Journal of Cultural Economics, and Poetics from 1969 to 
2022, identifying legitimacy changes over time. The selection criteria entailed journals 
in existence for more than twenty years and with a journal impact factor greater than 
1.2. We extend analysis by scrutinizing in- text citations and references in these journals, 
leading to a diverse literature base for analysis. From this analysis, three different worlds 
appear (Colbert and St- James 2014; Dharmani, Das, and Prashar 2021): arts manage-
ment, cultural economics, and cultural policy.

In doing so, this study seeks to overcome the view that there is one true and abiding 
set of methods and methodologies. What was deemed innovative as a research method 
or methodology in 1969 is quite different from what is deemed creative in 2022. For 
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example, Edelstein’s (1970) article on arts governance provided personal insights as 
a practitioner that were novel for the time. However, in 2022, scholars are studying 
vlogs, TripAdvisor views of graffiti tours, and NFTs (Patrickson 2021; Reason 2022; 
Seok, Joo, and Nam 2020), asking in no uncertain terms about their purpose (Floridi 
2014; Nadini et al. 2021). Recognition of the breadth of the field and the debt it owes to 
other disciplines is important as a means of overcoming “academic absolutism” (Gray 
2010), the view that there is one best way to undertake research. Our approach opens 
up debate on what can be, rather than focusing on what is or should be in terms of re-
search methods and methodologies. Therefore, gaining greater awareness of the on-
tological, epistemological, and methodological approaches of other disciplines allows 
for insights into how they influenced the development of ACM research methods and 
methodologies, demonstrating imagination, inventiveness, and innovation. Against 
this brief background, this study asks the question: How, why, and what are the dom-
inant methods and methodologies employed in the different disciplines that legitimize 
the field under investigation over time?

The rest of this chapter is structured as follows. The next section defines ACM. 
Second, we examine legitimacy, relating it to the development of ACM methods and 
methodologies in a contested field of competing disciplines at various stages of evolu-
tion. Third, we review the ACM field from 1969 until 2022, highlighting disciplines and 
approaches taken ontologically, epistemologically, and methodologically. The chapter 
concludes by highlighting the strengths and weaknesses of each discipline in research 
approaches, pointing to future research opportunities in relation to methods and 
methodologies.

Defining Arts and Cultural 
Management

ACM is a contested term with no clearly accepted definition. ACM has been defined in 
several ways, including from a functional perspective and from a critical perspective 
(e.g., Chong 2010; Evard and Colbert 2000; Rentschler and Shilbury 2008). Functional 
definitions posit that arts management is akin to planning, leading, organizing, and 
monitoring, while critical definitions align themselves with the school of thought that 
sees the arts as providing aesthetic experiences for audiences through management 
discourse (Araújo, Davel, and Rentschler 2020). The critical school seeks to overcome 
the reliance on generalist theories of management being applied willy- nilly to the arts 
without taking heed of their singularities. The reasons for this disparity are that (1) some 
in the arts have been inclined to reject managerial approaches, while (2) while others 
value collaboration over competition, (3) still others are just opening their eyes to ACM 
through education or leadership training programs, and (4) another group may belong 
to related but distinct fields of endeavor, such as management, sociology, economics and 
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policy, each of which has its own journals, such as Poetics (founded in 1971), Journal 
of Cultural Economics (founded in 1977), and International Journal of Cultural Policy 
(founded in 1993). The International Journal of Arts Management was founded after these 
other journals, in 1998. The Journal of Arts Management, Law and Society (founded in 
1969 as Performing Arts Review, with a name change to Journal of Arts Management and 
Law in 1982 and to its current name in 1993) was the first journal established in the field, 
but as a journal for the performing arts; only later did it take on arts management. We 
follow DeVereaux (2019) in defining ACM as a distinguishable phenomenon treated as 
“an identifiable, consumable and value- laden public good” (89) for the benefit of society 
and its people. Our definition of ACM includes understanding of the value of the arts for 
artists and audiences, disseminated through arts managerial knowledge in praxis (com-
pare with Rentschler and Shilbury 2008; Veal and Burton 2014). There is no doubt that 
the arts are shaped by “intellectual achievement” that reflects the “systems and beliefs 
of society” (Fillis 2011, 13). Thus, our ACM definition acknowledges its foundations in 
other disciplines, while recognizing development that draws on sociology, economics, 
and policy as well as from the general business literature plus the arts and culture litera-
ture (e.g., creativity, culture, and community).

Legitimizing the Field of Arts and 
Cultural Management

Legitimacy is the generalized perception that actions are desirable, proper, or ap-
propriate within a socially constructed field (Suchman 1995), “manipulat[ing] and 
deploy[ing] evocative symbols in order to obtain societal support” (Suchman 1995, 
572). Legitimacy can be an asset or resource possessed by individuals (Rentschler, 
Fillis, and Lee 2022), dependent on a history of events (Suchman 1995). Fields de-
velop through perceived legitimacy, embedded in a broader understanding of how it 
is gained, maintained, and sustained. Gaining legitimacy occurs in a new line of ac-
tivity where there is a need to win acceptance for the field. After legitimacy has been 
conferred on a field by others, the maintenance of that legitimacy occurs when a 
field is taken for granted (Suchman 1995). Proactively sustaining legitimacy extends 
Suchman’s (1995) legitimacy types, ensuring that past successes open doors for future 
development. Legitimacy theory provides a perspective on how ACM can overcome 
the “liability of newness” to take its place among preexisting and taken- for- granted 
fields (Suchman 1995). Astonishingly, journals in the fine arts recorded early research 
on art as an investment, the US art market, the business of art, and urban planning 
(e.g., Timothea 1901; Moody 1913; Stuart 1917; Robertson 1918). These articles used a 
narrative and descriptive approach to tell the story of art, weaving in discussion of 
other matters that years later have gained legitimacy in ACM research. From such early 
articles in the art historical Fine Arts Journal, it took just over fifty years for the first 
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ACM journal to be founded (Performing Arts Review, in 1969), illustrating the slow 
emergence of a legitimate field of research.

Approach

In order to identify key shifts regarding methods and methodologies, the authors used 
a systematic but selective means of searching the literature. Methodology provides the 
philosophy (e.g., Weltanschauung), with methods providing the tools (e.g., observa-
tion, interview, survey, big data), together supporting the study approach. Figure 4.1 
shows why and how the literature was identified, how articles from the literature were 
screened, and which articles were included and or excluded.

First, we ran a search for the keyword “arts,” “cultural,” and “management” in the 
journal titles to identify journals in the ACM field. Next, we selected journals that had 
been extant for at least twenty years and that have an impact factor above 1.2. Initially, 
all articles in five main ACM journals were retrieved every five years. The rationale for 
selecting five- year intervals was that organizational strategy is usually developed on a 
five- year basis in most businesses (Rentschler and Geursen 2004); hence it is a period of 
time in which change can be identified. Next, the total number of articles was reviewed, 
excluding those that were not investigatory articles (e.g., editorials, book reviews, or-
ganization profiles). Then references for each article were scrutinized to identify more 
articles for analysis beyond the scope of the five journals. This resulted in a total of 589 
articles for examination. The disciplinary context of the journals in which those articles 
were found encompassed management, sociology, economics, and policy.

Relevant articles retrieved from five ACM
journals* every five years

Total number of articles used for the analysis
from ACM journals

Total number of articles used for the review

n = 711

n = 550

n = 589

Elimination of non-refereed articles (e.g., book
reviews) (n = 161)

Include cited articles published in higher-impact
general management journals

Identification

Screening

Included

*Journal of Arts Management, Law & Society; Poetics; International Journal of Cultural
Policy; International Journal of Arts Management; Journal of Cultural Economics

Figure 4.1 Search procedure for relevant ACM articles.
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This chapter does not attempt to assess the sophistication of the ACM research 
methods and methodologies examined. However, it does provide a baseline about ACM 
research methods and methodologies by focusing on three broad paradigms identified 
by Gray (2010): realist, interpretivist, and positivist. The realist paradigm is defined 
as a richly detailed description of social worlds, highlighting personal worldviews, 
opinions, and deep, rich sociological research (e.g., Davis 1969; DiMaggio 1997; Zolberg 
1981). The interpretivist paradigm explores the processes by which social worlds and 
their experiences are socially constructed. Anthropological and phenomenological 
approaches could fall into this category. Both realism and interpretivism use small 
numbers of participants, as in the approach known as “deep hanging out” (Walmsley 
2018), although the interpretivist paradigm can also use larger participant numbers 
(e.g., Pitts and Price 2022). There is sometimes an oscillation between these two poles, 
with each methodological approach enriching the other (Holstein and Gubrium 2011). 
Ontologically, realism and interpretivism rely on the interaction between researcher 
and research participants, influencing the interpretation of findings. Epistemologically, 
realists and interpretivists contend that knowledge is developed interdependently, with 
insights from both researcher and research participant co- creating the outcome.

The positivist approach is defined as dependent on the hypothetico- deductive 
method to verify a priori hypotheses. Examples could include self- report surveys to as-
sess behavioral, physiological, and psychological aspects of audience experiences (Au, 
Zuo, and Yam 2022). Epistemologically, positivists contend that knowledge is developed 
independently of and with no influence from the insights of either the researcher or the 
research participant (Park, Konge, and Artino 2020). Ontologically, it relies on there 
being one true reality that can be understood, identified, and measured.

Arts and Cultural Management 
Research Methods and Methodologies

ACM research is undertaken from different perspectives, often dependent on the dis-
cipline of origin, that can be classified as realist, interpretivist, or positivist (Gray 
2010), which parallels legitimacy as sought, gained, and sustained, illustrated as the 
field developed. Realist research sees the researcher undertaking studies embedded 
in the field, often as a participant- observer or even as a member of a particular group 
that is the focus of study. Many early studies in ACM had a sociological bent or were 
undertaken by sociologists (e.g., Becker 1976; DiMaggio 1997). Interpretivist studies are 
undertaken broadly by audience researchers (e.g., Reason 2022; Verdaasdonk 2005), 
cultural policy researchers, and others— for instance, in evaluating cultural policies 
(e.g., Vecco and Srakar 2020) or assessing the validity of their typologies (e.g., Srakar 
and Vecco 2021). Researchers adopting an interpretivist stance seek to use observation, 
narratives, interviews, content, or a combination of these as a means of understanding 
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the researcher worldview, sometimes in combination with case studies and or historical 
studies. Positivist research is broadly undertaken by cultural economists. Positivists use 
surveys and large secondary data sets to identify patterns and longitudinal transactions 
in the ACM field (e.g., Mei and Moses 2005; Franklin, Lee, and Rentschler 2021), al-
though one- shot surveys also abound (e.g., Höllen, Lengfeld, and Konrad 2020). 
Researchers in ACM have challenged the dominant paradigm of positivist disciplines, 
extending the body of knowledge in ACM as the field moves through the stages of 
gaining, maintaining, and sustaining legitimacy.

Table 4.1 illustrates how legitimacy was gained, maintained, and sustained.
In the first phase of ACM evolution, scholars were seeking to establish a field, have it 

recognized, and borrow classic management, sociological, and economic theories that 
were functional in perspective and apply them to ACM (e.g., DiMaggio 1987; Jeffri 1988). 
Often these scholars were giants of the field, on whose shoulders we stand. The picture 
painted by ACM researchers is of supplementing mainstream theories (Buffkins 1981; 
Ettinger and Hutchens 1989), reiterating general management thought, and seeking to 
gain legitimacy for applying that body of knowledge to the ACM field.

In the second phase, legitimacy had been carved out, at least in part, by the founding 
giants, enabling those who followed to develop significant empirical studies, both 

Table 4.1.  Arts and Cultural Management Evolution

Period
Gaining legitimacy
Functional (1960s– 1980s)

Maintaining legitimacy
Technical (1980s– 2000)

Sustaining legitimacy
Aesthetic (2001– 2022)

Point of view Practical viewpoint Empirical viewpoint Critical viewpoint

Perspective Classic management 
theory

Arts management theory Integrated theories

Picture A supplement to general 
management

A terrain for the 
dissemination of 
managerial thought

A soft, undisciplined field
A developing profession 

that needs to create a 
body of knowledge

An emerging discipline 
situated at the 
intersection of a 
theoretical domain 
(management) and a 
field (the arts)

A field that has a significant 
difference to other 
business fields

A subdiscipline belonging 
to management 
disciplines

A critical tendency across 
disciplines

A field characterized by 
fragmented knowledge 
involving multiple actors

An uncertain progeny of 
management, but as 
likely to come from other 
fields (e.g., sociology, 
economics, policy)

Publications Buffkins 1981; DiMaggio 
1987; Jeffri 1988; Ettinger 
and Hutchens 1989;  
Dorn 1992

Evard and Colbert 2000; 
Rentschler and Shilbury 
2008; Chong 2010; 
Kirchberg and Zembylas 
2010; Wei 2011

Miller 2001; Kirchner and 
Rentschler 2015; Paquette 
and Redaelli 2015; DeVereaux 
2019; Araújo, Davel, and 
Rentschler 2020
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quantitative and qualitative, often using descriptive statistics (e.g., DiMaggio 1987), in 
an emerging discipline at the intersection of a theoretical domain (management) and a 
field (the arts). The field of the arts is argued to be considerably different from the field 
of management (Evard and Colbert 2000), but theoretically there is little differentiation 
within ACM theory at this stage of evolution (Wei 2011); it continues to borrow from 
management, sociology, economics, and policy (e.g., Kirchberg and Zembylas 2010; 
Towse 2010; Throsby 2010; Bell 2015).

In the third phase of evolution, a critical viewpoint starts to emerge in ACM theory 
(Araújo, Davel, and Rentschler 2020; Chong 2010), arguing that the functional per-
spective is limited because it overlooks the artistic core of the field. At this point the 
ACM field has been mapped and the terrain acknowledged as legitimate. Not only do 
international conferences in the arts include ACM topics, but also mainstream man-
agement and marketing conferences (e.g., those sponsored by the European Academy 
of Management) include tracks on it. Mainstream journals no longer consider ACM an 
anomaly; it is seen as pertinent by some of the highest- quality journals in the world (e.g., 
Adler 2011). ACM has come of age, a development that is reflected in the sophistication 
of studies in the field. For example, new research methods have emerged, such as lon-
gitudinal studies using annual reports as data (Alexander 2018; Rentschler, Fillis, and 
Lee 2022); big- data studies mapping the NFT revolution in the arts, collectibles, and 
gaming (Nadini et al. 2021); and meta- studies examining the online consumption of cul-
tural goods (Tyrowicz, Krawczyk, and Hardy 2020), and demand in the performing arts 
(Legoux et al. 2014).

Gaining Legitimacy

A field seeking to gain legitimacy “requires a diverse arsenal of techniques” (Suchman 
1995, 586) applied over time, uncovering knowledge in the field. Just as early ACM 
definitions hark back to the stems from which the field developed (management, so-
ciology, economics, and policy), so the methods and methodologies of ACM research 
emerged from a similar fractured past as the discipline sought legitimacy. Within man-
agement, the notion of ACM has important ancestors that draw insights from traditions 
that focused on processes of production, such as those around “culture industries” 
(Adorno 1991; Peterson 1997) or art worlds (Becker 1976), and on distinction, class, and 
taste (Bourdieu 1984). These sociologists have been influential in later ACM research as 
well (e.g., Lee, Fillis, and Fraser 2022; Rentschler, Lee, and Fillis 2021).

Early ACM research from the 1970s, with a North American focus, was often but not 
always sociological in nature and largely qualitative (narrative or conceptual), mostly at 
the micro level of the individual or the meso level of the institution (e.g., Zolberg 1981). 
Nonetheless, standardized and rationalized methods of undertaking research were ev-
ident early on in some studies. For example, there were landmark and groundbreaking 
quantitative studies using descriptive statistics, mapping arts leaders in an emerging 
field (e.g., DiMaggio 1987) about whom scholars had previously known nothing. 
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Similarly, early studies took a leap into the unknown to undertake studies on arts board 
directors and their characteristics; Abzug et al.’s (1993) seminal sociological article on 
boards of directors in Boston and Cleveland in the United States noted that “we have al-
most no systematically- collected baseline data” (272) on arts board directors.

Such was the state of play in the early days of ACM research. These early methods 
and methodologies shed light on art worlds (comprising networks of artists, critics, 
audiences, philanthropists, and sponsors) whose workings were largely unknown 
to scholars or to the public who attended their productions or exhibitions. Early 
sociologists were followed by later scholars from a range of fields who developed notions 
of culture as produced and manufactured, crafted or sculpted, revealing systems and 
explaining perceptions of artistry, sometimes governance, management, and audiences 
(e.g., Edelstein 1970; Mintzberg 1987; Taubman 1969).

In the early years, studies made a theoretical contribution in general terms entailing 
a narrative storyline that revealed the mechanisms by which events and activi-
ties played out over time. Some such studies do not use data at all but are personal 
reflections (e.g., Edelstein 1970; Kraus 1985). This can be challenging but is a form of 
research that is preferred by philosophers and some sociologists (e.g., Adorno 1991). 
The benefit of adopting empirical research is that it can drive the collection of data, 
while theoretical contributions without data provide a philosophical foundation for 
future studies.

There was considerable ontological debate about how, why, and what should be 
studied and what means of study should be undertaken in order to tell the story. 
However, there is no single recipe for developing methods and methodologies that are 
deeply informative and richly illuminating while also conceptually strong and theoret-
ically advanced. With contrasting traditions of scholarship, it depends on the scholars’ 
Weltanschauung as to whether one type of storytelling was considered more appro-
priate than another. Different methods and methodologies can produce understandings 
of the world based on lived experience or understandings based on generalized 
representations of the world as seen from above or outside. Storytelling captures tem-
porality, human emotion, meaning, and plot (Cloutier and Langley 2020). However, ab-
stract, generalized representations identify hypotheses, variables, developing relations 
between constructs in terms of correlation, and units of analysis (Towse and Hernández 
2020). Data can generate empirical pathways, offering an explanatory reference point 
from the outside of the world being studied (Cloutier and Langley 2020).

In sum, from the 1960s to the 1980s, methods and methodologies in ACM gained le-
gitimacy by adopting traditional research approaches from established fields. Mimicry 
allows ACM and its methods and methodologies to “overcome the liability of newness” 
(Singh, Tucker, and House 1986) and “increase their otherwise limited chances of sur-
vival” (March 2013). Traditional research approaches (e.g., conceptual, case study, in-
terview, survey; see Durham 1977; Hafner 1980; Nielsen, Nielsen, and McQueen 1975; 
Smith 1969) were dominant in early studies, often with a focus on North America and 
on museums and the performing arts.
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Maintaining Legitimacy

ACM maintained legitimacy by expanding to more rigorous studies and seeking to the-
orize the field (e.g., Curry 1982; Griffin 2008; Kawashima 1997). Thus, a broader scope of 
studies was employed, along with unconventional methods and methodologies, to over-
come the lack of empirical data on a particular issue (e.g., Belk and Andreasen 1982). In 
the 1980s and the 1990s, Adorno’s “cultural industry” became the “creative industries” 
through government policy in a range of countries— the United Kingdom, New 
Zealand, and Australia, to name a few. There was a move beyond the North American 
focus. The discourse had changed to include the role of government through the intro-
duction of new public management, bringing neoliberalism into the lexicon (McGuigan 
2005; Volkerling 2000). The change in name to “cultural industries” paralleled a change 
in the focus of ACM research away from the product and toward the audience. It was 
realized by scholars and practitioners alike that little was known about many aspects of 
ACM— for example, about artists and arts audiences. Many assumptions proved to be 
wrong. Answers to questions such as “Why do artists need a ‘real’ job?,” “Who is my au-
dience?,” and “Who is my market?” spawned a range of quantitative artist and audience 
studies supported by arts councils in various countries (e.g., Close 1998; Throsby and 
Thompson 1994).

Starting in 2000, the scope of quantitative ACM studies expanded from an audience- 
centric perspective to an industrial orientation, and soon after that to an integrative per-
spective. Statistical, econometrical, and numerical analyses were conducted to reveal 
hidden patterns and perceptions in responses to questionnaires (e.g., Barnett and Díaz- 
Andreu 2005), surveys (e.g., Höllen, Lengfeld, and Konrad 2020), secondary statis-
tical data (e.g., Mei and Moses 2005; Vecco and Srakar 2020), and meta- literature (e.g., 
Noonan 2003). Broader sources of data offer a reference point for theorizing, tapping 
into quotes that provide evidence for arguments, gazing into people’s lived experiences, 
and telling why and how choices are made and decisions taken in specific instances in 
time (Cloutier and Langley 2020).

In sum, from the 1980s to 2000, ACM methods and methodologies maintained legiti-
macy by integrating with other fields. Legitimacy that is desirable, proper or appropriate 
occurred between individual and collective evaluators (Walker, Thomas, and Zelditch 
1986; Zelditch 2001; Tyler 2006). While early studies focused on museums and the per-
forming arts, using conceptual studies, case studies, and surveys (e.g., Zolberg 1981; 
DiMaggio 1987; Frey 1998), over time there was a shift to broader studies on new themes 
such as audiences and artists.

Sustaining Legitimacy

In the twenty- first century, ACM sustained legitimacy by developing reviews of the field 
(e.g., Colbert and St- James 2014; Evard and Colbert 2000; Kirchner and Rentschler 2015; 
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Rentschler, Fillis, and Lee 2022), turning to digital research opportunities (De la Vega 
et al. 2019; Floridi 2014; Nadini et al. 2021), and embracing innovative approaches to 
research, whether ethnographic (Bell and Vachhani 2020; vom Lehn 2006), biograph-
ical (Fillis 2011), or historical (Jones et al. 2016; Rentschler, Fillis, and Lee 2022). Studies 
continued to broaden as the field developed, moving from a North American focus to 
include Europe, Africa, and Asia (e.g., Aróstegui, Arturo, and Rius- Ulldemolins 2022; 
Cattaneo and Snowball 2019; Reynolds, Tonks, and MacNeill 2017; Zhang and Courty 
2021). For example, China is but one Asian country brought into the field of study (Huo 
2016; Zhang 2019).

Studies have been undertaken on organizational space (e.g., Vecco and Srakar 
2020) and the industrial stage (e.g., Dharmani, Das, and Prashar 2021), using dig-
ital analysis, online tools, and big- data methods and methodologies (Floridi 2014; 
Nadini et al. 2021). By adopting creative and innovative approaches (Behrens et al. 
2020; Reason 2022), ACM continued to broaden its influence methodologically 
in order to sustain its legitimacy (Zimmerman and Zeitz 2002), continuing to see 
studies published in mainstream management journals (Rodner et al. 2020). Creative 
methodologies were nonetheless “an uneasy catch all” (355) of approaches from as 
wide a span as drawing and vlogging to YouTube videos and analyzing images from 
photography. Innovative approaches (e.g., content analysis, meta- analysis, historical 
analysis, and digital analysis) built on the lacunae in the literature. Examining data 
longitudinally, such as content analysis in annual reports and other documents (e.g., 
Rentschler 2006; Rentschler, Lee, and Subramaniam 2021; Rentschler, Subramaniam, 
and Martin 2019), biographical research techniques (e.g., Oakley 2010; Shilbury, 
Ferkins, and Smythe 2013), and online research methods (e.g., Cleland, Adair, and 
Parry 2022; Hall, Voranau, and Rentschler 2020), is essential in times of global 
pandemics that limit access to data subjects but is also pertinent to the more general 
need to pivot to new ways of conducting research, especially during periods of ex-
treme disruption. Such expansion contributes to the broadening and rethinking in 
ACM research by providing alternative approaches to data collection and analysis 
(Fillis 2015; Rentschler, Lee, and Subramaniam 2021). The approach also addresses 
ontological matters as it uncovers a distinct form of knowledge (Cleland, Adair, 
and Parry 2022; Fillis 2015). Uncovering data not accessible by other means, such as 
surveys, can complement existing knowledge by revealing unknown influences that 
shape ACM research development.

In sum, in order to sustain legitimacy in the digital era, ACM research methods 
and methodologies continued to be innovative in a broader sphere of endeavor, as the 
concept of an arts and culture industry took on new meaning. For example, in big- 
data studies (e.g., Almeida, Lima, and Gatto 2019; Nadini et al. 2021; Wuepper and 
Patry 2017) mathematicians and neuroscientists have joined forces with blockchain 
technologists and computer scientists to employ novel techniques in order to expand 
what little knowledge currently exists on art, collectibles, games development, NFTs, 
and cryptocurrency (Zhang 2019). And general management journals now accept ACM 
scholarship as a legitimate field of study (Rodner et al. 2020).
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Conclusions

A substantial body of ACM studies has developed, with its methods and methodologies 
evolving over the period of this selective review. ACM insights have not only developed 
the field but also influenced general business publications, enriching both. Working 
from legitimacy theory, we identified how early scholars employed realist, interpretivist, 
or positivist methods and methodologies (e.g., to explore the origins and consequences 
of class in exposure to the arts), as well as the emergence of studies with a social sci-
ence focus when investigating the characteristics of arts managers (e.g., DiMaggio 
1987; Rentschler 2001) with Bourdiesian theory (e.g., DiMaggio and Useem 1978). Later 
on, with the expansion of the ACM field into a multidisciplinary one with a variety of 
foci (O’Reilly 2011; Colbert and St- James 2014), with its own literature and emergent 
journals (Rentschler and Shilbury 2008), scholars sought more depth and richness 
from empirical studies on ACM, as well as a greater understanding of the methods and 
methodologies that may inhibit or enable ACM research. Such development overcame 
criticism of being myopic (e.g., Bennett 2004; Gray 2010) in its research approaches.

By examining methods and methodologies over fifty years, it is evident that there has 
been significant work in the field over time (Table 4.2). An analysis of the differences 
within and between disciplines, and of the co- evolutionary approach of those 
disciplines, uncovered important ontological and epistemological patterns in relation to 
what is studied, how it is studied, and why it is studied, as Table 4.2 illustrates. ACM has 
built upon related disciplines such as management, sociology, economics, and policy. 
Yet it has also developed its own significant fields of research, which have entered the ge-
neral business field as well. Hence, the influence is not one- way.

Table 4.2.  Characteristics of ACM Research Methods and Methodologies 
Over Time (1960– 2022)

Gaining legitimacy 
(1960s– 1980s)

Maintaining legitimacy 
(1980s– 2000)

Sustaining legitimacy  
(2001– 2022)

Identifying the field Scoping the field Developing the field

Narrative and realist Narrative and empirical Narrative, empirical (interpretive and 
positivist), digital

Sociological and 
economic studies

Social science studies Interdisciplinary studies

Qualitative Qualitative and 
quantitative

Big data, digital data embracing 
interdisciplinary insights

Separation from the 
object of study

Closeness to the object of 
study

Insider and outsider studies

Historical studies Contemporary studies Micro, meso, macro, and meta- studies
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Future Research Directions

The opportunity for further theory- building remains open to scholars who can build 
on the work of earlier traditions, striving for new insights and perspectives that have so 
far remained problematic or elusive due to a broader focus. First, from a theoretical per-
spective, we recommend that future scholars review our typology in regard to debates 
in ACM. Specifically, there is a need for further studies on the legitimacy of the field. 
Insights may aid understanding of how, and why a field can gain, maintain, and sustain 
legitimacy. There is further theoretical integration of literature from management, soci-
ology, economics, and policy, along with other fields.

Second, from a methodological perspective, there is a need for longitudinal studies, 
integrative perspectives, and meta- research. There are complementarities between 
approaches that remain little explored, so scholars working in teams across disciplines 
and across nations can combine their distinctive perspectives (e.g., King and Schramme 
2019). More studies are utilizing complex interactions between different methods and 
methodologies, becoming more cross- disciplinary and providing richer and deeper 
insights and analysis. Furthermore, historical studies are becoming more sophisticated 
and examining longer time periods, giving insights into new domains that previously 
have been overlooked. These historical studies can be supported by increasingly rich 
data from literature and practice, as well as numerical and statistical data that have be-
come newly accessible with the development of technology. For example, big- data 
studies (e.g., Nadini et al. 2021; Wuepper and Patry 2017), using novel techniques and 
cross- disciplinary teams of scholars, will expand what is known about the field and in-
vestigate such new topics as digital objects.

Third, from an empirical perspective, there is an opportunity to expand on system-
atic literature reviews, of which there are few in ACM and related domains such as 
the creative industries or cultural tourism (e.g., Khlystova, Kalyuzhnova, and Belitski 
2022; O’Connor 2010). Systematic literature reviews are only now starting to appear 
(Dharmani et al. 2021), having been largely ignored in ACM research methods and 
methodologies to this point. This could take the field forward into new territory, with 
teams of scholars with complementary skill sets (e.g., internationalism, big data, map-
ping skills, virtual reality; see, for example, King and Schramme 2019), working together 
to provide rich insights into the field. What literature reviews do exist tend to be nascent, 
limited, and often focused on technical aspects (Nadini et al. 2021) rather than ACM.

Thus, much remains to be done. Pressing questions include: How and why have 
ACM research methods and methodologies changed? How is the field moving forward 
in times of disruptive change and global crisis in the creative industries? What are the 
prospects for synthesis between different methods and methodologies in an emerging 
field of endeavor, and how might they be taken forward? How do we reveal deeper and 
detailed contexts in ACM using online and meta- data? What are the transformations 
in arts organizations and the creative and cultural industries in the digital era (Floridi 
2014)? While these are vast research areas, they have tended to be less examined in the 
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ACM field, although there are exceptions— investigations have been done regarding 
specific regions, such as Asia and the Pacific Rim (e.g., Caust 2015; Ren and Zhu 2017; 
Rentschler, Lee and Fillis 2021), pushing the debate to become more heterogeneous. 
However, there is much work to be done.
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There are unique challenges in creating effective governance structures for performing 
arts organizations. Most of these challenges derive from the inherent hybridity of arts 
organizations, which typically pursue two missions that often conflict: artistic excel-
lence and economic accountability. The conflict is often reflected in microcosm by two 
roles found in performing arts organizations, roles that also often conflict: the artistic 
director and the executive director. The artistic director is tasked with the creation and 
execution of the aesthetic mandate of the organization. The executive director, similar 
to a corporate CEO, manages the day- to- day business operations of the organization. 
When the individuals who fill this role work well together, the organization succeeds. 
However, when they do not work well together, the organization suffers.

The tricky task of balancing these roles typically falls to the board of directors, the 
main oversight body of most performing arts organizations in the United States and 
Canada. Board members in performing arts organizations serve many functions. 
They may be recruited to the board because of their technical expertise— for example, 
accountants, lawyers, and marketers. Alternatively, board members may be recruited 
because of their connections with important external stakeholders— for example, 
politicians, corporate executives, philanthropists, and celebrity performers.

As a result, boards of performing arts organizations are very different from both cor-
porate boards and the boards of other nonprofits, tending to be larger, more diverse, and 
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often more conflicted. Conflicts arise because, despite best efforts to achieve balance 
in the competing missions of an arts organization, the balance is often tilted in favor 
of the business mission of the organization. The executive director often has more of a 
direct reporting line to the board, and performance indicators tend to privilege busi-
ness functions because it is often easier to measure attendance than aesthetic quality or 
public enrichment (Reid and Karambayya 2009; Voogt 2006).

Critics of the corporate governance practices of performing arts organizations argue 
that the conflict between the artistic and economic missions of performing arts organ-
izations is incommensurable and typically favors the business mission of the organiza-
tion, even when the relationship between the artistic director and the executive director 
is positive (Peterson 1986; Galli 2011). As Yvette Nolan, a playwright, director, and prom-
inent board member of provincial and national arts organizations in Canada, observes, 
because the model of corporate governance by boards was borrowed from the corpo-
ration in order to appease regulators, donors, and taxpayers who increasingly demand 
more accountability from public sector and nonprofit entities, the model will always 
privilege business over artistic interests:

I have been the artistic director of a theatre company and worked closely with my 
chair to make our theatre better, stronger, and more functional. But still I do not be-
lieve in the structure. In fact, twenty- five years of working in theatre has served to 
convince me that the board of directors is actually a fiction. There is no there there.

(Nolan 2020, 1)

Nolan’s quote captures the essential tension that differentiates performing arts organi-
zations from both corporations and other nonprofits. They must balance the inherently 
conflicting demands for artistic and aesthetic excellence that are unique to performing 
arts with competing demands to conform to the structure, economic accountability, and 
governance practices of businesses.

How do performing arts organizations achieve balance between artistic and business 
interests in their governance structure? More critically, what should the decision criteria 
be when economic and aesthetic tensions conflict? The answers to these questions rest 
in understanding that the purpose of the board of directors in a performing arts or-
ganization is not the same as in corporations or other nonprofits. In those organiza-
tions the board serves to ensure that managers do not act in self- interest. In performing 
arts organizations, as we demonstrate below, the board serves to balance the competing 
tensions to be legitimate (to appear to be economically responsible) and to be authentic 
(to be aesthetically creative).

In order to do so, however, we must gain some theoretical perspective on how and 
why corporate models of governance evolved this way in performing arts organiza-
tions. We address the first question by drawing from neo- institutional theory, a theory 
of organizations based on the premise that many of the practices adopted by organiza-
tions under the guise of rationality and efficiency are predicated instead on culturally 
derived assumptions of what efficiency should be. We address the second question by 
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applying concepts of social value judgment theory, an extension of institutional theory, 
to common corporate governance decisions. As we demonstrate, decisions about cor-
porate governance are determined largely by claims of legitimacy or authenticity made 
to distinctly different audiences with distinct assumptions of worth. The priority given 
to each is determined by contextual conditions that give greater salience to different 
audiences.

Social Value Judgments

The adoption of models of governance from other categories of organizations is a form 
of institutional isomorphism, a concept derived from institutional theory that suggests 
that organizations often adopt structures, processes, and practices not because they ac-
tually improve the performance of an organization but rather because they make the 
organization appear similar to other, more legitimate forms of organization (Meyer and 
Rowan 1977; DiMaggio and Powell 1983). Standards of legitimacy come from different 
sources. Governments may impose rules for arts organizations that must be complied 
with in order to be eligible for funding. Professional advisors, business consultants, or 
large institutional actors such as the National Endowment for the Arts often articulate 
“best practices” of governance for arts organizations that are not coercive but are in-
fluential because they establish standards or norms of governance used by high- status 
arts organizations. Alternatively, arts organizations simply copy characteristics of other 
arts organizations that they perceive to have an outstanding reputation or that are 
considered high- status exemplars.

Why do arts organizations copy practices from non- arts organizations? The answer 
lies in an emerging theory of organizational behavior termed social value judgments 
(Parsons 1960; Rindova, Pollock, and Hayward 2006; Bitektine 2011). The theory argues 
that organizations are subject to an array of different forms of social evaluation by dif-
ferent audiences. As a result, they must interpret and evaluate a complex array of so-
cial pressures from these audiences and allocate a degree of salience to each audience 
in order to make sense of the often- conflicting signals of appropriate or inappropriate 
behavior. The pressures conflict because different audiences have different value systems 
(Coleman 1990), institutional logics (Thornton and Ocasio 2008), and orders of worth 
(Boltanski and Thévenot 2006). Social evaluations are processes of judgment that deter-
mine the willingness of different audiences to engage in the exchange of resources with a 
firm (Pollock et al. 2019).

Different audiences— regulators, corporate donors, private philanthropists, critics, 
and consumers of the arts— each attach a different degree of value to the various 
practices of performing arts organizations. Regulators, for example, value compliance 
with legal expectations more than artistic creativity. Critics and elite audiences, by con-
trast, may value compliance with the artistic canon more than the general populace 
(DiMaggio and Useem 1983). Corporate donors may value the number of consumers 
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of an arts organization more than do private philanthropists, who in turn may accord 
greater value to the social status of those consumers. Performing arts organizations 
must assess the salience of each social signal sent by these various audiences. Critically, 
the constitution of the board of directors and their mandate must be adjusted to reflect 
the various social signals sent by these different audiences.

Researchers have identified a broad range of social value judgments. Some of these— 
status (Washington and Zajac 2005; Podolny 2010), reputation (Bitektine 2011; Kilduff 
and Krackhardt 1994), identity (Brickson 2005; Ashforth, Rogers, and Corley 2011), and 
legitimacy (Suddaby, Bitektine, and Haack 2017; Suchman 1995)— have been the focus of 
decades of empirical research. Others— authenticity (Carroll and Wheaton 2009) and 
celebrity (Zavyalova, Pfarrer, and Reger 2017)— are emergent areas of increased em-
pirical attention. While each of these categories of social value judgment plays an im-
portant role in the constitution and perceived effectiveness of performing arts boards, 
we focus attention on the two types of value judgments that most directly capture the 
core competing tensions of performing arts organizations: legitimacy and authenticity. 
These two constructs were chosen because they best capture the inherent tension be-
tween artistic excellence and economic stability that characterizes most performing arts 
organizations. As we elaborate below, while the constructs focus attention on different 
categories of stakeholders, when the legitimacy and authenticity needs of the organiza-
tion are addressed in board composition, they have a generative effect on both the ar-
tistic and economic performance of the organization.

Legitimacy

Legitimacy is a category of social judgment that confers a perception of appropriateness 
and acceptability of an entity or a practice by a particular audience based on a shared 
system of values, norms, and beliefs (Suchman 1995; Suddaby, Bitektine, and Haack 
2017). The concept has deep historical roots in the social sciences, where scholars sought 
to explain how institutional actors (sovereigns, governments, and other rulers) gained 
authority and submission from the populations they ruled. German sociologist Max 
Weber observed that submission to an order was not exclusively the result of coercion 
but instead was determined by the willingness of the population “to submit to an order,” 
which “always in some sense implies a belief in the legitimate authority of the source im-
posing it” (Weber 1964, 132). A critical element of this definition of legitimacy is that it is 
a form of power granted to an entity by an audience, rather than forcibly wrested from it. 
That is, legitimacy is a form of social judgment conferred exogenously rather than culti-
vated endogenously.

Organizational theories of legitimacy accept this assumption but have focused con-
siderable attention on the institutional and strategic practices by which perceptions of 
legitimacy can be managed (Suchman 1995; Oliver 1991). Legitimacy is understood to 
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be a resource that can be cultivated by (1) strategies in the material world, by altering 
the types and degree of dependence on its constituens (Pfeffer and Salancik 1978); 
(2) strategies in the symbolic world, by appearing to conform to prevailing norms of 
constituents by sending the right signals (Ashforth and Gibbs 1990); and (3) taking 
efforts to change prevailing norms (Hirsch and Andrews 1983. The capacity to manage 
legitimacy is enhanced when entities reject the assumption that they are subject to uni-
versal norms and replace it with the observation that they are subject to the social value 
judgments of multiple audiences (Suddaby, Bitektine, and Haack 2017). When the norms 
of diverse audiences are not universal, the ability of an entity to manage perceptions of 
legitimacy is enhanced, despite the endogenous nature of legitimacy as a power that is 
exogenously conferred.

Authenticity

Authenticity is a category of social judgment in which an entity or product is deemed to 
be “real,” “genuine,” or “true.” Authenticity is a polysemous construct whose meaning is 
often dependent upon the context in which it is used. Two distinct and somewhat con-
tradictory definitions of authenticity appear in the literature. In sociology and manage-
ment research, authenticity is viewed as a social construction that is “not a ‘real’ thing 
or something that can be objectively determined but rather [is] a socially constructed 
phenomenon [by which] certain specific aspects of a product, performance, place or 
producer somehow get deified and treated as authentic by audiences in a particular so-
cial context” (Carroll and Wheaton 2009, 256). In this view, authenticity is, somewhat 
ironically, a claim to reality that is not itself real.

In philosophy and art theory, however, authenticity is an objective claim to reality 
that may take one of two forms. The first, nominal authenticity, is based in history and 
is a claim of provenance— in other words, that a work of art is not a forgery or a piece of 
music or literature is not plagiarized (Dutton 2004). The second, expressive authenticity, 
is derived from existential philosophy and refers to the act of being true to one’s own 
personal creative muse— “faithfulness to the performer’s own self, original, not deriv-
ative” (Kivy 1995, 7)— while contributing to the living critical tradition of a corpus of 
literature or music or a genre of art (Dutton 2004).

In contrast to legitimacy, nominal and expressive authenticity is largely endogenously 
determined. While outsiders— audiences and critics— are important to determining 
what is or is not authentic, they are not determinative of authenticity in and of them-
selves but rather serve as custodians or monitors whose discretion is limited to ensuring 
that the artists’ creativity contributes to but does not violate the historically determined 
tradition of the art form. Existentialism and art theory hold that artistic authenticity is 
“achieved only when an artwork expresses the authentic values of its maker, especially 
when those values are shared by the artist’s immediate community” (Dutton 2004, 271).
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Authenticity and Legitimacy in 
Corporate Governance of Performing 

Arts Organizations

The distinctions between legitimacy and authenticity form the foundation of the in-
herent conflict between economy and artistry that fuels the governance challenges in 
performing arts organizations. Executive directors are largely concerned with managing 
the external legitimacy of the performing arts organizations, while artistic directors are 
almost exclusively focused on maintaining its internal authenticity. Important issues 
and conflict arise from these differences. The primary audience for achieving authen-
ticity, for example, is relatively small, cohesive, and elite, composed almost exclusively 
of professional critics, academics, elite consumers, and other (peer) artists. The primary 
audience for legitimacy, by contrast, is very heterogeneous and consists of regulators, 
mass- market consumers, and community constituents, or corporate and private donors.

As we elaborate in the balance of this section, however, the distinctions between le-
gitimacy and authenticity provide clues that help address the inherent conflict between 
economy and artistry in governing performing arts organizations. In our discussion we 
focus on three critical questions that are central to good governance in the performing 
arts: What social evaluation factors guide board composition? What priority is given 
to economy or artistry in decision- making? How do social value judgments determine 
which resources will be acquired and deployed by the organization?

Board Composition

The relationship between board composition and organizational performance has re-
ceived substantial theoretical (Hillman and Dalziel 2003; Lynall, Golden, and Hillman 
2003) and empirical (Hillman, Canella, and Paetzold 2000) attention, particularly in 
the for- profit sector. Considerably less attention has been paid to this relationship in the 
nonprofit sector, and even less research has examined the relationship between board 
composition and performance in the arts sector (however, see Cornforth 2001; Dalziel, 
Gentry, and Bowerman 2011; Dubini and Monti 2018 as important exceptions). Despite 
the extensive empirical attention given to understanding this relationship, the results 
are mixed and often contradictory. One clear conclusion has emerged from this re-
search: effective boards should be diverse in their demographic characteristics and in 
their expertise and disciplinary backgrounds (Carter, Simkins, and Simpson 2003).

While this empirical insight is consistent in both the for- profit and nonprofit sectors, 
researchers struggle to find a consistent theory that explains the precise way in which 
diversity influences effective governance or, indeed, what precisely diversity means. 
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Instead, a variety of theoretical explanations are used to explain the need for heteroge-
neity in board member characteristics. Four main theories are typically used: agency 
theory, resource dependence theory, institutional theory, and social network theory 
(Lynall, Golden, and Hillman 2003). The heterogeneity of theories is needed to account 
for the varied functions that most boards actually perform. Agency theory explains 
how boards manage internal relationships, particularly how they conduct oversight of 
managers (Fama and Jensen 1983). Resource dependency theory— and its extension to 
stakeholder theory (Sherer and Leblebici 2015)— explains how boards manage external 
relationships with key stakeholders, through which the firm accesses material resources 
(Pfeffer and Salancik 1978). Institutional theory explains how firms manage the legit-
imacy demands of their external environments (Suchman 1995; Zajac and Westphal 
1996). Social network theory describes how firms manage their external sources of in-
formation (Gulati and Gargiulo 1999). Apart from the suggestion that these different 
theories gain greater salience at different stages of an organization’s life cycle (Lynall, 
Golden, and Hillman 2003), there is no coherent theoretical explanation that accounts 
for the variety of functions that an effective board must play.

The lack of clarity arises, in part, because the bulk of this research has occurred in 
for- profit organizations, where the role of material resources and economic com-
petition dominates. Some clarity arises when we view the various roles on boards of 
performing arts organizations, where the demands from the economic and social sym-
bolic environments are somewhat more balanced. In their analysis of the relationship 
between board composition and organizational performance in Italian opera houses, 
Dubini and Monti (2018) organize board diversity into four main roles: controllers, 
other specialists, influential people, and cultural managers.

Controllers manage compliance with the expectations of outside sources of revenue 
and normative expectations of how to manage that revenue (finance experts, auditors, 
and management consultants), consistent with the assumptions of agency theory. Other 
specialists are disciplinary experts in areas adjacent to the core financial function of the 
organization (such as lawyers and marketing experts), consistent with the predictions 
of agency theory. Influential people are board members who maintain information flows 
from even more peripheral stakeholders of the firm and help manage the status and rep-
utation of the organization, consistent with social network theory. Cultural managers 
are experts in the specific arts sector and manage the creativity of the organization’s 
performances and the relationship between the organization and cultural elites.

Viewed through the theoretical lens of social judgment theory, Dubini and Monti’s 
(2018) typology describes a mix of competencies at the board level that reflects the hy-
brid demands placed on performing arts organizations by the material/ economic en-
vironment and the social/ symbolic environment. Given this, the typology can be 
condensed into two types, each of which is devoted to managing two competing social 
value judgments— legitimacy and authenticity. Controllers and other specialists focus 
largely on those stakeholders that provide material/ economic resources for the firm: fi-
nancial capital, material resources, and so on. Influential people and cultural managers 
focus largely on those stakeholders that provide social/ symbolic resources for the firm: 
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status, reputation, and so on. That is, controllers and other specialists address the firm’s 
need for legitimacy, while influential people and cultural managers address the firm’s 
need for authenticity.

The foregoing theory, therefore, suggests that, all things being equal, a well- 
functioning performing arts organization will structure its board with a view to bal-
ancing the competing objectives of gaining both corporate legitimacy and performative 
authenticity. This is our first proposition:

Proposition 1a: A well- functioning performing arts organization will have an 
equal number of board members who occupy the roles of controllers or other 
specialists, whose primary mandate is to ensure legitimacy, and board members 
who occupy the roles of influential people or cultural managers, whose primary 
mandate is to ensure authenticity.

A critical question, however, is under what conditions should the proportions 
of board members be different from an equal split between those who reflect the 
organization’s need for legitimacy and those reflecting its need for authenticity? For ex-
ample, in their formative years many performing arts organizations seek to establish a 
reputation as an elite or avant- garde producer of art. As a result, the organization will 
value creativity and authenticity in its core products as opposed to faithful reproduc-
tion of performances required to achieve mass- market legitimacy. In such cases, critics 
are more salient stakeholders than, for example, mass- market consumers. We would ex-
pect, in such cases, the board structure to reflect this strategic objective.

Proposition 1b: Where performing arts organizations are interested in 
establishing their reputation for artistic excellence, the organization will have a 
disproportionate number of board members who occupy the role of influential 
people or cultural managers whose primary mandate is to ensure authenticity.

The reverse would be true for arts organizations that seek economic stability rather than 
artistic creativity.

Proposition 1c: Where performing arts organizations are interested in establishing 
a stable mass- market audience, the organization will have a disproportionate 
number of board members who occupy the role of controllers or other specialists 
whose primary mandate is to ensure legitimacy.

Decision- Making

The relationship between board composition and strategic decision- making in for- 
profit organizations has received substantial attention in management theory (Forbes 
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and Milliken 1999) and research (Ruigrok, Peck, and Keller 2006; Bathala and Rao 1995). 
Considerably less attention is paid to understanding this relationship in performing 
arts organizations, although there is an emerging body of research that analyzes how 
strategic decision- making in the performing arts differs from such decision- making in 
other organizations (Cray, Inglis, and Freeman 2007; Assassi 2007; Kong 2008). This re-
search has generated a number of empirical findings that demonstrate how the boards 
of performing arts organizations differ from boards in other types of organizations in 
how they exercise their oversight role over management and, more particularly, their 
role in strategic decision- making.

For example, prior research suggests that boards of directors of performing arts organ-
izations often make operational rather than strategic decisions (Cray and Inglis 2011). 
Moreover, performing arts boards tend to make more internally focused decisions (i.e., 
on human resource issues) than externally focused decisions. In a study of participants 
in decisions made in Canadian arts organizations, Cray and Inglis (2011) found that in 
a sample of fifty- seven strategic decisions made by fourteen performing arts organiza-
tions, the board of directors participated in twelve of those strategic decisions in their 
organizations.1 The administrative director, by contrast, participated in only seven of 
those decisions, and the artistic director was restricted to five decisions. Perhaps most 
striking is the observation that while performing arts organizations are acutely sensitive 
to the need to assess performance on both economic and aesthetic features, in practice 
they emphasize economic and financial measures (Turbide and Laurin 2009).

Why do performing arts boards engage on low- level decisions that in most other or-
ganizations would be made by managers? The answer becomes clearer when we view 
corporate governance in performing arts organizations through the theoretical lens of 
social value judgments. In the corporate world, the board largely acts as an intermediary 
between management and shareholders, who often have different interests in how the 
resources of the organization should be allocated and distributed (Jensen and Meckling 
1976). Despite their differences, however, shareholders and managers in corporations 
share common assumptions of economic rationality, efficiency, and accountability as 
the primary logic to apply to strategic decisions (Thornton and Ocasio 2008).

In the world of performing arts, on the other hand, the role of the board is quite dif-
ferent. Rather than monitoring the propensity of managers to act in self- interest, arts 
boards serve as an intermediary between the organization and a diverse variety of 
stakeholders or audiences, both internal and external, each with different standards of 
social evaluation. Some of these audiences push the arts organization toward standards 
of conformity that rest on the same assumptions of economic rationality, efficiency, and 
accountability found in corporations. That is, they apply social evaluation standards of 
legitimacy. Government funding agencies, foundations, regulators, and professional 
associations are the most likely audiences to demand legitimacy. Other audiences, how-
ever, push the arts organization toward standards of conformity that rest on assumptions 
of aesthetic or artistic excellence. Critics, for example, may require a symphony to per-
form works that demonstrate adherence to a cultural canon. And musicians may push 
to perform pieces that demand a high degree of technical proficiency. However, it is 
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entirely possible that neither of these standards will fill the performance venue with 
paying consumers. These audiences privilege authenticity over legitimacy.

In contrast to for- profits or even other nonprofit organizations, the tension between 
needs for authenticity and needs for legitimacy tends to permeate all sorts of decisions 
in a performing arts organization. Many decisions that are ostensibly operational in na-
ture may hold tremendous potential to compromise the artistic integrity of the organi-
zation. Consider, for example, the surplus meaning attached to personnel decisions in 
arts organizations. Hiring a violinist in a symphony involves some purely technical and 
rational considerations, including the violinist’s skill, experience, and expected salary, 
and some considerations that are judgments of aesthetic taste, such as the candidate’s 
experience in the appropriate canon (Allmendinger and Hackman 1996) and the poten-
tial of her reputation to enhance or diminish the organization’s status with critics (Glynn 
and Lounsbury 2005).

Viewed through a social value judgment lens, thus, it becomes clear why boards of 
performing arts organizations engage in a broader range of decisions than corporations 
(Cray and Inglis 2011), many of which are largely operational rather than strategic 
decisions (Vakharia et al. 2018) and which focus on reconciling the tension between the 
demands of aesthetic artistry and the demands for economic efficiency and account-
ability (Reid and Karambayya 2009). The high degree of engagement in decisions by 
boards of arts organizations is likely attributable to the competing demands for manage-
rial legitimacy and artistic authenticity.

Proposition 2a: In a well- functioning performing arts organization, the primary 
role of the board of directors is to reconcile competing demands of authenticity 
and legitimacy.

An extension of the application of a social value judgment lens to the nature of 
decision- making in performing arts organizations suggests that, under most conditions, 
boards will attempt to balance the tensions between legitimacy and authenticity in the 
firm. However, there may be some contexts in which the demands for one form of so-
cial evaluation will outweigh others. Status is one such context. Prior research reveals 
that the consumption of art is related to social class (Bourdieu Pierre 1983 DiMaggio and 
Useem 1983). Similarly, class distinctions exist between different categories of performing 
arts, some of which are considered “highbrow” or high- status, and others of which are 
considered “popular” or low- status (Shrum 1991). Moreover, status orders are created 
within each of these categories, in which some performing arts organizations in a given 
category, say symphonies, are considered high- status and others are considered low- 
status. In the 1950s, critics identified five US symphonies as elite: the “Big Five” included 
New York, Boston, Chicago, Philadelphia, and Cleveland (Gilbert 1994; Hart 1973).

A growing body of research suggests that high- status orchestras behave quite differ-
ently than lower- status orchestras. They are slower to hire female musicians (Guitierrez 
2021), are more likely to innovate both in repertoire of performances and in organiza-
tional structure (Kremp 2010), and are highly dependent upon corporate support for their 
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financial stability (Scherer 2007)These somewhat disconnected empirical observations 
suggest that status and reputation may play an important role in determining the relative 
salience of legitimacy and authenticity claims in the strategic decision- making processes 
of performing arts organizations. That is, it may be that high- status arts organizations 
may not seek to simply balance claims of authenticity and legitimacy, but may allocate a 
higher preference for one category of social evaluations over another.

However, we must be careful to not conflate status and reputation. While they ap-
pear to be similar constructs, prior research demonstrates that status and reputation are 
distinct and derive from different social processes. In a study of competitive intercol-
legiate athletics, Washington and Zajac (2005) demonstrate that reputation is a social 
value judgment conferred on an organization because of its performance— its success in 
achieving its core mission. Status, by contrast, “refers more to the unearned ascription of 
social rank” (Washington and Zajac 2005, 282). Status, therefore, may result from some-
thing other than technical prowess. It is a historical accretion of social position derived 
from social judgments that are independent of performance. The elite status of the Big 
Five symphony orchestras in the United States may be the result of their founding date 
and age or their location in prominent US cities rather than any superior claim to aes-
thetic excellence. The New York Philharmonic, thus, may be considered a high- status 
symphony because of its long history, its elite patrons, its media coverage, and its loca-
tion in a world- class city, independent of its technical skill.

This observation has implications for how the boards of high- status performing 
arts organizations weigh the relative importance of authenticity and legitimacy claims 
when making strategic decisions. If we assume that reputation is based on an arts 
organization’s ability to excel at aesthetic performance and artistic integrity (in other 
words, attributes that define claims of authenticity), we can therefore also assume that 
the boards of organizations seeking to establish a strong reputation will prioritize aes-
thetic interests over legitimacy interests in making strategic decisions. This prioritiza-
tion is more likely to be pursued by an aspirational organization than by an established 
one. Such organizations are more likely to adopt a narrow focus on select audiences, 
such as critics or internal professionals, whose understanding of the standards of aes-
thetic performance and artistic integrity are clearly established. In the language of social 
value judgment theory, non- elites that aspire to establish their reputation will do so by 
narrowly pursuing aesthetic recognition.

Proposition 2b: Non- elite performing arts organizations are more likely to priori-
tize authenticity over legitimacy in strategic decisions.

Elite performing arts organizations, by contrast, will be more concerned with 
preserving their elite status. As a result, they will be more attentive to a wider variety of 
audiences and their demands for legitimacy.

Proposition 2c: Elite performing arts organizations are more likely to prioritize 
legitimacy over authenticity in strategic decisions.
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Resource Acquisition and Deployment

Like most nonprofits, performing arts organizations engage in a diverse array of resource 
acquisition efforts in order to fund their core mission. Prior research demonstrates that 
the activities used to generate financial support fall into four main categories: obtaining 
government grants, attracting private philanthropic donations, attracting corporate 
philanthropic donations, and generating commercial revenue from performances or ed-
ucational programs (DiMaggio 1987; Sherer, Suddaby and Rozsa de Coquet 2019). Prior 
research also suggests that most performing arts organizations manage the risks associ-
ated with each revenue source by diversifying their resource acquisition into a portfolio 
that draws relatively equally from each category (Froelich 1999). Viewed through the 
lens of resource dependence theory (Pfeffer and Salancik 1978), adopting a portfolio ap-
proach to resource acquisition is a rational approach to managing risky resource depen-
dencies (Gronbjerg 1993; Powell and Friedkin 1986).

Viewed through the lens of social value judgments, however, there are important 
differences that arise between self- generated commercial income, on one hand, and the 
three sources of philanthropic income (government, corporations, and private donors), 
on the other. The latter three sources of funding, each of which originates from domi-
nant institutional actors, tend to place considerable degrees of isomorphic constraint 
on the arts organizations that succeed in getting funding. For example, substantial 
prior research shows that government funding tends to encourage program prolif-
eration and mission drift in nonprofits (Bernstein 1991; Kramer 1985). Additional re-
search suggests that government funding encourages nonprofits to mimic their funders 
by adopting more bureaucratic governance structures (Frumpkin and Galaskiewicz 
2004). Corporate funding, similarly, makes performing arts organizations more risk- 
averse in their performative repertoire. Martorella (1977) observes that corporate 
funding correlates with the adoption of relatively safe popular titles in US opera houses. 
Heilbrun (2000) and Pierce (2000), similarly, attribute increased isomorphism in oper-
atic repertoires to the growth of corporate funding in the United States. In a comprehen-
sive analysis of performing arts organizations in Canada, Sherer, Suddaby, and Rozsa de 
Coquet (2019) observed that firms that depend on private and corporate philanthropy 
or government funding tended to be less innovative in their artistic mission than firms 
that rely on self- generated commercial funding.

It is not particularly surprising that external funding reduces innovation and 
encourages isomorphism, both in performing repertoire and in organizational struc-
ture. Viewed through the lens of social judgment theory, corporate, private, and indi-
vidual funders place demands of external legitimacy on a performing arts organization. 
These demands can only be achieved by becoming isomorphic— not with the external 
environment, as might be predicted by institutional theory (DiMaggio and Powell 1983), 
but with the major source of resources from the external environment, as predicted by 
resource dependence theory (Pfeffer and Salancik 1978).
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Proposition 3a: Performing arts organizations that derive the majority of their re-
sources from private, public, or government philanthropy are more likely to adopt 
practices and structures that privilege legitimacy claims over authenticity claims.

Self- generated revenue, by contrast, may grant performing arts organizations a de-
gree of autonomy from external stakeholders such as government, private, and cor-
porate donors. There are, however, limits to the freedom granted by earned revenue. 
Customers are an audience that— like government, private, and corporate audiences— 
imposes a form of social value judgment on performing arts organizations. While elite 
audiences may reinforce the aesthetic integrity and artistic values of the arts organi-
zation, mass- market audiences may impose performance demands on an arts orga-
nization that are inconsistent with aesthetic excellence (Peterson 1992; DiMaggio and 
Useem 1983; Alexander 2018). Consistent with the observation that performing arts or-
ganizations do best financially by achieving a balanced portfolio of resources (Suddaby, 
Sherer, and Rosza de Coquet 2020), it is also likely the case that they are more likely to 
gain artistic and aesthetic freedom when they have a balanced portfolio of resources.

Proposition 3b: Performing arts organizations that derive resources from a mixed 
portfolio of self- generated commercial revenue, corporate philanthropy, private 
philanthropy, and government subsidy are more likely to adopt practices and 
structures that privilege authenticity claims over legitimacy claims.

Summary and Conclusion

The intent of this chapter is to demonstrate the power of viewing governance issues 
in performing arts organizations through the lens of social judgment theory. Prior re-
search on governance in arts organizations has tended to adopt one of three theoretical 
lenses: agency theory (Radbourne 2003; Reid and Turbide 2012), resource dependence/ 
stakeholder theory (Turbide and Laurin 2009, 2014; Parmer, Freeman, Harrison, Wicks, 
Purnell and de Colle 2010), or institutional theory (Amans, Mazars- Chapelon, and 
Villesèque- Dubus 2015; Knardal 2020). Agency theory focuses attention on the need 
to monitor and control the self- interest of management vis- à- vis shareholders, a rela-
tionship that applies to for- profit corporations but offers little insight into the govern-
ance practices of a typical performing arts organization. Resource dependence theory 
and institutional theory, by contrast, each draw attention to the need to understand how 
performing arts organizations signal economic and operational competence to external 
stakeholders— government regulators, donors, and philanthropic foundations. Each 
theory makes a useful contribution to understanding some limited aspects of what per-
forming arts organizations actually do.

However, all three theories fail to capture the unique character and identity of 
performing arts organizations that, in addition to appearing economically and 
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operationally competent to some stakeholders, must also signal artistic creativity and 
aesthetic integrity internally to their performers and externally to critics and audiences. 
That is, while prior theories help us understand how performing arts organizations 
achieve legitimacy, they fail to explain how these organizations simultaneously achieve 
both legitimacy and authenticity. Because of this, as the earlier quote by Nolan discloses, 
most performing arts executives begrudgingly adopt the ceremonial signals of legiti-
macy but are fully aware that in so doing they run the risk of compromising the au-
thenticity of the organization by engaging in practices that satisfy stakeholders but 
avoid artistic risk. The paradox of governance in performing arts organizations is how 
to manage the essential tension between competing social judgments of legitimacy and 
authenticity by different “audiences.”

This paper offers a theoretical framework and a set of constructs by which we can 
begin to more fully articulate and analyze this essential tension. There is a growing 
understanding among researchers who study performing arts organizations of the in-
adequacy of existing theories, typically borrowed from other disciplines, to offer a com-
prehensive explanation for why boards of directors in performing arts organizations are 
different. Considerable effort has been devoted to trying to bring together the relevant 
bits from existing theories to create an integrated framework of organizational govern-
ance for performing arts (Rentschler, Lee, and Fillis 2021; Besharov and Smith 2014). 
Integrative frameworks drawn from the private sector or even from the nonprofit sector 
fail to account for the unique competitive challenges in the field of cultural production 
(Bourdieu 1983), where aesthetic value and judgment, elite taste and critique, and lit-
erary and artistic authority are as influential in decision- making as the need to appear to 
be operationally efficient and financially stable.

Performing arts organizations do compete in the “real” world for economic capital, 
material resources, and human capital. However, they also must compete in the cul-
tural world for social symbolic resources like status, reputation, identity, legitimacy, 
and authenticity. Our main contribution is the overarching observation that, just as 
performing arts organizations do best financially by achieving a balanced portfolio of 
resources (Sherer, Peter D., Roy Suddaby, and Mary Rozsa de Coquet 2019), so too do 
they succeed artistically when they are able to balance their need to demonstrate legit-
imacy with their need to signal authenticity. We have focused on the board of directors 
in performing arts organizations because we see this as the primary mechanism by 
which competing claims of legitimacy and authenticity are reconciled. However, the 
tension arises in many other facets of performing arts, particularly in the day- to- day 
interactions and negotiations between executive directors and artistic directors. We 
clearly need empirical work to help us understand the practices and strategies that make 
these relationships succeed or fail. Viewing these relationships through the lens of so-
cial value judgments, we believe that conflicts can be successfully “blended” (Glynn and 
Lounsbury 2005) by acquiring an understanding that many forms of social judgment we 
tend to see as synonymous— legitimacy and authenticity, or status and reputation— are 
premised on some important conceptual differences. Understanding these differences is 
the first step to reconciling them.
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We have also focused somewhat exclusively on two broad constructs drawn from so-
cial judgment theory: legitimacy and authenticity. These two constructs were chosen 
because they best capture the inherent tension between artistic excellence and eco-
nomic stability that characterizes most performing arts organizations. However, there 
is considerable opportunity to extend both the range of application and the nuance of 
interpretation of these constructs by elaborating precisely how they can improve both 
the artistic integrity and the economic performance of arts organizations.

Much of the work needed to elaborate the role of legitimacy and authenticity in 
improving both economic and artistic performance can be accomplished through fo-
cused empirical research. A logical first step, as described in our first set of propositions 
(1a, 1b, and 1c), would be to reexamine the construct of board diversity through the lens 
of social judgment theory. Prior empirical research on board diversity has tended to 
operationalize diversity based on well- established categories of gender, race, age, and 
related demographic variables. Few studies, however, have operationalized board diver-
sity on behavioral or role characteristics, and none, with the possible exception of the 
study by Dubini and Monti (2018), have operationalized diversity based on the degree 
to which a board member attends to questions of artistic authenticity versus economic 
legitimacy. In fact, the distinction between different types of social value judgment ori-
entation was not the primary focus of Dubini and Monti’s (2018) study. We have simply 
retrospectively reconstructed their categories of “controllers,” “influential people,” and 
so on around the defining elements of authenticity and legitimacy.

A number of important questions about board diversity emerge when viewed 
through the lens of social judgment theory. Do highly creative, cutting- edge organiza-
tions have a disproportionate number of board members with a predisposition toward 
authenticity? Do arts organizations that pursue largely commercial success, by contrast, 
have a disproportionate number of board members with a predisposition toward legit-
imacy? Clearly, this type of research could be conducted quantitatively by assessing the 
dispositions of individual board members. While we do not yet have validated scales 
for these assessments, researchers have made considerable advances in this direction 
(Schoon 2022; Tost 2011).

Our second set of propositions draws attention to the ways in which the tension be-
tween legitimacy and authenticity is resolved in making strategic decisions at the board 
level. In contrast to the first set of propositions, which views legitimacy and authen-
ticity judgments as a property of individual personalities or roles, these propositions 
view legitimacy and authenticity as processes that unfold in negotiated interpersonal 
actions at the board level. As a result, much of this research will be qualitative in nature. 
Studying these processes will require a degree of either direct observation (ethnographic 
studies) or retrospective reconstruction by the participants (interviews). There are very 
few ethnographic studies of board interactions in either for- profit or nonprofit organ-
izations. This is perhaps unsurprising because of the sensitive nature of the decisions 
made at the level of the board. That said, there are some powerful examples of ethno-
graphic studies of board governance in action (i.e., Golden- Biddle and Rao 1997; Samra- 
Fredericks 2000) that could easily be applied to an analysis of how the tension between 



94   Roy Suddaby, Peter Sherer, Diego Coraiola, and Karl Schwonik

 

legitimacy and authenticity is negotiated. Similarly, while there are few studies of the use 
of interviews to retrospectively reconstruct strategic decision- making processes at the 
board level, the study by Cray and Inglis (2011) discussed above serves as an exemplar of 
how this type of research might be best conducted.

Perhaps the most interesting aspect of social value judgments in the governance of 
arts organizations that remains unexplored is the collectively held assumptions re-
garding status orders in different arts communities. While we have overt ranking sys-
tems that reflect status order assumptions in for- profit businesses, such as the Fortune 
500 (Podolny 2010), or in educational systems, such as the Business Week rankings 
of business schools (Elsbach and Kramer 1996), there is little empirical research that 
explores the explicit or implicit status orders of arts organizations and how status order 
affects access to material resources. This is somewhat surprising given the profound role 
of critics, professionals whose primary function is to make value judgments on arts or-
ganizations (Glynn and Lounsbury 2005).

A critical but underappreciated dimension of performing arts organizations is their 
need to justify their existence to different audiences, each of which applies vastly dif-
ferent and often opposing logics of taste or worth (Boltanski and Thévenot 2006) in how 
they judge the organization. These overlooked elements of social judgment have been 
largely absent from most theoretical and empirical analyses of the performing arts. We 
have sketched an outline of how social judgment theory may help bring aesthetics and 
artistry back into how we assess governance practices in arts organizations. Our hope is 
that this is the beginning of a more rigorous and comprehensive approach to theorizing 
organizations in the performing arts.

Note

 1. The types of strategic decisions and the frequency of their occurrence in the sample (in 
parentheses) are: human relations (16), image (8), organizational structure (8), product (7), 
building (7), funding (5), strategic plan (2), location (1), quality (1), staying alive (1), and 
technology (1).
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Chapter 6

Open Systems Theory in 
Arts Management

Yuha Jung and Travis Newton

Introduction

Open systems theory sees an organization as an integral part of its environment, and 
the environment in turn is a necessary and inescapable component of organizational 
existence. An organization’s internal actors and systems, parts and elements of the envi-
ronment, and the larger ecosystem are interconnected and interdependent, mutually af-
fecting one another in a multidirectional way (Jung 2022). Open systems theory is more 
like a worldview, or a paradigm, as Ludwig von Bertalanffy (1972) categorizes it, rather 
than a narrow theory confined to a single discipline. The most important aspect of open 
systems theory is that it views the environment as an essential element, one that is in-
escapable, necessary, and interdependent, and which therefore should not be ignored 
when seeking to understand organizations (Scott and Davis 2007); this quality sets it 
apart from other theories that may acknowledge the environment but do not fully em-
brace it. In the time of COVID- 19 recovery and waves of civil movements, organiza-
tions need to focus more on their environment, uncertainties of the environment, and 
lack of information, all of which require nimble and flexible decision- making structures 
and processes. These circumstances require organizational practices to be more resilient 
and boundaries to be more permeable— characteristics that open systems theory could 
support.

This theory is fitting for the arts and cultural sector given the environmental changes 
and challenges that many arts and cultural organizations face. The ability to be adapt-
able and flexible is a necessity for survival, especially with a changing financial land-
scape, including governmental funding changes for arts and culture (Rohter 2012; 
Nonprofit Finance Fund 2013) and rapid environmental change caused by years of the 
ongoing pandemic and recovery. Open systems theory offers lessons for organizations 
to be more flexible, compassionate, and strategic in the face of a constantly changing 
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environment because of its unique emphasis on an understanding of the environment 
as a necessary component of any system or organization, making open systems theory 
ideal to apply in order to foster a deeper connection with an organization’s constituents 
and larger communities.

We focus on open systems theory as the primary example of a theory where the en-
vironment is a necessary element, not just something that is important. In other words, 
the premise of this theory is that an organization as a system cannot exist without its 
environment (Macy 1991). The open systems perspective has the potential to become a 
more prominent foundational theory in arts and cultural management research because 
this theory has wide interconnections with other types of organizational theoretical 
thought (e.g., structural contingency theories, resource dependence theory, and pop-
ulation ecology theory) used in related fields, such as public administration and non-
profit management (Shafritz, Ott, and Jang 2016). Additionally, it already has been used 
in the field of arts and cultural management, although the extent of its use has been lim-
ited, which is further discussed later. This chapter argues that adopting an open systems 
theory perspective that includes environmental interactions as necessary and interde-
pendent components of organizations can further benefit the study and management of 
arts organizations, especially in the areas of community engagement as well as diversity, 
equity, and inclusion (DEI) practices.

The first two sections of this chapter provide a general understanding of systems 
theory and its relationship to organizational theory. To draw connections between open 
systems theory and arts and cultural management research, we began with a targeted 
literature review (Herrick and Pratt 2012), focusing on one area in depth: open systems 
theory and its related theories as found in arts and cultural management research. The 
review was conducted by searching abstracts with key terms, such as “systems theory” 
and “systems thinking,” in eighteen arts and cultural management– related journals 
over the past two decades.1 While eighteen is not a small number of journals to search 
through, it is certainly not an exhaustive list and does not include journals that are fo-
cused on general organization theories or management research. The list of journals 
was chosen based on their relevance to arts and cultural research based on previous 
publications (Chang and Wyszomirski 2015; Rentschler and Shilbury 2008).

By looking at the threads of systems theory perspective in organization theories 
(which are fundamental to studying arts and cultural organizations) and arts and cul-
tural research, this chapter aims to present what systems theory is, how it has been used 
in organizational theories as well as arts and cultural research, and why and how it can 
be further applied. This chapter specifically presents (1) an overview of the theory, in-
cluding the origins, structure, and characteristics of open systems theory and examples 
of systems thinking; (2) related organization theories that adopt or are influenced by 
open systems perspectives; (3) specific examples of arts and cultural management 
studies that fall under or are closely related to open systems theory applied at the macro 
and micro levels; and (4) the rationale and further potential for utilizing the theory in 
the field’s research, especially in the areas of community engagement and DEI practices, 
making deeper connections between arts organizations and their communities. By 



Open Systems Theory in Arts Management   103

 

doing so, the authors hope to establish it as a broad and overarching foundational theory 
for the field of arts and cultural management due to its relevance to important, current 
issues of arts and cultural management.

Open Systems Theory, Structure,  
and Thinking

Before discussing the details of the theory, it is important to define some of the relevant 
terms. Systems are almost always thought of as open. “Closed system by its definition 
does not have a place in systems thinking; there is rarely a closed system in the world,” 
as almost all systems exist in relation to their environment (Jung and Love 2017, 8). This 
is why “systems theory” and “open systems theory” are often used interchangeably in 
the literature (Jung and Vakharia 2019). Additionally, the relationship between “systems 
theory” and “systems thinking,” terms that are also sometimes used interchangeably, 
warrants a distinction. Systems thinking is a practical application of systems theory, 
with the aim of understanding and working with systems (Arnold and Wade 2015); it 
can be considered as almost like a learned skill or mind orientation, when one applies 
open systems theory to real- life situations and problems (Jung and Vakharia 2019). 
Examples of systems thinking skills are systems intelligence (Törmänen, Hämäläinen, 
and Saarinen 2016) and system leadership (Senge, Hamilton, and Kania 2015; Saarinen 
and Hämäläinen 2004). This section discusses the origin of systems theory, the qualities 
of open systems theory as they are related to openness to the environment, the trans-
formative nature of open systems, and applicational examples of systems theory.

Origins of Systems Theory

Tracing its origins to the 1930s and the development of systems theory by Ludwig von 
Bertalanffy (1933), open systems theory emphasizes the importance of “throughput of 
resources from the environment” (Scott and Davis 2007, 93). The external environment 
is viewed not simply as a factor to be considered among many but rather as an essential 
and integral component. Von Bertalanffy’s systems theory finds its origins in Western 
philosophy, including Aristotle’s statement that “the whole is more than the sum of its 
parts” (1972, 407). Von Bertalanffy was a biologist, and his initial exploration of systems 
was related more to organisms, but he later suggested that replacing “organisms” with 
“organized entities” forming the basis of systems theory as it relates to organizations 
(1972, 410).

A similar line of thinking is also found in Eastern philosophy in the Buddhist con-
cept of mutual causality (Macy 1991; Jung 2022). Mutual causality defines relationships 
among parts to have dynamic interdependence— affecting each other in a mutual manner, 
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not unidirectionally, as is often assumed in scientific, positivist causal relationships. 
In Buddhism, this inescapable mutual causal relationship among parts is described as 
paticca samuppada, or dependent co- arising (Macy 1991). Naess (1973) explains how this 
mutual belonging is everywhere, inescapable, and fundamental among all parts of any 
system, social or natural.

Systems Concepts Based on the Level of  
Environmental Engagement

Scott and Davis (2007) discuss the concept of system variety by making the case that 
organizations, as systems, change over time, and interaction with the environment is es-
sential for the functioning of an open system. Further, the source of system variety is the 
environment: “from an open system point of view, there is a close connection between 
the condition of the environment and the characteristics of the systems within it” (Scott 
and Davis 2007, 95). Based on the relationship with other factors in their environments, 
there are many different types and levels of systems, such as mechanistic systems, or-
ganic systems, and social systems.

Boulding (1956) identified and articulated nine different levels of systems: (1) 
frameworks, (2) clockworks, (3) cybernetic systems, (4) open systems, (5) blueprinted- 
growth systems, (6) internal- image systems, (7) symbol- processing systems, (8) social 
systems, and (9) transcendental systems. The first three levels are physical (mechanistic) 
systems, and levels 4– 6 represent biological (organic) systems. Levels 7 and 8 repre-
sent human and social systems, while level 9 represents the possibility of a new system 
not yet envisioned that could be developed in the future. These levels are introduced in 
order of complexity. In other words, as a system moves from 1 to 8 (from mechanic to 
social systems), it becomes more complex, more loosely connected, more dependent 
on other parts, more capable of self- maintenance and renewal, more able to grow and 
change, and more open to the environment (Scott and Davis 2007).

In mechanistic systems (e.g., a machine), the parts behave in a certain order that is 
highly constrained and limited, while in organic systems (e.g., a plant or animal), the 
parts are more interdependent and less constrained, with more flexibility and adapta-
bility for change. In social systems, like organizations, the independent parts are loosely 
connected, with fewer constraints and limitations; they can be characterized as complex 
and flexible, capable of independent actions while being interdependent (Ashby 1952; 
Buckley 1967). These flexible, moving parts make it possible for organizations to more 
easily adapt to their external environment.

Because open systems fully acknowledge the interaction between organizations 
and their external environment, they can maintain themselves based on feedback and 
throughput of resources from the environment (Scott and Davis 2007). When a system 
cannot transform or change itself based on throughput from the environment, it is not 
considered an open system, and it is not able to maintain its own survival or sustain 
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itself. Organic, human, and social systems have this ability to maintain themselves and 
are therefore open systems. From this perspective, the environment is an essential part 
of a system, not something to be managed, controlled, or avoided.

Transformative Nature of Open Systems

The transformation of organizations through interactions with their environments can 
be explained by the processes of morphostasis, which “tend to preserve or maintain a 
system’s given form, structure, or state,” such as circulation and respiration in biological 
systems and socialization and control activities in social systems (Scott and Davis 2007, 
95). Additionally, morphogenesis is the process of changing the system, such as learning, 
growing, and differentiating (Scott and Davis 2007). Therefore, while open systems 
maintain and stabilize themselves through certain mechanisms (morphostasis), they 
differentiate themselves from others and become more elaborate in structure (morpho-
genesis) by learning to adapt to change in relation to their external environment. As the 
parts of social organizations are more loosely connected than the parts of mechanical or 
biological systems, they have the potential to transform or change their structural char-
acteristics over time, something that can serve as an advantage (Scott and Davis 2007).

It is precisely the close and inescapable interconnections and interdependencies be-
tween organizations and their environment that can help to transform organizations. 
Different parts of systems and their environments form nested, networked structures. 
Such structures are a type of hierarchy that is more like a rhizome— a networked root 
structure that does not have top or bottom— than like a traditional top- down structure 
(Macy 1991). This structure helps open social systems to be flexible and adaptable and 
to maintain or renew themselves through a positive feedback function (Macy 1991). 
“This feedback mechanism of an open system receives inputs from the external envi-
ronment and transforms them into useful output for their environment by its internal 
throughput process” (Jung 2022, 21). A feedback function can work in a negative way, 
where organizations accept only the input that is already considered valuable to the in-
ternal system and ignore contradictory inputs, therefore maintaining the status quo 
rather than making relevant changes (Jung 2022). When they do not pay attention to 
external changes in their environment (e.g., information, resources, people, audiences, 
wider communities, multiple perspectives, and politics), organizations cannot trans-
form or renew themselves in order to be relevant (Jung 2022).

Systems Thinking Skills: Systems Intelligence and  
System Leadership

Systems thinking, as discussed above, is a practical application of systems theory, 
which includes skills like systems intelligence (SI) (Törmänen, Hämäläinen, and 
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Saarinen 2016) and system leadership (Senge, Hamilton, and Kania 2015; Saarinen and 
Hämäläinen 2004). These systems thinking skills are especially useful in making prac-
tical changes to organizations (e.g., restructuring departments within an organization 
in relation to internal needs and external demands) as well as transforming them at the 
micro level (e.g., individual actors within an organization making behavioral changes 
in relation to other actors’ behaviors and changing needs of the organization). Based 
on Peter Senge’s (1990) concept of systems thinking and Goleman’s (1998) concept of 
emotional intelligence, Saarinen and Hämäläinen (2004) first developed and defined 
SI. SI is a micro- level conscious mental capacity to fuel action in response to other ac-
tors’ thinking and behavior within a complex environment (Saarinen and Hämäläinen 
2004). In exercising SI, actors use interactive feedback systems to observe and manage 
their own behavior, affect the behavior of others through their own actions, and try 
to improve the larger environment together through mutual mental and behavioral 
changes (Törmänen, Hämäläinen, and Saarinen 2016). SI intends to alter an actor’s way 
of thinking in order to change micro- behaviors, therefore affecting the whole system in 
a sustainable way (Sasaki 2017).

While all actors in a system can embrace systems intelligence to make transform-
ative changes to their system, it can be most effective when applied at the leadership 
level. When a leader values and develops systems intelligence in managing an organi-
zation, they can create an internal system that is more open to diverse perspectives, 
essentially triggering the positive feedback function mentioned earlier (Macy 1991). 
In other words, through leadership’s application of SI, a system or organization can 
be more receptive to diverse perspectives of internal and external actors, which in 
turn can challenge deeply ingrained mental models of actors, creating an environ-
ment where meaningful changes are more likely to happen and diverse ideas are more 
likely to be heard (Senge, Hamilton, and Kania 2015). Systems- intelligent leaders 
see their organization and actors as part of a larger social ecosystem (Saarinen and 
Hämäläinen 2004).

Threads of Open Systems Theory in 
Organization Theories

While open systems theory is relatively new to arts and cultural management, for 
decades it has been a steady influence in and connector of work in organizational 
theory, utilized in such fields as business administration, public administration, and 
nonprofit management (Jung and Love 2017; Jung and Vakharia 2019). More specifically, 
it has been one of the main threads in many different schools of organization theory, in-
cluding structural organization theories, cybernetics, structural contingency theories, 
and theories concerning environments (e.g., resource dependence theory, population 
ecology theory, and neo- institutional theory).
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Generally, open systems theory falls under the umbrella of structural organiza-
tion theories. Early structural organization theories were concerned with relationships 
among the parts within an organization, such as positions, groups of positions (e.g., 
units and departments), and processes. In other words, they focused on how the struc-
tural design of an organization affects the coordination and control of specialized units 
and departmentalization (Shafritz, Ott, and Jang 2016, 170). While modern structural 
theories pay attention to external environmental forces, such as different markets, 
cultures, regulatory environments, technologies, competitions, and the economy 
(Shafritz, Ott, and Jang 2016, 169– 170), these components are often described as some-
thing that an organization has to deal with rather than to work with. The open sys-
tems perspective added the external environment and its parts as important structural 
components, influencing theories of organizations to consider how outside factors are 
related to organizations (Scott 2003) and shifting the focus of analysis from internal sys-
tems of organizations to “external dynamics of organizational competition, interaction, 
and interdependency” (Shafritz, Ott, and Jang 2016, 340).

A second theory that influenced the open concept of systems and therefore 
legitimating the inclusion of the environment as an organizational “part” is cybernetics. 
The most important aspect of cybernetics (Wiener 1948) relevant to systems theory and 
an open perspective on organizations is the idea of self- regulation. Self- regulation is 
like a thermostat, which regulates the temperature based on the feedback it is receiving 
from external elements (i.e., temperature sensors) and is constantly adjusting in order 
to keep the temperature at the desired level. Cybernetic systems include “biological, 
social, or technological systems that can identify problems, do something about them, 
and receive feedback to adjust themselves” (Shafritz, Ott, and Jang 2016, 341). Therefore, 
this theoretical view is deeply concerned with monitoring external and environmental 
changes in order to control what is happening internally.

Another example of organization theory based on an open systems perspective is 
structural contingency theory, based on work by Burns and Stalker (1961), which heavily 
considers the external environment of an organization. Burns and Stalker believed that 
there is not a single best way to structure organizations, as organizations adapt to their 
environments. Therefore, a successful organizational structure is often determined by 
its environment. For example, when organizations operate within a stable environment, 
more of a mechanistic form (controlled and compartmentalized) would be appropriate 
to achieve greater efficiency; when they operate in a fast- changing environment, an 
organic structure (decentralized and networked) is more appropriate, as it can allow 
greater flexibility for innovation and adaptation (Burns and Stalker 1961; Lawrence and 
Lorsch 1967). “Contingency theory embraces the idea that different levels of environ-
mental uncertainty favor different organizational forms” (Hatch 2018, 83). Therefore, 
perceiving and understanding the environmental characteristics in terms of level of 
complexity (the number and diversity of elements within the environment) and rate of 
change (how rapidly an environment changes) become important in forming organi-
zational structure (Hatch 2018). However, uncertainty cannot be avoided completely 
because it is inherent in any environment due to political, economic, legal, or other 
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forces (e.g., a firm’s competitive situation, impact of new technology, or volatility of the 
market) (Hatch 2018).

The general principle of open systems theory that emphasizes the essential element of 
systems environments is also found in theories that consider organizational boundaries 
in relation to their environment. Resource dependence theory, explained by Pfeffer and 
Salancik (1978), can help determine organizational boundaries by analyzing how the 
environment determines the power distribution of organizations and how that affects 
organizational reach. Resource dependence theory views environments as necessary 
for organizational survival, as organizations exchange resources in them, and organi-
zations’ ability to handle resource- related uncertainties in their environment give them 
power (Pfeffer and Salancik 1978). In other words, “the more resources an organiza-
tion controls, the greater its influence within its inter- organizational network” (Hatch 
2018, 80).

Population or organizational ecology theory focuses more on environmental anal-
ysis than resource dependence theory does (Hatch 2018). Just like a biological ecology, 
where the most adaptable organisms survive, an organizational environment or ecology 
would select for those competitors that best adapt to the environment (Hannan and 
Freeman 1977; Carroll 1984). A population ecology approach can be useful to address 
macro aspects of organizational ecology, such as governmental or regulatory agents’ 
practices and public policy, than to study an individual organization (Hatch 2018).

While the emphasis of organizational ecology theory is more on environmental anal-
ysis, neo- institutional theory is more aligned with resource dependence theory and is 
interested in the interconnections between organizations and their environment. Neo- 
institutional theory pays close attention to the notion that organizations gain social le-
gitimacy through acceptance by society and adherence to social norms (e.g., what are 
considered appropriate ways to organize) (Hatch 2018). DiMaggio and Powell (1983) 
were advocates of this view, arguing that organizations compete for political power and 
institutional legitimacy as well as resources and market shares.

Of the aforementioned organization theories, those that are influenced by or closely 
connected to an open systems perspective are more widely used in the field of arts and 
cultural management, even though their connection to open systems theory is often im-
plicit rather than explicit.

Open Systems Theory in Arts and 
Cultural Management

While the application of open systems theory to the study of arts and cultural organi-
zations is presently rather limited, there is some movement toward using it for organi-
zational management and research in the museum field, a subsector of arts and culture 
(Fopp 1997; Jung 2011; Latham and Simmons 2014; Jung and Love 2017). Additionally, 
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by understanding open systems theory as a worldview or paradigmatic concept (Von 
Bertalanffy 1972), one can identify more uses of systems theory in an arts and cultural 
context. However, the following examples are not meant to be exhaustive; rather, they 
show how systems theory or closely related organization theories can be used to study 
arts and cultural management. When examining how open systems theory is used in 
an arts and cultural context, one can consider the level of application, whether macro 
or micro. Macro- level discussions are focused on the relationship between organiza-
tions and their environment or on how the environment influences multiple organiza-
tions or an industry. Micro- level applications are more focused on interdepartmental 
relationships and how individuals’ mental models and actions affect the rest of their or-
ganization in relation to their external environment.

Macro- Level Application

An example of macro- level application of open systems theory is the work of Jung and 
Vakharia (2019), who suggest that open systems theory could be useful as arts and cul-
tural organizations, as a sector, adapt their structure to improve their financial and 
nonfinancial performance. By taking an open systems approach that includes the im-
pact of the external environment, they shed light not only on internal operations but 
also on how the organization engages with its broader community, not simply as a re-
source provider but as a partner. They suggest that in order to conduct a more holistic 
and thorough self- evaluation of organizational effectiveness that factors in the environ-
mental influence, arts and cultural organizations can look beyond easy- to- measure fi-
nancial data and focus on establishing nonfinancial metrics, such as degree and extent 
of community engagement, that could be helpful to the entire industry.

Gallagher (2020) uses organizational ecology theory to understand how the entre-
preneurial climate of a city impacts the sustainability of arts and cultural organizations, 
offering an interesting perspective on the limited use of open systems theory to ana-
lyze the position of arts and cultural organizations within their environment. Gallagher 
references the work of Florida and others who have focused on the one- way benefit the 
arts can provide to economic development efforts, with limited (if any) consideration 
of how external conditions influence the operations of organizations. Gallagher’s work 
extends to organizational ecology theory, making the case that geography plays a major 
role in the level of entrepreneurial activity in a given region or state. While Gallagher 
does not specifically point out her work as being related to open systems theory, her 
overall theoretical view, with its focus on the external environment, is aligned with the 
open systems perspective.

Resource dependence theory, a subtheory of the larger open systems theory cluster, 
is a lens through which to view how organizations manage their external relationships. 
Resource dependence theory is already common in arts and cultural research. For ex-
ample, Sherer, Suddaby, and de Coquet (2019) helpfully reinforce the long- understood 
concept of resource diversification as an important component of successful arts 
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management. This suggests that resource dependence theory is useful to arts organiza-
tions that wish to gain or maintain autonomy and “aesthetic freedom” while managing 
their dependence on external providers of key resources.

Micro- Level Application

Micro- level application of open systems theory to arts and culture is more concerned 
with interaction among actors and units within a system in relation to the external 
environment. Jung reinforces the importance of actors and smaller units to a well- 
functioning open system: “A person as a system of itself is part of an organization, a 
social system. An organization is a part of its larger community, which is part of a larger 
society, country, and the rest of the world” (Jung 2022, 20).

As an example of micro- level application of open systems, Kuesters (2010) used 
Luhmann’s (1977) systems theory to examine how arts managers’ roles mix artistic and 
financial management, drawing on Luhmann’s concept of de- differentiation (societal or 
paradigmatic shift or meshing of boundaries between different units within the system).

Another example of micro- level application is Jung’s (2022) open systems theory, 
based on an empirical longitudinal ethnographic study of an art museum. Observing 
and studying one museum over an eight- year span, Jung (2022) refined her theory of 
open systems, specifically contextualized for museum management. She applied dif-
ferent levels of analysis, including individual, departmental, organizational, and en-
vironmental, to analyze an art museum’s change or inaction over time and what 
that reveals about how the museum has coexisted with its community. Jung (2022) 
emphasizes the importance of the open systems feedback loop function within the mu-
seum system, either negative or positive, resulting in either inaction or transformational 
change toward meaningful community engagement.

The final example of micro- level application of open systems perspective is Keeney 
and Jung (2018)’s systems intelligence and system leadership discussion. Keeney and 
Jung conducted an empirical study analyzing qualifications in arts and cultural leader-
ship job advertisements and found that the qualities most in demand in arts and cultural 
leaders are closely related to systems intelligence, such as abilities to see connections 
between the organization and its community and to build relationships with various 
subcommunities and entities of that community.

Open Systems Theory for Community 
Engagement and DEI Issues

Open systems theory explains how an organization is necessarily part of its larger envi-
ronment and that what the organization does internally necessarily influences its service 
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provisions (e.g., exhibitions, performances, and programs) consumed by its commu-
nity. As explained above, organizations as social systems are loosely connected by their 
independent, moving parts, making organizations adaptable to external environments; 
external environments, in turn, can influence organizations’ internal structures. Open 
systems theory can explain how the internal structure and culture of an organization 
are reflected in what it creates and presents to the community, illuminating that “organ-
izations cannot exist in isolation from their communities” (Jung 2022, 1). For example, 
when workers in a cultural organization do not work well together as a team and bring 
limited perspectives that do not represent the needs and interests of the larger commu-
nity, the organization’s programming would reflect both the internal work dysfunction 
and the mental models of the workers (i.e., ingrained ways of thinking about and doing 
things). This may result in the creation of programs that are not relevant to nor inclusive 
of most of the local community, attracting only a small proportion of the community 
that shares the mental models of the workers. This can lead to a conclusion that the orga-
nization is connected to one small section of the community while ignoring many other 
subcommunities. This is what Jung (2022) found in her research: her subject museum 
strived to attract diverse community members, but did so without reflecting diverse 
communities’ perspectives and inputs; in the end it ended up attracting more people like 
existing museum visitors (e.g., white, highly educated, and wealthy).

The need to work with diverse communities is especially important for nonprofit 
or public arts and cultural organizations that have multiple purposes (mission, ar-
tistic vision, educational goals, and financial sustainability), seeking both to serve their 
communities and to generate something beneficial for society. The US nonprofit struc-
ture, as an example, provides a certain type of organization— that is, 501(c)(3) public 
benefiting organizations— with the benefits of federal income tax exemption for them-
selves and tax deductions for their donors (additionally, most states will honor that 
exemption status in regard to state income tax, property tax, and other excise taxes) 
(Brennen et al. 2021). These benefits act like built- in government subsidies mandating 
arts and cultural organizations to provide goods and services that are beneficial to the 
wider communities they are part of (Jung and Vakharia 2019; Jung 2018). In countries 
where arts and cultural organizations are primarily funded by the government, this ar-
gument for serving diverse populations becomes even stronger.

Yet most arts organizations, because of their origin, have been more concerned with 
serving the elite members of society. For example, the origins and practices of the Louvre 
and the Boston Symphony Orchestra in the nineteenth century provide a deep under-
standing of the creation of a system upon which mainstream arts and cultural organiza-
tions continue to operate today. The Louvre, in Paris, opened its doors to the public in 
1793. While the general population was allowed to visit the museum, the motivation was 
to promote national power and wealth rather than to provide education or other services 
to the public, who were largely deemed unable to understand the high culture displayed 
at the museum (McClellan 2003). Likewise, on the establishment of the Museum of Fine 
Arts and the Boston Symphony Orchestra, DiMaggio points out that “these institutions 
were to provide a framework, in the visual arts and music, respectively, for the definition 
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of high art, for its segregation from popular forms and for the elaboration of an etiquette 
of appropriation” (1982, 40). While both the Louvre and Boston Symphony were open 
to the public in a narrow sense, their establishment was meant to preserve and present 
the social status of a few. This is still felt in today’s arts and cultural world. For example, 
the makeup of visual and performing arts audiences is whiter, older, more educated, and 
wealthier than the overall population (Farrell and Medvedeva 2010; Silber and Triplett 
2015; Stein 2020).

It is interesting to note, however, that although institutions like the Boston Symphony 
Orchestra were founded in order to create and preserve culture for the elite, there was 
still a recognized need to engage with the broader population. As DiMaggio points out, 
“A secret or thoroughly esoteric culture could not have served to legitimate the status of 
American elites; it would be necessary to share it, at least partially” (1982, 48). This ob-
servation refers to the fact that Boston’s elites needed the masses to legitimize and appre-
ciate their efforts to support classical music. Therefore, even the creation of a system to 
enshrine high culture in the United States depended upon, interacted with, and fed off 
its environment, thus making it an open system.

Systems theory has the potential to change how people look at arts and cultural man-
agement research and practice and expand what arts and cultural organizations can be 
to broader audiences, especially when those organizations embrace the transformative 
power of open systems (morphogenesis, or the positive feedback function of learning, 
growing, and differentiating) (Macy 1991; Scott and Davis 2007). Open systems theory 
can help both the people who work in organizations and the researchers who study 
those organizations see the multiple connections that exist, especially those they were 
not aware of, and can help them recognize and utilize positive feedback— that is, when 
they receive new input from the external environment that contradicts internal practice 
and spurs organizations to make lasting internal and structural changes.

Understanding and studying arts and cultural organizations from the open systems 
perspective, therefore, can help shed light on the importance of genuine community en-
gagement as well as DEI practices, encouraging arts and cultural organizations to pay 
attention to community inputs that have traditionally been ignored. Many arts and cul-
tural organizations use the term “community engagement” to describe their program-
ming, but the term’s definition is just beginning to be codified in the literature. Borwick 
(2012, 14) defines community engagement as “a process whereby institutions enter into 
mutually beneficial relationships with other organizations, informal community groups, 
or individuals,” making it clear that this process not only interacts with the external en-
vironment, but depends upon it. This view is reinforced by Taylor (2020, 5), who frames 
community engagement as “extending expectations beyond that of tacit viewer and art 
object to a mutually beneficial, ongoing relationship.” Based upon the definitions offered 
by Borwick and Taylor, it is clear that a primary characteristic of community engage-
ment involves intentional, ongoing, reciprocal, and participatory interaction with the 
environment— elements that are also components of open systems theory (Katz and 
Kahn 1966). As previously mentioned, Jung and Vakharia (2019) suggest that open sys-
tems theory could be useful as arts and cultural organizations adapt their structure to 
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improve their financial and nonfinancial performance, with community engagement 
being cited as one potential area of nonfinancial performance to be better understood 
and assessed. Open systems theory adds important context and value to any work that 
aims to illuminate the process of community engagement.

The holistic and inclusive nature of open systems theory, and a management system 
based on it, can improve arts organizations’ practice in DEI areas by reinforcing active 
listening and reflection on the input from diverse perspectives within and outside the 
walls of organizations. When this inclusive philosophy is adopted, organizations and 
scholars studying them can see people and communities as integrated components of 
the organizational system, rather than treating them as isolated entities. In this process, 
organizations would be more likely to listen to their diverse communities’ changing 
needs, interests, and perspectives and create artistic and educational programs that are 
relevant to their local communities (Jung 2022; Jung and Vakharia 2019). When coupled 
with systems thinking skills adopted at the micro level of organizational practice, the 
impact could be much larger. For example, leaders with more systems intelligence— the 
ability to see the various connections and interdependent realities of many parts both 
internal and external to the organization— can help create culture and structure within 
the organization that encourage actors to see how their thinking affects the actions of 
others. Both actors and leaders can be more observant of and sympathetic to the needs 
and interests of their audiences and communities, adopting systemic ways to meet 
those external needs rather than focusing narrowly on the needs of their traditional 
audiences. By changing their culture and structure, arts and cultural organizations can 
become more open to multiple voices and perspectives.

One limitation of open systems theory is that it lacks a more critical and postmodern 
perspective, such as that found in critical systems theory or feminist systems theory. 
Critical systems theory criticizes the lack of acknowledgment of power differences 
among people within a system and the difficulty of implementing a truly democratic 
process of decision- making when there is a power imbalance (Bausch 2001; Flood 
and Jackson 1991). Without addressing the power imbalance issues and biases and 
preconceived notions that people bring to the table, an open systems perspective can 
be less practical. Feminist systems theory emphasizes the importance of including 
marginalized voices and seeking impactful social change, and it questions the norma-
tive approach of systems theory that comes with sexist and racist ideologies (Stephens 
2013). To be mindful of and reflect on these normative ideologies, researchers must ap-
proach their subjects with multiple methodologies and perspectives that will lead to so-
cial impact (Stephens, Jacobson, and King 2010). However, application of these critical 
perspectives is still not prevalent in the arts and cultural research. The necessity for such 
perspectives needs to be more strongly emphasized, given the current elitist orienta-
tion of the arts and the heightened societal pressure on them to be more inclusive and 
equitable.

What is also lacking is the empirical, large- scale research that applies systems 
theory to arts and cultural organizations. This is due to the general lack of empirical 
research on organizational structures and their relationship to external factors in the 



114   Yuha Jung and Travis Newton

 

arts and culture, compared to this type of research conducted in other industries (Jung 
and Vakharia 2019). This presents an opportunity for arts and cultural management 
researchers to be more deliberate in testing existing and new variables that consider 
both internal and external factors of arts and cultural management using open systems 
theory.

Conclusion

The heart of the open systems perspective is the deep connection between parts of a 
system, such as actors, units, and organizations, and their external environments. Its 
deep inclusivity of varied perspectives inside and outside the system distinguishes 
it from other, more compartmentalized theoretical approaches. The origins of the 
open systems perspective are found in both Eastern and Western broad philosophical 
traditions, demonstrating the immanent nature of open systems perspective. The way 
open systems theory has influenced prominent organization theories, some of which 
have already been used in the field of arts and cultural management research, albeit in a 
limited way, suggests that the theory could be more readily adopted in arts and cultural 
management research.

For arts organizations, the mutual exchange of thoughts, ideas, needs, and concerns 
between the organization and its community can help organizations pursue deeper en-
gagement with the communities they serve. Its broad application and ability to be ap-
plied to both macro and micro levels make the theory versatile, justifying the argument 
that the theory should be one of the foundational theories of arts and cultural manage-
ment. Given arts organizations’ symbiotic relationship with their diverse communities 
and societal environment (or their stated desire to develop such a relationship), open 
systems characteristics are fundamental to a well- functioning arts organization. Indeed, 
there are examples within the arts and cultural management literature that clearly 
align with open systems theory but do not necessarily call it out by name. Further, arts 
and cultural organizations generally have an outward- facing orientation, focusing on 
serving their communities. Recently, more organizations have begun to move toward 
involving their communities as active participants and co- creators, rather than simply 
as passive observers (Jeanneret and Brown 2017). Open systems theory is a useful lens 
through which to not only conceptualize these efforts but also strengthen, support, and 
sustain them.

Note

 1. The list of journals examined includes Artivate; Arts & Health; Cultural Trends; Curator; 
European Journal of Cultural Management and Policy; International Journal of Arts 
Management; International Journal of Cultural Policy; International Journal of Nonprofit 
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and Voluntary Sector Marketing; International Journal of the Inclusive Museum; Journal 
of Arts Management, Law, and Society; Journal of Cultural Economics; Journal of Urban 
Affairs; Museum Management and Curatorship; Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly; 
Nonprofit Management & Leadership; Poetics; Public Administration Review; Urban Affairs 
Review; and Voluntas.
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Chapter 7

Framing Nonprofit 
Arts and Culture 
Sectors Through 
Economic Theory

Bruce A. Seaman

Introduction

Some observers of cultural economics have not been sanguine about its ability to ad-
equately guide cultural policy or provide useful insights to cultural managers. One 
might identify three primary strains of this skepticism: (1) discordant values between 
economics and the cultural sector; (2) inherent limitations of a rationality- focused, 
constrained optimization, market equilibrium, allocative efficiency, and price- 
mechanism- based conventional economics; and (3) a unique susceptibility of the cul-
tural sector to the ongoing and expanding digital technological revolution that presents 
further challenges to the standard tools of economics. The purpose of this chapter is to 
examine some of these issues and provide evidence that cultural economics as a field 
has been admirably open to a broader vision of economics that recognizes not only the 
contributions of other social science fields but also the importance of non- neoclassical 
strains of economic analysis. Further improvements in blending standard economics 
with these other perspectives are needed, but there does not seem to be a compelling 
case for an entirely new economics to make cultural economics relevant and useful.

Throsby (1994), Hutter (1996), Frey (2000, see  chapters 1 and 2), Blaug (2001), 
Seaman (2009), Klamer (2016a, 2016b), and Cameron (2019a, 2019b) identify impor-
tant strengths and weaknesses of economic applications to the cultural sector. In 2021, 
Throsby focused attention on a largely favorable assessment of those contributions to 
the study of creative industries, cultural heritage, and economic development, while 
also acknowledging the importance of the economic analysis of consumer behavior 
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and demand, the transformative digital economy, artistic labor markets, and urban 
and regional issues.1 In addition to broader methodological issues, and factors af-
fecting arts and culture demand and participation, the narrower focus of this chapter 
is on evaluating market definition and competitive and market power issues related to 
substitution versus complementary relationships (e.g., does the television broadcast 
of arts performances suppress or stimulate attendance at live events? How much do 
sports compete with the arts?) within the cultural sector, and static and dynamic pricing 
strategies that can be used by cultural organizations. And it documents selected research 
efforts that go beyond a narrow vision of economics.

How Serious Are the Strains between 
Economics and Culture?

The distinction between economic and cultural values can be exaggerated (Hutter and 
Frey 2010), but that distinction (Throsby 2001; Choi et al. 2007), and the distinction be-
tween various instrumental values and intrinsic values (McCarthy et al. 2004) might 
limit the ability of economists to communicate with policymakers and cultural players. 
In fact, Klamer (2016a, 2016b) calls for a dramatic change to a “value- based approach to 
cultural economics” to rescue it from what he fears is near irrelevancy to the science of 
economics, the art world, and cultural policymakers. While that agenda is not entirely 
clear, he favorably cites research including the “nonstandard” concepts of cultural and 
social capital, play, happiness, and the creative commons (Klamer 2016a, 368). It might 
also be linked to efforts to explore the relationship between aesthetics and economics 
(Mossetto 1993) and to evaluations of how experimental aesthetics can clarify the com-
plex ways that people interact with works of art (Locher 2014). Angelini and Castellani 
(2019) applaud Klamer’s recommendation and identify cultural value as including so-
cial, spiritual, historical, symbolic, and aesthetic components. But they concede that the 
relationship between economic and cultural value remains an open question. Cultural 
value could be encompassed within economic value, could be separate but with a posi-
tive effect on economic value, or could be fundamentally distinct from economic value 
(Angelini and Castellani 2019).

The relative modesty of many cultural economists has multiple causes. Cowen (1998) 
issued a sobering warning in his “Why Everything Has Changed: The Recent Revolution 
in Cultural Economics,” with more focus on the revolution in culture than in the tools 
of cultural economics, but expressed alarm about the difficulty of keeping cultural ec-
onomics relevant in the face of such transformations, mostly linked to technology. 
Cameron (2019a) acknowledges ongoing improvements in the technical sophistication 
of cultural economics, but concedes it remains largely an application of conventional 
tools of economic analysis to somewhat unconventional issues, without avoiding the 
methodological weaknesses of key tools like econometrics (e.g., limited capacity to test 
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for falsification of assumptions, research design, and conclusions, but possibly also the 
deficient stress on economic significance versus statistical significance, which is highly 
sensitive to sample size). For both Cowen and Cameron, these concerns regarding the 
limitations of economic analysis seem to persist even in the face of the widely admired 
promise shown by, for example, the insightful application of economic concepts to the 
often unique and changing contractual relationships historically found in the cultural 
sector (Caves 2000).

Cameron (2019a) further laments the lack of evidence that cultural economics re-
search has had “any large global impact in recent times” (Cameron 2019b, 22). More 
dramatically, the entire enterprise of trying to improve this research and its relevance 
is viewed by sociologist Pratt (2020) as “beyond [the] grasp” of those applying cultural 
economics due to transformations in the creative economy such as the widespread 
replacement of firms by serial projects, the reality of extensive self- employment in-
stead of “continuous labor markets,” and the role of digitalization creating “platform 
monopolies,” not merely as market distortions but as substitutes for markets (186). Pratt 
argues that only a wholesale shift to heterodox economics along with the common re-
frain to expand the insights of other social sciences and the humanities can save cultural 
economics from irrelevancy. As argued by Caust (2003), “core cultural values” need to be 
reasserted into cultural policymaking to save it from the economists and marketers who 
have “captured” it to champion a “market driven” rather than an “arts driven” agenda.

Complaints About the Weaknesses  
of Cultural Economics Are  

Sometimes Misplaced

But what does it mean to champion heterodox economics and inject core cultural 
values into the analysis? One problem is that heterodoxy seems to encompass an im-
possibly wide range of alternatives, including perspectives as diametrically opposed as 
Austrian and Marxian economics, and can incorporate institutional, social, and evo-
lutionary economics, as well as a special focus on feminist and ecological perspectives. 
And continual heterodox demands for a more interdisciplinary approach with fields 
like sociology, whose actual boundary lines with economics can be opaque (Gibbons 
2005), seem almost tiresome and even uninformed. Indeed, it is commonplace to ac-
knowledge that economics overlaps with other social science fields beyond sociology 
(e.g., political science, anthropology, psychology) and business fields such as mar-
keting, strategic management, finance, and decision sciences. The pages of the Journal of 
Cultural Economics and other cultural and cultural policy journals have certainly never 
been limited to research applying only the narrowest of economic methods. However, 
as with the rest of the field of economics, there has been a notable increase in the focus 
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on technically sophisticated methods, especially in empirical analysis, arguably at 
the expense of innovations in conceptual creativity and a focus on addressing the real 
challenges facing the cultural sector.

Yet criticisms can easily miss the mark. As Throsby observed in his 2021 key-
note remarks at the twenty- first biennial conference of the Association for Cultural 
Economics International, characterizations of cultural economists as philistines who 
have focused solely on the non- unique and more measurable economic impacts such as 
jobs, income, and regional output typically envision only a parody version of economic 
analysis that ignores the many criticisms by cultural economists themselves of such 
often inflated claims (Snowball 2008). Hardly striking a defensive tone, Cowen (1998) 
goes further and offers an unapologetic defense of how capitalist market economies 
and commercialization itself have enhanced more than threatened the development of 
highbrow culture, as well as disseminating popular culture. This generally optimistic as-
sessment of the impact of relentless market forces (including digitalization) on at least 
for- profit sectors of culture is shared by Waldfogel (2017), who links digitalization to a 
“golden age” for music, movies, books, and television. In this view (Waldfogel 2017), the 
ongoing reduced fixed costs of producing, distributing, and advertising such products 
as well as the consumer benefits of increased product variety have outweighed any loss 
of intellectual property revenue linked to piracy (which itself has generally been reduced 
by streaming services that generate revenue).

The Unique Contributions of 
Behavioral Economics Can Be  

Easily Exaggerated

Coate and Hoffman (2022) highlight the previous research in cultural economics that 
incorporates insights from behavioral economics such as experiments, psychometrics, 
and psychophysiology, which address the realities of emotional response, bodily and 
mood changes, social contagion and the quest for popularity, and variations in psy-
chological and language attributes of different ethnic groups. But they concede that 
many of their examples that have applied a “behavioral lens” are not new even if the 
contributions of other fields, especially psychology, “have not been paid their due” and 
given sufficient credit for adding key insights into economic decision- making (Coate 
and Hoffman 2022, 20). Their ultimate conclusion is restrained: that cultural economics 
has an opportunity to grow by “acknowledging and embracing behavioral economics” 
(Coate and Hoffman 2022, 20), so even for those not convinced by its potential, it is 
worth examining such opportunities.

To more clearly assess the importance of behavioral economics, it is also important 
to be sensitive to the way the term “behavioral” can be used. For example, when Ateca- 
Amestoy and Prieto- Rodriguez (2013) evaluate the forecasting ability of behavioral 
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models of arts participation (attending jazz concerts or visiting museums and art 
galleries) they do not rely on any insightful concepts from psychology applied to be-
havioral economics. Instead, they evaluate the forecasting ability of latent class count 
regression models to determine if the estimated causal relationships between standard 
independent variables and arts participation for the in- sample population can be 
extrapolated to the forecasted behavior of the out- of- sample population. They find that 
such predicted extrapolation is successful, but this technical point is not a good example 
of the unique and valuable insights behavioral economics can provide regarding anom-
alous behavioral patterns and the limits to rational decision- making and information 
processing.

It is wise to celebrate but remain cautious about the research benefits of the seemingly 
“irrational” decisions highlighted in behavioral economics, since some of those valu-
able insights (such as the systematic tendency to weight expected losses more heavily 
than equal expected gains) that challenge standard utility or income maximization 
models are variations on much older themes. Leibenstein (1950) surveyed the history 
of the non- additivity problem in consumer demand theory (i.e., the degree to which 
market demand is the simple sum of individual demands) focusing on fashions, band-
wagon and snob effects (being more or less likely to buy something because others are 
doing so), social taboos, and Veblen conspicuous consumption effects (the purchase of 
expensive goods and services to publicly display one’s wealth rather than for their con-
sumption benefits), tracing some of these insights to as early as before 1834. And the 
asymmetry in valuation caused by the endowment effect (an important behavioral eco-
nomics insight about the tendency to require more compensation for losing something 
you own than you would be willing to pay to acquire it in the first place) is important, but 
asymmetries in valuation are also common in microeconomic theory. Standard utility 
theory distinguishes compensating variations in income from equivalent variations in 
income and except for special cases, those will not be equal. That is, the additional in-
come needed to compensate for a bad outcome (e.g., a price increase, or by extension 
losing a piece of art you currently own) is generally higher than the income one would 
pay to achieve a good outcome (avoiding the price increase, or by extension, obtaining a 
piece of art you do not currently own).

In summary, there is no denying that the application of insights from psychology that 
have led to the rise of behavioral economics and a rethinking of the very meaning of ra-
tional behavior have great potential in examining consumer and supplier decisions in 
the cultural sector, where motives are generally assumed to be more complex than mere 
utility or income maximization models can capture. But as further illustrated below, cul-
tural economics did not have to await the rise of behavioral economics and an enhanced 
focus on the complexity of psychological and social influences on behavior to incorpo-
rate some of those insights into its research.

For example, performing arts attendance and demand studies have long incorporated 
various lifestyle determinants, as well as racial, peer group, and spousal effects (the role 
played by friends, colleagues, spouses, and significant others in determining one’s par-
ticipation in the arts), gender, and, less often, sexual orientation factors into empirical 
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studies without linking them explicitly to a behavioral economics or core values founda-
tion. In fact, Andreasen and Belk (1980) argued that lifestyle, attitudes, and socialization 
can be more reliable predictors of attendance than demographic and socioeconomic 
factors. They identify the dimensions of optimism, hedonism, traditionalism, passivity/ 
homebody, inner- directedness, self- sufficiency, and “eclecticism” among important 
traits affecting arts attendance. “Qualitative” audience surveys over three different types 
of performances, interdisciplinary motivational scaling methods, and factor analysis 
are used by Swanson, Davis, and Zhao (2008) to examine differential motivations for 
attending arts performances, finding that aesthetic, educational, recreational, and self- 
esteem motivations are most closely linked to regular attendees, while the only occa-
sional audience was motivated more by escapism. In contrast to sports studies, social 
interaction was not an important motive (Swanson, Davis, and Zhao 2008).

But the skepticism about the payoff from new approaches to cultural economics 
expressed above is not inconsistent with supporting more aggressive incorporation of 
behavioral economics and insights from psychology and other social sciences. Other 
important improvements include the further exploitation of larger and more reliable 
databases and, as recommended by Cameron (2019b), the adoption of meta- analysis 
quantitative techniques as well as more qualitative methods. Furthermore, applying 
insights from happiness studies is also growing in the arts but still faces the common 
challenge of isolating directional causal relationships (Hand 2018; Wheatley and 
Bickerton 2017, 2019). An example of the application of happiness research to arts and 
sports activities is discussed later in this chapter.

The Competition Problem in Economics

Dramatic digital technological changes present challenges and opportunities to 
providers of cultural services, and highlight an issue that has rarely been central in cul-
tural economics: how competitive is the provision of cultural goods and services, and 
how prone is that economic sector to artificially created market power?2

The ability of economic analysis to address this question is complicated by a long- 
standing methodological dispute regarding the meaning of competition and market 
efficiency that long predates cultural economics. It is generally acknowledged that eco-
nomics giants like Adam Smith, Alfred Marshall, and Joseph Schumpeter discussed the 
merits of dynamic, creatively destructive, and process competition quite differently than 
the long- run purely competitive equilibrium and static allocational efficiency focus of 
microeconomic theory (e.g., Nelson and Winter 1977; Rothbard 2012). Issues like market 
definition may have less meaning in the kinds of dynamic settings that the digital age 
has further enhanced. Audretsch, Baumol, and Burke (2001) introduce a series of papers 
devoted to “competition policy in dynamic markets” that highlight the inadequacies of 
static economic models and the traditional preoccupation with price competition. They 
explain how the evolution of the economic analysis of dynamic competition has adopted 
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key elements of the Austrian emphasis on a limited supply of entrepreneurial resources 
and the importance of incentives in generating welfare- enhancing product and process 
innovation, even if accompanied by pockets of temporary market power.

Cultural Examples of Market Tests of 
Complementarity versus Competitive 

Substitution

Both United States and European antitrust enforcers have adopted the SSNIP test (small 
but significant nontransitory increase in price) or hypothetical monopolist test as a 
standard conceptualization of market analysis. Although this approach is well grounded 
in the economic theory of the relationship between market power and price, the me-
chanics and data requirements can render it difficult to implement compared to more 
qualitative and descriptive metrics (e.g., similarity of product characteristics and cost; 
similarity of distribution systems and of customers targeted). It becomes especially 
problematic in zero or ambiguous price environments, or when other forms of competi-
tion such as consumer information and attention cost or product quality and variety are 
especially important and might justify adapting the “small but significant” framework to 
those alternative metrics rather than to prices (Mandrescu 2018).

Important market definition tests might focus on the relative movements over time in 
the quantities sold or market shares of competing candidates for the relevant market. An 
important example from the for- profit cultural sector is whether there is a separate “the-
atrical movie market” in contrast to a “home/ mobile entertainment market” (including 
both physical— e.g., CD/ DVD, and alternative digital dimensions). Rather than a com-
plex SSNIP analysis of pricing power, one might search for direct versus inverse quan-
tity relationships over time. One such analysis argues that since the theatrical market 
for films has had steady box office revenue (not including pandemic effects) whereas 
digital home entertainment has increased each year while physical forms of home en-
tertainment have declined each year, one should view digital and physical home en-
tertainment options as one market and theatrical film attendance as a separate market 
(Marciszewski 2020).

Another example where economic theory provides ambiguous predictions is 
whether the increasingly prevalent live broadcasting of music, dance, and theatrical 
performances by prominent arts organizations has a positive (complementary) or neg-
ative (substitution) impact on local live arts performance attendance. Theoretically, 
it is unclear whether such external live high- quality broadcasts promote or canni-
balize local live theater attendance. In a “quasi- field experiment,” it was found that the 
Royal National Theatre’s live theater broadcasts to cinemas in the United Kingdom 
seems to have increased the size of audiences inside that theater itself (Bakhshi and 
Throsby 2014).
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In a significant extension using the very large Audience Finder database of 16 mil-
lion box office transactions across fifty- four performing arts organizations, Bakhshi 
and Whitby (2014) examined whether attendance at other theaters (not just the Royal 
National Theatre) had also increased in the wake of such live theater broadcasts from 
London. Recognizing that endogeneity bias could skew the results since those local 
theaters that would opt for National Theatre Live likely already had favorable demo-
graphics for high local audience attendance, they focused on the change over time in the 
geographic distribution in ticket sales. Their findings were generally consistent with the 
demand stimulation (complementarity) theory rather than the cannibalization (sub-
stitution) theory. On average, local areas within a three- kilometer radius of a cinema 
showing Royal National Theatre broadcasts witnessed a 5 percent increase in local the-
ater attendance over the following twelve months. However, this beneficial effect was 
driven by London- area theaters, which experienced an average 6.4 percent attendance 
increase. Outside London, there was no measurable effect in either direction.

The relationship between live performing arts attendance and the availability of sim-
ilar online content was a burgeoning issue prior to COVID- 19. In contrast to the sub-
stantial literature exploring the effect of file- sharing and piracy (and to a lesser extent 
legal streaming) on the sale of for- profit recordings and live attendance at for- profit 
concerts, there is less currently known about the effect of online consumption and at-
tendance at live performing arts events and visits to museums. This relatively young 
literature has generally identified either no major negative effects or that the comple-
mentary effects of digital options on live performance and museum attendance out-
weigh substitution relationships across varying settings in different countries. Using 
a survey of internet users in France and Brittany, Nguyen, Dejean, and Moreau (2014) 
explored the effects of legal streaming of music (e.g., Spotify, YouTube, and Deezer) 
on both offline music sales (e.g., CD’s) and attendance at live concerts. They distin-
guished among three different types of music: international and national stars, local 
musical talent, and classical music, and found (unlike most studies of file- sharing) that 
streaming did not adversely affect offline music CD sales, and actually increased at-
tendance at concerts of international and national star music artists. There was no such 
boost in attendance at performances by local musicians or at classical music concerts, 
but also no notable negative effects, a result they properly report with caution inas-
much as they surmise that the lack of visibility of classical and local- artist music on 
streaming sites is a major reason for that result.

Evrard and Krebs (2018) examine the real versus virtual experience in the case of the 
Louvre and find complementarity between those two dimensions of the overall cultural 
experience, and conclude that for all types of consumers, there is “no equivalence be-
tween the digital experience and the visit to a museum” (358). De la Vega et al. (2020) 
identify an important case using Spanish data where complementarity between online 
consumption and live attendance at theater, ballet, opera, Spanish operetta, and clas-
sical music performances seems to outweigh the competitive substitution threat. They 
note that high prices for live performances along with an absence of available supply 
options in some regions can limit the attendance of current performing arts consumers 
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and allow them to meet a kind of excess demand for live performance by turning to on-
line options, a complementary effect supported by their empirical evidence for various 
musical performing art forms. De la Vega et al. (2020) find that this effect is not as prev-
alent for theater- goers who are less likely to watch a play online, where “partial” con-
sumption with more flexible time commitments is less of an option. A major issue has 
been whether online accessibility, even if complementary to in- person live attendance, 
can expand audiences for the performing arts in contrast to further reinforcing existing 
socioeconomic inequalities in highbrow performing arts consumption. They recognize 
that since the complementarities they find seem to be especially prevalent for those who 
were already performing arts patrons, the degree of new audience creation may be lim-
ited, but can be stimulated by a more creative use of online communication to advertise 
more accessible prices, new productions, and the unique benefits of an in- person arts 
experience.

Ateca- Amestoy and Castiglione (2022) uncover more nuanced interactions between 
digital and live museum and art gallery engagement when distinguishing between 
hand- held and mobile devices in contrast to desktop internet access. Using the 2012 USA 
Survey of Public Participation in the Arts, they find strong complementarity between 
live visual arts visits and hand- held/ mobile device internet exposure, but non- mobile 
internet consumption does not affect on- site visits. They also find that live visual arts at-
tendance has become even more feminized and linked to income, urban residency and 
higher education and occupations requiring more education (with education having the 
strongest effect on all forms of access, a result that has been found in participation, at-
tendance studies over decades). Among their recommendations for museum/ art gallery 
managements is to further improve their physical displays and consider implementing 
some form of on- line fees for their on- line collections to safeguard revenues.

A creative nonprice market test was applied to the museum sector in Italy (galleries 
and museums but also monuments, archeological areas, and parks). Cellini, Cuccia, and 
Lisi (2020) investigated 2015 museum census data from the Italian Statistics Institute 
to determine whether various museum services (a total of thirty- seven) provided by 
private and government museums linked to enhancing accessibility (e.g., more flexible 
opening times including evenings and special events), the quality of a museum visit (e.g., 
brochures, audio guides, tour guides, childcare options) and the availability of internet 
services are sensitive to the provision of such services by potentially competing neigh-
boring museums (within the same province). Finding such regional sensitivity confirms 
the expected reality that while individual museums will clearly be differentiated with a 
varying product mix of collection, conservation, research, and exhibition activities, it is 
unlikely that museum managers would view their individual institutions as so unique 
that such spatial effects could be totally ignored.

However, Cellini, Cuccia, and Lisi (2020) recognized that even if such spatial 
influences on service provision are found, it is unclear whether the primary reason is (1) 
a “strategic interdependence” regarding the competition for visitors, (2) peer pressure 
among museum managers who are concerned about their personal and institutional 
reputations, or (3) other factors. The econometric model they use controls for many 
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independent variables, and separate subsample estimations are made regarding private 
and government (public) museums, but the key focus is on the public or private “spatial 
lag” variable (to capture “neighborhood effects”), constructed as the average number 
of services provided by other museums in the same province. Although the subsample 
estimations do not address the neighborhood effects of private on public or public on 
private museums, the most striking result is no evidence of spatial interdependency 
among private museums, but a positive and highly statistically significant spatial effect 
on public museums. Of special interest is the intriguing suggestion by Cellini, Cuccia, 
and Lisi (2020) that this asymmetry in neighborhood effects offers little support for a 
theory of traditional market competition among museums, since they surmise that if 
such competition were to exist it would be especially evident among private museums, 
where by contrast neighborhood interdependency is in fact absent in their data. Relying 
in part on the institutional setting of public museums in Italy, they suggest that the 
greater sensitivity of public museums to spatial effects from other museums is more 
reflective of peer and reputational (scientific and social recognition) pressure among 
public museum managers rather than competitive interdependence across regions.

The Broader Market for Leisure 
Activities versus a Market for the 

Arts: Theory and Evidence

In their analysis of the decision to allocate leisure time between active engagement in 
sports and cultural activities, Hallman et al. (2017) cite modeling innovations originally 
made by Gary Becker. Both the Becker (1965) and Stigler and Becker (1977) versions of 
consumer theory are linked to household production, and they make the important dis-
tinction between Z ultimate commodities (with “culture” as a possible Z commodity) 
that enter the utility function and X market goods and services that enter the household 
production function (e.g., tickets to a play), along with t (time) and “embodied human 
capital” (H) as productive inputs, subject to a full income budget constraint that is ex-
hausted by money spending and opportunity cost of time spending. It was motivated to 
avoid relying on “taste variations” as a default explanation of behavior, instead deriving 
a wider variety of constraint variations linked to shadow relative price and full in-
come differences. But even the Hallman et al. (2017) study does not focus on impor-
tant concepts from the Becker consumer household production model such as “cross 
marginal productivity” effects between the X market goods across various art forms or 
between broader categories like sports and the arts, or time spent in sports and various 
arts activities, or the possible endogenous effect of arts, sports, or other leisure activities 
on embodied human capital. Such productivity effects could reduce the shadow price 
of Z culture so as to generate substitution and real income effects that increase the con-
sumption of the ultimate commodity Z culture and increase the utilization of both X 
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arts and X sports market goods (and time on both activities) devoted to producing that 
additional quantity of culture. This important contribution to consumer choice theory 
has never been fully exploited in the cultural economics literature.

The Lancaster product characteristics analysis (1966) has also been compared to 
Bourdieu (1989) in examining cultural products and “social space,” but with only 
bullfights and circuses as the alternative to arts activities (Sintas and Álvarez 2002). 
Lévy- Garboua and Montmarquette (2011) do not focus on sports versus the arts, but 
their taste- cultivation model is consistent with a negative relationship between the con-
sumption of popular culture and the kind of highbrow artistic consumption that tends 
to rise with the accumulation of “specific consumption capital.” Those examples only 
hint at substitution relationships that would justify broader markets in order to better 
understand competitive interactions in the nonprofit arts. Suggesting instead quite 
narrow markets, McKenzie and Shin (2020) observe that some demand studies have 
recently emphasized the role of information asymmetry and the discounting of other 
cultures by native consumers, along with superstar theories and the increasing availa-
bility of micro- level data on sales transactions to focus on single highly differentiated 
cultural products, at least in the for- profit cultural industries.

Fernandez- Blanco and Prieto- Rodriguez (2001) examined those attending live sports 
events, attending the cinema, and listening to music using Spanish data. They conclude 
that sports “do not compete against the consumption of music or cinema” (using a bivar-
iate probit estimation of a three- equation system, generating positive error covariances 
among all three activities). Those authors used the same approach to address whether 
popular and classical music listeners substantially overlap (Prieto- Rodriguez and 
Fernandez- Blanco 2000), and also found evidence of what might be called comple-
mentarity inasmuch as those listening to classical music are also highly likely to listen 
to popular music. But unfortunately, as with sports versus the arts, there is no clear 
causal connection that, for example, makes classical music listening more productive at 
appreciating popular music, and their conclusion is fully consistent with the simple idea 
that people who enjoy live entertainment and social events tend to consume all types of 
such events/ attractions (such people are often called omnivores). That is, they identify a 
common background and “innate taste for music” such that “if you are a music fan, you 
listen to both classical and popular music” (Prieto- Rodriguez and Fernandez- Blanco 
2000,155).

By contrast, Montgomery and Robinson (2006) expressed skepticism about such 
complementary relationships related to arts and sports activities and found more mixed 
evidence using data from the United States Performing Arts Research Coalition. They 
use a model similar to Fernandez- Blanco and Prieto- Rodriguez (2001) but with contin-
uous (natural log of number of times attended) rather than binary probit (attend or not 
attend) modeling, and examine attendance at performing arts events (e.g., orchestra, 
opera, theater, dance), sports (amateur and professional), and popular events (e.g., 
comedy, rock concert, clubs, movies). When they generate the error covariances be-
tween equations for percentage of attendance (attendance share) at various events, con-
trolling for both total attendance and attendee demographic characteristics, their results 
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are quite varied (and different from the case of total attendance): (1) within the per-
forming arts group, covariances are positive and significant, suggesting complements; 
(2) other covariances are negative, suggesting substitutes, but they are not particularly 
strong between performing arts and the two sports categories. The strongest substitu-
tion relationship was between sports and movies, and movies also have the strongest 
substitution relationship with performing arts events and with popular events. This is 
consistent with Sanchez, Elliott, and Simmons (2016, 3848) who found a “large and ro-
bust negative effect of mega- sports events on cinema admissions.”

The relationship between cultural consumption and other popular entertainment 
options like video games is addressed by Borowiecki and Prieto- Rodriguez (2015). That 
study exhibits two challenges in drawing firm conclusions about substitution versus 
complementary relationships affecting the nonprofit arts: (1) as they observe, reliable 
pricing data are typically not available to estimate traditional cross price elasticities be-
tween video games and other cultural options; and (2) the significance for nonprofit 
arts managers of their complementarity finding that the probability of game playing 
increases with the consumption of other cultural goods is weakened by “other cultural 
goods,” focusing on listening to music or watching television, both very common activ-
ities popular among the younger and less well educated demographic group that they 
link to high levels of video game playing. A more optimistic finding for the arts may be 
that the probability of video game playing also increases with active activities such as 
writing and visual arts production.

In another allocation of time analysis, Muñiz, Rodriguez, and Suárez (2011) utilized 
data from the Time Use Survey in Spain. As with the Hallman et al. (2017) study using 
longitudinal data from the German Socio- Economic Panel that found largely a com-
plementary relationship between active engagement in arts and active engagement in 
sports activities, they did not limit their analysis to “passive” consumption activities, but 
also focused on active cultural and sports types of participation. For example, time spent 
on sports activity (hours/ day) was defined as active (walking, playing football, going to 
the gym, fishing, and swimming; it also included dancing, which appears as an active 
cultural activity as well), and passive (attending sporting events). And time spent on 
cultural participation was also active (painting, sculpture, ceramics, graphics, pottery, 
making movies, singing, dancing, playing musical instruments, writing prose or po-
etry), and passive (attending cultural events). This study uses constant elasticity of sub-
stitution (CES) utility functions along with many demographic control variables, and 
assumes the opportunity cost of time is the same between sports and the arts, but does 
not utilize explicit price data. As is common in this literature, the positive correlation 
between the residuals in the sports and arts equations are utilized from their bivariate 
probit estimations, as both probability of participation and amount of time allocated, to 
suggest a complementary relationship.

How does this 2011 Spanish study compare to the Hallman et al. 2017 German anal-
ysis? Sports and arts participation is measured by Hallman et al. based on answers to the 
panel survey questions about the frequency of active participation and sports, and art or 
musical activities.
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Sports and cultural participation as dependent variables are estimated simultaneously 
using a bivariate probit model, with many demographic control variables, including 
“satisfaction with current life,” on a 1– 10 scale. Again, there are no price variables. They 
claim that their model is at least consistent with Becker household production optimi-
zation subject to money and time constraints. Their results indicate that the types of ac-
tivities are interrelated, with correlation of the errors of both equations consistent with 
modest complementarity. A positive relationship is found between human capital and 
sports and cultural participation, but as usual, this is measured as “exogenous educa-
tion” with no explicit interdependency between cultural consumption capital and sports 
consumption capital, as would be suggested by the Becker model.

Existing Incorporation of Intrinsic 
Benefits Linked to Happiness Research

As noted at the outset, when identifying potential limitations of the application of eco-
nomics to culture one of the criticisms of cultural economics is that insufficient attention 
is paid to the intrinsic benefits of the arts, values and emotions, and the increasingly large 
literature on “happiness research.” Happiness research has not yet had a strong explicit 
impact on cultural economics, despite Frey and Stutzer (2002) identifying its potential 
contributions to the broader field of economics. Happiness can be distinguished from the 
concept of psychic income as it affects artist or athlete labor supply decisions (with psy-
chic income potentially providing an important alternative to money income). In fact, a 
number of papers have addressed this issue with relevance to the arts and cultural sectors. 
For example, Downward and Rascuite (2011) ask whether sport makes people happy, 
previewing how this question could be adapted to arts and culture. Two helpful overview 
treatments with implications for arts and culture research are Throsby’s Economics and 
Culture (2001) and Ateca- Amestoy’s “Leisure and Subjective Well- Being” (2011).

Research integrating arts, culture, and sport with a focus on subjective well- being is 
being done by Wheatly and Bickerton (2017, 2019), working in economics, statistics, and 
management. A prior review of the quality of life and well- being in culture and sport 
was provided by Galloway et al. (2006). Wheatly and Bickerton (2017) utilize data from 
wave 2 (2010– 2011) of the United Kingdom Household Longitudinal Study (a multitopic 
longitudinal survey of forty thousand households selected in 2008). Included are arts 
activities (51.5 percent report engaging at least once in the past year), arts events (67.9 
percent, with concerts and cinema cited most often), museums (34.8 percent), libraries 
(31.4 percent), archives (4.1 percent), historical sites (57.7 percent), moderate- intensity 
sports (58.8 percent, with 31.5 percent engaging weekly), and mild- intensity sports (55.4 
percent, with 21.1 percent engaging weekly).

Mean satisfaction levels for those engaging or not engaging in the various activi-
ties (on a Likert scale of 1– 7) are derived for the criteria “satisfied with life,” “satisfied 
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with the amount of leisure time,” and “satisfied with job,” and also for “general happi-
ness” (measured on a 1– 4 Likert scale). They report ANOVA- significant (1 percent) 
differences in mean satisfaction “with life” linked to engaging or not engaging in var-
ious segments within arts and culture. Generally, the relative mean satisfaction levels are 
similar whether for “satisfied with life,” “satisfied with amount of leisure time,” “satisfied 
with job,” or “general happiness.” The results for the key activities are reported, with the 
first number being the happiness index score for those engaging in the activity and the 
second number applicable to those not engaging in that activity. For arts activities the 
index scores were 4.86 and 4.67; for arts events, 4.80 and 4.86 (meaning that life satis-
faction was reduced by engagement); library scores were 4.89 and 4.78; archives, 4.98 
and 4.81; museums, 4.86 and 4.79; and historical sites, 4.85 and 4.76. ANOVA- significant 
(1%) differences in mean life satisfaction linked to engaging or not engaging in sports 
can be compared with those cited above for the arts and culture as follows: moderate- 
intensity sport, 4.79 compared to 4.87 (that is, a life satisfaction reduction when en-
gaged); mild- intensity sport, 4.82 and 4.81, suggesting almost no effect of engagement. 
But it is noteworthy that satisfaction with the amount of leisure time is greater among 
those engaging in both moderate-  and mild- intensity sport compared to those not en-
gaging at all, and both of those sports activities have a positive effect on general hap-
piness. It is also striking that differences between those engaging or not engaging in 
both sports and all of the arts categories are statistically insignificant with regard to job 
satisfaction. At least regarding life satisfaction, these results provide modest evidence 
favoring the arts activities, but the sports categories involved more strenuous direct ac-
tivity in contrast to some of the arts activities that were more clearly spectator- focused 
rather than involving direct participation, making direct comparisons more difficult. 
And differences using the measures other than life satisfaction seem limited.

This type of research does not prove that economists are devoting sufficient atten-
tion to this less traditional kind of analysis, but it belies the criticism that economists 
doing research related to arts and culture are uninterested or unengaged in these issues. 
The limited evidence cited suggests that satisfaction with arts and cultural activities 
compared reasonably well to those in sports, although those comparisons do not apply 
to more passive consumer- oriented participation in the arts compared to sport, which 
would be of more interest to nonprofit arts and cultural organizations assessing any po-
tential competitive threat from the sports sector for leisure/ entertainment spending.

Benefits Linked to Child Development, 
Education, and Health: Mozart 

Effects and Pelé Effects

Economists also have not ignored the role that arts/ culture and sport might play 
in producing “better” (not just happier) people. This can also include the effects on a 
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spirit of cooperation, discipline, and work habits. Conversely, some studies address 
the damage that can be caused by arts and sports due to excessive emotional pressure, 
injuries, and excessive competitive zeal. Arts enthusiasts have long hoped that there 
were indeed favorable feedback effects from the study of music (or even just listening to 
it) and broader educational outcomes, but evidence of this so- called Mozart effect can 
be hard to generate. By extending the argument to participation in sports, a Pelé effect 
(named in honor of the Brazilian football legend) might be identified.

Cabane, Hille, and Lechner (2016) find some support for both effects using the 
German Socio- Economic Panel Study (SOEP) by investigating the effects of adolescents’ 
participation in music and sports. The survey asks whether respondents play a musical 
instrument or pursue singing seriously, followed by questions regarding what type, 
whether alone or in a group, starting age, and whether they take music lessons outside of 
school. Similar general questions are asked about sport: “Do you play sports?” followed 
by asking about the most important sport played, where it is played, starting age, and 
how often they participate in organized sports competitions. There are also questions re-
lated to educational achievements and plans, and cognitive (measured by standardized 
tests) and noncognitive skills (from the SOEP youth questionnaire linked to five person-
ality traits: conscientiousness, openness, extroversion, neuroticism, and agreeableness). 
Educational success is measured with respondent’s school type and whether university 
study is envisioned, and recent school grades are provided in mathematics, German, 
and a foreign language. Health measures and school attendance information are also 
available.

There are many interesting findings in Cabane, Hille, and Lechner (2016) that suggest 
additional payoffs from expanding this kind of research, but one key comparative result 
is that playing music fosters better educational outcomes compared to doing sports, par-
ticularly for girls and for children from more highly educated families. However, doing 
sports is especially good at improving subjective perceptions of health (no evidence is 
provided about objective measures). Doing both music and sport was the surest route 
to educational success, suggesting some complementarity in effectiveness between 
the arts and sports. That these results were reported in the journal Labour Economics 
is consistent with the argument that economists have not been ignoring these broader 
“intrinsic” benefits of cultural activities, and that such research is available to those 
specializing in cultural economics.

Prices May Not Be Critical for Market 
Definition but Pricing Strategies 

Remain Important

Static price discrimination of various types, including de facto tying contracts between 
fixed and variable charges, are common in the arts. They have been extensively studied 
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for the for- profit popular music concert industry, but with insights for nonprofit arts 
managers as well (Courty and Pagliero 2014). Rushton (2015) provides a comprehen-
sive analysis of the many pricing strategies that can be employed in the arts, including 
the nonprofit performing arts, museums, and festivals. Baldin et al. (2018) provide a 
sophisticated analysis of the interrelationship between price variations across seating 
sections and the allocation of seats to such sections, and how those choices vary with the 
competing goals of revenue maximization and attendance maximization.

Dynamic pricing is not yet widely used in the nonprofit arts world but has the poten-
tial to be a useful additional pricing tool in the nonprofit sector, even if not as valuable 
as for many for- profit organizations, including sports franchises (Seaman 2018). It has 
been used in situations where temporal demand differences are important, and buyers 
can be segmented based on whether they can pre- commit to buy early or must (or may 
choose to) wait to buy closer to the time when goods and services are rendered. The two 
primary dynamic pricing approaches are (1) peak- load pricing (or time- of- use pricing) 
and (2) yield management, which essentially prices a perishable commodity like airline 
seats, hotel rooms, and more recently entertainment venue seats based on the changing 
available unfilled capacity over time, typically relative to a benchmark of expected un-
filled capacity, such that if there are more unfilled seats or rooms than projected by some 
target number of days prior to them “perishing,” prices are reduced (and prices are 
increased if there are fewer available).

Dynamic pricing can effectively supplement the various forms of static price discrim-
ination and has become relatively common in American sports. Pricing varies with such 
short- run supply and demand factors such as team opponent, weather conditions, and 
recent performance of the home team (Paul and Weinbach 2013). But such strategies 
have not yet been as common with sports organizations outside the United States, with a 
study of FC Bayern Munich’s possible adoption of dynamic pricing suggesting large po-
tential revenue gains if it were adopted (Kemper and Breuer 2016).

More sophisticated pricing strategies are also increasingly being attempted by arts or-
ganizations, such as the Chicago Symphony Orchestra, Sydney Opera House, Goodman 
Theatre in Chicago, and the Center Theatre Group in Los Angeles. The Chicago 
Symphony Orchestra (CSO) experience has been especially dramatic, exploiting 
both static and dynamic pricing strategies, as described in detail by Ravanas (2008). 
He reports that the CSO notably increased its percentage of subscription sales and 
renewals, reduced marketing expenses, and reduced the number of unfilled seats by 
re- evaluating its pricing related to seat location, types of programming, times of day, 
days of the week, season of the year, and time of purchase. It increased its seating price 
categories from thirteen to twenty based on concentric squares around the center of the 
main seating area (and significantly increased average price in some sections while re-
ducing it in others). After evaluating its past ticketing experiences over seventy years of 
programming, it also increased average price for some programs and reduced them for 
others, while also increasing the variability of its prices between matinees and evenings, 
midweek and weekend, and seasons of the year and holidays. Especially related to more 
dynamic strategies, it increased the incentives for subscribers to buy early and in greater 
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quantities relative to single ticket sales, and, focusing on yield management, it increased 
the frequency with which it reevaluated its entire pricing scales so as to better adjust to 
either higher- than- expected or lower- than- expected seat sales.

Ravanas (2008) also describes various challenges and internal opposition the 
CSO faced in implementing these strategies. Nonprofit arts organizations especially 
can struggle with conflicting objectives that make it more difficult to adopt dynamic 
pricing strategies that focus on revenue generation rather than audience- building or 
artistic objectives (Labaronne and Slembeck 2015). Therefore, such aggressive pricing 
approaches confront complex implementation problems as well as managerial resist-
ance despite their potential for generating critical revenue in markets challenged by the 
external shocks of ever- changing technologies and even pandemics.

Conclusion

Cultural economists seem to be especially aware of the limitations of standard theoret-
ical tools (e.g., utility and profit maximization, price as the key allocation of resource 
mechanism, and market equilibrium) and sophisticated empirical models (e.g., dis-
tinguishing causality from correlation, economic versus statistical significance, and 
the challenges in falsifying hypotheses). But even when giving a fair hearing to calls for 
significant methodological improvements and greatly improved data quality, the re-
view in this chapter of the research that is being done (and in some cases has been done 
for a long time) suggests a less pessimistic assessment of how much dramatic reform 
of cultural economics research is needed. Key parts of the criticisms about an undue 
stress on quantitative versus qualitative and value issues, a failure to adapt standard 
models to incorporate behavioral, psychological, and sociological determinants of be-
havior, and failures to adequately account for the dramatic consumption, production, 
and organizational changes created by the digital revolution are being addressed, even 
if inadequately, and it is important not to continually bash a straw- man version of what 
economics is and what economists do. The contributions of an enlightened and flexible 
version of economic analysis to the issues confronting arts and culture decision- makers 
continue to be valuable even in the absence of the methodological revolution that some 
both inside and outside of cultural economics champion.

Notes

 1. His keynote presentation to the virtual 21st Biannual Conference of the Association of 
Cultural Economics International 2021 was titled “The Relevance of Cultural Economics for 
Cultural Policy.” He also documented the topics most commonly addressed since 2001 in 
key cultural economics and cultural policy academic journals, with the Journal of Cultural 
Economics focused upon demand and consumer behavior, markets and finance, supply 
and firm behavior, international trade, and cultural/ artistic labor topics, but with notable 
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increases from 2011 to 2020 in papers addressing heritage and urban/ city issues. Cultural 
Trends frequently publishes research on demand, consumer behavior, and labor topics, 
but also on creative industries, policy reviews, and cultural institutions. The International 
Journal of Cultural Policy focuses on creative industries, but also urban and regional issues 
and heritage (with substantial increases in the past ten years in those three areas), as well as 
cultural diplomacy and cultural policy theory and practice.

 2. This is different from just presuming local market power and using essentially monopoly 
models without much analysis of competitive forces to analyze the behavior of nonprofit 
arts organizations; see Seaman (2004).
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Chapter 8

Mapping Theories  in 
Arts and Cultural 

Management Research

Kate Keeney and Yuha Jung

Introduction

A relatively new academic discipline, arts management is truly interdisciplinary— 
informed by multiple existing fields including the arts, management, and sociology, to 
name a few. Paquette and Redaelli (2015) make a further distinction, defining arts man-
agement cultural policy as transdisciplinary through the integration of academic know-
ledge via practitioners, policymakers, researchers, and communities. In an investigation 
of how the arts management discipline has evolved over time, Evard and Colbert (2000) 
note that it is the practice of arts and arts’ close relationship to society that distinguish 
arts management as its own subdiscipline situated within the theoretical structure of 
management. The authors further argue that, “while still a part of management, arts 
management has also, over the years, evolved into a specific body of knowledge, placing 
it in a class of its own” (Evard and Colbert 2000, 9). Therefore, while we refer to the field 
of arts and culture management as a singular form, there is an implication of plurality, 
as the field is made up of interdisciplinary, interconnected fields of study. This research 
employs a targeted literature review and analysis to extend understanding of theoretical 
application in arts management research and suggest broader theoretical adoption in 
arts management education and practice.

Although there are many indications that arts management has grown to be a clear dis-
cipline (or at least a subdiscipline), the field continues to rely on a wide array of theoret-
ical knowledge that has been borrowed from other fields (Paquette 2019). Additionally, 
Paquette and Redaelli (2015, 10) note that arts management discourse “does not have a 
strong enough system of meanings to be able to develop communicative rhetoric that 
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reaches the research paper format,” which is an indication of a defined discipline. This 
position leaves scholars and practitioners with questions and an uncertain grounding 
as theory develops outside of the arts management discipline. If indeed the study of arts 
management is reliant on blending theory and practice, what theories should be under-
stood and how have they developed over time? Theory- based evidence formed through 
repeated observations and empirical research allows organizations to predict new issues 
and be confident in addressing them. Such evidence is especially important given the 
changing practice and pressures on arts organizations caused by the global pandemic, 
economic downturn, and civil unrest. In response to these external pressures, many arts 
organizations are eager to adopt related structural and systemic changes. Therefore, the 
application of theories in research advocated in this paper has potential to influence 
practice in a positive and meaningful way.

Not only is theory- based evidence needed in practice, but also this knowledge is es-
sential in arts management education. Arts management education developed from the 
management field in the 1960s (Paquette and Redaelli 2015) and has grown with pro-
fessional organizations and numerous graduate and undergraduate programs primarily 
in the United States and Europe. If we use the field’s US- based curriculum standards as 
one point of reference (AAAE 2014, 2018), it is apparent that theoretical knowledge is 
presented in the understanding of the creative process and in the study of leadership and 
management in the organizational context. According to these standards, leadership 
and organizational management are two of the few pronounced theoretical concepts 
that should be mastered by both undergraduate and graduate students. A growing in-
terest in arts management doctoral education is another signal for this demand and 
maturation of the academic field. Related doctoral programs show the interdisciplinary 
nature of the discipline and are affiliated with programs in public affairs, education, and 
cultural policy.

Framed by Bourdieu’s theory of practice (1990, 1993), we employ a systematic lit-
erature review (SLR) to understand the interdisciplinary theoretical contributions to 
arts management research. This SLR expands upon theoretical mapping work by Jung 
(2017). In the present research, the authors reviewed 36 academic journals of interest 
and ultimately found evidence of theory in arts management research in a sample of 
19 journals and 297 articles. The SLR method provides research objectivity in that it 
is replicable and gives evidence regarding which theories are commonly used in arts 
management research and how they are used. We acknowledge that any academic 
conversation is evolving and dependent upon dispositions (i.e., how different theories 
are used and duplicated) of those who participate in the field’s conversation (Bourdieu 
1990, 1993).

Findings shine light on the theoretical foundation of arts management, including 
what theoretical knowledge most informs the field and what may be missing. We 
make connections among theories that are dominant in the field and expose gaps in 
understanding that may inform our approaches in arts management education and 
practice.
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Conceptual Framework

Bourdieu’s theory of practice (1990, 1993) implies that agents operate based on their tacit 
practical logic and embodied learning that influence and are influenced by their context 
or field rather than based on explicit or economic rationality (Hatch 2018). The impor-
tant concepts of Bourdieu’s theory are habitus, field, capital, and practice.

According to Bourdieu (1990), the habitus— a system of dispositions and ways of 
being in relation to others and the environments— is often taken for granted and is in-
ternal to each field. Drawing on ideas by French sociologist and anthropologist Marcel 
Mauss (1982), who thought learned habits are shaped by the culture they are part of, 
Bourdieu defined a habitus as a way actors internalize the social order, which becomes 
visible when one practices within the field. Insiders, or field members, can maintain a 
field and its hierarchies without noticing their own involvement, thus making inten-
tional and transformative change difficult (Bourdieu 1990). Applying this concept 
to arts management and this research, one can conceive of habitus as a shared set of 
dispositions internal to the members of the field. The ways in which scholars repeatedly 
apply theories, or entertain certain subfields but not others, are part of our habitus.

Bourdieu (1990) defines a field, such as an academic field or a class, as a structure 
of hierarchical relationships based on different forms of capital. For example, the arts 
management field is structured by cultural capital (e.g., educational qualifications); the 
social field, by social capital (e.g., leading to honors and titles through networks and 
use of connections); the academic field, by academic capital; the economic field, by ec-
onomic capital; and the list goes on (Hatch 2018). Thus, the field of arts management as 
an academic field or discipline is structured by academic capital that is specific to arts 
management. For example, academic capital may be defined by field members’ poten-
tial and possibilities for success, such as their education, knowledge, and publication 
records. Like the way in which cultural capital is “embodied in styles of speech, gesture, 
dress, and physical appearance” (Hatch 2018, 139) arts management academic capital is 
reflected in the ways we do research, write, publish, and network. For example, know-
ledge of certain theories as capital influences how we study certain phenomena. Capital 
explains the continuing process of reproducing social orders (Bourdieu 1986).

Bourdieu (1990) explained a practice— the embodiment of shared rules, values, and 
processes— as repeatable actions informed by shared knowledge among actors in a field. 
Practice requires active exercising to achieve a desired outcome, whether it is to gain a 
skill, knowledge, or expertise, often requiring one to embody continuous practice (e.g., 
absorbing knowledge about and techniques of playing an instrument in the process of 
mastering it). When each field interacts with other fields, class and power established 
within each field interact with those in other fields in determining who has enough 
power to influence not only their own field but also other fields as well (Bourdieu 1990). 
People who have power are reluctant to give up their power, finding ways to reinforce 
their dominance in a given field or fields and not wanting to change the social structure 
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they benefit from. Because of this tendency, often change is incremental rather than rev-
olutionary, though a field is transformable (Bourdieu 1990; Hatch 2018).

While the relationship among habitus, practice, field, and capital cannot be reduced 
to a simple formula that would fit all situations, Bourdieu (1984) suggests the following 
equation for understanding: [(habitus)(capital)] +  field =  practice (Smith 2020). To 
apply it to theory use in the arts and cultural management field, and borrowing the un-
derstanding of Maton (2014), the interconnections between scholars’ dispositions (hab-
itus, such as how certain theories are used in the field) and their position in the field 
(capital, such as education, prestige of one’s academic position, understanding of certain 
theories and knowledge, and publication record) can determine what kind of theories 
are duplicated and more widely used in the practice of arts management research given 
the current social state of the field (which is growing and interdisciplinary in nature).

Therefore, to understand the practice of the arts management field, it is necessary to 
identify and map habitus (theoretical dispositions) that have been shaped by arts and 
cultural management academic capital over time, reproducing the social and academic 
orders. By focusing on mapping of habitus (i.e., use- patterns of theories of arts and cul-
tural management research), we can explore the tacit understanding of how our field 
operates and influences researchers’ behaviors (e.g., use of certain theories while not 
utilizing others).

Theoretical Mapping in  
Arts Management

The precursor of the current work is Jung’s (2017) theoretical mapping in arts manage-
ment. This paper examined theories used in one arts management journal, the Journal of 
Arts Management, Law, and Society, between 1990 and 2014. Jung (2017) used a system-
atic literature review and qualitative content analysis to identify, recognize, and connect 
theories that are represented in this specific journal. One contribution of the paper was 
to demonstrate that arts management scholars bring theories from many different dis-
ciplinary areas and that they work fluently in related areas such as public administration 
and business administration.

Discussion on theory use in arts management exists but is often limited to one area 
of theories or general progression of research including theories. Paquette and Redaelli 
(2015) discuss theories and concepts that are relevant to managerial considerations in 
arts management and include organizational thinking about larger, environmental 
aspects of complexity and interconnectedness in organization theories. For example, 
they discuss the open- systems conception (e.g., Lawrence and Lorsch 1967), new in-
stitutional theory (Powell and DiMaggio 1991), and theorization of power within the 
organizational context (e.g., Pfeffer 1981). Yet Paquette and Redaelli (2015) mainly dis-
cuss organizational theories, as opposed to the broader mapping of all relevant theories, 
which is the focus of the current research.
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Rosewall and Shane (2018) edited a four- volume anthology designed to address 
critical current and past topics and theoretical models based on existing publications. 
Although not a mapping project, the compilation provides foundational or influential 
work in shaping arts and cultural management research. The anthology covers four crit-
ical developmental areas: leadership and governance, cultural policy, resource develop-
ment, and participation and engagement. While the volume includes theoretical and 
conceptual articles, the focus is the field’s progression of research topics and ideas.

The present mapping research is distinguishable from the two examples above in that 
it covers a wide variety of disciplinary theories, not just organizational theories, and 
focuses on theory development and progression. Therefore, it contributes to existing 
theoretical knowledge in two ways. We focus only on theories used in arts and cultural 
management (distinguishing this project from Rosewall and Shane’s 2018 work) drawn 
from multiple academic journals (adding to Jung’s 2017 work). This approach allows us 
to factor in the interdisciplinary nature of the field(s) and expands theoretical findings 
beyond organization and policy related theories (Paquette and Redaelli 2015).

Research Methods

Traditional literature reviews are “used to manage the diversity of knowledge for a 
specific academic inquiry,” yet are criticized as introducing bias by the researcher 
(Tranfield, Denyer, and Smart 2003, 208). Systematic literature reviews (SLRs) differ 
in that they are systematic, transparent, and replicable (Tranfield, Denyer, and Smart 
2003). Given the interdisciplinary and evolving nature of arts management scholarship, 
the SLR allows researchers to map the field, both historically and looking forward. This 
SLR was completed in spring 2021.

Search Criteria and Data Extraction

The first step in our research process was to identify arts- management- related scholar-
ship defined by academic journals. We relied in part on previous publications (Chang 
and Wyszomirski 2015; Rentschler and Shilbury 2008) as well as our existing knowledge 
of related academic journals to determine a pool of journals that represented the diverse 
disciplines that inform the field, including museum management, creativity and busi-
ness, nonprofit management, urban planning, and public administration. We developed 
an initial pool of thirty- six journals of interest.

After establishing a pool of journals, we then systematically collected data by using 
keyword searches to review and sort through abstracts. We searched all journal arti-
cles that were available to us digitally through our respective institutional libraries. For 
arts- and- culture- related journals, we searched abstracts for “theor*” (to obtain “theory,” 
“theories,” “theoretical,” “theorizing,” etc.). For journals from other disciplines, we 
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expanded the search to include “art*” and “cultur*.” Once we had completed the key-
word search, we reviewed each abstract to determine its suitability for this research on 
theoretical applications in arts management scholarship. After reviewing the abstracts 
for appropriateness, we narrowed the sample to 312 articles from nineteen journals. 
Seventeen journals that we had originally included in the search sample were eliminated, 
as they did not contain abstracts with the keyword search criteria. We did not include 
book reviews, nor did we include all uses of the word “theory” and related words. For ex-
ample, while we reviewed statements such as that a particular research project “advances 
theory” or “presents a theoretical framework,” we did not always include them due to 
lack of a mention of the specific theories used. We collected identifying characteristics 
for each article and stored these data in Microsoft Excel.

Coding Approach and Process

We used abductive logic, based on an existing inventory (Ferraro and Beunza 2018), to 
develop a codebook. The codebook was based on Jung’s (2017) categorization of nine 
major groups of theories that emerged from arts management scholarship: art, legal, 
sociology, psychology, policy, political, management and organization, marketing, 
and economic theories. After a review of our sample and the initial coding process, 
we expanded the codebook to fourteen theory categories. The five additional theory 
categories were pedagogy/ education, museology, philosophy, critical theory, and com-
munication. We coded each article for theories used, sometimes finding as many as four 
unique theories. After the coding process, we eliminated some articles that were origi-
nally included in the sample from the keyword search. For example, some abstracts in-
clude the term “theor*” but do not expand upon a specific theory in the research. After 
the coding process, we had 297 articles in the sample. We completed coding individu-
ally, after which we discussed results and reviewed each other’s codes. When there was 
disagreement, we discussed the assigned code(s) and came to consensus.

Although systematic literature reviews are replicable (Tranfield, Denyer, and Smart 
2003), we acknowledge that authors’ contributions to the search parameters and coding 
procedures introduce subjectivity to the qualitative research process (Strauss and 
Corbin 1990). In short, research is a value- laden process (Glaser and Strauss 1967). We 
acknowledge the possibilities of a single theory meeting the definition of more than one 
major theory category. For example, agency theory— which explains the relationship or 
transaction between a principal and an agent— is an economic principle that is founda-
tional to the interdisciplinary fields of management, organizations, and public admin-
istration (Kessler 2013). Additionally, the SLR process shed light on issues related to the 
definitions of a discipline versus a theory. For example, is museology a discipline or a 
theory? For this research, we selected a single theory code for each theory that best fit 
the application in the arts management context and used this coding scheme consist-
ently throughout the research. Lastly, we were presented with the application of both 
theorists and theories in extant literature. We note that theorists (e.g., Pierre Bourdieu, 
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Karl Marx, etc.) are different from theories. However, for this mapping exercise we 
treated them similarly, as arts management scholars apply a theory or the work of a the-
orist in similar ways in the research process.

This research method was limited by the materials available to us in digital form 
through our academic libraries. Additionally, the SLR was limited to keyword searches 
performed in journal abstracts. This approach was based on other SLRs (Batory and 
Svensson 2019) but is not the only way to map scholarship. These findings lead to a ge-
neral understanding of theories used in arts management research and could serve as a 
basis to develop pedagogical tools.

Results and Analysis

Results reveal that numerous disciplines and related theories contribute to arts man-
agement scholarship. Although the interdisciplinary nature of arts management schol-
arship is not surprising, this close inspection not only offers knowledge about what 
theories are dominant but also may explain the lack of “theorizing” that Paquette (2019) 
has observed. The arts management field is built upon a patchwork of existing know-
ledge ranging from economic to aesthetic. If we only look at confined arts management 
academic spaces (e.g., arts management or administration journals), the scope and use 
of theories used in the field may seem narrower than they are. This traditional theoret-
ical foundation explains aspects of the nature of art creation, artists, arts organizations, 
and artistic value but presents challenges for researchers who are working to track and 
advance theories in the field. Importantly, these findings extend beyond “arts manage-
ment journals” to understand the current, idiosyncratic social state of the field that is 
growing and interdisciplinary in nature.

Table 8.1 presents the summary findings of dominant theories in arts management 
scholarship and establishes a form of habitus that is central to the field. Habitus, which is 
often taken for granted, is internal to each field and only becomes visible when it is actu-
ally practiced (how theories are used) (Bourdieu 1990). Through exploring dispositions 
of the field in its growing and interdisciplinary state, we reveal the dominant theories 
used and the patterns of use in different subfields. By understanding the members’ cap-
ital in terms of how and what they publish in what subfields, we can understand a more 
accurate and wider view of theoretical dispositions and how they have been duplicated 
while leaving gaps in some areas, thus reproducing social and academic orders within 
our field.

Dominant Theories in Arts Management Scholarship

Sociological theories were the most- cited theories from this sample (78). Sociology 
emerged as a dominant theory because of the common use of Bourdieu’s theories, such 
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as the theory of cultural production (Bourdieu 1993). Additionally, sociology emerged 
as a common secondary code, indicating that authors relied on sociology and other 
theoretical disciplines (economics, entrepreneurship, critical theory, organizations, 
etc.) to advance research. The expansive domain of sociology heavily informs mul-
tiple disciplines, including management and artistic expression. The reliance on soci-
ology reflects the established field of cultural sociology (Dewey 1959; Bourdieu 1984, 
1986, 1990, 1993) and early arts management scholarship, most notably the work of Paul 
DiMaggio (1976, 1983, 1988). Sociology’s influence on the field raises questions about 
the common alignment of arts management education with management and business. 
Although management is informed by sociology, most often through organizational 
theory, the management discipline is devoid of concepts related to cultural sociology, 
for example.

The second- most- common theoretical area was economics (62). Importantly, and as 
we expand upon later in the chapter, the prevalence of economic theories is explained 
in part by a single journal, Journal of Cultural Economics. Of the sixty- two economics- 
related articles, almost half (25) came from this source. Additionally, economic theory 
was common in several of the journals that emphasized nonprofit and public manage-
ment (without an arts focus) and in journals with a focus on cultural policy. Jung (2017) 
reported on authors’ academic associations in her discussion of articles inclusive of eco-
nomic theory. Here, some scholars were associated with departments of economics and 
cultural economics outside of the United States. This connection appears less common 
across arts management curricula, as cultural economics is not an explicit compe-
tency at the undergraduate or graduate level in the United States (AAAE 2014, 2018). 
However, any discussion of cultural policy and public funding— considered founda-
tional knowledge— is dependent upon an understanding of the economic implications 
of public subsidy in any context. A foundational work that underscores the influence 
of economic theory on the field is Baumol and Bowen’s Performing Arts: The Economic 
Dilemma (1966).

In a rough tie for third place were management (33), organizations (29), and policy/ 
political legal (27), with more or less equivalent levels of prominence in the sample. 
Again, organizational and managerial theories overlap, especially in the application of 
organizational management— a common theme in arts management education (Jung 
2017). Given the prevalence of both, and the numerous theories applied in the pre-
sent research, we separated management and organizations into two distinct theory 
categories. In delineating this separation, we coded leadership and marketing theory, 
among others, as management. Codes for organizational theory include theories that 
connect organizations as systems. Recent calls for arts organizations to be more atten-
tive to their communities and their external environments suggest heightened impor-
tance of better connecting organizational theory to management and practice.

We organized the next most prevalent theoretical category as a combination of po-
litical theory and philosophy, policy, and legal theories (27). We recognize that these 
disciplines are unique, but they relate in terms of application in arts management schol-
arship. Of this sample, there was emphasis on cultural policy, including the appropriate 
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role of the state and processes of support for the arts. Legal theories were the least prev-
alent (2).

Less prominent theories include pedagogy/ education (19), psychology (19), muse-
ology (18), philosophy (17), critical theory (11), communication (8), art (6), and others 
(5). Five of these theory categories are additions to Jung’s 2017 mapping effort: pedagogy/ 
education, museology, philosophy, communication, and critical theory. Pedagogical 
theory is not normally considered a core component of arts management knowledge, 
so this was a surprising and informative result. Knowing more about how people pro-
cess and obtain knowledge is very relevant to the work of arts organizations, many of 
which express a commitment to education and/ or enlightenment. There is some overlap 
between the pedagogy/ education and psychology codes (thirty- eight total codes), spe-
cifically as it relates to the process of learning. Given the presence of theories related 
to education, pedagogy/ education and psychology, and the ways in which people learn 
about and from the arts, may be a future focus for arts management scholarship and 
education.

Museology is also worth expanding upon as a term that is used indiscriminately as 
both a theory and a discipline. All coded articles came from museum- specific journals, 
which indicates that museology as a theory is adopted mostly by the visual arts field. 
Still, museology is defined as museum studies research (Brown and Mairesse 2018), 
which is lacking when compared to accepted notions of theoretical work (Asher 1984). 
Other museum-  and visual- arts- related theories in this category include collections 
management theories and new museology, among others.

Critical theory is another category that deserves attention given the rise in impor-
tance of issues related to racism and systematic exclusion, pronounced by social justice 
movements including MeToo and Black Lives Matter. This category includes critical, 
feminist, queer, and race theory. Several codes are attributed to a single publication, the 
International Journal of the Inclusive Museum. These findings suggest that these theories 
should be given a “home” in more permanent scholarly journals and in arts manage-
ment education.

However interdisciplinary and dispersed the uses of theories may seem, this 
embodied practice of repeatedly used theories in certain subfields and not in others is 
part of our habitus, shaping and being shaped by the repeated practice of field members. 
For example, some members’ positions in sociology and economics that are more es-
tablished than those in the interrelated field of arts and culture management come with 
increased positional academic capital and influence.

Theoretical Contributions Influenced by Academic Journal

As may be expected, the focus of the academic journal is a predictor of the theories 
used by contributing authors. For example, the presence of economic theories (the 
second most common theories in the sample) is explained by the Journal of Cultural 
Economics— a journal that has a clear theoretical focus. This journal is well established 
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(continued)

and advances the subdiscipline of cultural economics in a sophisticated way, continu-
ously reinforcing the need and new production of related research.

The presence of psychology codes is explained in part by the journal Arts and Health, 
in which research aligns with psychological effects of the arts on physical and mental 
health. The use of entrepreneurship theory is almost exclusively found in the journal 
Artivate. All but one pedagogy/ education code and all uses of communication theory 
were from articles in museum- focused journals (Curator, International Journal of the 
Inclusive Museum, Museum Management and Curatorship). Table 8.2 sorts the findings 
by academic journal and shows which journal has a singular theoretical focus versus a 
wider range of theoretical contributions. Journals with a single or narrow theoretical 
focus, such as Artivate, City and Community, and International Journal of Nonprofit and 
Voluntary Sector Marketing, are indicated by one or two dominant codes. These findings 
underscore the importance of considering a range of related journals to understand the 
theoretical makeup of the field.

Table 8.2.  Prominent Theories by Academic Journal

Journal name and available 
online publication date

No. of 
articles Dominant codes Minor codes

International Journal of 
Cultural Policy (1997)

39 Sociology; (18) policy/ 
political (10); economics (7)

Management; organizations; 
philosophy

Journal of Arts Management, 
Law, and Society (1992)

38 Economics (9); policy/ 
political (8); sociology (8)

Management; organizations

Museum Management and 
Curatorship (1995)

35 Management (5); 
museology (7)

Communication; critical theory; 
economics; organizations; 
pedagogy/ education; philosophy; 
psychology; sociology

Curator (1997) 31 Pedagogy/ education (10); 
museology (7)

Critical theory; psychology; 
sociology

Journal of Cultural Economics 
(1997)

28 Economics (25) Sociology

International Journal of Arts 
Management
(1998)

24 Organizations (9); 
management (7)

Economics; sociology

International Journal of the 
Inclusive Museum (2011)

24 Sociology (6); pedagogy/ 
education (5)

Critical theory; communication; 
management; museology; 
policy/ political

Cultural Trends (1989) 14 Sociology (6) Art; economics; psychology

Artivate (2012) 11 Entrepreneurship (10) Economics; policy/ political; 
psychology;

Poetics (1971) 11 Sociology (11) Economics

European Journal of Cultural 
Management and Policy (2011)

7 Policy/ political (3); 
sociology (3)
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Other findings pertain to the evolution of theoretical interests overtime. Roughly two- 
thirds of the articles in the sample of nearly three hundred articles were published in 2010 
or later. Therefore, we closely examined articles in the last ten years of publication to find 
evidence of new or emerging theoretical interests. Prior to 2010, there was only one in-
stance of critical theory (2009). Communication theories were found in articles published 
in 2011 (in museum- focused journals). Entrepreneurship appeared in articles published in 
2015 and later (mostly in Artivate). Although there were a few uses of both museology and 
pedagogy/ education theories, the application of these has increased since 2010. Future re-
search is needed to show exactly how the field is shifting theoretically over time.

While change can be slow in a field where its habits and values are reproduced based on 
its social order, changes do happen, however incremental they may be. Due to change in 
external social conditions, such as heightened attention to social injustice, the members 
of the field change how they practice by utilizing different theoretical dispositions that are 
not traditionally used. Additionally, the establishment of new journals, such as Artivate, 
encourages the use of new theoretical dispositions by its members.

Discussion and Conclusions

This research underscores the importance of examining and adopting interdisciplinary 
approaches in arts management scholarship and education. Results show that the field 

Journal name and available 
online publication date

No. of 
articles Dominant codes Minor codes

Arts and Health (2009) 6 Psychology (3); 
sociology (3)

Nonprofit and Voluntary 
Sector Quarterly (1999)

5 Economics (3); 
management (2)

International Journal of 
Nonprofit and Voluntary 
Sector Marketing (2001)

3 Management/ marketing (3)

City and Community
(2002)

2 Sociology (2)

Nonprofit Management and 
Leadership (1997)

2 Organizations (1); 
sociology (1)

Voluntas (1990) 2 Management (1); 
sociology (1)

Public Administration Review 
(1965)

1 Economics (1)

Urban Affairs Review (1997) 1 Economics (1)
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is growing theoretically, including embracing theoretical viewpoints that have not been 
applied before from outside or related disciplines and advancing new theories specific 
to arts management. With these data in hand, we return to Paquette’s (2019) call to le-
gitimize organizational theory in arts management. Although organizational theory 
is just one of many contributions to the field, this research suggests wide interdiscipli-
nary theoretical use with few contributions from arts management theory per se. As 
interdisciplinary scholars, arts and culture management researchers come from mul-
tiple disciplines and publish research in a similar fashion. There is no dearth of theory 
use, but the patterns observed in this chapter indicate that theoretical applications stem 
from different subfields or related fields, which makes it difficult to assess them together. 
Yet this could be an advantage, giving researchers or field members a broad foundation 
on which to theorize in ways specific to arts organizations and management, with less 
constraint regarding what theory to apply to their specific studies.

Despite an expansion of the use of theory in the last decade, Bourdieu’s (1990) theory 
of practice offers one explanation for the prevalence of some theories over others in 
arts management scholarship. Practice must be actively exercised and embodied to 
achieve a desired outcome. Likewise, to contribute to the arts management discipline, 
researchers build upon the work of one another, thus leading to an echo chamber, or 
the reproduction of theories where ideas and beliefs are reinforced by a community of 
scholars (Bourdieu 1986, 1990). Popular and more dominant theories are more likely 
to be used and promoted than others from more marginalized, smaller, or niche fields. 
Additionally, there is more incentive to follow an established path (e.g., use of better- 
known and established theories) in members’ professional academic advancement, 
reinforcing certain academic capital of the field(s).

Although there are some drawbacks of reinforcing similar ideas in all contexts, an 
important outcome of peer- reviewed academic research is that through the process the 
field— or scholarly community— identifies what is foundational. If indeed arts man-
agement was born from management (Paquette 2019; Paquette and Redaelli 2015), this 
research shows that today’s field relies upon a solid foundation of interdisciplinary 
knowledge. We continue to build upon sociology, management, and organizational 
theories in scholarship and education. Economic theory is an equally important con-
tributor, but the findings from this sample cannot be divorced from the impact of a 
single journal focused on cultural economics which contributes to the findings from 
this research sample.

Figure 8.1 offers a way to conceptualize theoretical foundations (shown at the base 
of the pyramid) and emerging theoretical applications that will be instrumental to arts 
management research moving forward. The figure is based on the SLR described in this 
chapter as well as the authors’ knowledge of how similar theories may be grouped to-
gether for application in the arts management context.

Arts management has clear foundations in sociology, management and organiza-
tions, and economics, which together provide a fundamental theoretical focus. Beyond 
this foundation, however, the application of theory is wide- ranging. These findings may 
be interpreted as a disadvantage or advantage for the field moving forward. Bourdieu’s 
contributions (1990, 1993) suggest that common theoretical application is explained by 
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members’ reproduction of that application and/ or the specific academic journals that 
inhabit a field. These traditional theoretical foundations are important but should not 
limit theoretical advancement. Another concern is that without a theoretical focus, arts 
management becomes a moving target— or, worse, atheoretical. On the other hand, by 
embracing new knowledge, arts management is equipped to adjust to new climates and 
realities. An essential role of researchers is to disrupt existing knowledge or social or-
ders. We would expect nothing less of quality arts management research. The scattered 
and interdisciplinary pattern and use of theories of the field, as discussed above, 
indicates that the field’s habitus could be seen as more fluid and transformable. For ex-
ample, we can expect more use of critical and postmodern theories as arts organizations 
navigate the global pandemic and address pressing structural social issues.

Still, given the limited production of arts management research, we are slow to make 
revolutionary (as opposed to incremental) change to keep up with the pace of environ-
mental change. Bourdieu (1993) suggests that members of a field can either “preserve” 
or “transform” existing structures. As discussed, this may be explained because people 
who have power— who are considered to produce dominant theories and are part of 
dominant and more powerful fields, often with more resources— are reluctant to give up 
their power. Rather, they find ways to reinforce their dominance in each field or fields, 
and they do not want to change the social structure from which they benefit. These 
tendencies cannot be divorced from the traditional processes tied to academic research 
production and publication as well as promotion and tenure. In a way interdisciplinarity 
is a solution to the problems that arise from reliance on one dominant field or voice, and 
we should embrace it more comfortably moving forward.

In a practice- oriented field like arts management, theory- based evidence is essential 
to the design and management of arts organizations in a changing world, and in or-
ganizational environments that are often resistant to change. The power of prediction, 
often found in theory, gives confidence to arts managers who are experimenting with 

Critical Theory
Communication

Entrepreneurship

Education & Psychology
Philospohy

Policy/Political Museology & Art

Economic

Sociology Management & Organizations

Figure 8.1 Conceptual map of theoretical use in arts management research.
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organizational forms and practices. One of the most important contributions of arts 
management research may be to upend the status quo in arts management practice and 
education. These findings will inform future arts management research and education, 
including curriculum, standards, and teaching materials.
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Chapter 9

Mapping Cultural P olicy
Cultural Bureaucracy as Concept, Norm,  

and Analytical Tool

Carole Rosenstein

Mapping has been a prime mode of engagement in cultural policy since the field’s incep-
tion in the mid- 1960s, when planning began for UNESCO’s 1967 Monaco Roundtable 
on Cultural Action and Policy. Much of the work undertaken during preliminary pla-
nning, advisory, and expert meetings, as well as the work of the Monaco Roundtable 
itself, concentrated on beginning to conceive and articulate a shared understanding 
of universal human needs in regard to culture. That work was fundamental because 
policies are meant to address needs, so a clear understanding of cultural need is required 
to provide the underlying rationale for cultural policy and cultural policy development. 
At the 1970 UNESCO Intergovernmental Conference on Institutional, Administrative 
and Financial Aspects of Cultural Policies, then- Director- General René Maheu put the 
matter this way:

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, adopted by the United Nations 
in 1948, declares that: “Everyone has the right freely to participate in the cul-
tural life of the community.” It is not certain that the full significance of this text, 
proclaiming a new human right, the right to culture, was entirely appreciated at the 
time. If everyone, as an essential part of his dignity as a man, has the right to share 
in the cultural heritage and cultural activities of the community— or rather of the 
different communities to which men belong (and that of course includes the ulti-
mate community— mankind)— it follows that the authorities responsible for these 
communities have a duty, so far as their resources permit, to provide him with the 
means for such participation. . . . Everyone, accordingly, has the right to culture, as 
he has the right to education and the right to work. This, as I have said, means that 
so far as possible the public authorities should provide him with the means to exer-
cise this right. This is the basis and first purpose of cultural policy.

(Quoted in Girard and Gentil 1983, 182– 183)
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At the same time that they believed in and hoped to build consensus around the no-
tion that certain universal cultural needs exist and can be subject to an accounting, 
roundtable organizers also emphasized that different nations would address those needs 
in distinctive ways and that part of UNESCO’s work in cultural policy development 
would be to acknowledge that diversity and aid in preserving it.

In service to those commitments, Monaco planners requested reports on cultural 
policy in twenty- two nations, and one of the key actions taken following the roundtable 
was sponsorship of the seventy- seven volumes of the National Studies of Cultural Policy 
series published by UNESCO from 1969 to 1987. As the earliest draft reports were 
delivered, they quickly revealed a considerable problem: authors were being asked to 
describe something— a national cultural policy— that as yet remained only loosely de-
fined and certainly was not familiar. Lacking a clear conceptual foundation, the reports 
were highly variable and did not meet organizer expectations (Silva 2015). Initially, the 
Monaco Roundtable had been conceived as a forum to discuss how nations cultivate 
and regulate artistic expression, but even the initial planning meetings made apparent 
that a narrow or explicit focus on the arts could not provide a stable platform for inter-
national discussion, cooperation, and action. Cold War rhetoric and cultural diplomacy 
programs had explicitly used the treatment of artists and artistic expression to draw a 
bright line between East and West, and a focus on government action toward the arts 
immediately resulted in tension and conflict.

Instead, the emerging cultural policy program at UNESCO shifted its focus to a new 
idea: cultural development.1 And how was this new idea to be understood? Over the fol-
lowing three decades, it came to be conceived as the progressive movement of states 
toward more efficient and effective means of addressing the cultural needs of their 
populations. The national studies of cultural policy and the national profiles subse-
quently produced for Council of Europe cultural policy programs should be understood 
in reference to this concept. These profiles are not primarily descriptive; rather, they are 
oriented toward measurement, assessment, and development, and intended to push in 
a direction understood as a progression, moving from “less developed” to “more de-
veloped.” The profiles were designed to fit the practical purpose of comparing how well 
a nation was meeting universal cultural needs and nudging nations around the world 
toward further cultural development through cultural policy.2 To aid the production of 
comparable profiles, authors were presented with a template for describing a national 
cultural policy. Its first item: “Describe the principles which guide the administrative 
structure and the methods of financing cultural activities in the country” (quoted in 
Silva 2016).3

The French Model

The emergence, character, and influence of the concept of cultural development and its 
expression in the national cultural policy profiles cannot be fully appreciated without 
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identifying them as the work of cultural policy impresario Augustin Girard, operating 
in the various institutional settings where he played leading roles. Girard was director 
of research and statistics at the French Ministry of Culture from 1963 to 1993, a fre-
quent consultant, delegate, and rapporteur for UNESCO cultural policy programs and 
meetings, and leader of the Cultural Development Program and the program of cul-
tural policy review at the Council of Europe from 1970 through the 1980s. Working in 
these roles, he was the progenitor of comparative cultural policy and also led the de-
velopment of the existing archive of documentation of actual national cultural policies 
that forms much of the body of knowledge in the field. Girard’s work deserves a whole 
monograph of its own (indeed, it has one: see Martin 2013); here, I want to emphasize 
just one very important aspect— the way Girard used the concept of cultural develop-
ment to link “progress” in cultural policy to a national cultural bureaucracy structured 
by a centralized cultural agency, a model clearly inspired by the French Ministry of 
Culture. According to Martin (2013, 17), Girard, through his work with UNESCO and 
the Council of Europe, oversaw a period when “we can really, fully, without vainglory 
or hyperbole, speak of the influence of the ‘French model’ well beyond the borders of 
France” (translation added).

France’s stake in establishing and disseminating a French model of cultural policy 
was much higher than might immediately be apparent. Pendergast (1976) argues that 
in the postwar period, the French viewed their power to influence East- West rela-
tions and their own former colonies as residing primarily in their role as a global cul-
tural arbiter. France worked to cement that role at UNESCO, which may be viewed 
as “a multinational expression of a historical French governmental impulse towards 
the institutionalization of culture” (Pendergast 1976, 474; and see Vestheim 2019). 
In this context, it is important to note that the cultural policy program was devel-
oped after the French power base at UNESCO was threatened by a 1965 consolidation 
and attendant budget reduction of line items for areas where the French had retained 
the greatest conceptual and administrative control— culture, social science, and the 
humanities.

UNESCO “adopted [Girard’s] formula to introduce into cultural action the scientific 
spirit of experimentation” (Moulinier 1990, 4, translation added). Two reports authored 
by Girard bookend the first phase of the UNESCO cultural policy program. In both, 
Girard articulates the French Model and advocates for its efficiency and effectiveness. In 
Cultural Policy: A Preliminary Study (1969), he writes:4

A great many States . . . have become, or are becoming, aware of the need to place all 
cultural services under a single department. The acknowledged advantages of this are 
as follows: 1. The possibility of coordinating, at the national level, measures which 
are regarded at the local level as parts of a whole . . . 2. The possibility of arriving 
at a general conception of cultural action which will give consistency and conti-
nuity to what were once disparate and intermittent measures and will therefore 
lead to a better use of public funds. 3. The possibility of establishing priorities, in 
keeping with the aims of democratization, with a view to decentralizing cultural ac-
tivities. A centralization phase is necessary as a preliminary to pressing for genuine 
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decentralization. 4. The possibility of giving cultural affairs adequate moral and po-
litical authority at governmental level.

(UNESCO 1969, 37, emphasis added)

In Cultural Development (1983), Girard’s synthetic review of the program’s work to date, 
he adds budgetary authority, evaluation, and international cooperation to the central 
agency’s remit:

The central authorities are responsible for taking stock of the needs arising as a re-
sult of developments in society and the policy of the government; they must deter-
mine the ultimate aims to be embraced by the nation, decide on priority objectives 
and allocate the requisite resources; they have the task of establishing the machinery 
for analysing needs and keeping check of results, embarking on and supporting new 
experiments in areas as yet unexplored; lastly, they alone can promote the interna-
tional co- operation essential for progress. Passing on culture, on the other hand, 
is fundamentally the responsibility of the local authorities. If it is undertaken by 
the central authorities the result is over- centralization, with all the accompanying 
disadvantages: concentration of activities in the capital, use of a limited number of 
companies and artists, red tape. The central authorities should reduce direct man-
agement to the minimum.

(Girard 1983, 181– 182)

Using the concept of cultural development, Girard established the French Model not 
just as an example of how a cultural policy system might be structured but rather as a 
norm. A good place to see how this worked is in the report and proceedings for the re-
view of cultural policy in Italy produced for the Council of Europe program of cultural 
policy review. Girard served as chair of the Examiners’ Group for the Italy review, which 
took place in 1994– 1995.5 The review calls for greater centralization of Italian cultural 
bureaucracy at the national level:

Clearly it is important for the government at any time, and particularly in strin-
gent economic times, to have some overall cultural vision both for the sake of the 
quality of its citizens and also (especially in Italy) for one of the country’s chief 
assets. This does not necessarily mean that a single, unified ministry is the only, 
or even the most appropriate, means of getting to that point. It does, however, 
strongly suggest that there should be meaningful dialogue, coordination and 
some common denominator between the numerous ministries and departments 
of state which have a stake in cultural policy. . . . We believe that the key to devel-
oping a strong and appropriate modern role for central government lies in the 
following:

 • High- level coordinated national policy
 • Cooperative public strategy with clear objectives
 • Setting minimum standards of operation
 • Decentralization of defined and agreed functions
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 • Control of implementation of legal provisions
 • Evaluation of results

(Gordon 1995, 21, 25)

In his own published discussion of the review, Girard advocates in a more assertive way 
Italy’s “need for a strong central authority” (1996, 57) that sets policy, controls budgets, 
allocates responsibilities to subnational and local levels, and evaluates the activities of 
subordinate agencies and institutions.6

During formal examination of the report at Strasbourg, Girard “requested a more de-
tailed discussion on the important issue of a possible single cultural ministry in Italy 
and current links between the various ministries” (Gordon 1995, 120). In reply, Antonio 
Paolucci, the Italian minister for cultural heritage and author of the national report on 
Italy prepared for the Examiners’ Group, answered:

In response to the earlier questions from the French delegation, the Minister stressed 
the inherent dilemma in the relationship between culture as heritage, on the one 
hand, and culture as tourism, on the other. [The Italian cultural bureaucracy in-
cluded a national agency for Heritage and another, separate national agency for 
Tourism.] It is incontestable that in cities like Florence and Venice tourism could be 
a destructive force owing largely to lack of variety or imagination in itineraries. He 
agreed that it was very important for better working links to be established between 
his Ministry and other relevant bodies. Whilst he would welcome improved cooper-
ation, he did not believe an imposed “solution” would be capable of achieving what was 
hoped for. Everyone already had too much to do, and the answer lay in establishing a 
practical link from the bottom up.

(Reported in Gordon 1995, 122, emphasis added)

This exchange illustrates how Paolucci was made to argue against the French Model as 
a norm, to explain how Italy could achieve “progress” without adopting that particular 
form of governmentality. The objective of promulgating this norm was to “modernize” 
“cultural administration,” “evaluation techniques,” “institutions,” and “procedures” 
(Girard 1996). This would mean “overcoming contradictions” such as those between “the 
traditional fragmentation of authority and strategic co- ordination” and between “tradi-
tional bureaucratic practices and modern management methods” (Girard 1996, 57).

The French Model as a Norm

The example of the Italian cultural policy review is just one among many that illustrate the 
international reach of the French Model as a norm. In Senegal over the period from 1966 
to 1970, the French used bilateral funding instruments to push for the transformation of a 
merged Department of Education and Culture into an autonomous and expanded Culture 
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Ministry, coinciding with the planning and execution of UNESCO’s 1969 meeting in 
Dakar, “Problems of Cultural Policy in Africa,” a key venue for advancing the Francafrique 
regime (Cohen 2021, 35; and see Desportes 2020). In the framework for monitoring the 
success of the 2005 Convention on the Protection and Promotion of the Diversity of 
Cultural Expressions (an instrument spearheaded by France and the Francophone world), 
the mere existence of a Ministry of Culture is counted as an indicator of the capacity to ful-
fill a principal goal: to “support sustainable systems of governance for culture” (Anheier 
2015, 36).7 The list could go on and on. The power of this norm and the institutional 
processes through which it was promulgated cannot be overstated. In their study of global 
cultural policy isomorphism, Alasuutari and Kangas (2020, 8) find that

some countries had ministries dedicated to culture already in the 1940s; following the 
example of the Soviet Union, several socialist states also established them. Among 
Western countries, having established its ministry of culture in 1960, France was a 
predecessor and active in promoting the idea of such a governmental structure to 
other states. According to our count, by 2018, 164 countries have established a min-
istry of culture.8 . . . [T] here were certainly other motives behind states establishing a 
ministry of culture, but the UNESCO program obviously affected the trend. Except 
for the states in which cultural policy is handled at a sub- state level, all the countries 
that produced a national report have established a ministry of culture, typically syn-
chronously with the report. . . . UNESCO’s advocacy was surely not the only reason for 
instituting a culture ministry but taking part in its program by producing a national 
report seemed to increase the likelihood that such a ministry is instituted.

(Emphasis added)

If, as Miller and Yudice contend, “national cultural policies are a privileged terrain of he-
gemony” (2002, 8), then the French Model is a hegemony of hegemonies.

There are a number of reasons why it is important to recognize that the French Model 
serves as a norm in cultural policy. First, it is easy to misunderstand the diffusion of the 
French Model if we fail to identify it as a norm. Norms present as natural and ahistorical. 
One of the most important things that we miss when looking from the normative point 
of view is the way norms have been intentionally constituted and disseminated, often 
for particular purposes. Further, norms are evaluative; they define what is “normal” and 
what is “abnormal.” In this way, norms are a tool of power used to demean and suppress 
what is not- normative, to disappear it, to justify interfering with it. The history discussed 
here shows that the French Model has diffused throughout the world not because it 
is “modern” or “rational” and therefore somehow inevitable, nor because it is a “Gold 
Standard” (cf. Dubois 2016), but instead because specific actors and institutions have 
used their power, resources, and influence to promulgate it for particular political ends.

Second, norms make poor analytical tools. A norm operates like a lens to shape our 
view of the world; whatever does not fit the norm often is rendered illegible. When we 
look at the world from a normative point of view, it is too easy to miss what the norm 
does not recognize. Undertaking the study of cultural policies around the world 
requires being able to identify all of the different sorts of practices and arrangements 
that make up the possible universe, and a powerful norm can get in the way of doing 
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that. Ultimately, the diffusion of a norm can make comparison seem unnecessary. Why 
compare at all when, around the world today, it appears that the adoption of a ministry 
of culture is nearly universal? But are we to conclude that, for example, the contempo-
rary UK system (see Figure 9.1) parallels the French system (see Figure 9.2) simply be-
cause both include a central ministry? How are these ministries integrated into their 
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respective national cultural policy systems? What is it that they actually do? Only deep 
and contextualized comparative study can tell us (Belfiore 2004; Rindzeviciute 2021).

Contemporary comparative cultural policy research demands a refreshed analyt-
ical framework and a shared terminology for describing cultural policy systems fully 
delinked from the French Model as a norm. The evidence that new tools are needed is 
clear. For example, when cultural policies are examined to see how they contribute to cul-
tural diversity rather than cultural development, “the one overarching recommendation 
that emerges . . . is that permanent and holistic collaborative frameworks for the govern-
ance of culture that involve multiple government ministries, multiple levels of govern-
ment and multiple non- governmental stakeholder groups should become customary” 
(Portoles 2017, 51). This shift in perspective results in the map shown in Figure 9.3, one 
that is enlightening but surely would prove difficult to use for systematic, replicable 
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comparison. Without a refreshed approach, there is a further danger of disappearing 
cultural policy as a distinctive domain of analysis altogether. In their recent study of 
state action regarding the arts and culture during the COVID- 19 pandemic, Betzler et 
al. (2021) only passingly consider cultural policy, instead focusing their explanations on 
other “contextual” factors such as GDP, debt ratio, deregulation, and political orientation. 
Recent, critical research suggests that existing comparative frameworks are proving in-
capable of explaining different outcomes: Rius- Ulldemolins, Pizzi, and Arostegui (2019) 
could not explain differences in levels of overall government cultural expenditure using 
common cultural policy types; Srakar and Vecco (2021) could not use them to explain 
differences in size of the cultural economy or participation levels.

A New Analytical Approach

To begin this refresh, a good place to start is right where the comparative project it-
self started: mapping. Good mapping is important for cultural policymakers and 
administrators working within a system since a clear understanding of the administra-
tive structure and how it works is essential for strategy, policymaking, evaluation, and 
advocacy. Good mapping is useful for applied comparative cultural policy as well. If we 
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Source: Portoles (2017, 52). © UNESCO 2017. Available under Attribution- ShareAlike 3.0 IGO  
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no longer take for granted that the French Model is the most efficient and effective way to 
structure cultural policy in every situation, that opens the way for significant testing and 
evaluation of a variety of cultural policy approaches. For example, although the democ-
ratization of culture has been the primary stated goal of French cultural policy for the 
past fifty years, it appears that the French have been unable to significantly change the 
demographic composition of audiences for the subsidized arts (Dubois 2016). Perhaps 
other ways of organizing cultural policy have had more success? Going forward, good 
mapping also will be a basic prerequisite for comparative cultural policy research that is 
oriented toward explanation. The far- reaching diffusion of the French Model as a norm 
means that an historical moment when we could find some “native” and untouched na-
tional cultural policy system now has passed, if it ever existed. A new natural history 
of cultural policy is required. Moreover, good mapping is a foundation for identifying 
cases, surfacing differences that may prove determinative in showing causation. As is 
true of all comparative study that seeks to explain difference, the first challenge is to be 
able to choose cases that control for a set of carefully defined attributes (Ragin 2014). By 
applying key analytical categories and descriptors, mapping enables the effective choice 
of cases. Comparative cultural policy research will not be able to do this well until it 
moves away from normative thinking. Of course, it may turn out that the proposition 
that administrative structures have any explanatory value at all also is a product of the 
normativity of the French Model. If that is the case, it is likely that mapping ultimately 
will prove to be of little value for understanding causation.

A revised approach to cultural policy mapping that adequately recognizes and 
then works both to reveal the powerful influence of the French Model as a norm 
and to balance accommodation and resistance to that norm would be primarily in-
ductive and should be much more careful to distinguish between normative and 
descriptive characterizations. The mapping exercise begins by drawing a boundary 
(Schuster 1987) that encompasses the ways in which governments have understood 
culture. Note that this exercise is different from one that seeks to define culture in the 
abstract and then tries to trace government actions affecting that domain. In other 
words, here we are concerned to map what Ahearne (2009) terms explicit or nominal 
cultural policies, not implicit ones (though it may be useful to note which areas are 
made explicit and which remain implicit). Figure 9.4 shows what the boundaries of 
the cultural policy domain look like when drawn using an inclusive approach that 
considers how governments seem to be expressing a notion of culture through their 
governance. Already, this approach refreshes outdated thinking: the resulting domain 
is neither narrowly focused on “the arts” nor is it “anthropological”; it might best be 
characterized as sociological.9

Although every one of the components of this cultural policy domain will be affected 
by government policies or actions of one sort or another, there is no place where we could 
map every one of these components onto a corresponding government agency, depart-
ment, office, or program. All of them certainly will not be considered the responsibility 
of one centralized agency (though the Nazi Ministry of Propaganda came pretty close). 
They all may, however, be subject to a dominant or overarching policy orientation such 



174   Carole Rosenstein

 

as religious orthodoxy or state control of markets, where one exists. Figure 9.5 shows how 
national- level administration of the cultural policy domain is structured in the United 
States. There is no formal administration of religion, language, or sport. Media, tourism, 
and the creative industries fall under the authority of the Department of Commerce. With 
the exception of cultural diplomacy, all of the other components of the cultural policy do-
main fall under the authority of the Department of the Interior or are administered by 
executive agencies that are provided oversight by congressional Subcommittees on the 
Interior (this latter group is indicated by dash- surround cells).

While the Departments of Interior, State, and Commerce all engage in policymaking 
and administration within the cultural policy domain, policies related to cultural ac-
tivities in the for- profit sector and those related to media are not considered cultural 
policy in the United States, and this classification is prime, trumping other orders. So, 
for example, even though it is a quasi- governmental body and not a for- profit entity, the 
Corporation for Public Broadcasting is provided oversight by congressional Commerce 
Committees because it is considered a part of the media. And, again following the lines 
of this fundamental divide, COVID relief for arts and cultural businesses was delivered 
in the form of loans through the Small Business Administration, while relief for state 
and local and nonprofit arts and cultural organizations was delivered in the form of 
grants through the National Endowment for the Arts (NEA), National Endowment for 
the Humanities (NEH), and Institute of Museum and Library Services (IMLS).

What remains after parceling off the media- related territory, then, encompasses the 
cultural policy realm in the United States: heritage, the subsidized arts, the humanities, 
and cultural diplomacy (see Figure 9.6). Mapping cultural administration within this 
realm reveals three key attributes of the cultural policy system (see Figure 9.7).

First, this system includes two very different modes of administration. One is rela-
tively typical public administration. Heritage and cultural diplomacy are straightfor-
wardly a part of the public sector. Agencies in these areas create policy and implement 
relevant regulation, provide direct public services, and deliver grants to support activi-
ties in their areas of responsibility. They hold cultural patrimony in care for the public. 
They are accountable to standard administrative rules and procedures. In other words, 
they behave like a typical public agency. On the other hand, administration of the 
subsidized arts and the humanities is only partially undertaken in this typical way. 
The artistic patrimony, for example, is in large part held and administered by quasi- 
governmental entities such as the National Gallery of Art. The status of the Smithsonian 
Institution as a part of government is purposely and persistently vague. These quasi- 
governmental entities provide direct services in the arts and humanities to the public. 
Further, NEA, NEH, and IMLS, while a regular part of government, do not engage in 
policymaking or regulation but instead serve in a comparatively limited role, primarily 
as grantmakers (and sometimes as conveners).

Second, in the area of arts and humanities policy, this system replaces the clear lines 
of authority institutionalized in department- to- agency relationships with special 
instruments that allow for flexible coordination and communication across the var-
ious entities. Some connections are instituted at the same time as clearly defined lines 
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of authority are resisted. Whereas the Department of the Interior/ National Park Service 
has authority over the broad array of heritage activities in various agencies, offices, and 
programs, each of the cultural venues and agencies in the arts and humanities has some 
degree of executive power and none are a part of any formal, acting body that ties them 
together. In other words, the national system for administering arts and humanities 
policy in the United States is relatively fragmented compared to the national system for 
administering heritage and cultural diplomacy policy, which is relatively concentrated. 
In fact, we might say that this structure enables coherent policymaking for heritage 
and cultural diplomacy and resists coherent policymaking for the arts and humanities. 
The National Foundation on Arts and Humanities exists today, in large part, merely as 
the residual mechanism through which the NEA and NEH were established; it has no 
authority over them and currently is not used in a way that reflects its encompassing 
role within this structure (see Figure 9.7). The relationship of the Smithsonian to the 
Kennedy Center and the National Gallery of Art is similar. Some US presidents have 
used the National Foundation’s Federal Council on the Arts and Humanities in some-
thing like a policymaking role, but primarily for interagency convening or cooperation. 
Beginning in the 1980s, that role was taken over by the President’s Committee for the 
Arts and Humanities (PCAH). (That entity collapsed during the Trump administration, 
but calls for its revival already have been put forward.) Both the Federal Council and 
the PCAH have coordinated nearly the whole of the second, agency- level tier of this 
map (see Figure 9.8), along with other cultural offices and programs in federal govern-
ment, representing a significant if ephemeral area of concentration at the federal level 
(Rosenstein 2018).

Third, a key attribute of this mapping is that it does not capture a major source of gov-
ernment spending on culture in the United States— namely, tax expenditure entailed by 
tax deduction for donations to nonprofit heritage, arts, and cultural organizations and 
by tax exemption for the capital gains from the investments made by foundations and 
wealthier nonprofit heritage, arts, and cultural organizations. Although they obviously 
are crucial to the administration of the cultural policy realm in the United States, the 
policies that govern tax expenditure are not considered cultural policies.

Cultural
Policy

Heritage

Tangible

Intangible

Arts

Subsidized

Humanities
Cultural

Diplomacy

Figure 9.6 The cultural policy realm in the United States.
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The claim, frequently made, that the United States lacks a cultural policy, then, is true 
in the sense that there is in the United States no understanding that one policy regime— 
a cultural policy regime— encompasses government action toward media, the creative 
industries, culture and foreign affairs, heritage, and the subsidized arts and humanities.10 
At the same time, based on this mapping exercise, it might be argued that an alternative 
claim also is true: that the United States has in fact three cultural policy regimes: one for 
media, one for heritage, and one for the subsidized arts and humanities. One is a reg-
ulator oriented toward markets, one is a steward oriented toward patrimony, and one 
is a handmaid oriented toward fostering and presenting creative work and humanistic 
scholarship. These should be acknowledged as separate cultural policy regimes in that 
they are viewed as fulfilling quite distinct goals, organized in different organizational 
forms, administered in very different ways, and only very rarely are they considered to-
gether or brought together in administrative or political practice. This picture belies the 
characterization of cultural policy in the United States as essentially grounded in the 
principle that

PCAH

Cultural Entities

NEA

NEH

IMLS

Library of 
Congress

Smithsonian

National 
Gallery of Art

Kennedy Center

Related 
Agencies

Interior-
NPS

US Information 
Agency*        

now defunct

State-
Cultural Affairs

Education

GSA

Treasury

Private Sector 
Appointees

Figure 9.8 Composition of the President’s Committee on the Arts and Humanities, as enacted.
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one should beware of centralization and of a predominant role for the State in the 
direct management of cultural institutions, because of the danger of cultural action 
being reduced to uniformity and lest the controversial element in art be neutralized; 
those who support this approach prefer to limit State intervention to financial assis-
tance, free from any conditions.

(UNESCO 1970, 11)

While that characterization holds true for policy in the subsidized arts and humanities, 
it is not true of other US cultural policy. It is a characterization that takes normative 
assumptions for granted and does not reflect realities on the ground.

The United States has no cultural policy and it has three cultural policies. It is useful 
to be able to hold both of these truths in our minds because at the same time that the 
challenges the cultural sector might face will certainly cross, combine, or overlap these 
areas, the ways in which government will address those challenges are likely to be quite 
different depending on which defined policy stream they are viewed as rightly belonging 
to. Further, it is useful to know the principles and repertoires of each stream because 
governments and politicians are likely to borrow across streams when lines are blurred. 
So, for example, during the Culture Wars, when Congress wished to regulate expres-
sion at the NEA, it borrowed concepts and practices from the Federal Communications 
Commission, the only federal agency invested with the legitimate authority to regulate 
expression.

Conclusion

A map of the administrative structure for culture is not a picture of a cultural policy 
system. It is, instead, a tool for beginning to understand that system. Essential 
components will be missing from such maps: institutionalized attitudes toward the 
arts and culture, traditions of governance, powerful legal frameworks, key histor-
ical moments in cultural policy development, the status of artists and culture- bearers 
and their communities, et cetera. And these mappings will miss cultural policy that 
is not recognized as cultural policy in the local context. Recognizing that the “map 
is not the territory” is enormously helpful in a context where the French Model is a 
norm, since that norm lends great weight to administrative structure and invests a 
highly institutionalized and highly centralized structure with efficiency and effec-
tiveness.11 Finally, it is useful to be able to say, “Well, when looked at in the French 
way, we appear to have no cultural policy, but we think of culture, in the context of 
governance, in our own way.” In some places, that local conceptualization of culture 
in the context of governance may even rise to embody a distinct cultural policy arche-
type (Rosenstein 2021).

A helpful suggestion for those setting off into mapping is to remember that this ex-
ercise is in itself a tool of policy and to proceed with care, perhaps with an intention 
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toward contributing to a humble theory (and perhaps a humble sort of policy) wherein 
“we begin to think in the act of describing and see particulars in the act of comparing” 
(Noyes 2008, 41, quoted in Foster 2015, 9). Ultimately, the first objective of mapping 
should be to enable people to orient themselves and navigate within a system so that they 
can understand and act. Those people may be policymakers or cultural administrators 
or artists or culture- bearers or scholars or activists. One thing they definitely will want 
to know is: where in this system does authority lie? In that regard, a mapping exercise 
that concludes “we have no cultural policy” really is not at all helpful. In fact, that con-
clusion would misapprehend how comparison can be useful. Comparison can help 
to reveal what is hidden in one context by recognizing it in another. However, when 
comparisons are wielded with blind normativity, they will prove poor tools for scholars 
and actors alike.

Notes

 1. This reflects a familiar pattern in France’s approach to UNESCO as a platform to further 
its international and bilateral influence; in disputes between the Cold War powers, France 
“remained aloof from political considerations” and focused on “work of a purely technical 
nature” (Seydoux, quoted in Pendergast 1976, 466).

 2. Whether they ever achieved that goal is open to question. Gordon (2001, 18) argues: “One 
of the fundamental difficulties of the series . . . is that it is virtually impossible to make any 
objective assessment of ‘cultural needs,’ let alone one that identifies common standards. The 
reviews cannot evaluate the cultural life of a given country, but only make some attempt at 
assessing the effectiveness of the cultural policy of the public authorities. Quite apart from 
the problems of definition (e.g., of ‘national’ and ‘culture’), we immediately encounter the 
dilemmas of what can reasonably be included in public policy— much of culture being 
commercially provided— and the reality that different aspects of cultural policy (whether 
overtly or by default) are usually located in a variety of different departments of government 
at national level.”

 3. Given the significance that the French Model would take on, it is ironic that the contribu-
tion Some Aspects of French Cultural Policy (authored by Augustin Girard) explicitly shuns 
the task of mapping the French cultural bureaucracy and its direct actions: “This study 
explains the new French concept of what the State can do for culture. It is not, accord-
ingly, a detailed description of what the Ministry of Culture or other interested agencies 
are doing, but an explanation of measures selected to show how France’s cultural policy is 
being carried out” (1970, 8).

 4. Girard is not identified as the author of this report but is acknowledged as having “drafted” it.
 5. Christopher Gordon (UK) served as rapporteur for the Italy review and so is identified as 

the author of the report.
 6. In a footnote to his sole- authored article, Girard admits that “the views expressed in this 

report are not necessarily shared by the rapporteur or the other members of the group and 
all the more so because I have omitted some of the Group’s conclusions and put forward 
some of my personal opinions” (1996, 64).

 7. “Goal 1: Support Sustainable Systems of Governance for Culture” . . . “Means of verification:
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 • Existence of a ministry of culture or a cultural secretariat with a ministerial status
 • Existence of a ‘culture committee’ in a main national legislature (e.g., parliament)
 • Existence of inter- ministerial cooperation mechanisms” (Anheier 2015, 36).
 8. This represents a great deal of growth since the 1980s. See Bustamante 2015.
 9. In that it is composed of institutions or fields and not learned and shared beliefs and 

values. Many of the expressive forms that might in the past have been considered cultural 
in the “anthropological” sense now would be classified as intangible cultural heritage.

 10. Those who are familiar with the US literature will note that this interpretation is directly at 
odds with the premises of Cherbo and Wyszomirski (2000).

 11. Scholars of the invention and implementation of lists to govern intangible cultural her-
itage are particularly insightful on the normative aspect of cultural policy instruments 
(see, e.g., Kirschenblatt- Gimblett 2004; Hafstein 2009; Bendix, Eggert, and Peselman 
2013; Foster and Gilman 2015).
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Chapter 10

The Fu ture of  
Cultural Diplomacy

From Digital to Algorithmic

Natalia Grincheva

Introduction

This chapter conceptualizes changes in arts management practices from the perspec-
tive of cultural diplomacy. Understood as a form of cross- cultural communication 
between countries to improve international relations, cultural diplomacy has always 
played a unique role in building bridges across borders by connecting artists, cultural 
communities, and organizations (Schneider 2003). The intangible form of these human- 
to- human connections has been instrumental in establishing and maintaining long- 
term and mutually beneficial relationships and trust, which strengthen economic and 
political alliances and improve cooperation among nation- states (Schneider 2003).

Traditionally, cultural diplomacy has been defined as a government- led cultural or 
artistic exchange activity with a strong foreign policy agenda and objectives (Clarke 
2016). Recently, though, cultural diplomacy has significantly expanded its meaning 
(Grincheva 2019a). Specifically, a new stream of diplomacy scholarship places the key 
emphasis not necessarily on diplomatic actors such as governments but on the desirable 
outcomes of diplomatic activities (Goff 2013). Stressing mutual understanding, respect, 
peace, and stability between countries as fundamental purposes of cultural diplo-
macy, the latter understanding of this concept emphasizes the role of nonstate actors in 
achieving these goals (Kelley 2014). This chapter draws on this expanded understanding 
of cultural diplomacy and specifically focuses on the conceptualization of emerging ac-
tivities that engage a wide range of different state and nonstate actors, including cultural 
organizations, communities, and artists.

The chapter also pays close attention to the new practices of cultural diplomacy in 
the twenty- first century, empowered by the rapid rise of digital communication and 
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mixed- realities technologies. New media, internet, and mobile communications have 
drastically increased the scope and intensity of global data connectivity. This digital dis-
ruption has transformed the ways in which cultural diplomacy is conducted and un-
derstood by governments, arts communities, cultural institutions, and societies. In the 
digital age, arts diplomacy has acquired new actors, tools, channels, and management 
strategies. Visual enhancements and algorithms, global networks, big data, artificial in-
telligence (AI), and virtual and augmented reality (VR and AR) increasingly automate, 
augment, and complicate cultural diplomacy activities.

This chapter explores, conceptualizes, and illustrates how new media technologies 
and data practices recalibrate the context in which cultural diplomacy operates by 
reshaping the medium of artistic communication, empowering new actors and equip-
ping them with new tools to establish, deliver, maintain, and assess their global commu-
nication campaigns. The chapter identifies and describes three key aspects of cultural 
diplomacy transformations in the new conditions of increased digitalization: virtual-
ization, algorithmization, and datafication. Virtualization is the process of creating a 
simulated or virtual computing environment to significantly expand or augment phys-
ical environments to pursue different goals, from designing new, more intense human 
experiences to simply replacing analog spaces for resource optimization (Portnoy 2016). 
Algorithmization refers to the processes of employing AI and machine learning to auto-
mate different tasks, from delivering public services to making strategic decisions that 
manage, control, or nudge human behavior in everyday life (Schuilenburg and Peeters 
2020). Finally, datafication is understood in this chapter as a process through which so-
cial interaction acquires a new digital or online dimension, generating quantified data 
that allows for real- time tracking and predictive analysis (Schäfer and van Es 2017).

Exploring the most recent cultural diplomacy activities, reflected through institu-
tional and government reports and press releases, the chapter offers a bird’s- eye view 
of current global arts practices to critically reflect on the new dimension of cultural di-
plomacy. It specifically builds on extensive research across the gray literature (primary 
sources published by governments, cultural institutions, or civil society actors) to iden-
tify and explore the most recent activities carried out within the framework of interna-
tional cultural exchange programs and cultural sharing projects.

The emerging practices of cultural diplomacy reflect significant transformations 
of diplomatic activities through digitalization and datafication processes, which have 
been further amplified in the past few years due to the global COVID- 19 pandemic 
(Grincheva 2021). The analysis draws on digital diplomacy and critical digital culture 
scholarship to conceptualize the complex processes of virtualization, algorithmization, 
and datafication as applied to three aspects of diplomacy: cultural sharing or national 
projection, cultural exchanges, and impact evaluations.

The following section opens the chapter by exploring how VR, AR, and metaverse 
technologies have offered new virtual avenues for cultural sharing while delivering new 
cultural experiences to contemporary audiences. The next part explores the power of 
algorithms and AI to stretch cross- cultural communications and exchanges beyond 
the human- to- human realm. Finally, the chapter explores opportunities for enhancing 
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cultural diplomacy evaluations through the employment of data analytics that can 
offer new insights into the value and impact of international arts activities. The chapter 
concludes by discussing the implications of cultural diplomacy transformations for arts 
management practices.

Sharing Cultures: Virtualization

Sharing national culture, values, and traditions across borders, or national projec-
tion, has always been an important dimension of cultural diplomacy (Grincheva 
2020). National projection aims to create a positive image of the nation in the minds of 
foreigners, in order to promote and support national political and economic policies and 
secure states’ interest in the international arena. Known in the twentieth century also as 
nation- branding, the paradigm of national projection has a long history, with the most 
illustrative examples from the nineteenth century, when universal expositions, later 
known as world expos, started to take place in Europe (Anholt 2007). These expositions 
offered countries a dedicated platform for demonstrating artistic excellence and cultural 
achievements. They helped construct national representations to “create a favorable na-
tional image abroad, form or strengthen national and ideological alliances, [and] set in-
ternational or domestic agendas to facilitate culture transfer” (Kaiser 2004, 46).

National projection activities across borders amplified even further with the rise and 
development of the most prominent and oldest European institutions of cultural pro-
motion, such as the Goethe Institute, British Council, Dante Alighieri Society, Alliance 
Française, and others (Paschalidis 2009). From the 1870s, these institutions opened in 
many foreign countries and developed rich cultural programming and resources for 
international audiences, facilitating language education and cultural exchange. For ex-
ample, to date the British Council has established a global presence in over a hundred 
countries and boasts to reach almost a billion people through seventy- six million direct 
interactions, while engaging seventy- five thousand arts organizations and artists world-
wide (British Council 2019). These engagements help establish fruitful international 
connections, building trust and cultural understanding, while increasing trade and in-
vestment flows (British Council 2019).

However, in the past two centuries, cultural sharing via cultural diplomacy pro-
gramming was basically confined to the physical world, in which governments’ stra-
tegic foreign policy objectives, economic infrastructures, and direct state support of arts 
institutions and cultural communities defined the physical mobilities of artists and cir-
culation of cultural content across borders. In the twenty- first century, though, the rise 
of new media technologies and the internet provided new channels for communication 
with global audiences, increased the speed of information transfer, and expanded the 
scope and diversity of international audiences (Bjola and Holmes 2015). Digitalization 
of culture established more advanced channels for promotion and sharing of heritage 
artifacts, music, films, performance, and visual or literary arts, which acquired a new 
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form, “disembodied from their point of origin or production,” to circulate in “a space 
that has no particular territorial inscription” (Poster 2006, 25). The internet enabled 
“planetary transmissions of cultural objects” that can easily cross cultural and geo-
graphic boundaries (Poster 2006, 25). From the perspective of cultural diplomacy, 
digitized cultural objects and various virtual artistic practices or manifestations have 
strong power to influence people’s perceptions of other cultures and traditions through 
the processes of digital consumption and interaction (Roberts and Lascity 2019). For 
example, the global impact of American pop culture that travels to different parts of the 
world via various channels, including digital, is universally recognized (Nye 2004) and 
even conceptualized in such phenomena as Hollywood diplomacy (Chung 2020), jazz 
diplomacy (Saito 2019), and more recently hip- hop and rap diplomacies (Dunkel and 
Nitzsche 2018) and digital museum diplomacy (Grincheva 2020), to name but a few.

The digital environment that is increasingly shaping educational, cultural, communi-
cation, and political dimensions of contemporary society has become an arena of cross- 
cultural struggle for promoting national cultural contents that ideologically construct 
the perceptions of global audiences. As a result, the digitization of culture has become 
an important part of foreign policies and strategies that regulate cultural content pro-
duction, circulation, and trade while shaping protocols of how global audiences access 
and interact with cultures in the virtual realm (Wong 2021). Not surprisingly, many 
governments have invested considerable resources to digitize their national heritage 
and cultural resources to enter and successfully compete in a highly saturated global 
media space (UNESCO 2021). What started with the mere mass digitization of heritage 
collections and building an online representation of major arts institutions has resulted 
in the virtualization of cultural diplomacy, a complex process that increasingly is oper-
ating beyond physical reality.

Virtualization of contemporary social life and communications is a highly dynamic 
and continuous process that creates new forms of cultural mobility, intensifies human 
experiences of interactions with cultural content, and establishes new avenues for cul-
tural sharing across borders. To borrow from Henri Lefebvre’s (1996) terminology, the 
new virtual spaces of cross- cultural communication, enabled by AR, VR, and gaming 
technologies, can be understood as a “lived space,” a “space of play” coexisting with 
“spaces of exchange and circulation, political space and cultural space” (172). Especially 
since early 2020, under the pressure of the pandemic, which disrupted international 
cultural exchanges in the physical realm, cultural institutions have established new 
practices in virtual reality, enhancing audiences’ cultural engagement. For instance, 
while a museum has long been conceptualized as an “imaginary space” (Malraux 1967), 
the “distributed nature” of museums (Smith Bautista and Balsamo 2013) was amplified 
even further when they were pushed by the pandemic to operate as hybrid institutions 
existing between physical and virtual worlds.

In 2020 Cuseum launched a new AR mobile app, Museum from Home, that allowed 
audiences across countries to experience artworks from the comfort of their homes 
(Cuseum 2020). Users could virtually place paintings and other objects from various 
museums’ collections onto their walls and interact with them. Cuseum also collaborated 
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with the Massachusetts Institute of Technology to conduct research on perceptions 
of art through augmented and virtual realities. This research challenged assumptions 
about how people experience art, something discussed by Walter Benjamin (1935) in 
The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction. While Benjamin argued that 
reproduced copies lose their authenticity and aura, the research, by contrast, suggested 
“the human brain doesn’t really differentiate between digitally reproduced artworks and 
their originals” (Sinha, Cornell, and Nathan 2020, 5). These insights suggest that vir-
tual reality offers unprecedented opportunities for museum diplomacy, which has al-
ways thrived by projecting and sharing national culture and heritage on the world stage. 
Enhanced through augmented reality, museum diplomacy can now reach people on 
their mobile phones, creating more targeted, personalized, and intimate experiences for 
the consumption of and interaction with cultural content.

Creating these new virtual spaces as platforms of cultural diplomacy enables two 
key dynamics in which cultural actors and governments are increasingly involved. 
On the one hand, these dynamics are based on a “partial deterritorialization” as they 
push the boundaries of virtual cross- cultural exchanges; on the other hand, they in-
creasingly “territorialize cyberspace” (Herrera 2009, 88). For example, the establish-
ment of cultural embassies and the implementation of cultural events and projects in 
a virtual world or massively multiplayer online computer- simulated environments, 
like Second Life, started early in the twenty- first century. In May 2007, the Republic 
of Maldives opened the first “virtual embassy” on Second Life’s Diplomacy Island 
(DiploFoundation 2007). However, greater media attention and international ac-
claim were achieved by the independent Swedish Institute, which, supported by the 
Swedish Foreign Ministry, established the Swedish embassy in Second Life, also in 
2007 (Second House of Sweden 2013). From 2007 till 2012, the embassy successfully ran 
major international cultural events, including a Raoul Wallenberg exhibition in col-
laboration with the Jewish Museum in Stockholm and the Open Archive in Budapest, 
a film festival featuring Swedish and Indonesian cinematography, and a Swedish pop 
concert for Brazilian audiences, to name but a few. With Swedish lessons for beginners, 
conferences, and public celebrations of international holidays such as World Book 
Day, the Swedish Institute established meaningful connections with Second Life 
communities, offering innovative contributions to the country’s cultural sharing and 
nation- branding efforts (Stevens 2015).

Most recently, technologies for creating world- like, large- group online environments 
designed for real- time interactivity among participants visually represented by 
personalized avatars have significantly advanced with the emergence of new metaverse 
technologies. The term “metaverse” was first coined by Neal Stephenson (1992) in his 
highly influential science fiction novel Snow Crash; recently, the concept of the meta-
verse as a shared online space that incorporates 3D graphics, either on a screen or in 
VR, has gained traction. In June 2021, Mark Zuckerberg announced new initiatives to 
transform his mega- popular social media platform Facebook into a metaverse called 
Horizon, while Microsoft also confirmed plans for building new metaverse applications 
along with AR hardware HoloLens (Sparkes 2021).
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Apart from large corporations embarking on the development of metaverse 
platforms to engage global audiences, some national governments have been very pro-
active in tapping new opportunities. For example, South Korea, which is the world’s 
fourth- largest gaming market, worth more than $16.6 billion, announced ambitious 
plans to build the first nationwide metaverse (Lee, Park, and Lee 2020). In May 2021, 
South Korea’s Ministry of Science and Information and Communications Technology 
announced that the country has launched an industry alliance, composed of seventeen 
major IT companies, to bolster the development of the national metaverse ecosystem 
(Government of Korea 2021). The implications of this government initiative for cultural 
diplomacy, especially from the perspective of nation- branding, are promising. In the 
past three decades the government’s investments and efforts in going global by wielding 
its cultural soft power have produced phenomenal growth in the global popularity of 
Korean culture, known as Hallyu or the Korean Wave (Kim 2021). Despite the corona-
virus restrictions that began in 2020, the number of global Hallyu fans topped 100 mil-
lion, while the total number of fan clubs rose to 104,770,000 in 109 countries worldwide 
(Korean Foundation 2020).

Most recently, Korean Wave programming opened up a new channel through vir-
tualization. During the challenging times of the pandemic, when travel was restricted, 
K- pop groups established new practices of interacting with their global fans in virtual 
spaces through different metaverse platforms. These offered exciting opportunities for 
audiences not only to virtually meet their idols but also to engage with the cultural con-
tent through co- creation and participatory activities. Hybe, the company behind pop-
ular musical groups such as BTS and Tomorrow X Together, launched Weverse, a global 
fandom platform for VR communication with fans, which also functions as a market 
space for cultural products from music to cosmetics (Weverse 2021). SK Telecom, the 
largest South Korean wireless telecommunications operator, with more than 27 mil-
lion subscribers, launched its K- Pop Metaverse Project, which created a social world for 
global fans to experience Hallyu on a new level (SK Telecom 2021).

The metaverse VR technology not only enables socialization in a game space but 
also allows users to modify virtual environments by “inhabiting” them (Stevens 2015, 
233). Virtualization of social activities has significant implications for cultural diplo-
macy. It offers new opportunities to create highly multicultural and multilingual spaces, 
in which members’ geographical proximity is no longer relevant. Instead, these spaces 
are built on the premise of cultural affinity, curiosity, interest, solidarity, and identity 
sharing. As a result, technologies shape human cultural experiences and perceptions of 
shared spaces, redefining their ontological, functional, and cultural conceptualization 
(Jaskuła 2012). An increasingly virtual space of cultural consumption and interaction 
loses its dependence on local, contextual, and physical limitations. On the one hand, 
the process of virtualization has “[shrunk] the world by bridging gaps between hard- 
to- reach regions and populations otherwise left ‘behind’ ” (Alhashimi 2021). On the 
other hand, it created new restrictions, gray zones, and access gaps differentiating be-
tween “haves” and “have- nots.” First, one should not forget that the digital realm is sub-
ject to regulations and laws, which are defined by complex processes in the geopolitical 
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climate. Information wars, internet governance and digital censorship, creative media 
trade regulations, and sanctions continuously shape the global media landscape, 
producing complex political cartography of zones of access and limitations (Bjola and 
Holmes 2015).

Furthermore, the digital divide widens the gap between the developing and devel-
oped worlds, exacerbating gender, cultural, and social inequalities. For instance, the 
average gender digital divide is estimated at 23 percent across developing countries 
(Rowntree 2019). In 2019, almost half of the world population remained offline, with the 
majority of unconnected people living in the least- developed countries (United Nations 
2019). Digital access amplifies cultural, financial, and skills- related barriers. Even living 
in a country with broadband coverage does not guarantee access, as residents have to 
own hardware to connect and need the relevant digital literacy skills, knowledge, and 
language proficiency to meaningfully consume the majority of the content available on-
line, not to mention producing and sharing their own content (Alhashimi 2021).

These inequalities significantly limit the geography of global audiences that could 
be reached through virtual cultural diplomacy activities, while also preventing cul-
tural actors from more disadvantaged areas from entering and competing in a global 
media space. This situation highlights that while virtualization of cultural diplomacy 
increasingly benefits powerful actors on the world stage, it remains an untapped po-
tential for many arts and cultural organizations in countries with fewer resources and 
less- developed digital infrastructures; such countries lag behind in terms of national 
cultural promotion in the virtual realm. However, cultural diplomacy is not only about 
sharing one’s own culture; it is also about establishing trustful relationships based on di-
rect human- to- human interactions (Mulcahy 1999). The next section illuminates how 
the algorithmization of global communications reshapes cross- cultural contact in the 
twenty- first century.

Relation- Building: Algorithmization

The cultural relations dimension of cultural diplomacy presupposes interaction be-
tween parties, providing an “infrastructure” for mutual influence. The constructivist ap-
proach in international relations conceptualizes people’s social and cultural identities 
as situated “within a specific, socially constructed world,” in which actors collectively 
create meanings and understandings of themselves and others (Wendt 1992, 398). 
However, traditional meanings can be reconstructed and identities can be “invent[ed] 
de novo” (Wendt 1992, 398). Such a reconstruction occurs in “the presence of new so-
cial situations that cannot be managed in terms of pre- existing self- conceptions,” when 
people are confronted with new social environments and engage in close interaction 
with members of different societies (Wendt 1992, 398). These “situations” have been stra-
tegically created through various diplomatic exchange programs, which play an impor-
tant role in building mutually beneficial relationships between countries.
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The predominant model of this type of communication is a two- way interactive di-
alogue that provides an arena for contested ideas and beliefs to be discussed and 
negotiated among participants from different traditions and backgrounds (Melissen 
2005; Snow and Taylor 2009). The core principle behind these diplomatic activities is 
the claim that bringing together people from different countries helps to achieve mu-
tual understanding, because through personal connections program participants can 
learn about one another’s differences and commonalities and negotiate common values 
(Parkinson 1977). In past decades, this direct communication among cultural diplo-
macy participants was heavily dependent on state- sponsored programs, which strategi-
cally selected prominent scientists, artists, or athletes to travel abroad to serve as cultural 
ambassadors. For example, during the Cold War between the United States and the 
Soviet Union, in order to promote equal rights and democracy the American govern-
ment financially supported jazz bands that were composed of mostly African American 
artists. However, “the musicians themselves realized the irony of representing a country 
that discriminated against blacks at home” (Brown 2006, 81). In dance as well, in spite 
of the criticism in American society of “choreographers like Martha Graham for works 
that revolved around the theme of sexuality,” the government consistently promoted her 
company as an example of the unique freedom of individual artists in the United States 
(Prevots 2001, 3).

With the development of digital technologies, a cross- cultural dialogue that was hap-
pening mostly at a high level or that was controlled via diplomatic initiatives was signif-
icantly democratized, making ordinary people active participants in online discussions. 
For example, Seib (2012), in Real- Time Diplomacy, identified and analyzed new patterns 
and modes of instant communication among various players in the international arena. 
The book especially illuminated the power of ordinary citizens to participate in global 
informational flows, bypassing governmental institutions and challenging traditional 
political actors to react to these constant and direct interventions into the informa-
tional exchange (Seib 2012). In the twenty- first century, the cultural relations paradigm 
dominated political rhetoric, claiming that it had become the most appropriate form of 
diplomatic communication across borders (Hocking et al. 2012). This dialogic model of 
global online communications stressed the importance of engaging foreign audiences, 
making people important participants in cross- cultural negotiations, seeking their feed-
back, and building trust (Jora 2013).

In pursuit of these goals, in the first two decades of the twenty- first century many 
cultural institutions established an active presence on social media and built interac-
tive platforms for participatory online activities (Grincheva 2020). For example, in 
the period 2009– 2013 Tate Modern implemented its turbinegeneration project, which 
was designed exclusively as an online environment to connect schools, galleries, 
and artists from different countries for the co- creation and exchange of contem-
porary artworks, cultures, and ideas. The network offered a dedicated space for the 
turbinegeneration community to establish international partnerships between art 
schools and artists across countries for the co- creation and celebration of contem-
porary art. In 2010, the project was awarded UNESCO patronage “to demonstrate 
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the organisation’s support of an exceptional activity” that “fosters cultural diversity 
and initiates international dialogue” (Tate 2010); it was also supported by the British 
Council and ministries of culture in target countries. Over a period of just five years 
the turbinegeneration online platform became involved in interactive partnerships 
with schools, artists, educators, and art organizations in more than fifty countries, 
from Brazil to India (Tate 2013).

While relations established and maintained on social media are “characterized by vol-
atility, mobility and fluidity,” they provide “ample opportunities for experience media-
tion,” affecting participants on emotional and cognitive levels and in this way reshaping 
one another’s identities (Jaskuła 2012, 84). Online cultural spaces— facilitated by ded-
icated cultural institutions— proved to serve as important platforms for learning for-
eign languages and cultures, demystifying cultural stereotypes, increasing participants’ 
intercultural competences, initiating a cross- cultural dialogue, and establishing trustful 
support networks and communities (Grincheva 2020), with strong implications for 
cultural diplomacy. In an age of rapid AI developments, however, this online commu-
nication is no longer solely controlled by human beings. Instead, the circulation of con-
tent, personal connections and networking is increasingly defined and shaped by the 
algorithms of service providers’ platforms, leading to algorithmization of contempo-
rary communications and social interactions. As Lee and Larsen (2019, 1) noted, “In the 
name of efficiency, objectivity, or sheer wonderment algorithms are becoming increas-
ingly intertwined with society and culture.”

The pervasiveness of algorithmization is especially evident in online communica-
tions, where human efforts to deliver information are increasingly replaced by chatbots. 
Chatbots are algorithms designed to react to online conversations, imitating a dia-
logue between people (Dahiya 2017). For example, cultural and heritage institutions 
increasingly use chatbots to sustain live conversations online, answer frequently asked 
questions, guide visitors to the physical site, or help them to find useful information on 
topics from ticketing to collections search. Furthermore, as reflected in both tech corpo-
rate and government reports, AI is used in creative industries for artistic content crea-
tion and targeted distribution, preservation of languages and heritage, and virtual travel 
(Thornton 2019; Caramiaux 2020).

For example, in 2020 Europeana— the largest digital heritage aggregator in Europe, 
connecting three thousand institutions and featuring online over fifty million cultural 
and scientific artifacts— implemented the Culture Chatbot Generic Services project. It 
developed a chatbot platform and several different versions of chatbots analyzing the 
use- cases of museums to explore the value of AI and algorithms for sharing cultural 
heritage across borders (Katz 2020). During the project museums experimented with 
chatbot technologies and designed a variety of applications that proved to be very helpful 
in facilitating a more productive cultural exchange via digital heritage collections. With 
these new algorithmic “helpers,” an encounter with another culture could happen at any 
time without necessarily involving contact with a human being. However, it is indeed 
premature to judge the capacity of a chatbot to sustain an engaging cross- cultural dia-
logue that can change a person’s perception of another culture.
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One cannot deny that the efficiency of AI and robotics when working with large 
corpora of cultural data and information is much greater than that of a human being. 
Manovich (2018) stressed that in the future AI will play a larger part in professional 
cultural production, as it is better at processing large data sets and seeing connections 
that may not be obvious for a human. For example, Elizabeth Merritt, director of the 
American Alliance of Museums’ Center for the Future of Museums, pointed out that 
AI applications offer unprecedented opportunities for cultural institutions to increase 
the accessibility of cultural content while engaging audiences on a new emotional level 
(Merritt 2017). AI- enabled applications that digitally “resurrect” historical figures, art-
ists, and thought leaders based on archival material and footage enable communication 
not only across spaces and cultures but also across time. “Chatbots of historical figures, 
primed by published writings, archives and oral histories[,]  could engage with visitors . . 
. to put history in the hands [of] anyone who owns a smart phone” (Merritt 2017).

The Dalí Museum in the United States went even further than creating a mere mobile 
chatbot: it employed the power of AI to design a digital version of the greatest master of 
Surrealism, Salvador Dalí, which can interact with visitors in live conversations to share 
the artist’s life and work (Richardson 2019). The museum used its archives containing 
hundreds of interviews, quotes, and existing footage from the artist to train an AI al-
gorithm to respond to verbal and nonverbal cues in a human’s conversation to recreate 
Dalí’s personality and even imitate his facial and bodily expressions (Dalí Museum 
2021). The AI generates up to 190,512 possible combinations of dialogic scripts that allow 
each visitor to have a unique personal conversation with the artist and even take a selfie 
at the end of the experience (Dalí Museum 2021). Dalí Lives is a powerful educational 
tool that enables a more intimate and personalized experience of communication be-
tween visitors and artists by simulating one- on- one engagement with a historical figure 
(Mihailova 2021).

The Dalí Museum’s 2019– 2020 impact report demonstrated the power of this AI ex-
perience to attract a large number of visitors— almost four hundred thousand onsite 
and eleven million online (Dalí Museum 2020). According to the museum’s director, 
Hank Hine, the success of Dalí Lives can be explained by a unique sense of kinship that 
the exhibit produces in visitors, consequently engendering a deeper emotional involve-
ment with the art. “This virtual attraction is designed to evoke a sense of immediacy, 
closeness, and personalization; the digital avatar welcomes museum- goers in a con-
versational style, maintaining an impression of friendly, almost conspiratorial rapport 
throughout the experience” (Mihailova 2021, 884). Indeed, while the time gap between 
audiences and a historical figure might be quite substantial, having a historical figure 
“standing before visitors in a life- sized kiosk does help bring him into the context of 
modern life” (Lee 2019).

However, algorithmic modeling of historical figures, no matter how accurate it could 
be, is still subject to AI bias. As Mihailova (2021) points out, “The digitally reconstructed 
Dalí in Florida is an algorithmic aggregate of— and also a contemporary addition to— 
the sum total of the painter’s celebrity image,” shaped by “the longstanding commer-
cialization and commodification of his image on a global scale” (886). Innovations in 
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algorithmic historical cultural memory stewardship could offer cultural diplomacy 
exciting opportunities to engage people across borders in new ways, but the ques-
tion remains whether machines can deliver the same depth, meaning, and quality of 
communication as human beings. While AI’s potential to generate new opportunities 
in arts creation, cultural production, and promotions is well recognized (Manovich 
2018; Zylinska 2020), there are growing concerns about job losses due to automa-
tion and about widening inequalities (Alhashimi 2021). Furthermore, technologies 
can be utilized either for good or for bad; one should not underestimate the negative 
implications of algorithmization, especially in mass communication, where it can even 
disrupt cultural diplomacy activities.

In fact, AI and algorithms offer new disinformation and propaganda tools, like bots 
and fake news, that significantly disrupt the flow of global information exchanges, 
accelerating anxiety, negative sentiment, and cross- cultural misunderstanding among 
online participants (Bjola and Holmes 2015). In the domain of arts and culture, for in-
stance, algorithms have the power to shape cultural consumption preferences and tastes 
by serving as information gatekeepers on social networks (Manovich 2018). Whether 
provided by transnational tech corporations or by governments, social networks have in 
the past several years turned into spaces of digital surveillance, where algorithms build 
up users’ profiles by compiling the traces they leave in online environments when they 
consume content, participate in activities, and interact with people. Algorithms govern 
the news, opinions, and friends, shaping the social world of people. They are powerful 
enough to accelerate the cultural and political fragmentation of society, in many cases 
exacerbating the differences between cultural communities (Riordan 2019). The use of 
algorithms in social media and online search engines poses serious challenges for cul-
tural diplomacy that aims to create peaceful bridges across borders for building mutual 
trust and cooperation.

Social media algorithms reinforce echo chambers and increase the fragmentation 
of social and political debates online, making it much harder for cultural practitioners 
to engage with foreign publics, especially targeted groups (Riordan 2019). The fact 
that algorithms ensure that online users receive only content that they already favor 
minimizes the chances of cross- cultural exposure to new languages, cultural offerings, 
and activities, only reinforcing prejudices against other cultures. The implication for arts 
organizations and cultural institutions is that their global reach shrinks to populations 
that have already developed some sort of cultural affinity and familiarity with their 
content. “While there may be value in reinforcing the views of those who agree with 
us, public diplomacy must surely attempt to convince those whose views are different” 
(Riordan 2019, 100). In this way, algorithmization of digital platforms as avenues of cul-
tural diplomacy can challenge institutional and government efforts to create long- term 
trustworthy relationships across borders.

As this section has illustrated, AI can both offer exciting opportunities for cross- 
cultural communication across time and space and have negative implications for di-
plomacy. However, it also reinforces the process of datafication, which creates the 
conditions for a more rigorous assessment of diplomatic impact, something that has 
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long been an Achilles heel of public diplomacy (Sevin 2017). The next section aims to 
unpack the effects of datafication on cultural diplomacy impact assessments.

Impact Evaluations: Datafication

While being a central concern of national governments, which have always sought 
to convincingly justify their international cultural outreach investments, impact 
evaluations of cultural diplomacy activities have remained a challenging task (Banks 
2011). The long- term nature of cultural diplomacy’s possible impacts, the elusiveness 
of its direct effects on people, and the vagueness of its specific outcomes in relation to 
foreign policy goals explain why evaluating cultural diplomacy presents such method-
ological difficulty. In the past, the majority of cultural diplomacy actors relied heavily 
on descriptive accounts of diplomatic outputs, anecdotal evidence, and the sharing of 
best practices in the field to demonstrate the value of their activities on the global stage. 
However, in academic scholarship, these methods have been criticized for their ten-
dency to mislead the impact analysis by presenting information in a very positivist way 
(Pamment 2014). On the other hand, qualitative approaches that rely on interviews and 
focus groups of cultural diplomacy programs’ participants have proven to be very ex-
pensive, time- consuming, and resource- dependent.

However, with the rise of the internet and mobile communications, datafication 
processes have considerably enriched diplomatic evaluation activities, offering new 
methods to measure global public engagement, track opinion formation, and assess at-
tention span (Bjola, Cassidy, and Manor 2020). “Data is often described as a critical re-
source of modern society, or even the oil of the new economy” (Jacobson, Höne, and 
Kurbalija 2018). Approximately one million people access the internet each day (World 
Economic Forum 2020). Moreover, the number of mobile phones increased from two 
billion in 2006 to five billion by the end of 2020 (Statista 2020). The rapid rise of smart 
cities and the Internet of Things around the globe intensified the generation of data at 
unprecedented rates (Alhashimi 2021). This amount of data, though, overwhelms the 
capacity of a human being to effectively analyze it in order to see and employ patterns 
or trends. The quantity and complexity of this data require innovative digital tools and 
mechanisms of monitoring, tracking, and analyzing previously invisible activities. The 
use of data in policymaking transforms decision- making processes as well as the com-
munication of policies to the masses (Giest 2017).

Data analytics, network analysis, and other computation methods have become 
widely employed in public- policy modeling in recent decades (Kohlhammer et al. 2012). 
Particularly in the age of big data, ubiquitous computing, crowdsourcing, and open 
data, public- policy modeling aims to make sense of such huge amounts of information 
and to condense it specifically for the decision- making process. Jacobson, Höne, and 
Kurbalija (2018) produced a think- tank report on data diplomacy, which they defined as 
a three- dimensional framework. It understands big data as (1) a tool for policymaking, 
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(2) an important component of current diplomatic agendas, and (3) a factor that 
changes the very environment in which diplomacy operates, influencing geopolitical 
and geoeconomic positions of states. For example, in December 2021, US commerce 
secretary Gina M. Raimondo and UK secretary of state for digital, culture, media, and 
sport Nadine Dorries signed a statement of their governments’ shared commitment to 
deepen the “UK- U.S. data partnership to realize a more peaceful and prosperous fu-
ture by promoting the trustworthy use and exchange of data across borders” (DCMS 
2021). The agreement aims to stabilize bilateral data flows, increase data interoperability, 
and ensure international data standards, in order to shape the global data environment 
and support mutually beneficial collaborations on global challenges and opportunities 
(DCMS 2021).

In the domain of arts and culture, big data collected on audiences increasingly 
informs the evaluation of arts activities to support decision- making processes, be-
coming “a source of national, indeed international, obsession” (Gilmore, Arvanitis, and 
Albert 2018, 13). National arts councils in countries across the globe stressed the value 
of big data in cultural policymaking— for example, to improve the allocation of public 
monies, increase the effectiveness of arts organizations in satisfying audiences, and de-
velop new business strategies (Crossick and Kaszynska 2016). The recent attention given 
to big data and its potential to revolutionize everyday practices of arts management 
has informed new arts management practices, which increasingly rely on big- data col-
lection and analysis (Gilmore, Arvanitis, and Albert 2018). For example, the Smarter 
London Together Strategy of the Greater London Authority (GLA) stresses the impor-
tance of mapping the city’s cultural infrastructure across all boroughs by benchmarking 
cultural venues and their supporting ecosystems to facilitate strategic economic and 
cultural planning, including cultural tourism activities that have important implications 
for nation- branding and diplomacy. The Cultural Infrastructure Map developed by the 
GLA geovisualizes cultural assets alongside useful contextual data, such as transport 
networks and population growth, to offer a detailed snapshot of information (Mayor 
of London 2020). The map makes it possible to correlate different sets of data, such as 
transport, planning, audience, and demographics, that are specific to a particular ge-
ographic area, enabling the tracking of cultural activity, the measurement of cultural 
assets, and the coordination of human flows to monitor traffic and ensure public safety.

Recently, geovisualization approaches in mapping cultural activities have also been 
employed in cultural and creative industries research to categorize the size, economic 
significance, and growth patterns of creative industries, looking at the geographic 
distribution of global cultural production chains and cultural consumption with an 
accompanying analysis of “cluster effects” (Duxbury, Garrett- Petts, and Longley 2018). 
Going beyond global economics, the political implications of cultural activities taking 
place on the global stage have been addressed through both academic scholarship 
(Manovich 2020; Grincheva 2018) and professional experimentation in cultural map-
ping (Culture Counts 2021). In 2018, for instance, researchers from the University of 
Melbourne collaborated with the Australian Centre for the Moving Image to produce an 
experimental web application, Museum Soft Power Map, that can measure and map the 
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soft power of museums. The research was instrumental in unlocking the power of big 
data generated by contemporary museums on- site and online to tell meaningful stories 
about their local, regional, and global audiences, connections, engagements, and diplo-
matic implications (Grincheva 2019b, 2022).

The strategic aggregation and analysis of big data generated by audiences in online, 
mobile, and even offline environments also provided promising perspectives for cul-
tural diplomacy evaluations, especially for understanding patterns in public discourses 
in order to tailor messages and measure the effectiveness of communication campaigns 
(Riordan 2019). For example, digital tools have increasingly been used in evaluating 
public diplomacy activities, especially on social networks. As self- recording tools, social 
media allow the tracking, aggregation, and analysis of data, exposing public perceptions 
and even tracing shifts in opinions over time (Ji 2017, 80). For example, Ying (2017) 
proposed conducting a “web- ecological” analysis of internet- based sources by exploring 
online conversations among users as well as their engagements with specific political or 
cultural ideas through the production, sharing, circulation, and consumption of mul-
timedia content. These methods draw on computer science, including data mining 
and sentiment analysis techniques, for measuring audience valence (Ying 2017; Bjola, 
Cassidy, and Manor 2020). These data analysis tools offer new opportunities for cultural 
actors to measure the extent to which foreign audiences engage with, disseminate, re-
purpose, and interact with cultural content, and they also provide a means to assess how 
positive or negative these interactions are.

While computational methods significantly increase the scope of data that could 
be effectively analyzed in a short time, this analysis comes with limitations and biases 
that should be properly acknowledged. First, quantitative data usually gives an im-
pression of extreme objectivity, which is misleading, as the algorithms reflect the cog-
nitive biases and epistemological prejudices of their designers (Kitchin 2014). Second, 
these data- intensive metrics offer only limited insights into the impacts of cultural di-
plomacy; qualitative methods, storytelling, and analysis of “thick” data also need to 
be employed to complement data analytics (Grincheva 2022). Third, algorithms em-
ployed for data analysis can be hacked by a hostile intelligence service to manipulate 
the policy decision- making of those dependent on its output (Riordan 2019). Finally, 
one should acknowledge that in certain cases data aggregation and collection violate 
privacy, freedom of expression, and human rights in the digital age. The notion of “data 
being the new gold,” especially in its use for commercial purposes by platform providers 
and transnational tech corporations, raises important issues about data privacy, surveil-
lance, and public security. Similarly, the use of technology for data surveillance, particu-
larly in authoritarian states, endangers political freedom and rights to privacy of digital 
citizens (Wong 2021).

In the cultural community, these questions have become vital, especially since the 
beginning of the COVID- 19 pandemic, when many cultural organizations and arts 
communities became dependent on online service providers for sharing their activities 
and keeping meaningful connections with their audiences. For example, during the AI 
Week event organized by the EU National Institutes for Culture in late 2020, a strong 
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concern was expressed by cultural institutions and artistic groups. They advocated for 
the creation of digital civic spaces that are not controlled by big tech conglomerates, 
which already monopolize the global communication space. The co- founder of the 
Superrr Lab, Elisa Lindinger, warned that a public digital sphere created with the 
public’s interest at heart does not exist at the moment. She advocated for implementing 
a universal declaration of digital human rights and called for the design of new digital 
civic spaces that are in the hands of artists and cultural communities (Brodigan 2020). 
Relying heavily on establishing peaceful and trustful relationships across countries, cul-
tural actors need to properly address these concerns and find a middle ground between 
data surveillance and impact analysis that is increasingly informed by data collected on 
global audiences.

As this chapter demonstrates, new media technology and the processes it facilitates, 
such as virtualization, algorithmization, and datafication, can catalyze positive or neg-
ative trends in cultural diplomacy. Digital tools and platforms are not a panacea to im-
prove cross- cultural communication. While they have great potential, they also heavily 
rely on actors’ strategies and specific uses that can either enhance human connections 
across borders or downplay the efforts of cultural communities to establish a mean-
ingful and mutually beneficial dialogue.

Implications and Conclusions

The disruptions of physical interactions and travel under the pressure of national 
lockdowns and border closure during the COVID- 19 pandemic clearly demonstrated 
that it is no longer possible or even economically feasible for 3.6 billion people, half of 
the world’s population, to live offline (United Nations 2020). Furthermore, during the 
crisis, the volume of digital cultural production and its global consumption rate dramat-
ically increased (UNESCO 2020), paving more reliable avenues for digital communica-
tion and even diplomacy. Livestreaming, VR and AR tours, and metaverse immersive 
experiences have reinforced the role of digital technologies in delivering cultural con-
tent to global audiences and providing meaningful platforms for cross- cultural com-
munications. This chapter has conceptualized complex processes of cultural diplomacy 
metamorphosis in the twenty- first century, identifying such important trends as virtu-
alization, algorithmization, and datafication. It has illustrated the increasing penetra-
tion of digital technologies in the cultural practices that are designed for international 
outreach and engagements.

Several decades ago, cultural diplomacy required careful planning and organi-
zational skills from international art managers to successfully navigate global routes; 
this required that they understand the geopolitical climate, border regulations, and 
visa and legal issues. Today, sharing cultural content, creating international cul-
tural communities, and bringing artists together in the virtual realm also require 
strong arts management competences. However, contemporary diplomatic practices 
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increasingly demand greater digital and data literacy in order to productively cross dig-
ital boundaries, circulate cultural content in the global media space, and establish mean-
ingful avenues for digital interactive communications with international audiences. 
“The new space of human presence combines elements of reality and virtuality and 
becomes . . . the basis for the emergence of new forms of mobility of an unprecedented 
structure, roles, functions, or intensity” (Jaskuła 2012, 81). These new digital flows of 
human, cultural, and economic capital present new opportunities for international cul-
tural relations and at the same time engender new forms of risk.

The negative implications of virtualization, algorithmization, and datafication 
discussed earlier alert us that new digital tools, platforms, and policies must be designed, 
implemented, and regulated with core participants in mind in order for those digital 
elements to live up to their potential as catalysts for cross- cultural understanding, trust, 
and respect. In the digital age, international arts managers must be equipped with foun-
dational critical digital and data knowledge and skills to overcome digital access barriers 
and inequalities, properly acknowledge digital content creators’ rights, address issues 
of data privacy and surveillance, and create safe public spaces for trustful communica-
tions. Furthermore, the rapid development of new technologies, which give audiences 
self- broadcasting tools and advanced communication opportunities across physical and 
virtual realities, highlights the importance of multistakeholder cooperation. Because 
cultural diplomacy in the digital age is becoming more multilayered, multidirectional, 
and dispersed among many actors, international arts managers have to find ways to en-
courage democratic governance of digital technologies, with a clear understanding of 
the roles and responsibilities of the public, private, and civic sectors.

Art managers need strong digital competences in order to design accessible virtual 
spaces, regulate online communication, and engage in responsible data analysis, with 
the goal of ensuring the fair use of digital technologies among involved stakeholders 
and communities, while mitigating risks. These questions about the multiple actors in 
contemporary cultural diplomacy in the virtual domain deserve a much broader and 
deeper discussion. New research should explore how digital technologies democratize 
cultural diplomacy activities, advancing the new role of public and civil society actors 
(such as independent artists, cultural communities, and arts organizations) as impor-
tant “cultural ambassadors” in the digital media space. Finally, future research on the 
use of AI in cultural diplomacy should scrutinize the perspectives shared in this chapter 
about the power of algorithmization to introduce nonhuman actors into the realm of 
cross- cultural communications.
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Chapter 11

Cultural Pl anning and  
a  “Communit y Turn”  

in the Arts
Maximizing Cultural Resources for Social Impact

Tom Borrup

The formal practice of cultural planning, which originated in the 1970s, is not widely 
understood and is relatively unknown outside municipal or local arts agencies. 
Especially in the United States, where the research described in this chapter was 
conducted, cultural planning in its early years demonstrated an ability to build coop-
eration among nonprofit arts organizations and to elevate their collective capacity to 
attract public and private sector funding. I join other scholars and practitioners who 
argue its contributions can be far greater (Bianchini 1999; Ghilardi 2001; Mercer 2006; 
Montgomery 1990). More recently cultural planning has demonstrated it can mobilize 
cultural resources to a variety of civic and social concerns. These include racial and cul-
tural equity, affordable housing, transportation, health, local economies, and commu-
nity vitality, among others.

In Canada, where cultural planning embraces a broader definition of culture and a 
more engaged role for the sector in civic affairs, Baeker (2010, vi), a Canadian cultural 
planner, defined the practice thus:

Cultural planning is about harnessing the assets of a community; celebrating the 
unique resources, such as heritage properties, natural assets, and community 
spirit; revitalizing downtown cores that too often have deteriorated; honouring 
and respecting the unique contributions of our artists and artisans; creating di-
verse and safe neighborhoods; raising the bar for urban design; protecting our 
green spaces and becoming better stewards of our environment; and the many 
other elements that make up a community moving forward confidently in the 21st 
century.
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Since the beginnings of formal practice in the United States, cultural planning grew 
under the influence of the country’s mostly market- driven, predominantly white non-
profit arts sector (Dreeszen 1994; Stevenson 2014). Research described here shows that 
because of these influences, the practice has not engaged or helped build the full spec-
trum of cultural resources of communities, and only in isolated cases in the United 
States has it begun to extend its community impacts. By and large, however, and some-
what ironically, advancing cultural equity is not among the impacts reported.

During most of its forty years of practice, usually under the sponsorship of munic-
ipal arts agencies looking to advance the interests of arts organizations, cultural plan-
ning has served to advance the work of dominant cultural institutions. Organizations 
such as symphony orchestras, ballets, art museums, and professional theaters carry out 
charitable missions to provide cultural programs yet remain overwhelmingly white or 
Eurocentric in their cultural makeup and orientation, increasingly out of sync with the 
cities in which they operate.

Partly because of its limited scope, cultural planning grew but did not become as 
ubiquitous as early advocates anticipated. Cultural planning has often served what I 
call a circle- the- wagons strategy— using the metaphor of white American colonists in 
the 1800s employing their covered wagons in battles with Native people trying to dis-
courage encroachment on their lands. Cultural planning acted as one defense of the cul-
tural sector against those who would attack, censor, or eliminate the arts from public 
sector budgets. However, those circled wagons also excluded cultural groups and 
practices outside of established Eurocentric arts organizations and art forms.

Another Look at Cultural Planning

A survey of United States cultural plans during the second decade of the twenty- first 
century, described in this chapter, reflects the intentions of some cultural plans to ad-
vance equity and diversity but with nominal success. The survey was conducted in 2017 
by this author (Borrup 2018) in collaboration with Americans for the Arts and in con-
sultation with Craig Dreeszen, who completed a parallel survey in 1994 (Dreeszen 1994). 
The online survey was sent to just over two hundred local arts agencies, all members of 
Americans for the Arts, that reported in a 2015 survey they had completed or updated 
a cultural plan within the past ten years. The online survey comprised thirty- five 
questions, many with a multitude of categories and options, including open- ended 
responses. A total of fifty agencies completed the survey, representing cities of various 
sizes and similar to the respondents to the 1994 Dreeszen survey. The 2017 survey in-
cluded many of the same questions asked twenty- three years earlier, with the intent to 
examine changes over time to cultural planning practices, characteristics of plans, pla-
nning intentions, and subsequent community outcomes as reported by the agencies 
leading, or significantly involved in, these cultural plans.
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The survey and comparison provide both a detailed snapshot of more recent prac-
tice and a longitudinal look at changes since the 1980s and early 1990s. Specifically, 
these data illuminate the purpose, process, and outcomes of cultural planning from the 
perspectives of local arts agencies.

While a wider community turn in the arts (Dreeszen 1994) and in cultural planning 
was in evidence, it represents a slow turn. The full cultural resources of communities 
are generally not recognized, let alone afforded additional funding or consideration. In 
conclusion, I cite five limitations that need to be addressed for cultural planning— and 
for the arts and culture sector— to continue the community turn and to more fully serve 
their communities.

Roots of Cultural Planning

Tracing the origins of any profession or practice is never a straight line, nor are its 
beginnings simply attributable to any one person, organization, or event. Practitioners, 
advocates, scholars, observers, and others on multiple continents have contributed to 
the evolution of cultural planning, although general agreement places its origins as a 
formal practice in the United States.

Both Dreeszen (1994, 1998) and Ghilardi (2001) traced the roots of cultural planning 
to the late nineteenth- century City Beautiful movement, the 1930s Works Progress 
Administration (WPA) in the United States, and the community arts movement of the 
1940s. American community arts activist Maryo Gard Ewell (2000) pointed further 
back to the Village Improvement movement in Massachusetts in 1853 for its efforts to 
plant trees, pave streets and sidewalks, and secure recreational facilities and other social 
amenities. Leavitt (1980) likewise detailed civic improvement groups in various cities 
in the United States led by women in the late nineteenth century that addressed issues 
including parks and playgrounds, street lighting, tree planting, libraries, and sidewalks, 
as well as civic pride. In terms of methods, Dreeszen pointed out that cultural planning 
shares antecedents in city planning practices formalized during the mid- twentieth cen-
tury such as participatory neighborhood- level planning to address local amenities, 
opportunities for youth, tourism, local economic growth, and organizing for collective 
action, among other local concerns (see Rohe 2009).

The formal practice, as currently understood, is widely considered to have emerged 
in the late 1970s and through the 1980s in the United States. Ewell related that in 1975 she 
worked for the Arts Council of Greater New Haven, where “we did a cultural plan and 
called it that. I think that this may have been one of the very first plans.” However, Ewell 
affirmed that, like most of the early cultural plans, “it was first and foremost an arts plan 
that asked: ‘How can arts organizations and individual artists work together to both pro-
tect our sector, secure new venues, and collectively attract more audiences, money, and 
stature?’ ” (personal communication, February 27, 2020).
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Jones (1993), Landry (2000), Ghilardi (2001), and Stevenson (2014) all credit 
American Robert McNulty for advocating new thinking about cultural policy and pla-
nning beginning in the mid- 1970s. Founder of Partners for Livable Places (later Partners 
for Livable Communities), a Washington, DC, advocacy, research, and publishing non-
profit, McNulty expanded on the standard intrinsic value proposition (that art is simply 
good for you) advanced by most arts institutions and advocates.

In an early 1980s report, McNulty described that many cities involved in his organi-
zation since 1975 “identified some aspect of cultural planning as a focus for their local 
projects” (1983, 55). In the same report, he recounted a 1976 conference when he was 
employed by the National Endowment for the Arts (NEA) and his conversations with 
Los Angeles– based city planner and professor Harvey Perloff about examining cultural 
amenities. A 1978 NEA grant to a group led by Perloff helped fund this plan. Perloff ’s 
(1979) resulting treatise on how the City of Los Angeles should address the arts may 
not constitute the origins of the practice, but the 1979 plan has been recognized by 
various scholars as the first formal cultural plan. Perhaps because Perloff was a highly 
regarded city planner, this early plan was more outwardly focused than the 1975 New 
Haven plan described by Ewell, as well as most plans over the subsequent twenty years. 
Further, it was explicitly adopted into formal city and county plans, unlike a majority of 
subsequent plans (Dreeszen 1994). In the 1980s, the scope of cultural plans narrowed 
to become more internally focused, conducted by, for, and about the institutional arts 
sector. While Perloff prescribed a relatively broad role for the arts, his plan did not in-
voke a broader definition of culture as did some later plans, particularly in Australia 
and Canada (Baeker 2010; Dowling 1997; Mercer 2006; Stevenson 2014). This focus on 
arts (versus culture) perhaps set the stage for the planning process to divert attention to 
the needs of the formal arts sector rather than advocate ways to serve and connect the 
growing diversity of people and cultural resources of cities.

Purposes of Cultural Planning

With the exponential growth of the formal nonprofit arts sector in the United States 
beginning in the 1950s, public sector support remained scarce (Kreidler 1996). Arts 
advocates in the United States looked to other Western democracies where governments 
provided all or a majority of financial support to cultural institutions, and they sought 
ways to leverage greater subsidies from all levels of government. Cultural planning in 
the United States was therefore focused on garnering greater public sector support, as 
well as increasing funding from the private sector.

In his 1994 doctoral dissertation, which remains, in my view, the most significant 
study on cultural planning in the United States, Dreeszen (1994), a cultural planning 
practitioner, observed that new or increased financial resources for the arts tended to 
follow the completion of a cultural plan. His findings further encouraged arts agencies 
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to focus the primary purpose of planning on leveraging new or increased funding. 
Local arts agencies that commissioned plans often sought to elevate their positions as 
leaders within their jurisdictional territory as well (Dreeszen 1994). These are not, in 
themselves, negative or inappropriate goals. They are simply limited and limiting. While 
expanding the funding base of established arts organizations and local arts agencies has 
merit, the greater value they can bring to a range of community concerns is infrequently 
addressed.

For local governments, in the United States and other parts of the world, cultural 
planning remains the primary tool for policy- setting in the cultural arena and the best 
opportunity to gain a more complete understanding of their cultural resources. In the 
hands of public or private nonprofit arts agencies, whose primary constituencies are 
nonprofit arts institutions, this centered cultural planning as a self- perpetuating advo-
cacy tool is often little more than coordinated arts marketing and fundraising.

Various international scholars critiqued this orientation. Kunzmann (2004) called 
such plans “unhelpful and tiresome culture- related shopping lists” (399), while Kovacs 
(2011) wrote, “the placement of cultural planning in an arts- centered department only 
reinforces the narrow understandings of what culture and cultural planning are all 
about” (332). Cultural planning, argued Mercer (2006), “cannot be generated from the 
self- satisfied and enclosed position which holds that art is good for people and the com-
munity” (6).

During the first dozen years of formal cultural planning in the United States, Dreeszen 
(1994) found that practitioners did not articulate what they meant by culture, yet their 
plans focused on formal Western arts practices and nonprofits. This limited the scope 
of what activities and organizations were considered in the planning process. Dreeszen 
(1994, 243) observed:

With some notable exceptions, most cultural planning centers upon the interests of 
arts organizations, arts audiences, and artists. Some plans focus on the arts and as-
sert no pretensions to transform communities. Others purport to plan for the entire 
community but are concerned with that community mostly for its potential support 
of the arts.

Cultural planning evolved differently in the United States than in other parts of the 
world, most significantly because of the cultural sector’s dominant market- driven and 
philanthropic underpinnings, in contrast with most other countries. It also remains a 
strictly local option, whereas in some countries local governments are required to pro-
duce cultural plans, much as they are required to produce master plans addressing infra-
structure, transportation, and housing.

While cultural plans that serve as strategic plans for the nonprofit cultural sector 
have merit for those included in them, cultural planning has only begun to evolve into 
a more inclusive process that makes visible and addresses the diverse needs of people, 
their many cultures, their ways of living together, and their collective well- being. At the 
same time, with more nuanced knowledge of the people in a community, the cultural 
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dimensions of local policy across a spectrum of municipal concerns become more 
meaningful and can move communities forward in more just and inclusive ways.

The focus of cultural plans often comes more from the practices and biases of 
consultants hired to prepare them and from templates shared among local agencies to 
specify the type of plan they want to commission (Stevenson 2014) than from the unique 
assets and interests of individual communities. Recommendations in most plans are ex-
tralegal in that they call for voluntary actions or collaborations among local actors. They 
sometimes recommend municipal policies related to such factors as public funding, 
agency capacity- building, public art programs, regulations pertaining to activities in 
public spaces, and provisions for creative districts or artist live- work spaces.

Seeing More from Cultural Planning

In a retrospective on the broad impacts of the practice in Australia, Dowling (1997) 
observes that “the theory of cultural planning begins with a fluid and broad definition 
of culture” (23). Such an approach was advocated by Mercer (2006), a fellow Australian, 
among others. In practice, however, most cultural planning remains narrowly focused, 
using a material and Western definition of cultural practices— namely, “the arts.” Some 
early practitioners and scholars, including Bianchini (2004) and Montgomery (1990), 
along with Mercer and a group of arts and city planning leaders who convened in San 
Antonio in 1979 (Porter 1980), felt it could be more.

These writers argue that cultural planning holds promise as a novel and complemen-
tary approach to municipal planning and policy- setting, what Kovacs (2011) describes as 
“an ethical corrective to physical planning” (322). Putting this a different way, Ghilardi 
(2001) wrote, “cultural planning is not the ‘planning of culture,’ but a cultural (anthro-
pological) approach to urban planning and policy” (125). Whether an ethical corrective 
or an anthropological approach, cultural planning practices have the potential to add 
value by informing city planning of the variety of ways of life and ways of living together 
among increasingly diverse populations.

As an early practitioner and leading thinker, Mercer (2006) saw cultural planning as 
part of a larger strategy. He argues that “it has to make connections with physical and 
town planning, with economic and industrial development objectives, with social jus-
tice initiatives, with recreational planning, with housing and public works” (6).

Just a year prior to Dreeszen’s (1994) study, planning professor Bernie Jones (1993) 
summarized typical cultural plan goals as:

 1. Enhancing community image and promoting economic development
 2. Promoting cooperation among cultural organizations
 3. Calling for development of cultural facilities
 4. Identifying financial resource needs and improving organizational management
 5. Enhancing arts marketing and promotion
 6. Increasing quantity, quality, and diversity of arts programs
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 7. Advocating arts education
 8. Supporting individual artists

These represent a more nuanced but still internal- sector focus in contrast to the Perloff 
plan for Los Angeles. Nearly thirty years later, the above remain common elements in 
cultural plans that continue to focus on the formal, nonprofit cultural sector’s needs and 
aspirations. However, because cultural planning is practiced in a variety of ways, some 
plans have served wider community- centered purposes. Dreeszen (1994) cited plans in 
four cities as outliers that addressed wider community concerns and were “not typical of 
cultural planning documented in this study.” He speculated that these plans may “repre-
sent the next generation of the practice” (244).

The Borrup (2018) study found that plans fall on a spectrum of purposes. The spec-
trum does not represent a consistent progression, nor are the items mutually exclusive. 
From most narrowly focused to most comprehensive, they are:

 1. Sustain or increase funding and favorable policies for formal arts activities and 
organizations

 2. Enhance the capacity of arts and cultural organizations to act collectively to ad-
vance their individual and common missions

 3. Adopt municipal codes and regulations to accommodate more formal and in-
formal cultural practices in public and other regulated spaces

 4. Identify and build on distinct cultural assets and community identity, typically for 
tourism marketing and product branding

 5. Animate public spaces and/ or civic processes through creative and culturally 
attuned design, activities, and public art

 6. Expand the range of people and cultural practices included in the identity of a 
community and/ or resource and space allocations

 7. Employ cultural assets to address economic and/ or neighborhood development 
or other social or educational challenges

 8. Determine complex community- wide challenges and devise strategies that bring 
cultural resources to bear to advance a community vision and/ or to address 
challenges

 9. Analyze and strategically leverage unique and diverse cultural characteristics, 
resources, and activities of both people and places to inform and serve an array 
of municipal issues and policies such as transit, housing, recreation, health, and 
education

The Community Turn

According to Wyatt, MacDowall, and Mulligan (2013), “Since late in the twentieth 
century, the relationship between art- making and community- making has been 
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transformed by a surge of new or renewed interest in the idea of community across all 
art forms” (82). Is such a turn- to- community that Wyatt, MacDowall, and Mulligan 
observed affirmed or energized by the practice of cultural planning? Are more arts and 
culture agencies and local cultural sectors turning their focus outward to impact their 
communities in multiple ways? Understanding more about the directions and outcomes 
of cultural planning may help city planners better see how cultural sector aspirations 
and impacts are addressed through cultural planning and where their work may inter-
sect. Data in this chapter explore whether cultural planning has shown itself catalytic in 
local policy- setting and organizing the sector to apply its capacities to address a more 
diverse range of community needs.

Cultural Planning at 40 (Borrup 2018) found that cultural planning continues to pro-
duce a turn to community (albeit a slow turn), observed by Dreeszen (1994) twenty- 
three years earlier:

The larger- than- the- arts community involvement in cultural planning accelerates 
what would otherwise be a gradual shift in emphasis from arts development to 
also embrace community development. Planning sometimes helps achieve a better 
balance between these dual objectives. It may be during cultural planning that the 
potential for reciprocity may be understood and the arts and larger communities ap-
preciate what each may do for the other. (Dreeszen 1994, 91)

While some communities continue to circle their arts wagons, the 2018 study 
affirmed that cultural plans— like most plans— are aspirational and do produce a va-
riety of outcomes even when they fall short of achieving all their goals. These findings 
look at cultural planning in the United States as of 2017 with direct comparisons to 
Dreeszen’s research twenty- three years earlier. Findings indicate that cultural planning 
practice and plans across the United States demonstrated changes in approaches and 
topical concerns in some areas, while in others there was surprisingly little change. 
The scope of issues addressed, and expectations community leaders had for pla-
nning versus outcomes they reported, illustrate some of the most significant changes. 
However, progress in the outcomes of cultural planning fell especially short in two sig-
nificant areas: integration of cultural planning with city planning and expanding inclu-
sion of and resources for “underrepresented communities”— meaning communities of 
color and immigrant communities, populations that collectively represent majorities 
in many United States cities.

One of the most consistent outcomes of cultural planning in the United States has 
been its effectiveness at helping arts and cultural organizations, agencies, and some-
times individual artists organize as a sector to act collectively on their own behalf 
(Borrup 2018). In some cases, cultural planning helps local cultural sectors learn how 
they can contribute to their communities in ways that extend or go beyond their tradi-
tional arts and culture programs. This is often through participation in economic devel-
opment, tourism, education, public space improvement, and other areas of interest to 
local governments.
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Variations in cultural planning from place to place and over time put its purposes 
on a spectrum that ranges from reinforcing dominant institutional cultural practices 
to identifying and equitably weaving the capacities and cultural assets of communities 
into a broad complement of civic concerns. While most cultural planning in the United 
States falls closer to the former, a trend has emerged toward expanded definitions of 
culture and toward the cultural sector serving as a partner to address broader commu-
nity goals.

Expectations versus Outcomes

Reasons for entering into cultural planning were the subject of a series of questions in 
the early part of the survey conducted in 2017 (Borrup 2018). Parallel questions toward 
the end of the survey related to outcomes or changes respondents observed. In most 
cases, what respondents indicated they expected from cultural planning was greater 
than the outcomes they reported. In all but one of twenty- two topical areas, expecta-
tions exceeded subsequent outcomes by an average of 18 percent. In comparison with 
results from a survey asking the same questions by Dreeszen in 1994, the types of expec-
tations and outcomes changed significantly.

The highest positive outcome reported in 2017 was in building connections among 
cultural organizations and activities. Eighty- eight percent hoped to achieve this result, 
with 84 percent rating this as a positive outcome, one of the most consistent expectation- 
to- outcome showings.

As seen in Figure 11.1, the widest variation between expectation and outcome in 
the 2017 survey was in finding new financial resources for the arts and cultural work, 
where 90 percent rated this as a goal against 46 percent who reported it as an actual 
outcome. This leaves 44 percent who were disappointed in this regard. Were expecta-
tions inordinately raised about the potential outcome of cultural planning to produce 
new resources, or did cultural planning take on a more expanded meaning, where 
cities and cultural agencies came to appreciate that it can achieve more than just 
expanding their budgets?

In other outcomes, 80 percent indicated in the 2017 survey they entered planning 
hoping to better organize the cultural community to advocate on its own behalf, and 
72 percent reported they achieved more capacity for advocacy after planning. In 1994, 
Dreeszen found that 59 percent entered planning with this expectation, compared with 
only 19 percent who indicated favorable outcomes in capacity for collective advocacy. 
This affirms that cultural planning, after a couple of decades of work, has emerged as an 
efficient vehicle for sector organizing.

An area with one of the lower expectations was assessing the need for and viability of 
new cultural facilities, with 42 percent expecting progress in that area, and the same per-
centage indicating affirmative results. Dreeszen (1994) reported that only 12 percent in his 
1994 survey entered planning with that expectation, yet 58 percent indicated new facilities 
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as an outcome. This was one of two areas where Dreeszen found outcomes rated higher 
than expectations. The other, mentioned above, was in finding new financial resources. 
These suggest that cultural planning during the 1980s and early 1990s was, as Dreeszen 
concluded, mostly centered on the interests of arts organizations and arts audiences.

Advancing Community Needs

As seen in Figure 11.2, the most highly rated reason cited for conducting a cultural plan 
in the 2017 survey, by 94 percent of respondents, was to enable the cultural sector to 
make greater community impacts. The kinds of impacts were not specified. High expec-
tations in their responses indicate their desire to contribute outwardly to the commu-
nity, rather than an inward focus on benefits planning brings to the sector. Considerably 
fewer— 76 percent— reported that greater community impact resulted from their plan, 
and 18 percent reported that impact had not changed.

The second- highest positive outcome was in learning new ways arts and culture can 
bring value to the community, with 82 percent hoping for this result, against 80 percent 
reporting gains in this area, a consistent expectation- to- outcome showing. In the earlier 
study (Dreeszen 1994), only 19 percent reported learning new ways to bring value to the 
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community as an outcome, a dramatic change in the nature of expectations between the 
two time periods.

In the 2017 data, tied with finding new financial resources as the second- highest ex-
pectation was identifying strategies to apply cultural resources to civic priorities. In this 
case, 90 percent anticipated this from planning, while 68 percent indicated improve-
ment in applying cultural resources to civic concerns. This compares with only 19 per-
cent who indicated it as an outcome in 1994 and represents the most dramatic change 
between the two study periods.

The contrast in reported outcomes between the 1994 and 2017 surveys reflects consid-
erably different priorities. The most significant single outcome reported in 1994 was new 
financial resources generated for the arts. The second most significant was bolstering ed-
ucation and youth development, followed closely by new cultural facilities. In 2017, these 
were among the lowest- outcome areas. Instead, the 2017 survey revealed that building 
connections within the cultural sector, learning new ways to add value to communities, 
better organizing the cultural community for greater community impact, and better 
organizing for advocacy were the top outcomes. This indicates changing conditions and 
expectations in the arts sector and a shift in the purpose of cultural planning. It provides 
evidence of a community turn, predicted by Dreeszen (1994).
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Inequities in Resource Distribution

There are haves and have- nots in every community when it comes to financial resources, 
facilities, and policies pertaining to cultural practices. Planning typically favors one or 
more groups of people (or cultures) over others. Data indicate that cultural planning has 
not done a good job of arriving at an equitable balance. Findings show that many who 
sponsor cultural plans expressed a goal to achieve a more inclusive and equitable distri-
bution of resources across diverse ethnic and cultural groups (Borrup 2018). However, 
outcomes fell far short of these intentions.

Among twenty- two outcome categories surveyed for cultural plans, allocation of 
more resources for underrepresented communities ranked the lowest. While 70 percent 
said they entered the planning process hoping to see more resources allocated to un-
derrepresented communities, only 26 percent reported “somewhat more” and a mere 
4 percent reported allocating “much more” as an outcome. This represents the largest 
divide between expectations and outcomes of all categories in the study. With 58 percent 
reporting that allocations were the same as before planning, this is the highest rating of 
“no change” out of all outcome categories.

In other outcomes, under half (48 percent) said their plan included specific actions 
to address issues of diversity, equity, and inclusion in the cultural life of the commu-
nity. This leaves a majority who said they did not, a shocking finding for the cultural 
sector in the United States in a twenty- first- century context. In a related question about 
the removal of barriers to create more cultural participation, 82 percent entered cul-
tural planning expecting to remove barriers, with 52 percent reporting progress subse-
quent to planning. The spread of 30 percent between expectation and outcome is nearly 
double the average variation between expectations and outcomes in all areas surveyed. 
This indicates a high level of disappointment or inability to achieve progress in this area.

Limitations of Cultural Planning

Overall, the 2017 survey (Borrup 2018) showed cultural planning to be aspirational— 
as it should be— and that the cultural sector began to address a growing range of civic 
concerns. However, as the data above indicate, efforts related to diversity, equity, and 
inclusion produced the lowest results. Based on these findings, a literature review, and 
firsthand experience in cultural planning, I distilled five forces or phenomena that have 
limited cultural planning in its ability to maximize cultural resources for social impact.

“Culture”

The first limitation relates to a narrow use and understanding of “culture.” A kind of 
gravity within the nonprofit arts sector pulls toward a default definition promoted by 
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formal arts institutions and agencies that have kept cultural planning within their orbit. 
Some scholars (Mercer 2006; Mills 2003; Stevenson 2005; Landry 2008) describe this 
phenomenon in their arguments for how the promise of cultural planning has been 
sidetracked by sector self- interest.

Community leaders of all stripes tend to default to “opera- house culture” (Wagner 
1975)— the standard cluster of Eurocentric activities, organizational models, and aes-
thetic values that constitute formal arts institutions and practices. I call this gravita-
tional pull. Of course, in a day- to- day community context, gravitating to what is familiar 
or part of established ways is an understandable phenomenon. People can only begin 
with what they know and potentially move a step or two to expand on the familiar, what 
American futurist Steven Johnson (2010, 23) describes as the “adjacent possible.”

The sway local arts agencies have over cultural planning and its outcomes puts such 
planning in the service of securing resources and elevating the agencies’ capacities to 
produce and deliver arts and cultural experiences. While not an unworthy undertaking, 
it discounts a wider range of cultural needs and potential the sector can bring to a com-
munity. With culture locked in a Eurocentric understanding of the arts, this excludes 
many people and denies social systems and civic infrastructure the benefits of a deeper 
understanding of their diverse communities and their own cultural biases.

Scarcity Mindset

Another important way to understand culture is through the lens of either abundance or 
scarcity (Borrup 2021; Martin 1996; Turner and Rojek 2001). Is culture a bottomless well 
of traditions, and is creativity found in every corner of daily life, something to be contin-
ually explored, enjoyed, and fostered? Or is culture a finite cache of aesthetic treasures, 
and creativity a set of high- powered practices closely held by elite institutions and highly 
trained artists? This second mindset is grounded in the scarcity or deficit- based mindset 
or approach predominant in most cultural work, and limits cultural planning.

Seeing culture as either scarce or abundant is essential in understanding the differ-
ence between the colonial and exploitive capacities of culture versus its ability to em-
power and connect. In thinking about where culture resides, what creativity means, and 
who engages in traditional and creative practices, it is critical to consider this difference. 
Young (2008, 71) asserts that it is important for culture “to be found and explored eve-
rywhere and not viewed as a scarce commodity.” Whether implicitly or explicitly prac-
ticed, the scarcity mindset creates a hierarchy that stratifies cultural forms and practices, 
valuing some and devaluing others, and thus sets up or reinforces inequitable power- 
based relationships.

As part of a colonialist or missionary concept of bringing the benefits of culture or en-
lightenment to the “uncultured” masses, the scarcity mindset denies the value of some 
cultures compared to others. Abundance acknowledges and celebrates culture and crea-
tivity as ubiquitous and present in the lives and identities of all people. Cultural planning 
can and should acknowledge the abundance of cultures in communities and strategize 
ways to appreciate and constructively engage, connect, and support them to generate 
productive relationship- building.
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Professional Silos

The third limitation has to do with professional silos. Most cultural planners emerge 
from arts sector professions and have limited preparation for their work. Bianchini 
(1999, 200) argues that narrow training in arts administration is

inadequate for cultural planners, who also need to know about political economy 
and urban sociology, about how cities work (as societies, economies, polities, and 
eco- systems, as well as cultural milieux) and of course about physical planning itself, 
otherwise they cannot influence it.

Bianchini’s comments, while over two decades old at the time of this writing, remain per-
tinent. There continue to be limited opportunities in the academic arena for preparing 
cultural planners and little change among agencies hiring planning consultants.

The recent study (Borrup 2018), described above, reveals that only 41 percent of the 
consultants employed to assist cities in cultural planning consider it to be their primary 
area of expertise. The next largest group of cultural planning consultants, at 23 per-
cent, specialize in nonprofit arts management or strategic planning. Others bring skills 
in marketing or economic development. Only a handful of individual university- level 
courses in cultural planning are offered in the United States. Most cultural planners are 
self- taught and self- defined. Some bring long associations with large institutions, while 
others have been more associated with community- based creative practices. Most bring 
a narrow approach to culture.

In the United States, as well as globally, there is no organized field of cultural planning 
and no formal recognition of the profession, as in credentials or licensing. There is little 
training and no professional associations or publications for cultural planners. There 
are no standards of practice or formally recognized methods. Instead, there is a “mar-
ketplace” in which municipal or cultural agency “buyers” issue requests for proposals 
or qualifications and to which independent consultants or firms respond as “suppliers” 
with a variety of skills to compete for contracts. In a few cases, cultural agency staff pro-
duce plans as a service to their municipal or institutional constituencies. The profession 
itself needs to organize, and academic institutions need to become partners in providing 
more preparation for planners.

Outsiders at an Inside Job

Cultural planning grew as an interest- group organizing effort among arts nonprofits 
and arts advocacy organizations. With the exception of some major institutions, those 
in the cultural sector tend to feel socially marginalized. Political attacks against artists 
and arts organizations in the 1990s in the United States, for instance, added to a sense of 
being under siege. The field is frequently found at the bottom of professional pay scales. 
As in any industry or professional sector that feels itself to be on the outside, banding 
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together proved effective to influence public policy, the media, and private- sector power 
brokers, including philanthropies. Cultural plans typically include a multitude of goals 
that the arts and cultural sector understands are best achieved through collective action. 
This required the proverbial “herding cats,” as arts organizations and artists sometimes 
don’t get along. On a local level they have often been in competition with one another 
for limited charitable support and for audiences.

To its credit, within a few decades cultural planning helped many once- fractured arts 
and cultural communities learn to work better together. In the more recent survey on 
cultural planning (Borrup 2018), among the highest reported outcomes was organizing 
for sector advocacy. In essence, cultural planning represents field organizing. The 
origins or DNA of cultural planning emerged from a sense of marginalization and the 
need to organize. Cultural planning has demonstrated it can foster a sense of collective 
empowerment yet can position the sector in opposition to or in competition with other 
professions or sectors. The arts and cultural sector needs to fully consider itself a potent 
member of its larger community, with an interest in lifting all boats.

Women’s Work or Real Work?

Leavitt (1980) traced the significant impacts women made in city planning during the 
late nineteenth century, well before it became a recognized profession. She argued 
that women helped shape the practice and wrote, “Women’s role in civic improvement 
committees paralleled and, in some cases, paved the way for early planning efforts” (188). 
Nonetheless, Leavitt asserted, most of the work achieved by a multitude of middle- class, 
voluntary women’s clubs was characterized by city fathers as extensions of housework: 
“Whereas men had license to address any element of city planning, women’s roles were 
more narrowly determined” (191).

The arts and cultural sector is dominated by women, except in the most senior in-
stitutional positions. A study by Americans for the Arts (2018) affirmed that white 
women dominate the field, with 78 percent of the staff of public and private arts agencies 
identifying as cisgender female, and 82 percent are white. For this and other reasons, 
the sector has struggled for recognition in the halls of power. Given that the origins of 
cultural planning come significantly from the efforts of women, is it any wonder it has 
remained marginalized within municipal policy?

The daily practice of art (outside the business of art) has also been considered a fem-
inine pursuit born of leisure and frivolity, providing little more than diversion from 
important economic and civic matters. Creative practices typically produce decora-
tive features to embellish the substance of built infrastructure, public spaces, and the 
interiors of homes— the traditional domain of women. Creative practices and behaviors, 
if not frivolous and ignorable, are otherwise considered disruptive. Artists have a repu-
tation as troublemakers, best appreciated in the safety of museums that reflect on their 
contributions after they are dead. Cultural planning needs to assert its significance as 
central and meaningful in all dimensions of civic concerns.
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Conclusions

If cities and communities of all sizes are going to become more just and equitable and if 
they’re going to welcome and accommodate more diverse populations, cities must gain 
a deeper understanding of the cultures or ways of life of the different people that make 
them up. Cultural planning, at its best, can help to engage, mobilize, and maximize a 
fuller spectrum of cultural resources and help advance equity in new ways.

If the arts and culture sector continues to employ cultural planning as defensive 
positioning with the primary purpose of leveraging resources for the ongoing operations 
of established institutions, it restricts the potential of cultural planning and becomes a 
force for stagnation and furtherance of inequity. As a result, cultural divisions and xen-
ophobia will continue to grow. Cities will be ill- equipped to understand and address 
human needs and major challenges as effectively or equitably as they could and must.

Plans are aspirational by nature; the findings presented above suggest that cul-
tural planning can propel a community turn (Dreeszen 1994; Wyatt, MacDowall, and 
Mulligan 2013), having the effect, Dreeszen suggested, of accelerating “a gradual shift in 
emphasis for arts development to also embrace community development” (91). Some 
changes in the practice of cultural planning are evident from a comparison of the 1994 
and 2018 studies. The aspirations and outcomes expressed by cultural agencies can be 
reasonably extended to their local cultural sectors, as players in those sectors tend to be 
significantly invested in cultural planning processes.

Significant gaps remain in terms of movement toward cultural equity, building 
relationships with the practice of city planning, and providing professional devel-
opment for those involved in the practice itself. While thinking around culture has 
progressed somewhat in cultural planning, the sector has grown most in adopting in-
strumental applications of arts and culture in other dimensions of community life, such 
as economic, place- based, and youth development.

Aspirations of cultural planning have moved from an emphasis on serving the internal 
needs of the nonprofit cultural sector to better understanding how the sector can address 
or contribute to a multitude of concerns in their communities. As such, cultural planning 
does appear to fulfill a leadership role in maximizing cultural resources for social im-
pact. However, this turn has lagged the sector’s stated goals and proven a very slow one. 
The practice brings together the cultural sector on a local level and helps it express and 
codify its optimistic intentions. It can and has begun to construct strategies to help local 
arts agencies and cultural sectors find ways to maximize the wider cultural assets in their 
communities as well as take a more central role in key civic issues. It can do more.
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Chapter 12

Copyright as an Engine 
for Creativit y

A Critical Appraisal of Contemporary Developments  
in Intermediaries’ Liability Regulation

Mira Burri

Introduction

Copyright as an Engine for Creativity

Creativity unfolds and is expressed in diverse forms in a certain legal environment. 
Law can enable or hinder creativity depending on its design. Copyright law can be par-
ticularly critical in this regard, since it, as a subset of intellectual property (IP) protec-
tion, has its primary justification in serving the essential function of fostering creativity 
and the development of the arts.1 Copyright is there to incentivize creative workers to 
engage in their creative activities by granting them a temporary monopoly over their 
works,2 thereby constraining the otherwise possible free riding associated with infor-
mation goods, which tend to be non- rivalrous and non- excludable (Landes and Posner 
2003). Copyright has a broad scope and can protect a wide range of literary, artistic, 
and scientific creations, such as novels, poems, plays, films, musical compositions, 
choreographs, paintings, drawings, photographs, and sculpture. Copyright protects 
the expression of ideas but not the ideas themselves; neither are facts copyrightable. To 
qualify for protection, there is a threshold of originality that must be passed. In most 
countries, however, the work of authorship need not be novel, be ingenious, or have aes-
thetic merit in order to satisfy the originality requirement (Judge and Gervais 2009). For 
example, the US Supreme Court defined originality as requiring only that the work be 
independently created by the author and that it possesses “at least some minimal degree 
of creativity” (Gervais 2002).3 Beyond this minimal threshold, to be protected under 
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copyright, no other formalities, such as registration, are typically required upon the cre-
ation of the work or in some countries, such as the United States and Canada, upon 
the additional fixation in a tangible form; there is in this sense a sort of automatism in 
the granting of copyright protection. Copyright is understood as a package of rights— it 
encompasses economic and moral rights. The latter seek to protect the integrity and rep-
utation of the creator of the copyrighted work but are not enshrined to the same extent 
in all jurisdictions (Rigamonti 2006; US Copyright Office 2019). Economic rights in-
clude the right of reproduction of the work and its adaptation, translation, public per-
formance, and communication to the public, and those rights last for at least fifty years 
(but increasingly now seventy years) following the death of the author. Afterward, the 
work falls into the public domain and creators and licensees can no longer control the 
distribution and use of the work. This broad, flexible, adaptable, and uncostly type of 
protection has worked well in local and global markets, and copyright has become an 
indivisible part of modern legal systems, equipped with sophisticated registration, man-
agement, and enforcement mechanisms (Cohen et al. 2019) as well as a level of interna-
tional harmonization (Goldstein and Hugenholtz 2019).

Copyright is not a perfect tool, however, and the exclusionary control granted to cop-
yright holders does come with certain inefficiencies— on the one hand, and in a static 
sense, it reduces access to works by users unwilling or unable to pay the higher price 
charged by rights holders; on the other hand, and in a dynamic sense, copyright protec-
tion may impede future creativity by restricting access to a creative work for follow- up 
creators and hindering dissemination of information (Landes and Posner 2003; Benkler 
2006). This trade- off is at the heart of copyright, and copyright law must in principle 
ensure that there is a balance between the benefits of incentivizing creative work and 
the costs for society (Fisher 1988; Benkler 2000; Boyle 2000; Cohen 2000). For this pur-
pose, copyright is not an absolute right and includes a variety of exceptions and limita-
tions that provide different opportunities to access and use copyrighted works without 
the permission of the rights holder and without remuneration— for instance, for parody, 
news reporting, education, and research. The approaches differ across jurisdictions, 
with only minimum harmonization given by the international legal framework through 
the “three- step- test” under Article 13 of the Agreement on Trade- Related Aspects of 
Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS) (Geiger, Gervais, and Senftleben 2014).

Regardless of the approach adopted, lawmakers and courts have struggled to at-
tain and preserve copyright’s balance; indeed, often the costs for individual borrowers 
of creative content or for the society as a whole have not been duly taken into account 
(Balganesh 2009). Different strands of criticism have been formulated in this context 
over the years— for instance, with regard to the flawed concept of the author as a ge-
nius (Woodmansee and Jaszi 1994; Lange 2003; Cohen 2007; Moglen 2002), the related 
uncertainties and misconceptions about what drives creativity in practice (Kwall 2006; 
Lunceford and Lunceford 2008; Fisher 2010; Simon 2011), including the underlying 
incentives theory of copyright and the link to the support of artists’ livelihood (Shih 
Ray Ku, Sun, and Fan 2009; Leenheer Zimmerman 2011; diCola 2013), or the inadequate 
tools for protecting traditional culture expressions (Brown 1998; Graber 2007; Burri 
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2020). In spite of this continued criticism, the incentives theory, coupled with predomi-
nant neoliberal thinking and effective lobbying by the so- called “copyright industries,”4 
led to a constant expansion of copyright law and the rights granted to copyright holders, 
stronger enforcement mechanisms, and a corresponding narrowing of copyright’s 
exceptions and limitations, with deep implications for free speech and for individual 
and collaborative creative processes.5 This development has been compounded by tech-
nological transformation, driven particularly by digitization.

Digitization as a Trigger for Change

Digitization is the ability to express all information (be it audio, text, or still or moving 
images) as binary digits; it frees information from the tangible medium and makes it net-
workable and easy to manipulate (including the making of perfect copies of the original). 
Digitization has also allowed computers to talk a common language (Grimmelmann 
2021). As of the 1980s, on top of these technological foundations, a range of new infor-
mation processing and transmission technologies developed rapidly (Benkler 2006; 
van Oranje- Nassau et al. 2008). An important consequence of these has been the expo-
nential growth of information offerings available to the consumer; the affordances for 
“permissionless innovation”6; the restructuring of the markets for creative goods and 
services due to a large decrease in the fixed costs of production, distribution, and ad-
vertising of cultural goods (Waldfogel 2017); and the empowerment of users to actively 
participate in creative processes (Benkler 2006; Cowen 2008). These technological 
transformations and the multiple societal implications they triggered had important 
consequences for copyright law (Peukert 2019). This chapter looks only at a subset of 
these consequences and explores in more detail the emergence of digital platforms as key 
actors in copyright management and enforcement and the regulatory frameworks that 
address them, taking the recent EU copyright reform as a case study. The chapter seeks to 
enquire into the effects of these regulatory initiatives on creative processes.

Changed Copyright Enforcement 
Frameworks: Digital Intermediaries  

as Key Actors

From Analog to Digital

When the international copyright regime was created back in the nineteenth century, 
the relevant technology that permitted multiplication and distribution of copyrighted 
works was the printing press. The internet came a century later, so neither the 1886 
Berne Convention for the Protection of Literary and Artistic Works nor even the 1995 
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TRIPS Agreement contains any specific rules for digital technologies, except for the 
fact that TRIPS extended the scope of copyright protection to explicitly cover com-
puter programs and databases. The international community was quick, however, to 
acknowledge the far- reaching effects of digitization, both as a powerful tool to create 
and distribute content and as a potential enhancer of copyright infringement (Schmitz 
2015). Policymakers were confronted yet again with the fundamental question under-
lying copyright: how to secure effective protection of the copyright holders’ package 
of rights while at the same time allowing the public to access and use works and en-
gage in creative activities (Travis 2008). With the adoption of the WIPO Copyright 
Treaty in 1996, the international community moved toward designing some solutions 
for digital copyright; however, these were cautiously formulated and left room for dif-
ferent implementation approaches, as in the 1990s the internet was still quite young— 
many of the applications we use today were either in their infancy or yet unknown, and 
the pervasive societal embeddedness of the digital medium was at a very early stage 
(Okediji 2009). A critical development in the post– WIPO Copyright Treaty environ-
ment, one that this chapter discusses, is the increased role of internet intermediaries 
as new actors in the field of copyright enforcement (Jougleux 2017). As rights holders 
were “faced with a major enforcement failure” (Elkin- Koren 2014, 33), it appeared ap-
propriate that intermediaries carry some of the burden and costs associated with cop-
yright enforcement, especially as they are technically capable of monitoring, filtering, 
and disabling infringing materials. At the same time, this liability ought not to be too 
burdensome, since this would hamper growth and innovation (Elkin- Koren 2014; 
Kuczerawy 2020). Systems for intermediary governance that emerged can largely be 
split into two groups. First, there are horizontal systems that install rules for all types 
of intermediaries’ liability, be it with regard to hate speech, misleading information, or 
trademark or copyright infringements, as the European Union does through the 2000 
E- Commerce Directive.7 The second type, as embodied in Section 512 of the 1998 US 
Digital Millennium Copyright Act (DMCA),8 specifically targets copyright violations 
(Sag 2018; Angelopoulos 2020; Spindler 2020). Both systems seek to strike a balance 
between the different interests involved by creating certain conditional “safe harbors” 
and a “notice and takedown” procedure as mechanisms to mitigate the risk of legal li-
ability for internet intermediaries while providing copyright holders with ways to have 
their content removed online.9 The safe harbor model has evolved over the years, and 
as the role of intermediaries in the digital space increased (Jougleux 2017), there has 
been a discrete trend toward heightened responsibilities (de Beer and Clemme 2009; 
Frosio and Mendis 2020; Mac Síthigh 2020). The recent EU copyright reform is an ex-
pression of this trend, marking a significant step toward rendering intermediaries active 
“gatekeepers” of content shared by their users (Frosio and Mendis 2020, 547; Jougleux 
2017; Spoerri 2019). Legislative changes have also been accompanied by technological 
measures undertaken by platforms (largely in response to pressure from rights holders) 
that go beyond the legally prescribed measures to include monitoring and filtering 
mechanisms that tackle infringing content (Elkin- Koren 2014; Hinze 2019; Frosio 
2020), with YouTube’s Content ID being perhaps the most illustrative example in this 
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context. Although such applications may offer efficient tools to deal with the allegedly 
vast amount of infringing content (Penney 2019), they come with negative implications, 
in particular with regard to non- infringing uses of copyrighted works (either under the 
limitations and exceptions or for works having fallen into the public domain) and can 
be linked to chilling effects on creativity (Guzman 2015; Bridy 2016; Frosio 2017a; Kulk 
2018)— a topic that this chapter discusses later in more detail based on insights from the 
EU copyright reform.

The EU Copyright Reform as a Case Study

The European Parliament approved in April 2019 the final text of the Directive on 
Copyright in the Digital Single Market (CDSM), marking the end of a lengthy and highly 
contentious legislative process. This brought about a substantial change in EU copyright 
law (Shapiro and Hansson 2019; Bridy 2020), associated with a broader EU initiative— 
the 2015 Digital Single Market Strategy— to update its legal framework and make it 
fit for the digital age (European Commission 2015). Apart from the “meta” trigger of 
the reform, in terms of intermediaries’ liability regulation the major concern among 
policymakers was the so- called “value gap” (European Commission 2016a). The term 
has to do with the changed conditions in the markets for online content and describes 
the (alleged) imbalance between the revenues platform providers generate from the use 
of copyright- protected content uploaded by their users and the revenues rights holders 
obtain (Frosio 2018a).10 The problem was linked to the existing EU safe harbor regime, as 
this does not incentivize platforms to enter into licensing agreements or otherwise pro-
vide for conditions more accommodating for rights holders (Angelopoulos 2017; Frosio 
2018a). From the EU perspective, the problem was only more acute, as most dominant 
platforms are US- based and the revenues rarely stay in the EU (European Commission 
2016b). The new regime, embodied in Article 17 of the CDSM, addressed this value gap 
by effectively changing the intermediaries’ liability conditionalities.

New Platform Liability Regime

The new EU liability regime follows a two- level approach. On the one hand, it prescribes 
direct liability for a specific category of platforms, the “online content- sharing service 
providers” (OCSSPs).11 On the other hand, it specifies distinct ways to “escape” this lia-
bility burden through either licensing or an enhanced “notice and staydown” approach 
(Senftleben 2020). Under the licensing approach, Article 17(1) of the CDSM demands 
authorization from the rights holders and mentions licensing, including collective or 
statutory licensing, as a way to receive such authorization (Quintais et al. 2019; Trapova 
2020). Whereas it appears reasonable that Article 17(1) encourages rights clearance 
initiatives, and whereas this may be feasible under certain circumstances (e.g., with 
known rights holders or through collecting societies), it confronts the platform with a 
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cumbersome obligation that can hardly be met (Senftleben 2020; Samuelson 2020), as 
it is almost impossible to imagine that a platform can obtain all the necessary licenses 
for all the works uploaded by its users (Angelopoulos and Quintais 2019; Grisse 2019; 
Reda 2020). As noted earlier, the acquisition of copyright does not demand formalities, 
and there is nothing like a global or even national register for protected works that can 
be consulted. Even if the platform is able to identify and contact a rights holder, it may 
encounter other difficulties, notably the likelihood of striking licensing agreements 
under fair terms (Grisse 2019; Husovec and Quintais 2021a) and whether these can be 
all- embracing umbrella licenses. Discrepancies in this context may trigger the use of 
algorithmic tools, as platforms would need to differentiate between content with a li-
cense and such without, as well as lead to reliance on licensing agreements that focus on 
mainstream works rather than providing access to the wide variety of content uploaded 
by users with different social, cultural, and ethnic backgrounds (Senftleben 2020). 
Given the difficulties in meeting the requirements of Article 17(1) of the CDSM, it has 
been assumed that platforms will heavily rely on the second option (Angelopoulos and 
Quintais 2019; Quintais 2020).

Under the enhanced “notice and staydown” approach, platforms must meet three cu-
mulative conditions to avoid direct liability. OCSSPs must demonstrate that they have 
(1) made best efforts to obtain an authorization; (2) made, in accordance with high in-
dustry standards of professional diligence, best efforts to ensure the unavailability of 
works for which the rights holders have provided the relevant and necessary informa-
tion; and (3) acted expeditiously, upon receiving a sufficiently substantiated notice from 
the rights holders, to disable access to, or to remove from their websites, the notified 
works, and made best efforts to prevent their future uploads. With regard to condition 
(1), there is uncertainty around its proper implementation, and different scenarios— 
each with certain downsides— have been outlined (Grisse 2019; Husovec 2019; Metzger 
and Senftleben 2020). Particularly discussed in this context has been the question of 
whether the duties of the OCSSPs would amount to a monitoring obligation for all 
uploaded content and therewith clash with the existing ban on general monitoring that 
EU law prescribes, with users’ rights to the protection of personal data and freedom 
of expression, and with the freedom of platforms to conduct business.12 The remaining 
conditions specified by Article 17(4) are more straightforward, but while similar to the 
conventional “notice and takedown” regime, they come with substantial additional 
duties, in that the provider must proactively make best efforts to ensure the unavail-
ability of notified works and to make sure that these are not reuploaded. This creates 
a new “staydown” obligation, which triggers an ongoing duty for the intermediary to 
prevent the same infringement in the future (Metzger and Senftleben 2020; Kuczerawy 
2020). Here again, automatic content recognition technologies, also referred to as “up-
load filters” (Frosio and Mendis 2020; Senftleben 2020; Samuelson 2020), appear the 
plausible way to fulfill the staydown obligation (Spindler 2019; Bridy 2020) as well as 
trigger again the question of whether general monitoring occurs (Shapiro and Hansson 
2019; Kuczerawy 2019, 2020). Overall, the new liability rules mark a distinct “shift from 
a regime in which the law is enforced after a violation of law has taken place (ex post) to 
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a system where technology ensures that violations do not even occur in the first place 
(ex ante)” (Mongnani 2020, 3; Frosio 2018a) and one that leads to an “institutionalized 
algorithmic enforcement” (Senftleben 2020, 327 and passim). Both developments open 
an array of questions with regard to users’ rights, transparency, due process, and overall 
creativity online.

Platform- Dependent Enforcement and 
the Risks for Creativity Online

Intermediaries’ enforcement of copyright is likely to stay as an essential element of con-
temporary legal systems. Yet its design is malleable, and when enshrined in law it can 
have massive implications for creativity and for cultural production, distribution, and 
consumption. The preceding analysis of the new EU intermediaries’ liability regime 
reveals that there may be a few cracks in the system. First, platform- dependent copyright 
enforcement is illustrative not only of the employment of technology but also of the shift 
toward its privatization (Gray and Suzo 2020). In contrast to conventional law enforce-
ment, which involves detection, prosecution, adjudication, and punishment through 
different authorities with various institutionalized checks and balances, such digital en-
forcement combines all of those functions, and focuses primarily on detection and pre-
vention executed within a small number of mega- platforms that are private businesses 
and profit- oriented by their very nature (Perel and Elkin- Koren 2016). It is these 
platforms that encode the legal provisions into their content recognition technologies, 
and this process inevitably involves decisions regarding legal interpretation and may be 
influenced by a variety of conscious as well as unconscious considerations (Perel and 
Elkin- Koren 2016; Burk 2019; Mongnani 2020; Yu 2020), with a considerable potential 
for bias built into the code that favors the platform’s interests and discriminates against 
certain persons or groups (Tóth 2019). The lack of public oversight only exacerbates this 
situation. Due to the sheer volume of content removals, with numbers in the billions 
(Erickson and Kretschmer 2020), tracing which content is permitted or removed and 
under what conditions is virtually impossible (Perel and Elkin- Koren 2016). Especially 
in the case of ex ante algorithmic enforcement, the possibility of correcting errors is lim-
ited, which in turn reduces the public’s ability to intervene (Mongnani 2020). Public 
oversight is further hampered by the fact that the underlying algorithms are often pro-
prietary and protected as trade secrets (Tóth 2019). This is linked to one of the key is-
sues in the general discourse on the use of algorithms— their inherent opacity as “black 
boxes” (Perel and Elkin- Koren 2017; Mongnani 2020).

The second issue has to do with licensing as one of the viable ways to escape direct 
intermediary liability and thereby solve the digital copyright dilemmas. In this context, 
while the value gap may be a valid (although not yet fully substantiated) claim and while 
the new rules have clearly improved the bargaining position of rights holders vis- à- vis 
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providers, there is doubt that this treatment is equal; in fact, the law may have given pref-
erential treatment to big rights holders (Husovec and Quintais 2021b). There are various 
aspects to this concern. Some are linked to the financial resources needed to imple-
ment content recognition technologies; others have to do with the stronger positioning 
of larger players vis- à- vis platforms when compared to that of smaller and individual 
rights holders. So, for instance, the new “best efforts” obligation encourages OCSSPs 
to deal proactively with the players that have the most resources, and unless smaller 
rights holders are organized in collecting societies and these are allowed to negotiate, 
they are clearly disadvantaged when compared to bigger players. In the same vein, 
smaller players’ bargaining position is quite different and might render fairness illu-
sory if negotiations do occur. At the same time, larger players can extract more revenue 
from OCSSPs (also through monetization of prefiltering systems, such as Content ID) 
without the need to enter into collective deals and restructure their business practices 
(Sag 2018; Peukert 2019; Husovec and Quintais 2021b). The market power of internet 
intermediaries themselves cannot be underestimated and can seriously undermine the 
appropriability of creators (Handke 2015). All this translates into (multiple) competitive 
disadvantages for smaller providers (Spoerri 2019; Husovec and Quintais 2021b). There 
are also substantial disadvantages in terms of making use of the available copyright lim-
itations and exceptions, and the therewith linked processes of filtering and staydown 
that platforms must implement. For one, less professionalized creators are more likely 
to rely on these exceptions and less likely to hold licenses for online exploitation of other 
people’s work beyond these exceptions; moreover, in case of disputes, smaller players 
may not have the means to object and to substantiate their arguments. Coupled with the 
unfortunate negotiating position of smaller players, when OCSSPs engage in making 
their “best efforts” in the authorization of copyrighted works, it is then likely that works 
of large rights holders remain more available for subsequent noncommercial reuse by 
other creators across different OCSSPs (Husovec and Quintais 2021b), which raises se-
rious questions with regard to cultural production and diversity. Furthermore, in terms 
of the actual use of the copyright’s exceptions and limitations, while it can be argued 
that technology is merely a tool that can be implemented for a number of different 
uses (both restricting and enabling access to content), it may be that content recogni-
tion technologies are able to filter out identical or matching content but are not mature 
enough to differentiate an unlawful use from one covered by the copyright exceptions 
and limitations (Lester and Pachamanova 2017; Tóth 2019; Burk 2019). To distinguish 
parody, transformative use, or critical review from the infringing use of copyrighted 
material requires the ability to recognize context, and while context- aware decision- 
making is relatively easy for humans, this is not necessarily the case for algorithms (Sag 
2018). Even works in the public domain may be a challenge for algorithms (Spoerri 2019; 
Geiger, Frosio, and Izymenko 2020). In addition, one has to keep in mind that the devel-
opment or licensing of content recognition technologies, as well as their maintenance, 
requires substantial resources (Spoerri 2019). It is known, for instance, that Google, as 
the owner of YouTube, invested over $100 million in its Content ID (Sawers 2018). Given 
that platforms are profit- oriented and not all of them are as affluent as Google, it is likely 
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that they implement less sophisticated cost- effective content recognition systems, and 
this comes with the risk that such systems would lead to excessive blocking (so- called 
“overblocking”) as a result of false positive results, ultimately removing (much) more 
content than the law actually demands (Keller 2015; Montagnani and Trapova 2019; 
Garstka 2020). While blocking “where there is the slightest doubt as to its lawfulness”13 
may be tempting for an intermediary when faced with the risk of liability (Husovec 
2018; Senftleben 2020), its effects can be pernicious not only in terms of impairing users’ 
right to freedom of expression (in both its active and passive dimensions) but also in 
its broader societal impact, diminishing content diversity (Perel and Elkin- Koren 2016) 
and discriminating between types of content and genres (e.g., hurting hip- hop art-
ists more than musicians in other genres) (Lester and Pachamanova 2017). Creativity 
also is at risk due to the underlying “chilling effects” (Garstka 2020; Frosio and Mendis 
2020), since the lack of transparency in content recognition systems makes it impossible 
for creators to understand how to use the platform legally, ultimately resulting in self- 
censorship (Tóth 2019).

It is fair to note that the EU regime does include certain safeguards, but there are 
multiple uncertainties regarding whether and how efficiently they can curb the neg-
ative effects of (algorithmic- driven) content restriction decisions and enforcement 
(Schwemer 2020). The first mitigation path will be to focus on enabling, as much as 
possible, authorization under Article 17(1) of the CDSM by installing legal mechanisms 
for broad licensing that adequately engage all stakeholders and cover most content 
(Quintais et al. 2019; Spindler 2019), possibly also employing copyright compensation 
systems for online use (Handke 2020) as well as smart contracts down the road (Peukert 
2019). The second avenue is to provide robust protection of user rights and real imple-
mentation of the copyright exceptions and limitations. The CDSM permits such an ap-
proach: next to the directive’s generic obligation that it “shall in no way affect legitimate 
uses,” Article 17(7) harmonizes and makes mandatory the specific exceptions covering 
quotation, criticism, review, and use for the purpose of caricature, parody, or pastiche. 
This is a change to the existing regime under Article 5(3) of the Information Society 
Directive (which is incoherently implemented by the different EU member states) and 
explicitly endorses a set of user rights, overriding contractual obligations, and techno-
logical protection measures (Quintais et al. 2019; Husovec and Quintais 2021b).14 Yet 
there is skepticism as to how this set of rights would actually work in practice (Husovec 
and Quintais 2021b), and the implementation in the EU member states reveals different 
approaches— so, for instance, while Italy and Spain subscribe to a “filter- first” approach 
with only ex post protection of user rights, Austria and Germany have included ex ante 
user rights safeguards that, based on certain quantitative criteria, carve out permitted 
uses and prevent automatic blocking, demanding manual review by rights holders 
and ensuring online availability until the dispute’s resolution (Keller 2022). The latter 
approach is also the one recommended by the European Commission in its guidance 
on Article 17 of the CDSM, which seeks to limit fully automated filtering to manifestly 
infringing uploads and instructs national implementations to demand the blocking of 
other content only after human review by rights holders (European Commission 2021). 
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Fortunately, a more human- rights- oriented approach with regard to intermediaries’ li-
ability has also been recently endorsed by the Court of Justice of the European Union 
(CJEU),15 importantly in the case where Poland sought the annulment of the “staydown” 
part of Article 17 of the CDSM, as its “preventive control” mechanisms would “under-
mine the essence of the right of freedom of expression and information and do not 
comply with the requirement that limitations imposed on that right be proportional 
and necessary.”16 In this CJEU judgment, while Article 17 of the CDSM “survived” 
and the court considered the limitation on freedom of expression justified in relation 
to the legitimate objective of ensuring a high level of protection for rights holders,17 it 
instructed the EU member states to implement Article 17 in such a way as to strike a fair 
balance between the various fundamental rights, and it instructed that authorities and 
courts should not interpret in a manner “which would be in conflict with those fun-
damental rights or with the other general principles of EU law, such as the principle of 
proportionality.”18

Concluding Remarks

Intermediary liability in copyright law as a legal design seeks to balance three goals— 
first, to prevent copyright infringement; second, to protect internet users’ lawful speech 
and activity online; and third, to support innovation and competition in online serv-
ices. Any reform in the liability regime essentially changes the balance between these 
objectives and may potentially harm the parties involved (Keller 2020). This inquiry 
into the recent European copyright reform and in particular the analysis of the new re-
gime of Article 17 have revealed a distinct shift toward stricter liability and responsibility 
for certain internet intermediaries, one that departs from the standard “notice and take-
down” regime as previously applied in the EU and in other jurisdictions (Frosio 2018b; 
Curto 2020; Ginsburg 2020) and which may under different scenarios involve proactive 
monitoring obligations as well as automated enforcement. While the benefits for rights 
holders may be evident and the attempt to close the value gap valid, the overall balance 
of rights may be skewed in a direction that ultimately hurts creativity rather than fosters 
it. One can only hope that the directive’s implementation in the EU member states will 
mitigate these risks and create a regulatory environment where the balance between the 
different stakes is properly safeguarded and the conditions for online creativity work for 
the benefit of all, not merely for coordinated industry interests (Geller 2000; Patry 2009; 
Travis 2015) that aim for “ ‘zero risk’ as regards possible infringements of their rights.”19 
The regulatory environment remains dynamic in general as well as in the concrete area 
of EU copyright law with the forthcoming Digital Services Act (European Commission 
2020; Peukert et al. 2022), and we are bound to see both experimentation at the national 
level and judicial proceedings. This can be directly linked to the extent to which the new 
regulatory initiatives will affect the balance of the relationship between the interested 
parties on the ground and to the extent to which the affected parties and the inherent 
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struggles that we have (such as among major labels, smaller and independent creators, 
and tech companies) will shape the implementation of the CDSM and ultimately 
whether or not the directive will change the situation for those in need of it (Kjus and 
Jacobsen 2022). It will be particularly important in this context to enhance the literacy 
of the involved creative workers, who should understand the implications of creating 
content across various media and the impact of copyright, including the management 
of rights across different platforms (Kjus 2021). In addition to these increased demands 
for literacy, there is a discrete need for smaller and amateur creators to join forces and 
seek to address some of the imbalances between large and smaller rights holders that the 
CDSM triggers (Husovec and Quintais 2021b; Kjus and Jacobsen 2022). In this sense, it 
should be evident that copyright is not a topic to be solely explored by legal scholarship 
but one that has profound implications for creative processes and should be embedded 
in arts and management and cultural policy research (Kjus and Jacobsen 2022).

Notes

 1. Next to this primary utilitarian, incentive- driven theory, there are other theories on 
the rationales for copyright protection, in particular the personhood and the fairness 
doctrines (Sganga 2018, 17– 87).

 2. US Constitution, at Article I, § 8, cl. 8 (authorizing Congress “To promote the Progress of 
Science and useful Arts, by securing for limited Times to Authors and Inventors the exclu-
sive Right to their respective Writings and Discoveries”).

 3. Feist Publications v. Rural Telephone Service Co., 499 U.S. 340 (1991).
 4. The “core” copyright industries include books, music, motion pictures, radio and tele-

vision broadcasting, computer software, newspapers, video games, and periodicals and 
journals (Stoner and Dutra 2020). On lobbying in IP (Sell 2003; Netanel 2007).

 5. Vaidhyanathan notes in this regard: “Copyright in recent years has certainly become too 
strong for its own good. It protects more content and outlaws more acts than ever before. 
It stifles creativity and hampers the discovery and sharing of culture and knowledge” 
(Vaidhyanathan 2003; 2007, 1210; Lessig 2004).

 6. This phrase is attributed to Vint Cerf, one of the fathers of the Internet (Zittrain 2008; 
Chesbrough and Van Alstyne 2015).

 7. Directive 2000/ 31/ EC of the European Parliament and of the Council of 8 June 2000 on 
certain legal aspects of information society services, in particular electronic commerce, in 
the Internal Market, OJ L [2000] 178/ 1 (hereinafter E- Commerce Directive).

 8. Digital Millennium Copyright Act (DMCA) § 103, 17 U.S.C. § 1201 (2006) (herein-
after DMCA).

 9. There are variations of the safe harbor regime. Besides the notice and takedown proce-
dure, the best- known procedures are the “notice and notice” and “notice and staydown.” 
While similar in the triggering by a notification, they differ in the required intermediary’s 
response and ultimately, in the resulting balance of interests (Angelopoulos and Smet 
2016; Hinze 2019).

 10. Some authors doubt that such a value gap exists (Frosio 2017b; Bridy 2020).
 11. OCSSP is “a provider of an information society service of which the main or one 

of the main purposes is to store and give the public access to a large amount of 
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copyright- protected works or other protected subject matter uploaded by its users, which 
it organizes and promotes for profit- making purposes.” Certain providers, such as non-
profit online encyclopedias, open- source software- developing and sharing platforms, and 
business- to- business cloud services, are excluded. Article 2(6) CDSM.

 12. Article 17(8) CDSM; Article 15 E- Commerce Directive and existing case- law (Case C- 
70/ 10, Scarlet SA v. SABAM, ECLI:EU:C:2011:771; Case C‒360/ 10, SABAM v. Netlog NV, 
ECLI:EU:C:2012:85); Case C- 484/ 14, Mc Fadden v. Sony Music Entertainment Germany 
GmbH, ECLI:EU:C:2016:689).

 13. Case C- 401/ 19, Republic of Poland v. European Parliament and Council of the 
European Union, Opinion of Advocate General Saugmandsgaard Øe, 15 July 2021, 
ECLI:EU:C:2021:613, para. 172 (emphasis in the original) (hereinafter Opinion AG Øe).

 14. Directive 2001/ 29/ EC of the European Parliament and of the Council of 22 May 2001 on 
the harmonization of certain aspects of copyright and related rights in the information so-
ciety, OJ L (2001) 167/ 10.

 15. Joined Cases C- 682/ 18 and C- 683/ 18, Peterson v. Google and YouTube and Elsevier v. 
Cyando, Judgment of 22 June 2021, EU:C:2021:503.

 16. Case C- 401/ 19, Republic of Poland v. European Parliament and Council of the European 
Union, Judgment of 26 April 2022, ECLI:EU:C:2022:297.

 17. Case C- 401/ 19, Republic of Poland v. European Parliament and Council of the European 
Union, Judgment of 26 April 2022, ECLI:EU:C:2022:297, at paras. 69; 84 et seq.

 18. Case C- 401/ 19, Republic of Poland v. European Parliament and Council of the European 
Union, Judgment of 26 April 2022, ECLI:EU:C:2022:297, at para. 99.

 19. Opinion AG Øe, para. 216.
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Chapter 13

The Role of Heritage 
Communities  in Cultural 

Heritage Management
An International Law Perspective

Simona Pinton

Introduction

This chapter presents the notion and role of heritage communities (HCs) in the man-
agement of cultural heritage (CH) according to new approaches promoted by inter-
national legal instruments dealing with CH. It also discusses practices that have been 
developed to manage CH through participatory and cooperative processes involving 
multiple stakeholders.1 The chapter begins by clarifying the notion of CH used here, 
relying upon Article 2(a) of the Framework Convention on the Value of Cultural 
Heritage for the Society (the Faro Convention).2 The Faro Convention’s elaboration of 
the notions of CH, HCs, and European common heritage makes it a highly innovative 
and far- reaching treaty on culture in the European context (Lixinski 2013; Blake 2015).

The Faro Convention is an international treaty adopted under the aegis of the Council 
of Europe (CoE), but open to ratification by non- member states and by the European 
Union.3 The Convention “emphasizes the important aspects of heritage as they relate to 
human rights and democracy, [and] promotes a wider understanding of heritage and its 
relationship to communities and society” (Pejčinović Burić 2020, 4). Thus it encourages 
inhabitants to engage with CH objects, sites, traditions, and intangible expressions 
through the meanings and values that these elements represent to them. Indeed, “the 
need to involve everyone in society in the ongoing process of defining and managing 
CH” is the vision behind the Convention.4 The Faro Convention promotes the rec-
ognition of CH as a resource useful to address one of the major challenges facing our 
contemporary societies— namely, the need to ensure the sustainability of future social 
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and economic development in accordance with the UN 2030 Agenda on Sustainable 
Development Goals. One aspect of this challenge is the delicate issue of the integration 
of newcomers (migrants, asylum seekers, refugees) and their cultural identities in rela-
tion to existing groups and communities and their CH.

The Faro Convention supplements and consolidates the CoE’s previous instruments 
favoring states’ cultural goods preservation policies.5 But aside from the question of 
whether that generation of agreements was concerned more with the fabric of heritage 
and focused too strongly on conservation for its own sake, the Faro Convention, in line 
with the Florence Convention,6 considers CH from the viewpoint of the living people 
who construct, use, celebrate, or oppose it.7 Faro addresses the “desire for heritage to 
become a new instrument serving society and, therefore, balancing the cost of conserva-
tion against the value of heritage to everyday public life” (Colomer 2021).

CH and the human right to enjoy and participate in heritage are key aspects of 
“heritigization processes” (Wolferstan and Fairclough 2013, 43). The “focus on values, 
rather than constitutive elements of heritage,” paves the way to avoiding heritage com-
modification, because all references to heritage or culture as “concrete entities” are 
avoided (Lixinski 2013, 79– 80).

Specifically, according to Art 2(a), CH is

a group of resources inherited from the past which people identify, independently of 
ownership, as a reflection and expression of their constantly evolving values, beliefs, 
knowledge and traditions. It includes all aspects of the environment resulting from 
the interaction between people and places through time.

This notion highlights that objects, intangible elements, and places, including all 
aspects of the environment, are important not just in themselves but also because of 
their meaning to people. The Faro Convention also includes digital heritage (Art. 14).

The idea of “constantly evolving values,” then, indicates living cultures: the main fron-
tier that the Faro Convention urges us to cross is to deal with heritage not by treating it 
as a limited number of assets to be kept from harm (conservation and restoration) but 
by considering it as something universal, ubiquitous, for all societies’ benefit. Therefore, 
people create heritage both in the conventional physical sense and in the sense of 
meaning given to heritage components. CH’s significance thus becomes a socially de-
termined process, defined by a group of people with a distinct interest in working for 
and with an inherited past (Colomer 2021) to be used in the present (Wolferstan and 
Fairclough 2013) and to be transmitted to younger generations. Thanks to this holistic 
approach, “ordinary,” vernacular, local heritage is retrieved— departing, for example, 
from the logic of the 1972 UNESCO Convention on the Protection of the World Cultural 
and Natural Heritage.8

The definition of CH in the Faro Convention, however, may appear too wide, 
dissolving the line between what is heritage and what is not: everything could, in 
theory, fall under the umbrella of Article 2(a). Faced with such an extensive notion, the 
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safeguarding and management of CH become crucial dimensions to investigate. Which 
stakeholders are or should be involved in safeguarding and managing CH? How do 
public authorities and civil society engage to enhance quality of life and respect for the 
living environment: cultural diversity and social cohesion? How do we develop inclu-
sive and effective governance processes in CH management?

The Notion of (Heritage) Communities 
in the International Legal Scenario

At the international level, the focus on groups and communities is nowadays part of 
the debate on cultural diversity and the management of tangible, intangible, and digital 
heritage. A comprehensive literature exists on the role played by communities in the im-
plementation of international legal instruments’ provisions (binding and nonbinding), 
including on CH (Urbinati 2015, 123– 140; Blake 2006; Hausler 2020).

In the realm of international CH instruments, the reference to communities appeared 
for the first time in the 1996 Operational Guidelines for the Implementation of the 1972 
World Heritage Convention, which stated in paragraph 4: “The nominations [for in-
clusion of cultural properties in the World Heritage List] should be prepared in collab-
oration with and the full approval of local communities.”9 At the 2000 World Heritage 
Centre meeting, among the recommendations adopted was the suggestion that there 
be “emphasis given to the place of local communities in the sustainable heritage man-
agement process,” including “management systems, language, and other forms of intan-
gible heritage among attributes expressing authenticity.” From that date on, the annual 
Operational Guidelines for the 1972 UNESCO convention have progressively extended 
references to effective and inclusive participation of local communities, including their 
spirit, their knowledge, and an understanding of their properties.10

In 2007, the states parties to the 1972 UNESCO convention welcomed the proposal 
by New Zealand to enhance the role of communities in the implementation of the con-
vention by adding a “fifth C”— for “communities”— to the existing strategic objectives.11 
According to that proposal, relevant communities had to be actively involved in the 
identification, management, and conservation of any site to be added to the World 
Heritage List. The interests of local/ traditional/ indigenous people and communities are 
to be considered and used in a complementary manner, in order not to trump other 
strategic goals:

Where community interests are in direct conflict with some of the existing strategic 
goals, good faith efforts should be made to reconcile the differences in a meaningful 
and equitable manner. . . . The identification of communities who have a particular 
interest is a matter that will require States to develop an explicit methodology. . . . 
Linking communities to heritage protection is a “win- win” scenario.12
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Along the same lines, in a 2011 report, the UN Independent Expert on Cultural 
Rights, Farida Shaheed, underlined a shift in emphasis from the preservation and 
safeguarding of CH for the public at large to the preservation and safeguarding of CH 
for communities, involving communities in the processes of identification and steward-
ship (Shaheed 2011, 8). Shaheed recognized differing degrees of access to and enjoyment 
of CH by social groups. She distinguished between originators or “source communities,” 
who consider themselves the custodians or owners of a specific CH and are keeping 
CH alive and/ or have taken responsibility for it, and individuals and communities— 
including local communities— who consider a specific CH an integral part of commu-
nity life but may not be actively involved in its maintenance. She also acknowledged 
scientists, artists, the general public accessing the CH of others, and the international 
community acting on behalf of humanity (Shaheed 2011, 16– 17).

Interestingly, none of the other instruments mentioned so far details the term “com-
munity”: it is the Faro Convention that has adopted a specific notion of “heritage com-
munity,” made explicit in Articles 2 and 12.13 According to Article 2(b), “a heritage 
community consists of people who value specific aspects of cultural heritage which they 
wish, within the framework of public action, to sustain and transmit to future gener-
ations.” The use of the term “people” indicates that what is at stake is a collective and 
shared phenomenon (Leniaud 2009, 137), and the notion outlines “the voluntary, public 
nature of membership . . . as well as the idea that heritage communities exist because 
their members share common objectives, high among which is the perpetuation of the 
valued heritage” (Fojut 2009, 20). Moreover, this implies that HCs may reunite people 
from diverse cultural, religious, ethnic, and linguistic backgrounds over a specific CH 
they consider to be a common link (Shaheed 2011, 18).

From this essential intertwining of the notions of HC and CH it emerges that “the 
heritage only grows to the extent that new ‘mediators’ succeed in adding further heritage 
categories to a list that is hedged about by criteria selected in a far from diversified or 
consensual fashion by routine, prejudice and conflicts of power” (Leniaud 2009, 139; see 
also Greffe 2009, 107). Further, according to a suggestive reading, the innovative notions 
present in the Faro Convention, and their intersection, promote a “heritigization opera-
tion” in which European democracies are able, to this extent, to guarantee cultural rights 
as part of the fundamental rights of their citizens (Ferracuti 2011, 217– 218).

The Faro Convention refers to the notion of HCs in Article 12(b): the parties un-
dertake “[to] take into consideration the value attached by each heritage community 
to the heritage with which it identifies.” The object of the state obligation indicated in 
Article 12(b) may appear undetermined, although the obligation’s existence is not to 
be doubted: states are required to “undertake,” which is a positive commitment, al-
though the convention upholds a state party’s “margin of appreciation” as to the ways 
in which it should respect the role and actions of HCs in relation to CH, as indicated 
in Article 12. Article 15 complements Article 12 by calling on states parties to develop, 
“through the CoE, a monitoring function covering legislations, policies and practices 
concerning CH, consistent with the principles established by this Convention”— a 
task performed also under the monitoring mechanism referred to in Article 16, which 
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involves the work of the Steering Committee for Culture, Heritage and Landscape 
(SCCHL).14

The apparent indeterminateness of the notion of HC should be interpreted posi-
tively and not as a void concept. In other words, in its definition, the notion of an HC 
values the absence of “predefined societal parameters, national, ethnic, religious, pro-
fessional or based on class” (Dolff- Bonekämper 2009, 71), as well as the absence of ref-
erence to local, regional, national, or global specificities. Communities and individuals 
constituting HCs can thus move transnationally through Europe (not only in the EU 
member states); “the same people can belong, simultaneously or in sequence, to several 
communities,” across territories and social groups, thus eventually holding a “plurality 
of cultural identities” (Zagato and Pinton 2016, 22). Moreover, “individuals may feel an 
attachment to a heritage in a place where they would like to be, with persons with whom 
they would like to associate themselves, without this being physically possible. For 
the concept of heritage community allows for virtual belonging” (Dolff- Bonekämper 
2009, 71). Article 4 of the Fribourg Declaration, on cultural communities, reiterates this 
perspective by affirming that “everyone is free to choose to identify or not to identify 
with one or several cultural communities, regardless of frontiers, and to modify such a 
choice”; conversely, “no one shall have a cultural identity imposed or be assimilated into 
a cultural community against one’s will.”15

Otherwise, compared to the Faro Convention’s notion of HC, the definition of 
“communities, groups and individuals” included in Article 2(1) of the 2003 UNESCO 
Convention for the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage has a more restricted 
scope. This may be explained by the specific task assigned to it by the 2003 UNESCO 
convention— namely, “to provide parameters for the identification of social practices 
to which specific social groups attribute heritage value and, besides this, agree in 
safeguarding them in the manner established by that legal instrument” (Arantes 2016, 
60). The communities and groups of Article 2(1) are “commonly understood as based 
on membership of an ethnic group, a territory and a shared history” (Colomer 2021; see 
also Hertz 2015).

The notion of HCs set in Faro is more inclusive. CH elements are safeguarded not 
just because they are praised by those who practice them, but also because they are 
recognized as significant by “outsiders,” and “outsiders” are many and varied: they are 
neighboring communities, agents from governmental entities, experts, academics, 
visitors, buyers, participants of public performances, and so on.

(Arantes 2016, 61)

In other words, “the Faro perspective suggests that CH is not just “someone’s heritage 
but involves strong symbolic constructs that also interest ‘others,’ and that touches you 
and me, not just its bearers or practitioners” (Arantes 2016, 61). The Faro Convention 
therefore alludes to a broader space of social relationships, in which the development 
of CH policies would affect, and should engage, all those who consider themselves con-
cerned by that heritage, regardless of any nationality/ citizenship link to a country.
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As mentioned above, this meaning of HCs may be beneficial to the migration phe-
nomenon and the integration processes it requires. In the processes of community re-
generation resulting from constant mobility, multiple identities and narratives emerge 
that may play an essential role in addressing changing cultural and social challenges. 
The Faro Convention principles may also contribute to regenerating communities by 
engaging displaced people in genuine dialogue about CH, contributing ultimately to a 
more sustained community life and people’s well- being (Shearer Demir 2021).16

The fundamental trait of HCs with respect to the communities and groups re-
ferred to in the 2003 UNESCO Convention thus becomes an elective character that is 
also self- elective in terms of membership, an attribute that has raised a new challenge 
in the relationship between civil society and public and private institutions when it 
comes to safeguarding and managing CH, one that is not without risks. Indeed, the self- 
elective character of HCs may render them an ambivalent and ambiguous actor (De 
Marinis 2011).

It is worth reiterating that the approach proposed in this chapter is not to oppose two 
types of communities or community networks as mutually exclusive, but to evaluate the 
more elastic and inclusive nature— through space, time, and social and cultural links— 
of heritage communities and the networks they establish in relation to cultural heritage 
management.

Does International Law Provide a Role 
for Heritage Communities in Cultural 

Heritage Management?

The concept of CH management varies according to the discipline that regulates it, 
and so a clear definition must be put at the forefront. Although cultural management 
historically has focused on tangible heritage and dealt with technical conservation is-
sues, such as biological or structural decay, here CH management is meant to en-
compass all of the practices and competences (skills and knowledge) necessary to 
safeguard tangible, intangible, and digital heritage, including identification, documen-
tation, research, preservation, protection, promotion, enhancement, and transmission. 
Moreover, successful CH management must consider various economic, social, and en-
vironmental dimensions and a wider range of stakeholders beyond those directly con-
cerned in the heritage sector. This section focuses on a critical analysis of the notion of 
CH management as it interrelates with the concepts of participation and cooperation of 
communities with other public and private stakeholders, according to the provisions of 
CH treaties, in particular the Faro Convention.

As mentioned previously, a role assigned to communities, groups, and in some cases 
individuals has been acknowledged in relation to the UNESCO conventions of 1972 
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and 2003. Recently, the 2021 Operational Guidelines for the 1972 convention indicate 
that states parties should include communities in the preparation and harmonization 
of Tentative Lists (para. 73); the effective management system (paras. 111– 117); the defi-
nition of legislation, policies, and strategies affecting World Heritage properties (para. 
119); the nomination process (para. 123); the development by member states of edu-
cational and capacity- building programs (para. 214bis); and the development of sci-
entific studies and research methodologies, including traditional and indigenous 
knowledge.17

Article 15 of the 2003 convention states: “Within the framework of its safeguarding 
activities of the intangible cultural heritage, each State Party shall endeavor to ensure 
the widest possible participation of communities, groups and, where appropriate, 
individuals that create, maintain and transmit such heritage, and to involve them actively 
in its management” (emphasis added). This provision has been extensively studied by 
scholars (Hausler 2020; D’amico Soggetti 2020; Jacobs 2020).

In practical terms, state authorities must involve communities, groups, and 
individuals in processes dealing with the identification and definition of the various 
elements of the intangible cultural heritage present in the territory and to which the 
safeguarding measures have to be applied (Art. 11(b) of the 2003 convention); the man-
agement of all the safeguarding measures listed in Articles 12, 13, and 14 of the conven-
tion to be applied at the domestic level; and the preparation of the periodic reports 
submitted by states on the legislative, regulatory, and other measures taken for the im-
plementation of the convention (Art. 29).

The Faro Convention promotes an approach to CH management built upon “shared 
responsibility for cultural heritage and public participation” of several actors (Sec. III, 
Arts. 11– 14). More specifically, according to Article 11, in the management of CH the 
parties to the convention undertake to

a) promote an integrated and well- informed approach by public authorities in all 
sectors and at all levels; b) develop the legal, financial and professional frameworks 
which make possible joint action by public authorities, experts, owners, investors, 
businesses, non- governmental organisations and civil society; c) develop innovative 
ways for public authorities to co- operate with other actors; d) respect and encourage 
voluntary initiatives which complement the roles of public authorities; e) encourage 
non- governmental organisations concerned with heritage conservation to act in the 
public interest.

The Faro Convention then recognizes a role for heritage communities, together with 
everyone else, to participate in the identification, study, interpretation, protection, con-
servation, and presentation of the cultural heritage, as well as in “public reflection and 
debate on the opportunities and challenges which the cultural heritage represents” (Art. 
12). According to these provisions, therefore, elected representatives, public institutions, 
and authorities of the states that ratified the Faro Convention recognize heritage 
communities as stakeholders in CH management while, in turn, HCs acknowledge their 
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wish to sustain and transmit the CH they value to future generations “within the frame-
work of public action” (Art. 2 (b)).

The convention, however, does not indicate specific measures and policies through 
which states must ensure community participation in the tasks mentioned in Articles 
11 and 12. This is because it is a framework convention, which in legal terms means that 
each state party has a margin of discretion in selecting the policies, measures, and steps 
it considers most appropriate for achieving the goals of the convention at the domestic 
level in harmony with its individual political and legal traditions.

Since the adoption of the Faro Convention, the implementation of its provisions 
by states parties at the international and domestic levels is driven, and coordinated, 
by means of the Faro Convention Action Plan.18 The Action Plan, adopted bien-
nially, provides “field based knowledge and expertise for member States to better 
understand the potentials of the Convention; it helps the Secretariat to high-
light and study specific cases in line with the political priorities of the [Council of 
Europe]; [and it] offers a platform for analysis and recommendations for further 
steps; and encourages member States to sign and ratify the Convention.”19 In par-
ticular, “the operational structure of the Action Plan encourages a dynamic process 
of action- research- reflection where the concepts on heritage governance, various 
initiatives for community engagement and cooperation, economic dimension and 
relationships between heritage and other fields are explored with a synergetic ap-
proach” (Faro Convention Action Plan Handbook 2019, 7).

In the 2015– 2017 Action Plan, participation was recognized as one of the three main 
pillars (the other two are narratives and commons) establishing the common frame of 
reference for understanding and implementing the Faro Convention. The development 
of participation is also described as one of the convention’s main contributions to the 
social challenges facing many member states in need of “more democracy, more direct 
citizen participation and better governance based on more effective institutions and on 
dynamic public- private partnerships” (Wanner 2021, 10). By promoting a type of par-
ticipation capable of influencing policymaking and rendering it more legitimate and 
sustainable, the Faro Convention poses civil society as a key component of states’ de-
mocracy and, in particular, as a crucial actor alongside, and sometimes in the face of, 
central government, public authorities, and market forces. The type and nature of rela-
tions between political authorities, public institutions, private actors, and civil society at 
large, on one side, and HCs, on the other, are indeed at the core of any system of govern-
ance and management.

Since the adoption of the Faro Convention, different experiences have developed 
in different countries regarding the implementation of the convention’s provisions 
and principles. The Action Plans in many cases drove and also inspired the role  
of communities and, sometimes, of public authorities more receptive to the con-
vention’s approach and framework. Some examples of how HCs act will be provided 
in the next section.

An interpretation of the type of governance to be established in order to ensure ef-
ficient CH management can be found in the statement by the UN Committee on 
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Economic, Social and Cultural Rights on the “right of everyone to participate in cul-
tural life” (Art. 15, para. 1(a) of the International Convention on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights) (UN Committee 2009). The committee stressed the importance of a 
core obligation for states that entails at least “the obligation to create and promote an en-
vironment within which a person individually, or in association with others, or within 
a community or group, can participate in the culture of their choice” (UN Committee 
2009, 15). Furthermore, the states should enact “appropriate legislation and the estab-
lishment of effective mechanisms allowing persons, individually, in association with 
others, or within a community or group, to participate effectively in decision- making 
processes, to claim protection of their right to take part in cultural life, and to claim and 
receive compensation if their rights have been violated” (UN Committee 2009, 14, em-
phasis added).

It is also true that in the last few years the concept of participation, although it is 
perceived as being inherent in the Faro Convention’s logic and meaning, has started 
to be criticized as counterproductive when initiated by top- down mechanisms and 
followed up by little feedback from communities on a practical level (Wanner 2021, 13). 
Terms such as “co- construction,” “cooperation,” “co- deliberation,” and “co- decision” 
are more meaningful for HCs than the generic “participation,” which seems to allocate 
rights and responsibilities to only one side.

The Faro Convention Action Plan Handbook 2018– 2019 mirrors this shift from par-
ticipation toward cooperation and co- decision in the definition of priorities, princi-
ples, and criteria for the implementation of the convention by all stakeholders. The 
following definition of “cooperation” is given: “the action of working together [to-
ward the] same goal, beginning from the first steps and gradually constructing to-
gether. A special distinction is made here between participation and co- operation, as 
participating in something denotes lesser influence in decision- making and may ex-
clude certain groups [from] taking [an] active role in the processes” (Faro Convention 
Action Plan Team 2019, 24).

Since 2018, the focus on heritage governance in terms of both participation and coop-
eration has been promoted also through the joint CoE– European Commission project 
The Faro Way: Enhanced Participation in Cultural Heritage.20 The project encouraged 
an increased role for civil society in heritage governance by ensuring the commitment 
of all stakeholders (national authorities in particular) to the Faro Convention principles; 
showcasing concrete examples of implementing the principles at national, regional, 
and local levels; and building long- term stakeholders’ cooperation to translate the Faro 
Convention principles into action.

The joint CoE– European Commission project has very much invested in creating a 
dynamic pan- European network of CH stakeholders, including by means of the Faro 
Convention Network (FCN), and continues fostering Faro Convention– related actions 
through the exchange of knowledge and experiences among stakeholders. The FCN is 
a platform where HCs can come together, exchange their knowledge and experience, 
and create new synergies and joint initiatives in line with the Faro Convention prin-
ciples (Faro Convention Action Plan Handbook 2019, 9). The FCN identifies good 
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practices and practitioners, conducts workshops, and supports members’ efforts in 
addressing challenges related to heritage management at the local level, then brings es-
tablished local good practice to the European governmental level. Among the various 
topics discussed by the FCN members, the work on dissonant heritage is particularly 
interesting.21

For a HC to become part of the FCN is a self- assessed process; in fact, “interested HCs 
are encouraged to go through a self- assessment exercise based on the Faro Convention 
principles and criteria. To conduct the assessment they may rely upon the guidance and 
support of the CoE secretariat and the other FCN members” (Faro Convention Action 
Plan Handbook 2019, 9).22 The FCN is a good example of how knowledge and good 
practices at the national level may be shared, also inspiring or even convincing national 
authorities of different states to look into the advantages of getting HCs and other civil 
society groups fully involved in CH management.

We cannot, however, ignore the fact that some states decide to allow HCs freedom of 
action and have no interest in cooperative management, often because they are more 
interested in reducing expenditures on heritage policies. The transfer and sharing of 
responsibility to HCs should aim at securing local services, but often authorities con-
sider that either as a way of raising revenue (by selling off cultural assets and saving the 
public costs of maintenance and services) or as a way of extricating state bureaucracies 
from CH management and leaving administration in the hands of citizens (Colomer 
2021). Other administrations simply do not want to share power, knowledge, and her-
itage decision- making with citizens; the result is that the Faro Convention principles 
can be implemented only through cosmetic initiatives. The FCN provides aid to HCs in 
the process of defining and managing CH, especially when the allocation of roles and 
responsibilities between them and public authorities is critical.

The meaning and value held by HCs may not necessarily coincide with the scientific 
approach and criteria developed by experts to identify CH. This is particularly salient 
where the process of defining and identifying CH is centralized in governmental hands. 
But the Faro Convention promotes HCs’ innovative role in a constructive perspective, 
since “expert, official or orthodox ways of seeing or valuing heritage remain valid but 
they are now set increasingly against all the other plural ways of seeing and acting” 
(Wolferstan and Fairclough 2013, 45).

Examples of CH Management at the 
Domestic Level in Light of the Faro 

Convention

The centrality of the relationships among public institutions, political representatives, 
individuals, private entities, experts, and communities, in all their possible forms, 
represents the main theoretical issue related to the application of the Faro Convention’s 
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principles not only at the international and supranational levels but also within the con-
text of domestic legal systems. In this section we will explore how HCs’ practices of par-
ticipation may follow different paths and result in different experiences due to local and 
national political circumstances (Colomer 2021).

As seen in the previous section, Article 11 of the Faro Convention commits states 
parties to set in motion a virtuous circle that optimizes the energies, resources, and ex-
pertise of different types of actors— institutions, public authorities, elected representa-
tives, civil society (individuals and associationss, businesses, and private entities— in a 
new perspective on CH governance (Barni 2019). Although a margin of discretion is left 
to each party on how to implement Article 11’s commitments, precisely because of this 
type of commitment states could make an upstream political choice to take the deci-
sion not to ratify the Faro Convention. Ultimately the notions of HCs and of democratic 
participation/ cooperation in the CH management challenge core notions of authority 
and expertise in the discipline and professional practice of CH. In this frame, among 
(legal) scholars, one of the debated issues is whether, in order to promote better partici-
patory and cooperative governance mechanisms of HCs in the frame of “public actions,” 
it would be advisable to provide them with a specific legal status, and using this legal 
status to regulate the HCs’ initiatives.

This legal status would help to ensure the protection of traditional knowledge, skills, 
and identity held by these communities, and to formally regulate the relationship with 
other public and private actors in CH management (Zagato and Pinton 2016). The 
issue is truly delicate, placing trust, balance of power, and constructive collaboration 
at the heart of the cooperative relationship. This process of legal recognition would re-
quire the satisfaction of a few preconditions: the readiness of heritage professionals to 
abandon a top- down model in which they are the ones giving direction to others; civil 
society stakeholders’ interest in engaging in shared management of CH, which would 
entail all parties having a positive approach to cooperation, a common initial under-
standing, and professional openness to knowledge of all types; and the acknowledgment 
that public benefit has to be the primary aim (OMC, Working Group of Member States’ 
Experts 2018).

If we look at the practice developed in the European juridical space, we may distin-
guish a few legal entities around which heritage communities in charge of CH man-
agement have organized themselves. This practice is in line with the fact that the Faro 
Convention does not indicate a predefined scheme that restricts the structure of a her-
itage community; all that is required is the intention of the members to act in relation 
to the CH coming from the past, and their wish to sustain and transmit the CH, in the 
frame of a public action, to future generations.

The Hôtel du Nord inhabitants’ cooperative in Marseille, established in 2011, was set 
up as a “société coopérative d’intérêt collectif à responsabilité limitée, à capital vari-
able à conseil de surveillance” under the French laws of May 7, 1917, and September 10, 
1947, and under Articles 231(1)– 231(8) of the French commercial code.23 Hôtel du Nord 
is a project made up of a group of small- scale initiatives that create opportunities for 
local actors to work together to improve the poor living conditions, discrimination, and 
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poverty that affect certain neighborhoods of Marseilles. This goal is achieved through 
the restoration and enhancement of CH in different neighborhoods of the city, helping 
to improve the population’s living environment. With a view to promoting the hos-
pitality of the city, “heritage walks” are organized by local inhabitants, who welcome 
guests into their homes to share their daily lives and the very specific heritage of their 
neighborhood.24 A recent addition to the work of the Hôtel du Nord is the platform 
Les Oiseaux de Passage (birds of passage), a travel planning website where French tour 
operators, cultural facilitators, and local inhabitants jointly promote hospitality and give 
visitors the chance to discover their local areas and their histories.25

In Italy, HCs are more and more adopting the “community cooperative” structure to 
organize themselves. This form of cooperation is a complex and diversified social in-
stitution that works to implement services in local communities by establishing and 
recognizing a common need in the community and creating relationships with other 
local stakeholders (citizens, civil society organizations, and sometimes local councils)— 
surpassing the mutualistic model and paying attention to all the members of the com-
munity. Community cooperatives are often characterized by the aim to keep alive and 
enhance local communities at risk of deterioration, if not extinction (Legacoop 2011, 
3– 4). The community cooperatives are formally recognized by some regional laws— for 
instance, the Puglia regional law no. 66,26 and the law of the Basilicata region on promo-
tion and development of cooperation.27

The sharing of responsibilities in CH management may also take the form of a “social 
contract,” as in the example of the village of Viscri, Romania, or of a “strategic plan,” as 
in District 5 in Huelva in Spain.28 Although each of these initiatives identifies with co-
operative principles, they do not have cooperative status or do not use that terminology 
(Wanner 2021). The first of these, the Whole Village Project, was born as an initiative 
aimed at preserving the Saxon heritage in the intercultural village of Viscri. The initi-
ative focuses on turning the local heritage into a resource for all community members 
(Roma, Romanians, Hungarians, and Saxons), enabling them to make the best use of it 
through tourism, agriculture, and craftsmanship, with the objective of reconciling any 
potential conflict connected to the challenges of integration.29

Cooperative principles and approaches are also often practiced when HCs struc-
ture themselves as general nonprofit associations. Faro Venezia, in Italy, for instance, 
is mainly active in the urban context of Venice. Currently, the city’s major problem is 
related to its depopulation, due to increased mass tourism, which is encouraged by local 
policies at the municipal level. With the continuous decrease in the number of residents, 
the city is fast approaching a point of no return, beyond which it will become an empty 
stage for mass tourism. However, involvement in decision- making processes on these 
issues has been difficult, as a constructive and open platform for discussions and dem-
ocratic participation by all stakeholders has been lacking. In this context, several HCs 
have been created with the aim of preventing tourist exploitation of cultural heritage. 
Faro Venezia seeks to make Venice more attractive, including to its own residents, 
through systematic initiatives promoted by a network of local associations (combining 
research, culture, and art) and implementing different forms of participative democracy 
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to overcome the apparent gap between political leaders, decision- makers, and citizens. 
To reinforce the attractiveness of the city beyond mass tourism, Faro Venezia’s initiatives 
promote the transformation of heritage sites (such as the Arsenale, the ancient naval 
production center of the Serenissima) into useful places for all citizens. Faro Venezia 
also aims to educate local communities about the Faro Convention’s principles and ap-
proach by collaborating on projects aimed at safeguarding traditional craftsmanship 
as symbols of intangible cultural heritage, promoting debates on the concepts of active 
citizenship, and protecting commons. To educate residents and tourists, Faro Venezia 
organizes heritage walks, often in collaboration with private institutions and other local 
and regional associations.30

In Lithuania, Žemieji Šančiai Bendruomenė is an association situated in a micro- 
region of Kaunas. The association encourages the development of civil society through 
respect for the CH of its community and active responsibility for self- government. It 
strengthens community identity by working with people to learn from and experience 
the places, objects, and stories of Šančiai.31 Its Cabbage Field Initiative is a contribution 
to local participation in governance and to the revitalization of an abandoned historical 
site. The Cabbage Field is a plot of public land that is home to a trio of nineteenth- century 
vaulted brick structures that were formerly military barracks and have not yet been 
privatized. Its heritage is of international significance, and the winter cellars that can be 
found at the site are used to store fermented cabbage, a source of vitamin C— whence the 
name of the initiative. The Cabbage Field Initiativerecognizes and supports the commu-
nity process of transforming the site into a sustainable public asset. To do this, commu-
nity art activities are organized on the site to stimulate people’s awareness and creative 
power and to counter excessive urbanization of the area (Council of Europe 2020, 19). 
In 2020, the Žemieji Šančiai Bendruomenė started a three- year project centered on the 
notion of genius loci and addressing the public right to participate in decision- making 
processes concerning environmental matters, combatting aggressive urbanization and 
enabling residents and other specialists to co- create an architectural and urban plan for 
the neighborhood. The Žemųjų Šančiai community gives evidence of how community 
arts became a catalyst for action and how creative approaches may favor both bottom- up 
and top- down activism. Activities organized around the Nemunas River embankment 
seek to preserve for future generations its unique architecture, biodiversity, ecosystems, 
and habitats, as well as facilities dedicated to swimming, fishing, relaxing, and enjoying 
the riverfront. The action started out as a direct response to plans for a new road along 
the river but developed into a wider public interest and self- government campaign. The 
Faro Convention principles have been used to understand how the community seeks to 
safeguard its unique historic urban landscape and heritage. The initial failure to achieve 
a constructive dialogue at the municipal level became a driving force for the Žemųjų 
Šančiai association to press for urban planners to participate with rather than exert 
power over communities (Carroll 2021, 19).

Among CH management approaches developed by state authorities, interesting 
examples come from Finland and the municipality of Fontecchio, Italy. The Faro 
Convention ratification process adopted by Finland started from a background study 
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carried out in 2014– 2015 by the National Board of Antiquities (now the Finnish Heritage 
Agency) and the Finnish Homeland Association. The purpose of the study was to as-
sess the challenges involved in fostering CH and to create a structured account of cit-
izens’ wishes and stakeholders’ views about aligning existing cultural practices with 
the objectives of the Faro Convention.32 The study acknowledged that both citizen en-
gagement (represented by the Finnish Local Heritage Federation, which includes more 
than eight hundred member associations around Finland and is an active operator 
in cultural heritage as well as environmental issues) — and the decentralized heritage 
administrations were already in alignment with the convention’s notions of democratic 
participation and sharing responsibilities (ICOMOS Finnish National Committee 2020; 
Salmela 2017; Pinton 2019). The study concluded that the Finnish national heritage leg-
islation met the requirements of the Faro Convention’s provisions, and therefore the 
country did not need further legislative amends in order to proceed with the ratification 
of the convention, except for further strengthening the democratic model of cooper-
ation. The study acknowledged that embracing the spirit of the Faro Convention goes 
hand in hand with taking responsibility for driving even further processes of “openness 
and empowerment in the actions and structures related to cultural heritage administra-
tion” (Salmela et al. 2015, 11). These processes include administrative efforts to promote 
open access to cultural knowledge, promote the co- creation of knowledge, enhance ad-
ministrative transparency in management decision processes, promote citizens’ partic-
ipation in policymaking processes, open up the role of expert to citizens, and design 
communication with citizens in plain language to facilitate understanding of technical 
arguments (Colomer 2021).

In the words of the chief intendant of the Finnish Heritage Agency, in implementing 
the principles of the Faro Convention the crucial aspect is to

take a closer look at heritage communities, create dialogue, explore and share ex-
isting good practice and create new procedures for cooperation between adminis-
tration and diverse actors, new innovative and sustainable heritage partnerships. 
Administration should act more and more as a facilitator, whereas the role of the 
civil society, with its changing new forms including heritage communities, will 
grow stronger. Participation and sustainability are among the key words of the 
implementation.

(Salmela 2017)

In Italy, the municipality of Fontecchio is a pioneer public authority in promoting 
the creation of and supporting a heritage community that includes public and private 
stakeholders, both governmental and non\governmental. Fontecchio is a very small vil-
lage of 350 inhabitants in central Italy. It was damaged by the 2009 earthquake, and the 
small community had to face the need for both physical and social reconstruction. Local 
government, together with local associations and facilitators, designed a plan including 
projects for civic education and citizen participation, care for the landscape, and know-
ledge and use of CH for economic development, resettlement, and social cohesion, ac-
cording to Faro Convention principles.
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The plan has started to be implemented through a set of initiatives.33 For instance, 
Borghi Attivi is a participatory process that since 2011 has involved the population in 
drawing up guidelines for the aesthetic development of the village, taking into account 
local construction material and architectonic styles. A set of technical rules for the res-
toration of private and public buildings was written by citizens, local authorities, and 
academic experts.

Casa & Bottega is a social housing and urban regeneration project that foresees the 
development of small apartments to be rented to young families, together with handi-
craft shops, community gardens where people can cultivate individual plots, and areas 
of public forest for pasture and wood. A community cooperative manages all services 
linked to mobility, housing, production, e- commerce, and care of the landscape.34 Lo 
Spazio della Memoria is a photographic museum and a multimedia station dedicated to 
the 2009 earthquake and located inside a medieval tower. Ordine- Caos- Creatività is a 
collective artwork created by children and families in the new school building. Gardens 
are at the disposal of citizens, and some mountain paths have been “adopted” by local 
associations and institutions.

The Fontecchio practice throws light on a model of CH management that is be-
coming more and more common in other Italian municipalities: a model that 
encourages shared administration of the commons by different public and private ac-
tors through stimulating collective use, management, and ownership of urban assets, 
services, and infrastructures. This model is called the “pact of collaboration between 
local administrations and inhabitants,” although scholars are still debating the legal 
nature— private or public— of these pacts (Arena 2016).35 This chapter will not retrace 
that investigation. Rather, it is interesting to underline that it does not involve merely 
conferring on private individuals the responsibility for activities of general interest 
that the public administration is unable to or does not want to carry out on its own. 
Rather, the pact wants to establish “a sincere collaboration between ‘rulers’ and ‘ruled,’ 
with the latter motivated by solidarity intentions, a collaboration implemented right 
from the initial stages concerning the identification of general interests to take care 
of ” (Fidelbo 2018, 8).

Conclusions

The right to CH as a human right includes the right of individuals and collectivities to 
know, understand, value, make use of, sustain, and exchange elements of CH and partic-
ipate in its development, as well as to respect and benefit from the CH of others.36

The Faro Convention aims at promoting greater synergy of competencies and actions 
among all interested public and private actors regarding CH management through the 
recognition that CH is a crucial resource in several areas: the construction of peaceful 
and democratic societies, the processes of sustainable development (including economic 
development), and the promotion of cultural diversity.37 Cultural heritages— tangible, 
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intangible, and digital— are doomed to die if public authorities, experts, and citizens 
do not continuously engage in effective and systematic participation, cooperation, and 
decision- making about which heritage policies to adopt.38

Embracing this perspective, this chapter has tried to describe why and how the idea 
of participatory and cooperative governance— built upon the inclusion of and lively in-
terplay between a diverse range of governmental and nongovernmental shareholders, as 
promoted by the Faro Convention— is at the heart of sound CH management. Heritage 
communities have taken seriously the responsibility to safeguard and manage CH, 
supplementing the policies adopted by their territorial states. HCs’ practices have given 
meaning to the Faro Convention’s silence on how, exactly, heritage governance is to be 
implemented. The variety of practices described in this chapter demonstrates not only 
that there is no one- size- fits- all process to implement the principles of the convention but 
also that there is a variety of participatory instruments available and many ways in which 
they can be implemented. In some countries the legal and political framework regarding 
CH facilitates participation processes; in others that framework hinders their imple-
mentation or even holds back ratification of the Faro Convention. What seems evident, 
however, is that HCs’ mobilization and creative actions have triggered the kind of phe-
nomenon described by some legal doctrine according to which “states’ social bases find 
a way to connect with each other so as to contribute to the creation of transnational legal 
relationships” beneficial to the societies at large. These relationships shape “fragments of 
an interindividual organization that crosses borders” (Picchio Forlati 1999, 146).

Accordingly, despite their inconsistencies— and despite the fact that some NGOs and 
even HCs are in fact under the political control of their respective governments and 
not able to exercise any kind of control over the government’s conduct— these “splinters 
of transnational interindividual organization” have carved out a significant role in 
cooperating with, and sometime co- deciding with, intergovernmental bodies in the 
field of CH policies (Urbinati 2012).

The implementation of the principles of the Faro Convention over the last few years 
offers further evidence of the positive role played by the CoE Faro intergovernmental 
institutions (the directorate and the SCCHL) in the attempt to address the reluctance 
of some European states to ratify the convention and in supporting and disseminating 
the multiple good practices implemented by HCs with respect to the convention’s prin-
ciples.39 This has happened sometimes in full harmony with a state’s decisions and 
policies, but more often in a less friendly or even hostile context created by the segment 
of “heritage experts” still able to influence states’ approaches to CH management.40

Given the heritage management expertise and the successful dynamics established 
by many HCs in the European space, one of the priorities of the HCs should be to inten-
sify capacity- building initiatives in tandem with heritage experts in order to understand 
how much social participation these experts willing are to accept, how much knowledge 
and power they are willing to give up, and what degree of HC autonomy in CH manage-
ment they can tolerate. Another priority should be to understand how to draw upon the 
skills and training of heritage experts to ensure better and more fruitful engagements 
with HCs that are already following the Faro way (Colomer 2021).
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Notes

 1. Thus, no analysis is provided in this chapter of the knowledge, skills, and qualities that con-
tribute to and strengthen the quality of CH management professional services. According 
to The Competence Framework for Cultural Heritage Management, the competences of 
management practitioners include “core competences” (knowledge of heritage principles, 
ethics and the law), “personal competences” (essential for successful cooperation and fa-
cilitation), “managerial competences” (required in order to achieve management goals), 
and “specialist technical competences.” Four levels of professional personnel are covered: 
skilled workers, middle managers/ technical specialists, senior managers, and executives 
(UNESCO 2021). Competences are only one aspect of successful CH management, along-
side financial resources, supporting policies, laws, and regulations.

 2. The Council of Europe Framework Convention on the Value of Cultural Heritage for 
Society (CETS no. 199), signed in Faro on October 27, 2005, entered into force at the inter-
national level on June 1, 2011. As of April 20, 2022, twenty- two states had ratified it and six 
states had signed it.

 3. According to Article 19(a), the CoE Committee of Ministers may invite any state that is 
not a member of the CoE and the EU to accede to the convention by a decision taken by a 
two- thirds majority of the representatives casting a vote and by the unanimous vote of the 
representatives of the contracting states entitled to sit on the Committee of Ministers.

 4. Faro Convention, Preamble.
 5. European Cultural Convention (Paris, December 19, 1954); Convention for the Protection 

of the Architectural Heritage of Europe (Granada, October 3, 1985); European Convention 
for the Protection of the Archaeological Heritage (Valletta, January 16, 1992).

 6. European Landscape Convention (Florence, October 20, 2000).
 7. “Recognizing the need to put people and human values at the centre of an enlarged and 

cross- disciplinary concept of CH” (Faro Convention, Preamble).
 8. Convention Concerning the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage, 

adopted by the UNESCO General Conference, November 16, 1972.
 9. World Heritage Committee (WHC), WHC- 97/ 2, February 1997, 10. The WHC adopted 

these operational guidelines beginning in 1977.
 10. WHC- 05/ 2, February 2, 2005, 3, 95.
 11. The other strategic objectives to promote the implementation of the 1972 convention were 

defined by the WHC at the 2002 session in Budapest: credibility, conservation, capacity- 
building, and communication (known as the “4 C’s”).

 12. WHC Committee, WHC- 07/ 31.COM/ 13B, 6.
 13. In the 2007 Fribourg Declaration on Cultural Rights, a “cultural community” is a group of 

persons who share references that constitute a commo cultural identity that they intend to 
preserve and develop (Art. 2).

 14. See the website for the Steering Committee for Culture, Heritage and Landscape, https:// 
www.coe.int/ en/ web/ cdcpp- commit tee.

 15. Fribourg Declaration on Cultural Rights, May 7, 2007, https:// www1.umn.edu/ human rts/ 
inst ree/ Fribo urg%20Decl arat ion.pdf.

 16. The Faro Principles are: developing democratic participation and social responsibility 
(Arts. 11, 12, and 13); improving the living environment and quality of life (Art. 8); man-
aging cultural diversity and mutual understanding (Art. 7); and building more cohesive 
societies (Arts. 8, 9, and 10) (Council of Europe 2021, 8– 10).
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https://www1.umn.edu/humanrts/instree/Fribourg%2520Declaration.pdf
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 17. “Knowledge and understanding [of communities] are fundamental to the identification, 
management, and monitoring of World Heritage properties. . . . Such studies and research 
are aimed at demonstrating the contribution that the conservation and management of 
World Heritage properties, their buffer zones and wider setting make to sustainable de-
velopment, such as in conflict prevention and resolution, including, where relevant, by 
drawing on traditional ways of dispute resolution that exist within communities” (para. 
215), WHC.21/ 01, 31 July 2021.

 18. “States parties” refers to states that are bound by this convention and among which this 
convention is in force.

 19. See Faro Convention Action Plan, https:// www.coe.int/ en/ web/ cult ure- and- herit age/ 
faro- act ion- plan.

 20. “Enhanced Participation in Cultural Heritage: The Faro Way,” https:// www.coe.int/ en/ 
web/ cult ure- and- herit age/ the- faro- way.

 21. Ivi for further details.
 22. See “Faro Convention Network (FCN),” https:// www.coe.int/ en/ web/ cult ure- and- herit 

age/ faro- commun ity.
 23. See Article 1, StatuteMentions légales –  Hôtel du Nord (hoteldunord.coop).
 24. Hôtel du Nord— Fabrique d’histoires (hoteldunord.coop). Heritage walks constitute an 

original practice that for HCs also marks a way of self- expression and self- recognition. 
A heritage walk is conceived and created by those who live and work in a specific terri-
tory and who have a particular affinity with that territory and the traditional knowledge 
and heritages that developed in that place: historical and cultural, in their memory and/ 
or through personal experience. The heritage walk’s main objective is to raise awareness 
among citizens about the value of the CH in the locale which they live and work— namely, 
about the benefit that derives from living immersed in that heritage because of its his-
torical, cultural and social significance. See “Le Passeggiate Patrimoniali,” Faro Venezia, 
https:// faro vene zia.org/ azi oni/ le- pass eggi ate- patri moni ali. The worth of these heritage 
walks became particularly relevant with the COVID- 19 pandemic, which forced us to dis-
engage from places and peoples. Indeed, heritage walks, made by and with HCs, reconnect 
the community with residents and tourists in a dynamic experience that brings to the fore-
front traditional knowledge and skills, unknown tangible/ intangible heritage, and threats 
and challenges to the CH.

 25. The term “hospitality” defines the act of sharing and reciprocal exchanges between the host 
and the visitor, where the two parties get to know each other and learn together through 
their stories and the stories associated with the travel destination. See “Les oiseaux de pas-
sage,” Les oiseaux de passage.

 26. L.R. May 20, 2014, n. 23, “Disciplina delle Cooperative di comunità,” in Boll. Uff. Puglia 
Region n. 66, May 26, 2014.

 27. L.R. March 20, 2015, n. 12, “Promozione e sviluppo della cooperazione,” in Boll. Uff. 
Basilicata Region n. 13, March 20, 2015. These cooperatives have a mutualistic purpose, 
whose object (Article 2) consists in “enhancing the skills of the resident population, cul-
tural traditions and territorial resources,” “satisfying the needs of the local community,” 
and “improving the social and economic quality of life through the development of 
eco- sustainable economic activities aimed at the production of goods and services, the 
recovery of environmental and monumental goods, the creation of a job offer, and the gen-
eration locally of ‘social capital.’ ”

https://www.coe.int/en/web/culture-and-heritage/faro-action-plan
https://www.coe.int/en/web/culture-and-heritage/faro-action-plan
https://www.coe.int/en/web/culture-and-heritage/the-faro-way
https://www.coe.int/en/web/culture-and-heritage/the-faro-way
https://www.coe.int/en/web/culture-and-heritage/faro-community
https://www.coe.int/en/web/culture-and-heritage/faro-community
https://farovenezia.org/azioni/le-passeggiate-patrimoniali
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 28. See English –  Mihai Eminescu Trust and Patrimoni PEU project -  Culture and Cultural 
Heritage (coe.int)

 29. See the website of the Mihai Eminescu Trust., http:// www.mih aiem ines cutr ust.ro.
 30. See the website of Faro Venezia, https:// faro vene zia.org/ .
 31. See the website of the Žemieji Šančiai bendruomenė, https:// sanciu bend ruom ene.lt/ lt/ 

bendr uome nes/ zsb/ . Home -  Genius Loci (sanciubendruomene.lt)
 32. See Salmela et al. 2015, 8.
 33. Il Progetto Casa&Bottega— Comune di Fontecchio, see Brochure 3 (fontecchio.aq.it).
 34. A topic that cannot be fully considered in this paper deals with the role and capacity of 

HCs to create job opportunities, especially for youths.
 35. See Article 11, Italian Law, August 7, 1990, n. 241.
 36. Remarks by Karima Bennoune, UN Special Rapporteur in the Field of Cultural Rights, 

Europa Nostra Finland, European Heritage Congress, Turku, May 13, 2017.
 37. Article 5: “The Parties undertake to: . . . (d) foster an economic and social climate which 

supports participation in cultural heritage activities; (e) promote cultural heritage protec-
tion as a central factor in the mutually supporting objectives of sustainable development, 
cultural diversity and contemporary creativity.”

 38. “The parties recognise that . . . (b) everyone, alone or collectively, has the responsibility to 
respect the cultural heritage of others as much as their own heritage, and consequently the 
common heritage of Europe.”

 39. V. SCCHL, Action Plan 2014– 2015 for the Promotion of the FC State of Progress, CDCPP 
(2015)12, 2015.

 40. See the Commons Regulation adopted by the municipality of Padua on December 14, 2021.
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Jonathan Price

Introduction

When the COVID- 19 pandemic hit the south Leeds district of Holbeck in March 2020, 
local theater company Slung Low knew that it was unlikely to be putting on any shows for 
some time. Instead, it wrote to two hundred local households to put its staff, volunteers, 
venue, and van at the service of whatever community needs might arise, and ended 
up running one of the largest food banks in the United Kingdom for fifteen months 
(Morton 2021; Vinter 2021). Five thousand miles away in Mumbai, theater workers were 
themselves in need of help as shows closed down and government aid for the mainly 
freelance backstage crews and front- of- house staff failed to materialize (Sahani 2021). 
An alliance of senior performing arts figures mobilized to establish a new organization, 
TheatreDost (dost means “friend” in Hindi), to provide emergency support in a va-
riety of forms to the most vulnerable of them, especially the elderly (TheatreDost n.d.). 
Across the country in Kolkata, Bengali film director and former doctor Kamaleswar 
Mukherjee put down his camera and picked up his stethoscope for the first time in four-
teen years to help marginalized populations in village health camps (Dasgupta 2020). 
Arundhati Ghosh, executive director of India Foundation for the Arts, recalls him as 
saying: “In a time of pandemic, what does an artist do? An artist decides not to be an 
artist, but to be a relief worker.”

The individuals and organizations involved in these instances took exceptional 
actions in exceptional circumstances. They each followed a simple, compelling logic— 
albeit one that required considerable generosity and determination to enact. They acted 
not through their expertise in cultural practice but by stepping beyond it. Their actions, 
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therefore, tell us nothing about cultural management. But they are a good starting point 
for thinking about the place of ethics in cultural leadership.

This chapter will look first at the conceptual relationships between management, 
leadership, and ethics before looking at the relationship of a cultural organization’s vi-
sion to its ethical coherence. It introduces a model for mapping the ethical life of cul-
tural organizations across five dimensions, drawing on the public concerns commonly 
translated into eligibility criteria by cultural funders and authorities in different parts of 
the world, and proposes principles of sufficiency and consistency according to which 
their actions can be critiqued. It concludes with observations on the relationship be-
tween ethics, leadership, vision, and integrity.

For the purposes of this chapter, the cultural sector is understood in line with the 
methodology developed by the UK government’s Department for Digital, Culture, 
Media and Sport (2021), according to which it comprises arts, museum activities, music, 
broadcasting, and heritage, being positioned almost entirely within a larger creative 
industries sector and overlapping with the tourism and digital sectors.

Leadership, Management, and Ethics

The relationship between leadership and management is the subject of a significant de-
bate in academic and business literature, which veers between viewing the two concepts 
as identical, mutually exclusive, or interconnected (Edwards et al. 2015). Nahavandi 
(2012) usefully summarizes the commonly identified distinctions: management’s 
perceived focus on the present and on stability, procedure, structure, and objectivity, 
as opposed to leadership’s greater concern with the future, with creating change and 
initiating strategy, while being generative of culture, identity, and a connection with 
followers by appealing to the emotions and to shared values. In this kind of formulation, 
management is about keeping the vehicle on the road and leadership is concerned with 
where it is going. However, there is considerable overlap in practice. Effective managers 
need to be able to inspire and motivate people and to anticipate change, therefore straying 
into leadership territory, while leaders who create strategy that fails to take into account 
managerial practicalities are doomed to failure. Nahavandi (2012) ultimately finds suffi-
cient justification for using the terms interchangeably; other theorists, such as Alvesson 
and Spicer (2011), see management and leadership as intertwined but not identical, 
identifying elements of managerial work that do not involve leadership. Where these 
writers agree is in rejecting hard distinctions between leaders and managers, or formulas 
that tend toward fetishizing or idealizing the leader as some kind of superior being— a 
tradition traceable to nineteenth- century conceptions of the “great man” who “inhabits 
a higher sphere of thought” (Emerson [1850] 1901, 3). Nonetheless, it is worth bearing in 
mind that some of the baggage of this kind of usage still clings to the term “leader.”

A trap of the debate is to accept that if management is what managers do, then leader-
ship is simply what leaders do. This imposes a reductive categorical equivalence on the 
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two terms and limits the concept of leadership to a set of tasks and tendencies carried 
out by a certain class of individuals or within particular roles. Further definitional ar-
gument is then limited to a somewhat sterile trading of characteristics between two 
lists. Leadership can, however, be considered more broadly, following, for example, the 
thinking of Grint (2005), who identifies some of the ways in which leadership operates 
through community interactions— the small actions and processes of sense- making 
undertaken by mutually influential leaders and followers to form hybrid networks in 
combination with nonhuman forces. Grint’s examples of the latter include culture, emo-
tion, and genetics; recent critical leadership scholarship would add race, gender, class, 
and history (Liu 2021; Knights 2022). Understood in this way, leadership operates both 
through and beyond formal structures, something that cannot be said nearly as easily for 
the more rigidly hierarchical construct of management. While the focus of this chapter 
is primarily on leadership as expressed through the strategic direction and operational 
management of cultural organizations, this wider understanding of how leadership is 
constructed is essential to mapping its ethical scope and implications.

Thinking about the place of ethics in this picture introduces another reason to make 
a distinction between management and leadership. Derived from the thinking of 
Aristotle, ethics can be defined as “the general theory of right and wrong in choices and 
actions, and of what is good or bad in dispositions and interpersonal relations and ways 
of living” (Mackie 1977, 235). According to Singer (1993, 10), “the notion of ethics carries 
with it the idea of something bigger than the individual.” Ethics is concerned with effects 
that go beyond the immediate interested party: making choices that become desirable 
because they are known to be right, rather than pursuing actions for the sake of their de-
sirability. It is for this reason, Singer (1993, 10) argues, that “self- interested acts must be 
shown to be compatible with more broadly based ethical principles if they are to be ethi-
cally defensible.” Ethics therefore imports a question of responsibility to third parties, an 
orientation to the exterior, and a concern with consequences.

Mapped onto organizations, any form of direction- finding or decision- making 
whose priorities exceed the mission- specific interests of the organization is difficult to 
accommodate within the objective purpose of management— in other words, the ser-
vice of functional needs internal to the organization. That is not to say that management 
excludes dealing with questions of ethics or value, because whether an organization is 
seen to act in a “good” way is directly relevant to the management of external reputa-
tion and internal morale, and may need to be balanced against short- term or otherwise 
limited financial and strategic advantages. So long as justifications can be made strictly 
in business terms, including through enlightened self- interest, decisions touching on 
ethical issues can still be considered managerial. Where, however, the consideration 
is made in the interests of a wider sectoral, social, or moral ideal, then something be-
yond what can be adequately termed “management” is guiding action. It can further 
be argued that, where there are competing “goods” (for example, tensions between 
aesthetic, social, and economic motivations), a form of judgment must be applied to 
arbitrate between categories that lack a shared index of value. The application of a deter-
mining principle in such an instance is at once an ethical choice and an act of leadership.
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Ethical decisions that involve considerations not wholly reducible to pure manage-
rial logic represent instances where leadership can be most clearly be disambiguated 
from management, even if those external considerations are ultimately rejected and the 
company’s self- interest is asserted. To lead is not necessarily to act ethically, but it is to 
deal with ethicality. Recognizing this also requires recognizing that there are competing 
moral codes, and that history is littered with dangerous zealots who led in the name of 
morality (Grint 2005). Leadership has no inherent positive moral charge. It is simply 
demanded wherever tension arises between logical self- interest and ethical imperatives, 
and its worth must be judged on the decisions made and on the results. The respon-
sibility is for the outcomes, good or bad, and for the motivations and processes that 
have led to those outcomes, given that leadership also has to deal with the fact that the 
consequences of action can rarely be fully foreseen. Acquiring the responsibility is not 
optional— it goes with the territory. Acting responsibly is another matter.

The picture becomes more fragmented when this association of ethics with leader-
ship is related to the hybridity of leadership. Where does ethical responsibility sit if an 
organization’s actions and direction are not determined by a single leader but by a com-
munal process shaped by history and culture? The difficulty in resolving this is perhaps 
one reason organizations seen to transgress morally and even legally are rarely held 
to account effectively in the corporate world (Larkin, Burgess, and Montague 2020). 
The question can be largely dodged, though organizations may pause to consider the 
policy issue of how far they consider their responsibilities to stretch, either to follow 
through on stated ethical commitments or to anticipate and control potential liabili-
ties. Whatever is concluded, other stakeholders may take different views, and given that 
ethics and leadership are not confined to the managerial boundaries of the organization, 
their perspectives may not be easily dismissed. The possibility of being held to account 
does not depend on the company itself actively accepting or recognizing the obligations 
that may be ascribed to it by others. For these fundamental reasons organizational ethics 
are complex, contested, and context- specific. They are dependent on value judgments 
and not reducible to any universally accepted code. Ethical expectations inevitably ex-
ceed legal requirements (Mendonca and Kanungo 2007); they are index- linked to ever- 
evolving societal values.

The potential for ethical complexity and conflict in running organizations becomes 
apparent if the different categories of ethics common to guiding choice and action in 
everyday life are considered. Among the main types identified by Larkin, Burgess, 
and Montague (2020), utilitarian approaches derive from the secular philosophy that 
advocates achieving the greatest good for the greatest number as the basis for ethical 
decision- making, judging actions by their consequences (the medical ethic and in-
ternational law principle of “do no harm” is utilitarian). Deontological approaches, 
meanwhile, are principled or rule- based, with actions prejudged as right or wrong ac-
cording to their nature or motivation (religious commandments and other ideologically 
based behavioral doctrines are deontological). A third category, philosophical egoism, 
follows socially constructed rules in a self- interested way to achieve approval and avoid 
punishment.
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These are useful primary categories for understanding ethical problems. The moral 
dilemma encountered by someone who has been brought up to believe it is wrong to lie 
when faced with a situation where lying would avoid unnecessary harm to a third party 
finds themselves conflicted between utilitarianism and deontology. The utilitarian im-
pulse asserts that the ends justify the means, but the deontological principle denies this. 
One value system has to be prioritized over the other, at least temporarily, to resolve the 
situation. An artist whose determined exercise of freedom of expression breaks taboos 
and causes offense to a religious community brings about a confrontation between two 
deontologies. Such instances are far less easily resolved and can escalate.

Philosophical egoism, or “conscientiousness,” to use Singer’s (1993) term for the same 
tendency, looks like ethical behavior in that it acts in accordance with the values of so-
ciety but does not really critically engage with questions of what is or is not right. In phil-
osophical terms, an ethical motivation necessarily involves concern for others (Singer 
1993). It is not an ethical choice to take a certain course of action for the sole purpose 
of avoiding bad PR, for example. Conscientiousness is a usefully conflict- free default 
position for organizations more concerned with image than belief. Acting conscien-
tiously might involve making apparent sacrifices of self- interest in the short term, but 
the motivation would still be ultimately self- interested— for example, if based on a cal-
culation that the cultivation of an ethical reputation is of greater long- term value. It may 
not sound particularly admirable, but in pragmatic terms, this approach at least has the 
socially desirable effect of causing organizations to consider and mitigate a greater range 
of their impacts than the single- minded pursuit of narrower business objectives could 
allow for. Nonetheless, whether consciously or unconsciously adopted, it is a strategy 
that has limits. If an organization lacks a strong deontological or utilitarian commit-
ment, then there will be a threshold at which its own self- interest will trump its consci-
entious observance of ethical norms. This is one level at which the gap between what an 
organization says and what it does can be analyzed.

Locating Ethics in Vision, Mission, 
and Values

Foster (2018) writes compellingly about the need for arts organizations to pay serious at-
tention to their foundational documents— the articulations of their vision, mission, and 
values. While most organizations will have these in some form, Foster (2018) identifies 
a tendency for the statements to be highly generalized and too easily exchangeable be-
tween different organizations. In other words, they communicate next to nothing about 
what is really distinctive or important about the organization they are supposed to rep-
resent. Foster (2018) therefore advocates for producing clear and specific documents 
that identify, differentiate, and connect the organization’s vision, mission, core values, 
artistic intent, and community context. This analysis is important in challenging 
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organizations to describe themselves in terms not only of what they do but also of what 
they are for. The vision, as Foster (2018) points out, should be a vision of the world as 
the organization would like it to be— not a vision of what the organization wants to be. 
Expressed in these terms, the vision should identify clearly and idealistically the form of 
change the organization exists to produce. The mission then describes the organization’s 
practical purpose, specifying what it does and who it involves. The values are the under-
pinning principles that the organization commits to applying in the process of carrying 
out its mission. The vision and the values together constitute the ethical purpose of the 
organization.

It is enormously easy for an organization’s identity to become associated only with 
the mission— what it is seen to do— rather than the deeper sense of purpose behind 
the vision. Does this matter? Not always, but in some circumstances it will matter a 
great deal. Imagine a community arts organization founded in order to bring local 
people together and celebrate their hometown. Its vision, perhaps, is for the com-
munity to be creative, harmonious, and joyful. To achieve this, it stages a summer 
festival. Over several years, it becomes known for producing the summer festival— 
that is its primary activity. Therefore, people start to think that the sole purpose 
of the organization is to produce the festival. What happens, though, if one year it 
becomes impossible to stage the festival? Does the organization still have a purpose, 
or any basis for deciding what to do next and how to use its resources? The COVID- 
19 pandemic asked precisely this question of thousands of cultural sector organiza-
tions across the world. This was the situation faced by Slung Low at the beginning of 
this chapter. The normal mode of delivery— the usual mission of theater- making— 
was interrupted without warning. In this case, however, the vision of the organiza-
tion for its community demanded a totally different kind of action to respond to 
the radically changed circumstances. This allowed the organization to act quickly 
and decisively at a moment that many would find paralyzing. Similarly, the film-
maker Kamaleswar Mukherjee and the coalition behind TheatreDost acted from an 
instinctive understanding of duty grounded in values. The mission can change if the 
vision demands it, which is why a recognition of the community context also needs 
to be part of an organization’s foundational statements, as Foster (2018) insightfully 
identifies.

In most circumstances, making such extreme changes to activity in order to continue 
serving the vision is unlikely to be necessary. Nonetheless, losing sight of the difference 
between vision and mission is to confuse ends and means. This is a danger for cultural 
organizations, which will often have staff or artists highly focused on specialist areas 
of work and committed to replicating established processes or patterns of work. Those 
processes may have served the organization well in the past, and may even have been 
groundbreaking, but are they still serving the vision? The distinction between vision 
and mission can become very blurry for those closest to the work, especially if there is 
strong psychological commitment to it. Part of the role of organizational leadership is to 
supply perspective and to articulate that difference.
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As the vision, mission, and values are foundational to the identity of an organiza-
tion, they have to be set and owned by whoever has legal and moral responsibility for it, 
which in most cases (particularly in the nonprofit arts sector) is the board of directors 
or trustees. If it is accepted that leadership and management are functionally entwined 
(Alvesson and Spicer 2011; Nahavandi 2012), it is impossibly simplistic to ascribe lead-
ership to the non- executive and management to the executive, but it remains possible 
to locate the specific corporate responsibility for ethical direction at board level. Allied 
to the need for clarity in the vision and foundational documents, this emphasizes the 
centrality of governance to ethical leadership. An organization whose vision is not 
safeguarded through strong and purposeful governance can hardly expect to maintain 
a coherent ethical identity in the long term. This should be of concern to any organi-
zation whose underpinning relationships depend on clarity of purpose, shared values, 
and trust.

Ethical Dimensions of  
Cultural Leadership

Cultural leadership can be very neatly defined as “the act of leading the cultural sector” 
(British Council 2013), but the simplicity of such a formulation is deceptive. Its origins 
as a term in policy discourse lie in concerns for the business effectiveness of senior exec-
utive managers in large, publicly funded cultural institutions in the United Kingdom in 
the early 2000s (Hewison 2004). This sense of designating the people and skills needed 
to run successful cultural organizations remains central, but other interpretations have 
gained increasing attention: the influence of artists and other cultural workers at all 
levels of seniority on their own sector; the role of cultural sector leaders in shaping the 
wider culture of their societies; and the reciprocal influence from other sectors and areas 
of public life that affect how culture operates and evolves (Leicester 2007; Douglas and 
Fremantle 2009; British Council 2013; Price 2017). These broader connections are often 
formalized through non- executive roles, prompting calls for greater attention to their 
dynamics (Rentschler 2015).

Even where the analytical focus on cultural leadership is restricted to the specialized 
sense of running cultural organizations, the other definitions are suggestive of the messy 
connectivity through which the sector’s activities are shaped and exert influence. These 
activities are by their nature bound up with questions of value. Artistic and cultural ac-
tivities are media through which societies express, reinforce, and challenge their norms 
and taboos, through which they interpret and reimagine the world. Through culture we 
celebrate and commemorate, we enjoy ourselves, we make sense of our experiences, and 
sometimes we criticize or disrupt. Cultural organizations are the vehicles for this pre-
cious and sensitive activity, so they need to be trusted by the communities they serve. 
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Perhaps for this reason, it is sometimes argued that the arts are held to higher standards 
than other sectors when it comes to ethical questions (Wright 2022). Whether or not 
this is really true, the perception of ethical inconsistency poses a reputational threat to 
cultural organizations and individual professionals, with potential knock- on effects for 
stakeholder relationships. The sheer range of stakeholders an arts or cultural organi-
zation needs to serve, sometimes with contradictory interests, is another reason these 
issues need to be carefully managed (Caust 2018). Yet the majority of cultural organiza-
tions lack a clear and coherent policy for managing such tensions (Wright 2018). Having 
to make policy on the hoof when a crisis hits is fraught with danger, particularly if acting 
under simultaneous public, media, or political scrutiny, which is frequently the case 
for cultural organizations due to the profile of their work in the public realm and their 
funding status.

Further indicators of how the ethical dimensions of cultural leadership can be 
mapped and categorized are revealed by looking at the concerns that different na-
tional policymakers have in common when it comes to justifying and safeguarding 
their funding interventions in their individual social and political contexts. A com-
parison of reporting and eligibility criteria across cultural funding programs in the 
United Kingdom, India, the United States, and Europe reveals strikingly similar sets 
of requirements running alongside the more obvious concerns for aesthetic quality. 
India Foundation for the Arts (IFA) focuses on “solidarities, enabling creativity and 
sustainability” (India Foundation for the Arts n.d.), corresponding closely with 
the European Commission’s priorities of “aesthetics, sustainability and inclusion” 
(European Commission n.d.), and with Arts Council England’s requirements on 
“equality and diversity,” “environmental sustainability,” and “artistic and quality as-
sessment” (Arts Council England n.d.). Creative Scotland adds concern with rates 
of pay and IFA safeguards against “financial delinquency” (Creative Scotland n.d. a), 
while the National Endowment for the Arts in the US monitors legal requirements 
on labor rights alongside its requirements on artistic merit, accessibility and 
nondiscrimination, and observance of environmental policies (National Endowment 
for the Arts n.d.). There remains the question of whether the cultural work it-
self is viewed as “good”— or, indeed, morally harmful— according to the different 
assumptions that public authorities have made in different times and places (Belfiore 
and Bennett 2007). The criteria around artistic quality and public benefit common to 
most support programs arguably depend on this tradition. Five areas of ethical con-
cern broadly attributable to the cultural sector can therefore be distilled from these 
reflections, as illustrated in Figure 14.1: how organizations deal with their staff, art-
ists, volunteers, and other contractors (leading people); who accesses their work or is 
given a voice at any stage of its development (reach and representation); whether that 
work is intrinsically harmful or offensive (art and morality); whether the organization 
is fair, transparent, and trustworthy in its fiscal arrangements (funding and finance); 
and what level of responsibility it takes ecologically and socially for the implications 
of its work (environment and impact).
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Leading People

Two things consistently agreed on in the literature about the otherwise slippery concept 
of leadership are that it is necessarily focused on the future and that it works through and 
with other people as a social process (Grint 2005; Price 2017). Most obviously this happens 
in formal organizations with the employment of staff, recruitment to boards, hiring of 
freelancers, and other paid or voluntary roles. How an organization relates to its staff is a 
fundamental part of its ethical operation and covers multiple individual issues, including 
pay and working conditions; transparency of recruitment processes; nondiscrimination 
and equality of opportunity in respect of race, gender, disability, sexual orientation, age, 
or social class; management style, working culture and expectations; care for health and 
safety, including mental health; and management of dismissal and layoffs. The specifics 
of personnel management are rarely addressed in the literature on arts management and 
cultural leadership, though the role of leadership in setting organizational culture is some-
times emphasized insofar as it sets the tone for how staff are treated (Rentschler 2015).

Arts boards ultimately have responsibility for ensuring that employees and other 
workers are dealt with fairly, but cultural organizations are by no means immune to 
labor disputes and allegations of injustice, as cases on the whistleblowing website 
ArtLeaks regularly testify. The particular characteristics of the cultural workforce nu-
ance the ethical challenge for cultural leaders. These will vary from place to place, but 

Leading people

Reach and
representation

Art and morality
Funding and

finance

Environment
and impact

Ethical
dimensions
of cultural
leadership

Figure 14.1 Ethical dimensions of cultural leadership.
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widely prevalent is a heavy reliance on freelance staff, whose working lives are often 
characterized by precarity (hence the importance of TheatreDost’s intervention on be-
half of vulnerable theater workers), multiplying the impact if cultural organizations fail 
to be timely and reliable in their contracting and payments. Such characteristics con-
tribute to problems of structural injustice in the sector, where access to many creative 
career opportunities becomes limited to the socially privileged (Banks 2017; Brook, 
O’Brien, and Taylor 2020).

Another problematic feature is the high public profile of some leaders who wield 
correspondingly high levels of influence and, sometimes, disproportionate power. 
This reflects a persistent valorization of charismatic leadership within the arts 
(Nisbett and Walmsley 2016), where organizations often seem to be dazzled by inspi-
rational figureheads and the “aesthetic leadership” represented by their personal styles 
(Smolović Jones and Jackson 2019, 293). The abuse of power by leaders and managers 
within companies is often entangled with wider problems of organizational culture 
(Larkin, Burgess, and Montague 2020). This presents a serious challenge to boards, both 
ethically and pragmatically. As Gander (2017) points out, creative sector careers are built 
on reputation, making social capital within the industry a crucial commodity. The po-
tential impact of poor or unjust employment practices on recruitment and retention of 
staff and artists presents an operational incentive for organizations to manage ethical 
issues proactively and decisively, although if this is done only for self- interested or “con-
scientious” reasons (Singer 1993), it has to be questioned how thoroughly or effectively 
workplace culture issues are likely to be addressed.

Reach and Representation

An ongoing challenge for the cultural sector in many countries, commonly expressed 
as a policy priority in the funding programs considered above, is to ensure equitable 
access to the opportunities it represents, both in terms of the people who work within 
it and the people who access or benefit from its work. While this articulation in policy 
does not necessarily mean that the challenge is universally embraced across the sector, 
it is a legitimate ethical concern to inquire who has a voice within cultural institutions, 
who is visible in the work they represent, whose stories are told, and whose language 
is used. Within individual organizations, questions to address include whether boards, 
staff, artists, or artworks are representative of the populations and communities they 
serve (Azmat and Rentschler 2017).

Principled responses can make a difference. Ghosh describes the importance 
for India Foundation for the Arts of making its application process available in mul-
tiple languages, at significant expense, in order to counteract the privileged status of 
English- language- users and to ensure accessibility to the program for a broad range 
of communities. Arts and cultural organizations, with their symbolic power and their 
ability to articulate inequality and galvanize responses to it, are sometimes presented as 
part of the solution to social inequality (King’s College London 2016). However, in the 
United Kingdom they are also increasingly called to account for perpetuating barriers 
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to diversity through self- replicating patterns such as access to education and occupa-
tional networks, issues that overlap with the problems of leading people discussed above 
(Banks 2017; Brook, O’Brien, and Taylor 2018, 2020). This is not just a problem for lead-
ership but a problem of leadership, particularly where institutions derive prestige, re-
sources, and their worldview from histories of injustice.

The former director of the Queens Museum in New York, Laura Raicovich (2021), 
articulates the ethical conundrum facing many well- established cultural institutions 
that view and present themselves as champions of progressive values at the same time as 
their practices serve to reinforce established narratives and power structures. Raicovich 
(2021) debunks the concept of neutrality on the basis that people, organizations, and 
nations taking neutral positions tacitly reinforce the status quo and conceal the ways in 
which power functions. She calls for a reimagining of cultural space with broad- based 
public involvement “to actively participate in the change so necessary to create a more 
equitable world” (Raicovich 2021, 153).

Sharpening the challenge around reach and representation is the question of whether 
receiving public funding entails its own ethical obligation to the taxpaying public. 
Making the case, Matarasso and Landry (1999, 19) claim: “Artists, and especially those 
in receipt of or claiming state funds and support, can no longer claim immunity from 
public enquiry: they have to be prepared to explain and defend their work in the wider 
context of democratic policy- making.”

Within a democratic system, public funding makes the public as a whole, rather than 
merely the government (or its agent), into a stakeholder. This does not, however, make it in-
evitable that a cultural organization will willingly accept or embrace public accountability 
as an ethical principle. It can be asked whether the ethical responsibility for the use of public 
funds lies with the funded organizations themselves or with the administrators of the funds, 
such as arts councils and cultural ministries, whose job it is to ensure that the funded pro-
gram as a whole delivers the required benefit to the taxpayer. The greater the extent to which 
the funder imposes conditions and obligations, the closer the subsidized organization is to 
delivering on a contract or commission, therefore working instrumentally rather than au-
tonomously. Ultimately, the ethical responsibility of any organization relates to its own vi-
sion and has to be distinguished from the legal and contractual obligations owed to funders, 
notwithstanding that these conditions are in turn part of the sector’s collective ethical duty 
to society as a whole. Resolving this is a task for those in positions of leadership within cul-
tural organizations, but the social pressures they will have to take into account are reminders 
of how cultural leadership can also be understood as a process, operating interactively with 
other human and nonhuman forces in the way suggested by Grint (2005).

Art and Morality

Another site of potential ethical conflict is the work itself: the issues that arise from 
within the cultural form, through the nature and legacies of cultural artifacts or 
productions, as well as their relationships— and the relationships of artists and other 
cultural figures— to morality and its guardians in any given society. The form of ethical 
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judgment demanded by collisions between culture in its broadest sense and culture in 
its specialized sense is surely a definitive element of cultural leadership, distinct from 
the challenges presented in any other field of leadership. It depends simultaneously on 
the expertise of artists, authors, directors, curators, or choreographers and on the so-
ciocultural context (e.g., secular, religious, conservative, multicultural, patriarchal, 
postcolonial, urban, or rural). Artists may adopt a strategy of deliberately transgressive 
taboo- breaking to highlight or protest censorship or hypocrisy (Julius 2002); authorities 
may co- opt culture to support programs of moral improvement, social control, or 
nation- building. For whatever purpose and in whichever direction influence is brought 
to bear, as Caust (2018, 25) notes, “culture plays an important and crucial role in defining 
a society,” while cultural activity must respond to that society in turn.

A typical form of conflict in this dimension is between freedom of creative expres-
sion and prevailing social morality. Where it occurs, this is a clash of two deontolog-
ical positions (positions that the protagonists on either side see as categorically right or 
wrong from the outset) and as such is not easily resolvable. Cultural leaders can be faced 
with a conflict between values concurrently held, such as belief in granting autonomy 
to artists and commitments to working inclusively with local faith communities. This 
reinforces the need for community context to be actively accounted for within founda-
tional documentation and planning alongside mission, vision, values, and artistic intent 
(Foster 2018).

Questions of provenance and the ownership of work also need to be addressed. 
Appropriate management of intellectual property is an important part of cultural ad-
ministration, with licensing and copyright forming key strands of artistic livelihoods 
and creators having a fundamental right to be credited for authorship of their work. A 
further specialized area is the growing field of research and practice in museum decolo-
nization under way in many Western institutions (Giblin, Ramos, and Grout 2019). This 
is a complex and wide- ranging area of policy and leadership requiring organizations to 
engage actively with external stakeholders in ethical debates that go beyond purely legal 
questions of obligation or ownership.

Funding and Finance

Finance is a topic with many aspects demanding sound ethics— probity in accounting, 
fairness of rates of pay, and avoidance of conflicts of interest, to name a few. As public 
funding for the arts recedes in many parts of the world and new economic partnerships 
have to be forged, the ethics of fundraising are becoming increasingly important. For ex-
ample, regular concerns have emerged in the United Kingdom during the last decade 
around the motives and suitability of high- profile sponsors from controversial industries 
such as fossil fuels (Richens 2018). Cultural organizations are increasingly held to 
account— or drawn into controversy— in terms of the funding partnerships they enter 
into, which, as Chong (2010) points out, include not only income but also the choices 
made for investments, a relevant issue for organizations holding significant cash reserves.
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There are multiple reasons businesses may want to sponsor arts organizations, 
ranging from development of staff loyalty to enriching “the quality of life in its oper-
ating community” (Chong 2010, 60). For some organizations it is about achieving an 
increased profile, and for others it is about improving their profile by associating the 
sponsor with high status and respected activity. Essentially, this becomes a process of 
exchanging financial capital for social capital— a relationship that can tread a fine line 
between mutual benefit and exploitation, as alleged in cases of perceived greenwashing 
of environmentally tainted brands (Miller 2017). Understanding the motivations of a 
potential sponsor and ensuring that they are consistent with the cultural organization’s 
vision, mission, and values is a crucial task of leadership. Protests against fossil fuel 
sponsorship, such as those targeted at London’s Science Museum in response to its rela-
tionship with Shell, which received significant media coverage in the United Kingdom, 
highlight the reputational dangers for cultural organizations of entering into commer-
cial deals for what appear to be the wrong reasons, or which limit their ability to partic-
ipate freely in critical debate about the sponsors or their industry (Culture Unstained 
2021; Motion 2019; Rawlinson 2021). For its approach to be coherent, a sponsored or-
ganization needs to be able to show that the support meets the utilitarian test of doing 
more good than harm.

It is important to recognize that while suspicion of sponsors’ motives has a long his-
tory, at least in the United Kingdom (Williams 2007), there are counterarguments to 
perceptions that corrupting influences or power imbalances are particularly common 
in the field, as Christine Stanley, an American academic and arts fundraiser, robustly 
articulates:

Probably the greatest misconception about what a fundraiser does or what a philan-
thropist does is that somehow when they give, they are in a position of power within 
the organization. . . . Maybe we’ve watched too many TV shows where there’s an evil, 
rich person in the antagonist role. It is very rare that people who are engaged in phi-
lanthropy also want to control things. . . . [O] ccasionally you get one of those people 
and you have to weed them out. But, for the most part, there is . . . a level of trust, that 
they have so much respect for the professionals that are doing the work.

Stanley’s reference to weeding out highlights the fact that organizations are not obliged 
to remain tied to problematic sponsors. Indeed, their boards have an obligation to apply 
their judgment in managing any situation that threatens the central cultural mission. It 
can also be reasoned that, in some circumstances, public funding might itself become 
ethically problematic— for instance, if working in settings where being perceived as 
an instrument of government could be detrimental to an organization’s ability to build 
trust with a particular community. Wright (2018) offers a balanced view in recognizing 
that while cultural organizations must avoid complicity in unethical activities, what is 
needed is a specific ethical policy. This can allow coherent management of risk and the 
emergence of considered, defensible positions driven by trustee leadership, grounded 
in organizational values, and informed by the experiences of peer organizations. A 
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structured, professional, and principled approach can thereby develop, rather than a se-
ries of knee- jerk responses to controversy.

Environment and Impact

The environment has been a growing concern within cultural policy since Arts Council 
England became the first public funding body globally to introduce a requirement on 
environmental impact reporting into cultural funding programs (Arts Council England 
2021). The European Commission promotes an integration of creative and environ-
mental ideals in its New European Bauhaus initiative, which Creative Europe applicants 
are now required to address (European Commission n.d.; European Commission 2021), 
while the United States’ National Endowment for the Arts has begun to require certain 
projects to undergo environmental policy review (National Endowment for the Arts 
n.d.). Creative Scotland, meanwhile, has commissioned a climate emergency and sus-
tainability plan aimed at identifying the contribution that needs to be made through its 
own activities and by its target sector (Creative Scotland n.d. b).

The importance of this agenda is rising with the increased recognition of the cli-
mate crisis and debate driven by activists such as Creative Carbon Scotland and 
France’s Coalition for Art and Sustainable Development to explore the cultural sector’s 
responsibilities and potential contribution (Van Den Bergh 2016). The challenge to cul-
tural organizations to embrace ecological good practice is ethical in that it means going 
beyond immediate organizational self- interest to engage with often difficult processes 
to serve wider interests. The specifics of the challenge vary with the type of work; in 
England and Scotland respectively, Julie’s Bicycle and Creative Carbon Scotland have 
developed sector support programs to offer structured approaches for events, venues, 
and touring companies of different scales to address their environmental impact (Julie’s 
Bicycle 2019; Creative Carbon Scotland n.d.).

As well as reassessing their work in relation to sustainability of materials, energy 
consumption, water usage, travel, and carbon footprint, cultural organizations are 
well placed to contribute to raising awareness, as for example through the spectacular 
arts installations that gained international media coverage during the COP26 climate 
summit in Glasgow (World Architecture Community 2021), drawing on a rich his-
tory of environmental art practice (Blanc and Benish 2018). There are unique aspects 
to both the opportunities and the challenges facing the cultural sector in terms of the 
environment.

Beneath the big- picture level of saving the planet, this dimension is also about the 
impact an organization or program of work makes on its immediate physical envi-
ronment, in the sense of being a good neighbor— dealing with your organization’s im-
pact on noise, traffic, litter, and the attractiveness of the locality for the sake of those 
who share the surrounding space. Other ethical aspects of impact include exami-
nation of an organization’s supply chain and the standards it demands of others in its 
business dealings (not exploiting sweatshop labor or giving trade to environmentally 
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irresponsible partners), opening up a disparate set of debates that points up the diffi-
culty of achieving a truly holistic approach to sustainability (Quarshie, Salmi, and 
Leuschner 2016). Questions that can be asked about the environmental credentials of 
any cultural organization or project also intersect with the issues around fundraising 
and sponsorship (Motion 2019; Wright 2021). A primary ethical question for cultural 
leadership is how far to go and how much responsibility to take across these dimensions 
(Wright 2022).

Sufficiency and Consistency

Bringing these issues together, there are two fundamental sets of questions that can be 
asked of a leader, an organization, or a program of work about its ethical approach in 
each of these dimensions: first, around the consistency between the values espoused 
and the action taken; second, around the sufficiency of the espoused values themselves 
(Raelin 1993). Ethical criticisms or objections by stakeholders represent challenges on 
one of these two levels. Do your commitments go far enough in terms of ambition and 
your level of commitment? Do they adequately take into account available information, 
including the concerns and needs of your stakeholders, and the resources that you have 
at your disposal? If so, are your actions and their effects consistent with the statements, 
values, and priorities that you have articulated? Does your decision- making match your 
rhetoric? This model, as presented in Figure 14.2, offers the basis for a scorecard of eth-
ical performance.

Ambition of
espoused values

Consistency of
action with values

Lip service:
tendency to
hypocrisy

Zone of
integrity

Flawed but
engaged

Ethical
vacuum

Honorable but
uncommitted

Figure 14.2 Locating integrity.
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Ethical critique can legitimately attack failings on either axis of the model. An orga-
nization that expresses grand ambitions for its contributions to social justice or high 
standards of financial probity risks looking insincere or hypocritical if its actions fail to 
follow through. Does the organization have the resources and an operational culture 
that will allow it to fulfill its promises? It is not good enough to have high ideals that are 
rarely attained, but at the same time it is pointless to deliver consistently on only the 
lowest of standards. An individual or organization that makes minimal promises and 
fails to deliver even on those, meanwhile, could be described as inhabiting an ethical 
vacuum: it has neither the desire nor capacity to contribute to the well- being of any en-
tity outside of itself. Only setting more exacting standards and matching them with day- 
to- day behavior can be described meaningfully as a position of integrity, if integrity is 
understood in its Latin- derived sense of “wholeness” (Bauman 2013).

What remains subjective is where the boundary line of integrity is to be drawn. The 
dimension of consistency is largely observable, so contradictions can be called out, 
but what level of ambition is sufficient? This is a question of judgment, and of aligning 
values, vision, and mission; in short, of leadership. It is a judgment, or set of judgments, 
that has to be made in relation to public expectations and societal norms (Mendonca 
and Kanungo 2007). It is therefore a form of judgment that can be challenged by any 
stakeholder, and not one that lends itself well to being made by a single authoritative 
leader in isolation. Imagining cultural leadership as a process informed by multiple 
voices, rather than as a skill set, may be a helpful starting point for organizations seeking 
to engage meaningfully with their ethical responsibilities. These models can therefore 
be used for planning as much as for analysis or critique.

Conclusion

Integrity might be an old- fashioned term, but it is a vital ingredient for any organi-
zation taking ethics seriously, and few cultural organizations can afford not to if they 
are ultimately to sustain the relationships they depend on. Sometimes it goes by other 
names. Beckman (2022, 42) sees “venture transparency” as a fundamental principle 
of responsible donor management; in a leadership report for Arts Council England, 
leaders need “commitment to an authentic vision” (King’s College London 2018, 5). 
Foster (2018) provocatively defends the concept of “mission creep,” a term usually used 
pejoratively to describe how an organization can become distracted from its core ac-
tivities. Foster argues instead that it is right for the mission to change if circumstances 
have changed; the habitual form and content of the work, though outwardly emblem-
atic of an organization’s identity, may cease to be relevant. It is the vision that needs 
to be held on to— the ideal change in the world that the organization exists to make. 
At a fundamental level, Slung Low, TheatreDost, and Kamaleswar Mukherjee shared 
a simple ideal— of being useful to their community— so in a moment of rupture they 
knew what to do.
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Public funders are increasingly tightening their expectations around selected eth-
ical issues, but ultimately the integrity of cultural organizations can only be judged on 
their own terms, according to their statements and their actions. Critique will inevitably 
center on questions around the sufficiency and consistency of an organization’s ethical 
approach, though there are no universally applicable standards about what constitutes 
sufficient ethical commitment in any of the relevant behavioral dimensions. Boards and 
other decision- makers must meanwhile grapple with competing principles. Are they 
ticking boxes for funders or are they striving for integrity on their own terms? What 
are their non- negotiable principles, if any? Do the limits of resources mean that they 
need to focus on certain ethical commitments above others? The significance of such 
struggles is heightened within a cultural sector whose work is both reflective and forma-
tive of wider social values and debates.

Anyone can share, disagree with, or be concerned about a cultural organization’s vi-
sion, and any stakeholder has the right to call the organization to account in respect of its 
integrity as it pursues its mission through its actions. This includes external critics and 
activists, whether communities contesting the representation of their histories or envi-
ronmental campaigners challenging cultural institutions on their critical and symbolic 
role in the public sphere. Their actions may be messy, argumentative, full of frustration, 
and the cause of frustration in turn, but if cultural leadership has any real meaning, it 
is to be found in the uneasy relationship between idealism and realism and the choices 
that have to be made in between. This is the space of ethical decision- making.

Several years ago, Wendy Were, then an executive director at the Australia Council 
for the Arts, proposed a simple but provocative starting point for arts organizations 
embarking on evaluation of their work: to ask themselves, “Would people miss us if 
we went?” (Price 2015). It is difficult to imagine how that question could be answered 
satisfactorily by any organization whose leadership acts without integrity or fails to 
exhibit the ethic of care in its dealings with staff, artists, audiences, other stakeholder 
communities, and the wider environment. To be the organization that people would 
miss if it were gone means allowing the form of mission creep in which your values, 
rather than your habits, direct your actions. That will not usually mean downing creative 
tools and filling a van with medicine and food parcels. But it does involve having real 
clarity about why your organization exists and what kind of world it wants to create.
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Chapter 15

Shared Leadership  
and the Evolu tion  

of Festivals
What Can Be Learned?

Josephine Caust and Kim Goodwin

Introduction

Understandings of and the practice of leadership are often a source of conflict within 
organizations (Grint 2000; Goleman 2000; Yukl 2002). When considering scenarios 
where specialized knowledge and skills are needed in the leadership of an organization, 
alternative ways of approaching leadership have developed, where leadership can be 
shared or distributed among functions (Ansell and Gash 2012). Sharing of the leadership 
function has been described in several ways: collaborative leadership, co- leadership, 
shared leadership, plural leadership, distributive leadership, and team leadership (Doos 
and Wilhelmson 2021). While this phenomenon is most often observed in educational 
settings, it is also present in other areas in which leaders must have a multiplicity of skills 
and a wide range of knowledge (Gronn 2002, 2008). Another area in which it appears is 
the arts, particularly within certain kinds of arts organizations (Reid 2013).

Arts organizations have become more complex in the late twentieth and early 
twenty- first centuries as they deal with multiple stakeholders such as boards, gov-
ernment funders, sponsors, and philanthropists. This has resulted in changing lead-
ership requirements (Byrnes 2009). It is usually difficult in an age of specialization to 
find an individual with the capacity to be both a successful artistic leader and a good 
business manager (Hoyle and Swale 2016; Wester 2016). This has led to the shared/ co- 
leadership model within arts organizations (Reid 2013). However, a shared leadership 
model requires the participants to have enhanced communication and interpersonal 
skills (Lash 2012). It has been observed too that contemporary creative models require 
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a collaborative approach rather than a competitive one (Hewison and Holden 2011). 
Given the links between collaboration and creativity, it is asserted too that artists have 
enhanced skills in sharing leadership roles (Adler 2006).

Shared or Co- leadership in  
Arts Organizations

Arts organizations present challenges because of the dual functions of artistic leader-
ship and business management. These functions can be seen as diametrically opposite 
(Beirne 2012; Cray, Inglis, and Freeman 2007; Hewison and Holden 2002). Unlike main-
stream business organizations, leadership of an arts organization is frequently divided 
between those two functions (Beirne 2012; Lapierre 2001). Within the structure of an 
arts organization, one or the other of these two roles is perceived as the organizational 
leader and is given the title of chief executive officer (CEO) or executive director (ED). 
Traditionally, the title of overall leader was given to the artistic leader, while the admin-
istrator/ business manager’s role was seen as providing support to artists and the artistic 
program (Pick and Anderton 1996). It has been argued, in fact, that the leadership of 
arts organizations should always reside with artists (Lapierre 2001). In addition, the 
model of the artist/ impresario as leader, particularly in the case of major arts festivals, 
continues to be evident, and is often part of the festival’s branding (Caust 2004).

In recent times, though, boards of governance or boards of directors, who usually 
decide on the organizational structure, have often felt more comfortable assigning the 
overall organizational leadership to the individual responsible for the business side 
(Caust 2010; Turbide and Laurin 2009). Various factors have an impact on this decision, 
including managerialism, the increasing complexity of managing arts organizations, 
and the influence of stakeholders (such as businesspeople) on arts boards (Beirne 2012). 
In this model, the artistic leader either reports through the CEO/ ED to the organiza-
tional board or, if reporting directly to the board, is deemed lower in the organizational 
hierarchy than the CEO. This model can work successfully when the artistic director 
and CEO/ ED understand and support the other’s role, but there is also the possibility of 
conflict between the artistic and business functions, given that the two leadership roles 
have different priorities (Bilton 2007; Caust 2010; Reynolds, Tonks, and MacNeill 2017). 
However, “conflict” can also be positively framed within the process of artmaking, given 
that it is seen as an essential element in creativity (Bilton 2007).

Essentially, an arts organization has a dual mission: it must produce good arts prac-
tice, which usually involves some form of risk, to establish and maintain an artistic repu-
tation; yet it must also run as a business, work within its budget, and produce successful 
financial outcomes (Caust 2010; Douglas and Fremantle 2009). It can be argued these 
two functions are interdependent, and that because of this duality of function leaders 
must understand each other’s role and expectations and work harmoniously together 
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(Cray, Inglis, and Freeman 2007; Creese 1997; Bilton 2007). The administrative leader 
must be sensitive to the needs of, for example, developing an artistic program and 
supporting artists (Lapierre 2001; Pick and Anderton 1996). Conversely, the artistic 
leader must understand that there must be sufficient income to deliver the program and 
that budgets need to be adhered to, otherwise the future of the whole organization is at 
risk (Douglas and Fremantle 2009; Hewison 2004; Nisbett and Walmsley 2016).

Sometimes, though, when there are two leaders in place, they are given equal status, 
with both reporting to the board and sharing equal responsibility for the success of 
the undertaking (Reid 2013). That is, one function is not given delegated power over 
the other. They are co- leaders of the organization or joint CEOs exercising different 
responsibilities within it (Reid 2013). There are also models of collaborative leader-
ship that are based on everyone being involved in the process of making and managing 
work. These might be described as participatory leadership or even collective leader-
ship approaches (Cray, Inglis, and Freeman 2007). Further, it has been observed that 
some smaller creative groups prefer a model of shared leadership across an organiza-
tion, seeing it as more effective (Dalbourg and Lofgren 2016).

In a model of shared leadership, though, there are certain challenges from the start. 
Do the individuals involved share an understanding about the process of collaboration? 
Does a shared process require specific individual qualities to make it work successfully? 
What about the time it might take to come to decisions, given the active engagement of 
several leaders? How will conflict between individuals be managed? While shared or co- 
leadership models can be a more democratic way of approaching decision- making, they 
may also present unique organizational challenges.

Methodology

To explore the varied issues around the challenges of shared leadership, this research 
considers examples of shared or co- leadership in two arts festivals. Case study meth-
odology is used, as it lends itself well to the understanding of complex phenomena and 
allows a deep engagement with the subject (Yin 2014). The case studies are Rising and 
Next Wave, two arts festivals located in Melbourne, Australia. These two festivals were 
chosen as case studies based on convenience sampling. Both Rising and Next Wave are 
well- established, recognized examples of alternative leadership approaches that have 
developed over recent years. They are geographically close to the researchers, and their 
leadership expressed availability and willingness to participate in the research.

In the case of Rising, the leadership model altered in 2019, with the appointment of 
two artistic directors, Gideon Obarzanek and Hannah Fox. They joined the existing 
chief executive officer, Kath Mainland, and together they became the three chief exec-
utive officers of the organization, all reporting to the board. In the case of Next Wave 
there is a chief executive officer, Jamie Lewis, who was joined by an artistic directorate of 
eight individuals in 2021. In both case studies, the pandemic and the ensuing lockdowns 
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affected the artistic undertakings of the organizations. While this is not highlighted dra-
matically in the chapter, it is referred to from time to time.

To develop a layered picture of each case study, the history of each organization is 
considered. Then the background of individual key stakeholders is discussed. Following 
this, the results of interviews with key stakeholders are presented under the headings 
of leadership, values, governance, and decision- making. In the case of Rising, the re-
searcher conducted an hour- long interview over Zoom with the two artistic directors 
together; the third member of the triumvirate, the executive director, responded to 
questions emailed to her by the researcher. In the case of Next Wave, the researcher 
conducted four hour- long interviews. Three of those interviews were conducted indi-
vidually with two members of the artistic directorate and the board chair, again using 
Zoom. One interview was conducted by the researcher in person with the CEO/ execu-
tive director. In each case the material gathered in the interviews and questionnaires was 
analyzed by the researchers and coded. The chapter discusses the results of the research, 
drawing some conclusions about shared models of leadership.

The Case Studies

Rising

Rising is an annual arts festival located in Melbourne, Australia (Rising Festival 2022). 
In 2019 a triumvirate leadership model was agreed to by the festival’s board, and this 
has continued through 2022. Rising was previously known as the Melbourne Festival of 
the Arts, and has been in existence for thirty- five years. The Melbourne Festival began 
as an annual event imported from Spoleto, Italy, with one of the Spoleto festival’s orig-
inal artistic directors, Gian Carlo Menotti, as the inaugural artistic director (Parliament 
of Victoria 1989). In 1990 the festival changed its name to the Melbourne Festival of 
Arts. In 2020 it was decided to combine the Melbourne Festival with the White Night 
Festival, an annual festival that celebrated winter and associated events. The White 
Night Festival went for a twenty- four- hour period and had been an annual event since 
2013 (ToMelbourne n.d.). In this new iteration, the Melbourne Festival was moved from 
October to May– June, and the combined festivals were renamed Rising (Rising Festival 
2022). In both 2020 and 2021 Rising was affected by the pandemic closures and was 
cancelled at the last minute despite being fully programmed. In 2022, though, Rising 
was able to go ahead more or less intact.

The executive director of the Melbourne Festival, Kath Mainland, was already in 
her position and was a member of the panel interviewing candidates for the position 
of artistic director in 2019. Before taking on the role at the Melbourne Festival in 2016, 
Mainland had been the CEO of the Edinburgh Fringe for seven years. The appointment 
of the two co- artistic directors, Gideon Obarzanek and Hannah Fox, at the Melbourne 
Festival occurred in mid- 2019 (Francis 2019). Obarzanek trained as a dancer and 
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worked in Australia and internationally for several years from 1987. In the mid- 1990s 
he established a dance company called Chunky Move in Melbourne, for which he was 
the CEO and artistic director until 2012. From 2015 to 2017 Obarzanek was an artistic 
associate at the Melbourne Festival. Fox comes from a visual arts background and prior 
to working at Rising had been a creative producer at the Mofo and Dark Mofo Festivals 
in Tasmania, as well as working on festivals and major events in the United Kingdom. 
Obarzanek and Fox knew each other but had never worked together previously. The 
idea of a work partnership was suggested by a mutual friend who thought they had com-
plementary skills. Obarzanek approached Fox to see if she was interested in the role of 
associate artistic director at the Melbourne Festival if he applied for the role of artistic 
director. Fox responded that she would love to work with Obarzanek but would prefer 
to be co- artistic director rather than associate artistic director. Obarzanek agreed to this 
idea, and they then applied for the position of artistic director of the Melbourne Festival 
as a leadership team. It is important to note that the existing roles of artistic director and 
executive director of the Melbourne Festival were already designated as joint CEO roles. 
The agreement to there being three CEOs (an executive director and two co- artistic 
directors) clearly sprang out of this existing dual- CEO structure.

Next Wave

Next Wave emerged at the same time as the Melbourne Festival, beginning in 1985 as a 
biennial multi- arts youth- oriented festival also in Melbourne. The focus of Next Wave 
has always been on fostering and developing the next generation of artists through ca-
reer development, presentation opportunity, and multidisciplinary representation 
(Next Wave n.d. b). Since its inception, Next Wave has concentrated on providing a 
platform for emerging artists, with it often being their first opportunity to engage in 
long- term supported development (Gibb 2012). Over the years Next Wave has changed 
thematically in line with funding, leadership, and artistic priorities; however, an under-
lying emphasis on early career development and building sustainable arts careers has 
remained a consistent goal. After a period of self- described reckoning and reflection 
influenced by staff changes and the COVID- 19 shutdowns, in 2021 Next Wave launched 
an ambitious new leadership model with eight artistic directors, appointed to form an 
artistic directorate. Next Wave essentially split the artistic director job, in terms of ar-
tistic responsibilities and remuneration, into eight distinct roles, one located in each 
state or territory. The artistic directorate is supported by a CEO/ ED, through whom the 
artistic directorate reports to the board.

Next Wave’s CEO/ ED is Jamie Lewis, a Singaporean Australian artist- curator, 
dramaturg, producer, and intercultural facilitator. She had previously worked for Theatre 
Network Australia and Metro Arts prior to joining Next Wave in late 2020. There was 
no defined plan to develop an alternate leadership structure before Lewis was appointed 
to the CEO/ ED role. However, she worked closely with members of the board in a con-
centrated strategic planning process, through which the new structure and shape of the 
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organization emerged over a period of three months. As part of this process, however, 
several changes in the board membership occurred, because of the recognition that there 
needed to be an alignment between board members’ skills and the new strategic direction 
of the organization. Amrit Gill, at the time the artistic director and CEO of a similar- sized 
arts organization, 4A Centre for Contemporary Asian Art in Sydney, joined the board in 
early 2021 and became chair in 2022 (4A Centre for Contemporary Asian Art n.d.).

As CEO/ ED, Lewis undertook a developmental approach in recruiting future 
members of the artistic directorate. At the end of their two- year tenure, each member 
of the directorate will then nominate three potential new members for consideration, 
and the current artistic directorate will collectively curate the makeup of the next itera-
tion. In this way the role of the artistic directorate at Next Wave is not only to curate and 
build relationships with the producing artists but also to seek out their successors. Two 
members of the artistic directorate at Next Wave were interviewed for this study. Kirsti 
Monfries is a Javanese Australian creative producer and curator based in Canberra. 
Her experience working in experimental art projects across Asia and her passion for 
working with emerging artists inform her role as a member of Next Wave’s artistic di-
rectorate (Next Wave n.d. a). The other interviewee, located in Brisbane, was Nathan 
Stoneham, who comes from a theater/ performance background, with experience in cul-
tural and community development as well as social work. Like Monfries, Stoneham’s 
artistic practice has always been embedded with collaborative approaches, and he 
describes his work as built on a “methodology of friendship.”

A final crucial element in the Next Wave model is the shift from being a festival 
located in one city into a new type of arts organization spread across the country. Thus 
Next Wave has made a conscious move away from the idea of artistic directors who cu-
rate and then transplant works into a central location, culminating in an intense two- 
week festival. Instead, they are developing an ongoing platform where the members of 
the artistic directorate facilitate “artists and their arts practices through relationship 
building and ideas exchange, creative and skill development, and the resources to sup-
port the research and presentation of work— across disciplines, art forms and genera-
tions” (Next Wave n.d. c).

Interviews and correspondence with the leaders of Rising and Next Wave demon-
strate the benefits and challenges that emerge in a more complex approach to leadership. 
To understand these issues further, the case study data is framed under four themes: 
leadership, values, governance, and decision- making. By exploring these themes, we 
identify systems, structures, philosophies, and key skills that may help us understand 
what makes these multileader approaches work in practice.

Leadership

An important element for both organizations was the alignment of leadership models 
with their organizational strategy. In the case of Rising there was a focus on developing 
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new projects with primarily local artists. The new festival also wanted to emphasize 
large- scale ambitious work that would attract big audiences who may be new to arts 
practice. Hannah Fox observed, “We’re not approaching it as a fusing of the Melbourne 
International Arts Festival and White Night, but really trying to think about it as an 
entirely new festival” (Fox quoted in Francis 2019). Kath Mainland, who said she was 
“super excited” about the possibility of co- leadership and was, as noted, part of the in-
terview panel for the AD recruitment, commented, “I felt having two voices, not one, 
and those two in particular, would signal a real change for the festival and embrace the 
change and democratization we were seeking to achieve.” Mainland clearly was positive 
about the co- leadership model and saw the possibility of having two people instead of 
one in the artistic leadership role as an advantage for the organization. She also saw it in 
terms of matching the new goals of Rising and its desire to be seen in a different way than 
its previous iterations. Further, she already had professional respect for the individuals 
and was excited about the possibilities for all three to work together.

Another unusual aspect of the leadership structure at Rising is the fact that all three 
people in leadership roles, Mainland, Fox, and Obarzanek, have the same job description 
with the same delegation of responsibility. In other words, they are all the “boss” and all 
report directly to the board. In other examples of shared leadership there is usually one 
person charged with the role of CEO, even though the actions of leadership are shared. 
In the case of Rising, each person is an organizational leader as well as having specific 
responsibilities within the triumvirate. They noted that each has areas of specialization; 
for example, Obarzanek is more responsible for the performing arts and Fox is more 
responsible for the visual arts. In addition, on the management side, Fox is more experi-
enced in dealing with sponsors, Obarzanek is more knowledgeable about philanthropy, 
and Mainland focuses more on governance and managing the myriad of stakeholders. 
All of them have had experience with budgets and complex financial issues. Fox noted 
that at times they have “leaned” on Mainland because of her long experience in festival 
governance and dealing with stakeholders— skills that were crucial in dealing with is-
sues arising out of the pandemic, such as last- minute program cancellations.

For Next Wave the change was even more dramatic. The organization moved from 
a two- week festival based in a single city to a model of ongoing support in multiple 
locations that includes the development and presentation of work. The board chair, 
Amrit Gill, noted that while Next Wave has been recognized as a festival, its primary 
aim has always been on developing emerging artist careers. Now, though, said Gill, the 
festival has shifted from “shepherding an artist through the creation of one work, to 
shepherding them through a period of time.” This shift was both a response to the ex-
ternal environment, where support for early- career artists had eroded over the previous 
decade, and a conscious choice to lean into the core purpose of the organization. AD 
Nathan Stoneham described it this way:

Next Wave used to reach out across the continent and people. Artists traveled to 
Melbourne to present their work, but we never had a local person to support its de-
velopment. There was a sense of transplanting the work from where it was conceived 
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and made, or where it sometimes belongs. This [new model] lets work be made and 
shared in the communities and places that they have been designed for.

Next Wave also considers its leadership structure as a triumvirate, but instead 
of three individuals it has three clusters. These are the eight members of the crea-
tively focused artistic directorate, distributed across the country, with a focus on 
relationships, curation, and presentation within each locale; the CEO/ ED, who leads 
the administrative and operational part of the organization from the head office in 
Melbourne; and the board, whose current chair resides in Sydney. While it is possible 
to see this in hierarchical terms, with the board at the top and the artistic directorate 
reporting to the CEO/ ED (and thus potentially diminishing the directorate’s impor-
tance), those interviewed were conscious of describing it more in organic terms. The 
ADs saw CEO/ ED Lewis as the central hub that initially connected them together 
and who formed a conduit to the board, freeing them from the administrative tasks 
associated with running the organization. Similarly, board chair Gill described her 
position as “to the side,” providing strategic and governance support, with the three 
clusters of artistic directorate, CEO/ ED, and board forming a dispersed creative 
leadership model.

An important issue, then, is what skills are needed to be successful in these new lead-
ership approaches. Before their appointments to Rising, Fox, Mainland, and Obarzanek 
had considerable industry experience that was complementary in terms of their know-
ledge. For example, as the Edinburgh Fringe is an open- access festival, it is likely that 
the prospect of a democratic approach to programming and organizational structure 
was something that Mainland was accustomed to and which aligned with her values. As 
already noted, Fox has a visual arts background, which is different from both Mainland 
and Obarzanek but important in terms of programming a multi- arts festival. Obarzanek 
has had a long career in the performing arts, particularly in dance, where collaboration 
is critical. Further, all of them have had plenty of experience managing money, fund-
raising, working within tight budgets, and all the other business aspects of managing a 
major arts festival. All of them talk about having mutual respect for each other’s skills 
and experience, while also noting how important collaboration is in any leadership 
structure.

For those involved in the more complicated and dispersed Next Wave model, the req-
uisite skills discussed tended to focus largely on interpersonal or soft skills rather than 
technical background. Monfries and Stoneham both suggested they felt very comfort-
able working in the collective model, Stoneham because of his background in commu-
nity development of collective theater and performance works and Monfries because 
of her extensive experience working in Southeast Asia, where, she said, it is much more 
common for artists to work collectively. All members of Next Wave interviewed singled 
out CEO/ ED Jamie Lewis’s ability to facilitate and manage team processes as being crit-
ical for success, while Lewis herself said artists were naturally good at leading in this way 
because of their ability to hold “critical conversations.”
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Values

Along with a link between structure and leadership, a second major focus for these or-
ganizations is an alignment of personal and organizational values. Members of both or-
ganizations reflected on how the structural changes impacted on the role of the leader. 
Members of both also reflected on the traditional idea of arts organizations centering 
themselves around a “major personality” who essentially becomes the “branding” of the 
festival. Instead, Rising wanted the festival to have an image that is not dependent on one 
charismatic individual but has its own “brand,” independent of whoever is leading it. 
They describe this approach as a “rolling creative leadership model.” Fox characterized 
this approach as demonstrating “a different working model that more closely resembles 
our creative model of programming itself. We are finding out how best to do our partic-
ular parts better over time.”

For those associated with Next Wave, the organizational values of justice, friendship, and 
care are integral to their leadership structure and approach. Gill described the process of 
developing the new leadership model and organizational strategy as “values- based strategic 
planning.” Monfries suggested that their leadership team has “actually structured an orga-
nization around those principles [of justice, friendship, and care].” Similarly, Stoneham, 
who described the artistic directorate as an “assemblage,” noted that for Next Wave,

the main thing is that it’s a shift [away] from having one artistic director who is in 
control of the main vision, the main program, the programming decision. Instead, 
it is sharing that role across the continent and allowing more perspectives to inform 
the decision- making around what the organization is and what the festival becomes.

This value of care can be linked to the focus the Next Wave leaders have on the well- 
being of both arts managers and artists. Monfries suggested it is important that there 
is a financial acknowledgment of the work the artistic directorate are undertaking, be-
cause for many artistic directors in smaller organizations much of the work is unpaid. 
Both Stoneham and Monfries argued that the triumvirate model removes administra-
tive duties from the job description of artistic directors, particularly given that they are 
not physically located in the festival’s operational center, Melbourne. Stoneham said that 
they are free to focus on the “rewarding work” of meeting artists, understanding what’s 
happening in their community, and supporting others in developing work. Monfries 
noted too that the shared workload approach is important in the context of eight people 
undertaking one role, given that the position of artistic director has a high burnout rate. 
Thus, in her view, having a distributed leadership model is healthier for all. Monfries 
added that the traditional notion of the “star- hero” artistic director was dead and that 
it was time to move toward more of a “shared collaborative community.” She believed 
that a decentralized and distributed structure supported a more collaborative approach, 
which was “much more contemporary” than the traditional one of a “hero” leader.
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Governance

Issues of governance and how the boards responded to the evolution of leadership within 
these organizations relate in part to the culture of the board itself. In the case of Rising 
there was some trepidation as to how decision- making by a triumvirate would play out. 
When discussing how the board felt about the three CEOs, Obarzanek responded:

I don’t think it was easy for them to agree to it. I guess there were previous examples 
of pairs going off the rails. . . . There was concern about “decision by committee” and 
how they would deal with a conflict between the two.

It is apparent in this response that the board members were mindful of how complex the 
model could become and their potential role in having to both manage a different pro-
cess and then perhaps sort out any problems or disputes. There is no doubt that if this 
model did go “off the rails,” the board recognized that its role in dealing with the situa-
tion would be crucial. Obarzanek added, though, that in agreeing to the shared leader-
ship model, he felt that the organization was “getting a really big deal in terms of breadth 
of experience and knowledge.” Hence he believed that the co- leadership model was a 
“win- win” for the board as they were getting double the amount of skill, expertise, and 
arts knowledge from two people than they would from a single artistic director.

For Next Wave, the evolution of the leadership model occurred during a time of 
board change. The leaders interviewed acknowledged that a few board members felt 
that the significant changes that occurred at Next Wave, in terms of both artistic di-
rection and leadership, necessitated different governance skill sets, leading to several 
board members exiting their positions. Gill asserts that the new board members coming 
on “knew what they were stepping into” and believed strongly in the strategic direc-
tion. Next Wave has subsequently established a developmental governance approach, 
where the board chair has a twelve- month term before moving to the deputy chair role 
for another twelve- month period. In this way, the board is developing governance skills 
among its members while ensuring the organization has consistent strategic support 
with a focus on the skills that are needed. In this way Next Wave is extending its develop-
mental philosophy beyond the operational and artistic leadership of the organization to 
the governance model as well.

Decision- Making

A final key element to a shared leadership model is the process of decision- making. The 
advantage of having one leader is that the decision- making process can be quite quick 
and efficient; decision- making by a group is likely to be much more time- consuming. 
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Further, the journey of arriving at a shared decision can produce conflict, or one indi-
vidual can try to push their own agenda onto the others. Finding a way through this, so 
that everyone can be heard and contribute to a process, is critical. In a group it is also 
possible that some could side against others, or unofficial hierarchies could emerge.

For Rising, it is a question of how the three individuals interact, and Obarzanek 
observed that two can overrule one in the decision- making process. Mainland admitted 
that in the early days of the structure she felt that the artistic leaders had a majority and 
thus were more likely to be on the same side. However, she thought this has changed 
over time as the three of them worked together. Mainland described their process as “We 
talk it out and try to come to a consensus.” Obarzanek added, “We discuss almost every-
thing. I think, though it may not be economical, there is a filtering process that pushes 
ideas and makes the ideas better through that process.” Fox suggested that when there 
is a difference of opinion, the process of discussing it endlessly can end up boring eve-
ryone, and as a result they lose interest in the idea they may be pushing. Obarzanek also 
commented that in relation to artistic ideas, “I think we have a tacit understanding that if 
one isn’t convinced of the other’s idea, then we won’t go ahead with it.” Mainland pointed 
out, though, that “it’s not definitive or frequent that we disagree.” They mentioned that 
there has been one major disagreement, but it was at the board level. One board member 
was opposed to what they describe as a “high reputational” idea that they, as a leadership 
team, supported. Given that the organizational leaders were all in agreement, in the end 
the board supported the idea, despite the opposition of one board member.

For Next Wave, decision- making is more complex, as all choices about participating 
artists and even the selection of artistic directors are made by the eight- person directo-
rate with support from CEO/ ED Lewis. While the eight ADs all bring different skills and 
experiences to the decision- making table, they also all have skills in critical listening and 
collaborative process management. Thus, they offer each other mutual respect while 
listening to everyone’s point of view. While the group sometimes splits into smaller 
working groups to address particular decisions, they do not believe that there are any 
hierarchies evident in the group. Lewis and Gill also suggested that a clear structure, 
supported by well- documented and understood human resources policies, provides 
a framework for decision- making and any conflict management that is needed. Gill 
asserted:

When you have a model that is about justice, friendship, and care it is still actually 
really important to understand how that accountability and care for each other plays 
out. People need to know what the parameters and expectations are. I think that’s 
been a really, really important bit of work to do, to have a clear process for conflict 
management.

For those at Next Wave, having a framework built on organizational values, with a clear 
process and policy from the beginning, has meant that dysfunctional conflict has been 
avoided. Having so many people involved in decisions, however, can have an impact on 
the time frames needed to reach an agreement. Nevertheless, the leaders interviewed 
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suggested that the structure and processes in existence make Next Wave both nimbler 
and more adaptable to external pressures, as they have more expertise to draw on and 
there is less focus on one individual.

Discussion

This research considers two case studies in which organizations have a shared leader-
ship model. These are Rising, an arts festival that has three leaders, all with equal status 
within the organizational structure, and Next Wave, an arts organization that has 
evolved from a traditional festival model and has eight artistic directors and a CEO/ ED. 
Rising’s leaders have specific responsibilities. They all share the same job descriptions, 
are all called CEO, and all report directly to the board of governance. Next Wave’s struc-
ture of artistic directorate, CEO, and board extends the notion of collaborative or dis-
tributed leadership even further, increasing the number of leaders and physically 
dispersing them across the country. These two cases represent an unusual approach to 
both leadership and structure, one contrary to that commonly found in the historical 
literature about leadership, which sees the role of leadership as usually assigned to one 
individual (Grint 2000; Yukl 2002).

An important aspect of both case studies is the backgrounds of the individuals in-
volved and their commitment to collaboration and shared leadership responsibility. 
In the case of Rising there is clearly an acknowledged professional respect between the 
three individuals. This translates to a process in which they can rely on each other during 
difficult times, as well as hear each other’s views. They also embrace a creative process 
that allows them to explore ideas with each other without feeling that they must defend 
them forever if it becomes clear that the others don’t agree (Bilton 2007; Cray, Inglis, and 
Freeman 2007). In the case of Next Wave there is a recognition from all the individuals 
involved that they are committed to the process of collaboration, which involves lis-
tening and contributing to a culture centered around the values of justice, friendship, 
and care. This values- based leadership approach is significant. It changes the conver-
sation from a task- oriented one to one that is more process- focused, with a conscious 
intent to explore ideas and embrace difference (Dalbourg and Lofgren 2016) while also 
recognizing the role artistic values play in the leadership and decision- making processes 
within arts organizations (Hewison 2004; Reynolds, Tonks, and MacNeill 2017).

The approach of both Rising and Next Wave, according to all the leaders interviewed, 
essentially involves trying to replicate the process of artistic creation, which focuses on 
taking supported risks, problem- solving, and recognizing and exploring many possible 
solutions until the right one is found (Adler 2006; Bilton 2007; Douglas and Fremantle 
2009; Wester 2016). This may result in a decision- making process that is more time- 
consuming than, say, if one individual is making the decisions without any real con-
sultation (Nisbett and Walmsley 2016). But in both organizations, there is a conscious 
rejection of a charismatic or “hero” model of leadership (Nisbett and Walmsley 2016). 
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The reality is that there are always others contributing to decisions (Ansell and Gash 
2012). Thus, creating an organizational model that reflects this process is a signif-
icant step and may provide a pathway for others to consider. For it to work, though, 
requires all leaders to commit equally to both the process and the outcomes (Ansell and 
Gash 2012; Reynolds, Tonks, and MacNeill 2017). Further, the individuals involved in 
a shared leadership model must demonstrate a heightened awareness of creating pos-
itive relationships, dealing positively with conflict, and enabling open communication 
(Adler 2006; Lash 2012; Hewison and Holden 2011). The board of the organization must 
also be committed to the model and recognize its benefits to the organization in the 
longer term (Bilton 2007; Cray, Inglis, and Freeman 2007). This commitment by the 
board is evident in both cases discussed here, with the board of Next Wave going even 
further and changing itself to align with the new leadership approach.

While the impact of COVID- 19 has been significant for festivals and the arts sector 
more broadly during the research period, this is not discussed here at length. But it has 
had an overhanging influence on both organizations. In the case of Rising it has meant 
that programming was dramatically affected, with the leaders needing to work closely 
and collaboratively to manage the outcomes. In the case of Next Wave it has allowed for 
a deeper discussion about the nature and future of the organization, contributing to sig-
nificant artistic and organizational changes.

Conclusion

The leadership of arts organizations, and in this case that of arts festivals, is complex. It 
demands a multitude of skills and knowledge not easily found in one individual. Hence 
there is a practical rationale for the development of shared leadership models that pro-
vide a larger range of skills and knowledge. For a co- leadership model to work success-
fully, though, requires special qualities from all of those involved.

The co- leaders at Next Wave and Rising have demonstrated that they recognize the 
challenges implicit in their roles and are committed to working collaboratively for the 
benefit of both their practices and organizations. Whether these models have broader 
applicability is not clear, but in both cases cited in this chapter, there is a concerted at-
tempt to align organizational leadership approaches with artistic processes and values. 
This approach to leadership is an interesting model to consider for future research.
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Chapter 16

The Death of white 
Supremacy Culture in  

the US Creative Sector 
and Implications for 

Arts Management
A Critical Race Theory View

Quanice Floyd and Antonio c. Cuyler

Introduction

Amid the COVID- 19 pandemic, the summer of 2020 became a pivotal moment for the 
United States. A Minneapolis police officer put his knee on the neck of George Floyd for 
over eight minutes, killing him and igniting a global movement for racial justice (Bolden 
2020). George Floyd’s tragic murder at the hands of a police officer crystallized the cost 
of racism. A teenager captured his murder on video for the world to watch. Millions 
grieved worldwide as they finally recognized that these acts of violence were a threat 
not just to people of the global majority (Black, Indigenous, and People of Color) but to 
people of conscience everywhere. This brutal act reminded us that the United States still 
struggles to live up to its founding ideals of equality, freedom, and justice for all.

This devastating event illuminated what Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. so strongly 
called “the two Americas.” Police are at the center of the destruction of Black bodies at 
the hands of state- sanctioned actors. These violent images and stories of maimed bodies 
reinforced for many people of the global majority the daily trauma they go through be-
cause they exist in a white- dominated power structure, which seeks to subvert their 
voice and existence. For older generations of the global majority, it harkened back to 
a time when law enforcement and government officials could commit acts of violence, 
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mainly with impunity, against people of the global majority, often for exercising political 
and economic power.

Frustrated with incremental progress, social justice activists organized to support 
more equitable policies and systems. People of the global majority and their allies 
flocked to the streets around the United States to protest the inequities that people of 
the global majority experience daily. Protests disrupted entire industries, similar to 
how COVID- 19 disrupted the nation’s comfort, safety, and security. Protests sparked 
an awakening in every major US city. Despite the gains of the civil rights movement, 
Black and Brown lives still do not hold the same value as others, and their artistic, eco-
nomic, educational, and social opportunities for advancement remain limited by cur-
rent structures and systems. As the United States reckons with the friction between the 
old and the new, the creative sector also has to consider similar impacts.

As a microcosm of the United States, the creative sector has realized that it is at a 
crossroads. The sector can no longer accept that millions of dollars in local, state, and 
federal funding flow to predominantly white- serving organizations while the advance-
ment of organizations by and for people of the global majority is being undermined. 
In 2017, the Helicon Collaborative published Not Just Money: Equity Issues in Cultural 
Philanthropy, which identified the racial disparities in arts funding. The research found 
that only 4 percent of foundation arts financing goes to organizations whose main aim 
is to help communities of the global majority, even though people of this demographic 
make up 37 percent of the US population. It also said that 25 percent of all arts charities 
serve communities of color, while only 4 percent of all foundation donations go to these 
groups.

People of the global majority and their allies demanded that the industry change. 
From philanthropy to hiring practices to artistic programming, institutions can no 
longer maintain the status quo. The previous ways of practicing community outreach 
would not cut it. Those working in the creative sector became acutely aware of the ur-
gency of our times as racial uprisings, COVID- 19, and other pressing issues affecting the 
global majority became more difficult to ignore. This urgency resulted in many cultural 
institutions publishing statements supporting the Black Lives Matter movement. The 
ideals of this movement provided a framework for cultural organizations to implement 
and execute. Some organizations used blanket statements, while others approached 
writing these statements with intention and action. This issue brought up discussions of 
how organizations in the creative sector perpetuate white supremacy and have caused 
harm to people of the global majority. The creative sector must use a critical lens when 
approaching how they work to help repair the damage that has been done and dismantle 
the remaining barriers people of the global majority face within the sector.

This chapter examines the arts management field through the lens of critical race 
theory (CRT). As the field shifts toward a more liberatory, anti- racist culture, there has 
been little exploration of how CRT and its implications manifest within the field. The 
tenets of CRT outlined in this chapter are designed to provide guidance to readers on 
why and how cultural organizations should remain aware of issues of racial inequity, 
racism, and white supremacy culture within their own institutions.
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This chapter will utilize case vignettes to investigate the features of white supremacist 
culture and critical race theory, explore how CRT contributes to the demise of white su-
premacy culture in the US creative industry, and discuss the implications for the future 
of arts management.

Critical Race Theory

Critical race theory is a legal theory that provides a framework for examining how 
people embed racism and racialized ideologies into government, law, and society. CRT 
aims to draw attention to how racial biases, prejudices, and stereotypes influence laws, 
policies, practices, and institutions. The assumption of white superiority has served as 
the foundation for the dominant ideology and power structures for generations. As 
early as the 1960s, law and government officials began to concentrate their efforts on 
eliminating discrimination by implementing civil rights and anti- discrimination leg-
islation. Even though this movement permeated all aspects of the law, the result was a 
concentration on proving the existence of discrimination. Developed in the late 1970s by 
Derrick Bell and Kimberlé Crenshaw, CRT has become commonly known but broadly 
misunderstood due to a conservative backlash against it. CRT primarily sought to dispel 
the notion that US citizens lived in a colorblind society in which there was no correla-
tion between race and socioeconomic status.

CRT does not imply that white people living in the United States today are neces-
sarily responsible for all racist atrocities throughout history. Instead, white people have 
a moral obligation to fight the racism of the past and confront racism and racial injus-
tice in the present. It asserts that white people have a distinct advantage over people 
of the global majority since they live markedly different lives imbued with unearned 
power and privilege. People of the global majority and white people cannot have non- 
racialized experiences. CRT can enhance awareness of one’s prejudices in the workplace, 
in one’s social connections, and in conversations.

Principles of Critical Race Theory

The principles of CRT offer a framework that those in the creative sector can adopt in 
order to begin to view the world with a more informed lens regarding the realities of 
race and racism in US society. Delgado and Stefancic (2017) described the principles of 
CRT as the following:

First, racism is ordinary, not aberrational. . . . Second, most would agree that our 
system of white- over- color ascendancy serves important purposes, both psychic 
and material, for the dominant group. The first feature, ordinariness, means that 
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racism is difficult to address or cure because it is not acknowledged. Color- blind, or 
“formal,” conceptions of equality, [are] expressed in rules that insist only on treat-
ment that is the same across the board. . . . A third theme of critical race theory, the 
“social construction” thesis, holds that race and races are products of social thought 
and relations. . . . Another, somewhat more recent, development concerns differ-
ential racialization and its many consequences. At one period, for example, society 
may have had little use for blacks but much need for Mexican or Japanese agricul-
tural workers. . . . Closely related to differential racialization— the idea that each race 
has its own origins and ever- evolving history— is the notion of intersectionality and 
antiessentialism. . . . A final element concerns the notion of a unique voice of color. 
Coexisting in somewhat uneasy tension with antiessentialism, the voice- of- color 
thesis holds that because of their different histories and experiences with oppression, 
black, Indigenous, Asian, and Latino/ a writers and thinkers may be able to commu-
nicate to their white counterparts matters that whites are unlikely to know.

(Delgado and Stefancic 2017, 8– 11)

Although these principles were initially created as a framework for law studies and 
law students, they have integrated themselves into the majority of US society and have 
implications for the creative sector. If applied to arts management, these principles can 
provide a lens for arts managers to identify the characteristics of white supremacist cul-
ture, making a difference in how we can work toward dismantling white supremacy 
within the sector.

The Characteristics of white 
Supremacy Culture

In a recent interview with Shumita Basu (Basu 2021), Jelani Cobb, a historian who was 
recently appointed dean of the Columbia Journalism School, discussed Bell, one of 
CRT’s founders. Cobb argued that Bell would have predicted today’s conservative back-
lash to honest discussions about race and racial justice. He also described an email in 
which Bell said that “the election of a Black president would, similar to the Brown v. 
Board of Education decision and the 1964 Civil Rights Act, become a moment which 
promised much, but delivered nothing, except for potentially hastening the premature 
demise of US democracy.” Bell’s words were prophetic. The retrenchment and reac-
tionary anti- Obama movement have become so anti- democratic, powerful, and threat-
ening (Basu 2021) that the Electoral College elected the country’s first “white” president. 
While previous white presidents used the passive power of whiteness to propel their po-
litical careers, the forty- fifth president explicitly used the ideology of white supremacy to 
foment his (Coates 2021). But what does this have to do with white supremacy culture?

In 2001, Okun and Jones first published the characteristics of white supremacy cul-
ture. As Box 16.1 shows, Okun (2021) identified ten specific behaviors that constitute the 
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characteristics of white supremacy culture: fear; perfectionism, “one right way,” pater-
nalism, and objectivity; qualified; either/ or and the binary; progress is bigger/ more and 
quantity over quality; worship of the written word; individualism and “I’m the only one”; 
defensiveness and denial; right to comfort, fear of open conflict, and power hoarding; 
and urgency. Okun (1999) explained that white supremacy targets and violates people 
of the global majority and their communities with the intent to destroy them directly. 
It also targets and violates white people with a persistent invitation to collude that will 
inevitably destroy their humanity. These insights are vital to acknowledging the truth 
that the social constructions of race, white supremacy culture, whiteness, and the re-
sultant racism harm all humans, including white people. Still, white supremacist culture 
remains inextricably linked to all the other forms of oppression (Okun 1999). We agree 
with Okun (2021) that forms of oppression are interconnected, intersecting, and stirred 
together in a toxic brew that reflects humans’ devastation of the air, water, land, and 
living beings in the name of profit and power. For example, Koch et al. (2019) found that 
the genocide of people indigenous to Central, North, and South America incited climate 
change in the 1500s.

When describing fear as a characteristic of white supremacy culture, Okun (2021) 
argued that “white supremacy culture’s number one strategy is to make us afraid.” 
Furthermore, she argued that white supremacy, white supremacy culture, and racism 
use fear to divide and conquer, always in the service of profit and power for a few at the 
expense of the many. To address fear, Okun suggested naming it when it arises, whether 
in a group or individually. She stated, “We must collectively and individually develop 
skills to meet our fear, sit with our fear, name our fear, and work to avoid letting fear 
drive our beliefs, actions, and decisions” (Okun 2021, 7). The identification of fear as the 
first characteristic of white supremacist culture raises a question: is fear the curse of un-
earned power and privilege? We ask this because across the US creative sector, we have 

Box 16.1  Characteristics of white Supremacy Culture

 1. Fear

 2. Perfectionism, one right way, paternalism, and objectivity

 3. Qualified

 4. Either/ or and the binary

 5. Progress is bigger/ more and quantity over quality

 6. Worship of the written word

 7. Individualism and “I’m the only one”

 8. Defensiveness and denial

 9. Right to comfort, fear of open conflict, and power hoarding

 10. Urgency
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observed people privileged by specific identities fight and resist racial access, diversity, 
equity, and inclusion (ADEI) out of fear of losing their power and privilege.

Okun (2021) defined perfectionism as the conditioned belief and attitude that humans 
can exist as perfect based on a standard or set of rules that they did not create but believe 
will prove their value. Perfectionism is the conditioned belief that humans can deter-
mine whether others are showing up as perfect and demand or expect that they do so. 
One way this occurs is through the belief that there is one right way to do things; pre-
sumably, once people are introduced to the right way, they will see the light and adopt 
it. At the same time, paternalism is the system in which those holding power control 
decision- making and define standards, perfection, and “one right way.” Objectivity is 
the belief that humans can exist as objective or ‘ “neutral” beings. As the antidote to these 
characteristics (perfectionism, “one right way,” paternalism, and objectivity), Okun 
(2021) suggested that individuals and organizations develop a culture of appreciation, 
take time to make sure that everyone’s work and efforts are appreciated, and realize 
that everybody has a worldview. A globalized view affects the way people understand 
the world.

When discussing qualifications, Okun (2021) maintained that middle-  and owning- 
class white people who are also formally educated primarily internalize this character-
istic. She argued that the culture teaches them that they are qualified and duty- bound 
to fix the world, save it, and set it straight. She also contends that this characteristic re-
mains closely aligned with the dominant Christian ideology that teaches a Christian 
duty to convert the “heathen,” “impure,” and “savage” to “respectable” humans in white 
people’s eyes. This characteristic is particularly violent in its determination to ignore 
and/ or erase the culture, wisdom, genius, and joy of people and communities who need 
“saving” while seizing their architecture, food, labor, land, music, and other material 
goods to commodify for profit. She also stressed that while the intention to fix, save, 
and set straight is often overt, the deviousness of this characteristic is how intensely 
white middle-  and owning- class educated people can internalize the notion and assume 
their inherent qualifications to “improve” whatever is in front of them that is “broken” 
without acknowledging or seeing their role in breaking it in the first place (Okun 2021).

The either/ or and the binary explore the cultural assumption that humans can and 
should reduce the complexity of life and the nuances of their relationships with each 
other and all living things into either/ or, yes or no, right or wrong in ways that reinforce 
toxic power (Okun 2021). As an example, she highlighted positioning or presenting 
options or issues as either/ or— good/ bad, right/ wrong, with us/ against us— and trying 
to simplify complex things (for example, believing that poverty is simply the result of 
a lack of education). This is closely linked to perfectionism because binary thinking 
makes it difficult to learn from mistakes or accommodate conflict. It becomes a strategy 
used to pit oppressions against each other rather than to recognize how racism and 
classism intersect and the ways in which both intersect with heterosexism, ageism, and 
other forms of oppression (Okun 2021).

We see the characteristic of progress as bigger/ more and quantity over quality as 
perpetuating the harmful hustle culture that discourages and undermines self- care. 
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Okun (2021) describes this characteristic as the cultural assumption that the goal is al-
ways to do/ get more and do/ get bigger. She argued that this leads to an emphasis on what 
humans can “objectively” measure and how well they are doing at doing/ getting more, 
which is seen as more valuable than the quality of one’s relationships to all living beings 
(Okun 2021). Progress remains narrowly defined as something as superficial as “wealth- 
building” without considering the emotional and social impacts such pursuits have on 
humans. Because quantity over quality values counting and producing quantitatively 
measurable goals, it fosters a discomfort with emotions and feelings and reinforces per-
fectionism, “one right way,” either/ or thinking, and urgency thinking (Okun 2021).

Okun (2021) argued that worship of the written word explores the cultural habit 
of honoring only what is written and, furthermore, only what is written to a narrow 
standard, even when what is written is full of misinformation and lies. Worship of the 
written word includes erasure of the wide range of ways humans communicate with each 
other and all other living things. She clarified that worship of the written word, in her 
view, is not the same as the ability to write well. For her, worshiping the written word is 
a white supremacy culture value because it has to do with how white supremacy culture 
requires documentation of activities, ideas, et cetera to appear in written form, on its 
terms, in order to preserve power. Examples of how worship of the written word shows 
up include: if it’s not in a memo, it doesn’t exist; if it’s not grammatically “correct,” it has 
no value; if it’s not properly cited according to academic rules that many people don’t 
know or have access to, it’s not legitimate. In a context where systemic racism privileges 
the writing and wisdom of white people, academic standards require “original” work 
even though humans’ knowledge and knowing almost always build on the knowledge 
and knowing of others, collectively and generationally informed (Okun 2021).

The cultural assumption that individualism is humankind’s cultural story and that 
humans make it on their own (or should), without help, while pulling themselves up by 
their bootstraps, informs the characteristics of individualism and “I’m the only one.” 
Okun (2021) expressed that US society’s cultural attachment to individualism leads to a 
toxic denial of humans’ essential interdependence and the reality that all humans are in 
this together, like it or not. Three important examples of this characteristic include white 
people’s failure to acknowledge any of the ways dominant identities (able- bodiedness, 
age, class, education, gender, religion, sexuality) inform belonging to a dominant 
group that shapes cultural norms and behavior. For people of the global majority, in-
dividualism forces the classic double bind in which they are accused of not being “team 
players,” suffering punishment or repercussions for acting as an individual if and when 
doing so “threatens” the team. Individualism and “I’m the only one” reinforce “one right 
way” thinking.

Defensiveness and denial reflect the US cultural disease around truth- telling, mainly 
when speaking truth to power (Okun 2021). White supremacy culture encourages a 
habit of denying and defending any speaking to or about it. Some examples of defen-
siveness can be seen in how organizational structures are set up. Much energy is spent 
trying to prevent abuse and protect power rather than facilitating the capacities of each 
person or clarifying who has power and how they are expected to use it. People in the 
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organization, particularly those with power, spend a lot of energy trying to make sure 
that their feelings do not get hurt, forcing others to work around their defensiveness 
rather than address it head- on. At its worst, they have convinced others to do this work 
for them. Instead of examining how they might have engaged in racism, white people 
spend energy defending against charges of racism. And white people targeted by other 
forms of oppression express resentment because they experience the naming of racism 
as erasing their experience, which reinforces either/ or binary thinking and an oppres-
sive culture where people are afraid to speak their truth. Two critical examples of de-
nial highlighted here include a pattern that often has a white person at a different level 
of power denying what a person of the global majority or a whole community has said 
about their experience of racism and claiming the right to define what is and what is 
not racism.

Right to comfort, fear of open conflict, and power hoarding focus on the cultural as-
sumption that the ones with formal or informal power have a right to comfort, which 
means they cannot tolerate conflict, particularly open conflict. This assumption 
supports the tendency to blame the person or group for causing discomfort or conflict 
rather than address the named issues (Okun 2021). The conservative backlash against 
protests for racial justice remains an observable phenomenon that supports Okun’s 
assertion. While conservatives have taken many measures to undermine progress on 
addressing racial justice, including passing legislation to restrict the teaching of CRT 
in schools and banning books addressing almost any form of oppression (Cheng 2021). 
One should take note that conservatives have not offered any solutions to the enduring 
racism in the United States.

Some examples of these characteristics in practice include the belief that those with 
power have a right to emotional and psychological comfort (another aspect of val-
uing “logic” over emotion); white people (or those with dominant identities) equating 
individual acts of unfairness with systemic racism (or other forms of oppression); 
people in power being scared of expressed conflict and trying to ignore it or run from 
it; equating the raising of difficult issues with being impolite, rude, or out of line; those 
in power punishing people either overtly or subtly for speaking out about their truth 
and/ or experience; seeing power as limited, with only so much of it available to go 
around; and those with power not seeing themselves as hoarding power or as feeling 
threatened.

Okun (2021) described the final characteristic, urgency, as reflecting the cultural habit 
of applying a sense of urgency to everyday life in ways that perpetuate power imbalances 
while disconnecting people from their need to breathe, pause, and reflect. Ironically, 
this imposed sense of urgency erodes the urgency of tackling racial injustice. A sense 
of urgency makes it challenging to take time to act inclusively, encourage democratic 
and/ or thoughtful decision- making, think and act long- term, and/ or to consider the 
consequences of the action taken, which frequently results in sacrificing potential allies 
for quick or apparent results. Examples include sacrificing the interests of people of the 
global majority and communities to win victories for white people; reinforcing existing 
power hierarchies that use the sense of urgency to control decision- making in the name 
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of expediency; privileging those who process information quickly (or think they do); 
and sacrificing and erasing the potential of other modes of knowing and wisdom that 
require more time (embodied, intuitive, spiritual).

Case Vignettes Across the 
Creative Sector

In response to the ten characteristics of white supremacist culture, Okun (2021) pro-
vided antidotes. However, because white Americans have historically and socially 
constructed race, structured it, and systematically built it into all aspects of US society, 
the characteristics of white supremacy culture remain a threat to actualizing racial ADEI 
for people of the global majority within the creative sector. Now that we have provided a 
review of CRT and the characteristics of white supremacy culture, we examine how they 
show up through short case vignettes.

Indianapolis Museum of Art at Newfields

Approximately 22 percent of Indianapolis’s population identifies as people of the global 
majority. However, in January 2021 the Indianapolis Museum of Art at Newfields 
apologized for a job posting that stated it was seeking a director who would both work to 
attract a more diverse audience and maintain its “traditional, core, white art audience” 
(Bahr 2021). The museum’s director and chief executive said in an interview “that the 
decision to use ‘white’ had been intentional and explained that it had been intended to 
indicate that the museum would not abandon its existing audience as part of its efforts 
toward greater diversity, equity, and inclusion” (Bahr 2021). But why did the museum 
need to signify that its ADEI initiatives would not abandon its existing white audience? 
Why did the museum not view it equally as essential to convey to people of the global 
majority that it seeks to build authentic relationships with them, too?

The revised version of the job posting turned out no better, using the phrase “tradi-
tional core art audience” (Bahr 2021). The museum compromised its community rele-
vance by disenfranchising Indianapolis residents of the global majority. Malina Simone 
Jeffers and Alan Bacon, who were guest curators for the museum’s show “DRIP: Indy’s 
#BlackLivesMatter Street Mural,” decided that they could not remain as guest curators 
until Newfields included in the exhibition an apology to all artists involved; provided 
an opportunity for the eighteen visual artists to show their other, personal works with 
appropriate compensation; and instituted an intentional strategy to display more works 
from more Black artists in perpetuity. As CRT has encouraged us to see, this incident is 
not an aberration, as former employees had previously criticized the museum for its “dis-
criminatory” and “toxic” culture (Bahr 2021). Rather, this incident is a primary example 
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of either/ or thinking within white supremacy culture. The Indianapolis Museum of Art 
at Newfields used comfort to ensure that their audiences stayed the same, thus insisting 
on a right to comfort for those in power.

Heather Mac Donald and the Manhattan Institute

Conservative “cultural critic” Mac Donald (2021) posited that “classical music is under 
racial attack. Orchestras and opera companies are said to discriminate against black 
musicians and composers. The canonical repertoire— the product of a centuries- long 
tradition of musical expression— is allegedly a function of white supremacy.” Curiously, 
she also argued that not one leader in the field had defended Western art music from 
these charges. We cannot help but wonder whether no leader supported the charge be-
cause it is an easily observable fact that classical music has historically, continuously, 
and proactively excluded most Black Americans. For example, it took the Metropolitan 
Opera almost 140 years to premiere Fire Shut Up in My Bones, its first opera by a Black 
composer. It makes sense that anti- Black racism is the culprit for such an outcome 
(Cuyler 2021). Woolfe (2021) documented some of the responses to Black composers’ 
submissions of operas for the Met’s consideration. For example, in response to William 
Grant Still’s 1942 submission of the opera Troubled Island, the submission ledger 
commented, “It would be a mere waste of time to go into details about this opera, which 
is an immature product of two dilettantes.”

Another fascinating way some white people in the creative sector express their resist-
ance to racial ADEI is by pivoting to costs, especially given the voluminous grievances 
Black professionals across the classical music industry expressed after George Floyd’s 
killing in 2020. Mac Donald (2021) argued, “Even in the best of financial circumstances, 
the racial demands would have been startling in their scope. But at a time when every 
classical music budget has been blown apart by the coronavirus lockdowns, such am-
bition requires considerable confidence in one’s bargaining power. The bet paid off. 
Orchestras and opera companies rushed to adopt racial hiring benchmarks and to take 
on costly new diversity bureaucracy.” She made this point because while the Met had 
to make difficult salary decisions for musicians and staff, it hired its first chief diver-
sity officer (Mac Donald 2021). However, Mac Donald remained remiss by not pointing 
out that a cultural organization with major contributed and earned income gaps in its 
budget cannot afford to ignore racial ADEI when it has historically and continuously 
excluded people of the global majority, especially given the funding system for culture in 
the United States (Cuyler 2023).

Further demonstrating her protest against racial ADEI and justice in classical music, 
Mac Donald (2021) used the “token Black” argument to suggest that racism does not 
exist in classical music. She stated, “Today, black musicians are welcomed with open 
arms. One musician with a major orchestra marvels at the oppositional stance taken 
by some of his fellows, such as clarinetist Anthony McGill and his brother, flutist 
Demarre McGill. ‘The business has handed these guys opportunity after opportunity. 
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To turn around and say: “It’s a racist industry!” I want to shake them. They should be 
ambassadors!’ ” (Mac Donald 2021).

She also pivoted to a lack of music education as a counterargument, stating, “From 
1962 to 1989, the percentage of high schools with orchestras fell from 67 percent to 17 
percent, according to Billboard. Seventy- seven percent of schools polled in a University 
of Illinois study dropped piano instruction; 40 percent dropped string instruction. If a 
child’s home is not exposing him to classical music, he is likely not being exposed at all” 
(Mac Donald 2021). Yet her analysis does not interrogate how US cities fund schools and 
how those policies and practices impact access to music education for Black students. 
Nor does she include a discussion of the racial wealth gap (Vox Media Studios 2018), 
which acknowledges the intersections between class and race and their compounding 
impacts on the lives of Black people. These omissions of arguments make us question the 
intellectual honesty of conservative critics such as Mac Donald (2021) and ask whether 
they are truly prepared to grapple with the realities and enduring impacts of racism on 
people of the global majority. She also misses the point that a diverse canon constructed 
on the building blocks of racial ADEI benefits humanity— white people are not the only 
people who have made meaningful contributions to classical music.

Cases in Dance, Theater, and Arts Journalism

Although space does not permit us to examine cases across all art forms, we see the char-
acteristics of white supremacy culture in dance and theater, too. Although people of the 
global majority have expressed the harm done by blackface, brownface, and yellowface, 
some dance companies have struggled to imagine an anti- racist Nutcracker, preferring 
“tradition” over making a more ethical artistic choice. In theater, why does Shakespeare 
remain the pinnacle of “artistic excellence”? In all art forms, we see the opportunity to 
imagine a more capacious canon. How might the creative sector decolonize “artistic ex-
cellence” so that it is culturally relevant and culturally responsive enough to include all 
of humankind’s contributions to culture?

Arts journalism, too, offers instruction on resistance to ADEI and the characteristics 
of white supremacy culture in the creative sector. Reynolds (2021) argued that touting 
all- female composers’ programs may do a disservice to the field, limiting audience in-
terest in only old Beethovenian warhorses. He further argued that “the intention is good 
but placing such works in their own category instead of integrating them into the canon 
seems slightly misguided. Let’s emphasize that these works are wonderful on their own 
merits instead of emphasizing that they’re by composers from historically underrepre-
sented backgrounds” (Reynolds 2021). Meritocracy, in this case, becomes an evaluative 
mechanism defined by a representative of the dominant gender to evaluate the work of 
artists of the historically and continuously marginalized gender without any thought 
to how gender likely informs the creative products that artists create. Why should we 
not emphasize that composers with historically and continuously marginalized and op-
pressed identities also contribute to the canon?
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These cases highlight how the characteristics of white supremacy culture appear like 
leitmotifs from a Wagnerian opera throughout the creative sector. White resistance to 
racial ADEI will rely on these characteristics to maintain white supremacy culture in 
the creative sector. Indeed, even in racially diverse environments in the creative sector, 
where people of the global majority achieve a degree of institutional power, whiteness 
will remain a dominant ingredient of the environment’s culture and a determinant of 
prevailing norms for communication and behavior (Ward 2008). However, people of 
the global majority and white people can push back against white supremacy culture 
by adopting anti- racism as a mental model to eradicate racism and heal its enduring 
impacts on us all. We define anti- racism as abhorring and actively seeking to dismantle 
and eradicate racist attitudes, behaviors, policies, practices, and the lie of white su-
premacy in the creative sector (Cuyler 2022).

Implications and Considerations for 
the US Creative Sector

There are several ramifications to consider when thinking about how white supremacy 
culture shows up in the US creative sector. The creative sector, which predominantly 
sits within the nonprofit industrial complex (NPIC), a structure based on capital 
versus its mission, is a nuanced and complex system warranting racial justice and the 
dismantling of white supremacy culture. In nonprofits, people redistribute lifesaving re-
sources, share and develop leadership skills, and build radical consciousness and com-
munity (Munshi and Willse 2007). When it comes to nonprofits and racial justice work, 
Rodriguez (2007) states that nonprofit structures are a part of the perpetuation of fears 
but talks about ways people could work together to abolish systems of white supremacy 
within the structure:

The NPIC’s well- funded litany of “social justice” agendas, platforms, mission 
statements, and campaigns offer a veritable smorgasbord of political guarantees that 
feeds on our cynicism and encourages a misled political faith that stridently bypasses 
the fundamental relations of dominance that structure our everyday existence in the 
United States: perhaps it is time that we formulate critical strategies that fully com-
prehend the NPIC as the institutionalization of a relation of dominance and attempt 
to disrupt and transform the fundamental structures and principals of a white su-
premacist US civil society, as well as the US racist state.

(Rodriguez 2007, 39)

In the years since Rodriguez wrote, white supremacy has still been the law of the 
land regarding cultural institutions’ community engagement, development, marketing, 
programming, staffing, and so on. According to Gray (2019), Okun and Jones (2001) 
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believed that the standardization of professionalism could serve as a gatekeeping tactic 
to preserve white supremacy culture:

The standards of professionalism . . . are heavily defined by white supremacy culture— 
or the systemic, institutionalized centering of whiteness. In the workplace, white su-
premacy culture explicitly and implicitly privileges whiteness and discriminates 
against non- Western and non- white professionalism standards related to dress code, 
speech, work style, and timeliness.

(Gray 2019)

Definitions of professionalism are byproducts of whiteness and white supremacy cul-
ture, and they have impactful consequences that often harm people from the global ma-
jority. It perpetuates the hierarchy that Western culture and standards are superior to 
non- Western, non- white culture. This assumption remained evident in the case studies 
presented earlier in this chapter. Efforts to promote racial justice and combat white nor-
malization and privilege can have far- reaching consequences for organizational devel-
opment and the sector’s progress. This is where we ponder the role of arts management 
educators in choosing to perpetuate epistemic violence by teaching the nonprofit in-
dustrial complex without an interrogation of the ways in which it and its practices harm 
humans.

In 2018, approximately 82 percent of arts management educators in the United States 
identified as white. Only 5 percent identified as Black, 3 percent as Asian, and 3 per-
cent as multiracial; none identified as Indigenous (Essig 2018). Unfortunately, more re-
cent data is unavailable because the semi- professional associations that should collect 
this data annually have not deemed it necessary. However, if 82 percent of arts manage-
ment educators identify as white, we can hypothesize that at least 77 percent of currently 
enrolled arts management students identify as white. In addition, arts management 
alums are primarily identified as female, able- bodied, heterosexual, and millennials 
(Cuyler, Durrer, and Nisbett 2020). The study aimed to gain a better understanding of 
how arts alumni valued their degrees but also sought to uncover the demographic pro-
file of arts management graduates internationally.

One argument goes that diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) in higher education 
benefits students. But how? And which students benefit the most from DEI, and at 
whose expense? Still, most arts management educators (86 percent) teach about diver-
sity issues in their courses, primarily through discussion (91 percent), and almost all (99 
percent) expressed that arts management students should receive education on diversity 
issues in the arts (Cuyler 2017). Furthermore, arts management educators were more 
likely to report teaching about diversity issues in their courses if they identified as faculty 
of the global majority, female, or LGBTQ+  (Cuyler 2017). For the 13 percent of educators 
who expressed that students should receive education on diversity issues but who do not 
engage in teaching this content themselves, as well as those in the creative sector looking 
for a way to commit to racial ADEI in the creative sector (or deepen their existing 
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commitment), we recommend Keller’s “The Arts Manager’s Social Responsibility” 
(1989) as a critical start. Ahead of his time, Keller sought to compel arts managers to 
disrupt the systems of oppression and white supremacy culture within the creative 
sector. He explained that “we must examine the cultural implications of presiding 
over institutions whose functions are often restrictive and whose extra- aesthetic and 
legacies remain undemocratic, exclusionary, and hierarchical in outlook, practice, and 
community impact” (Keller 1989, 52– 53). Keller believed that arts managers have a so-
cial responsibility to move the entire sector forward.Box 16.2 highlights seven social 
responsibilities of arts managers.

Dismantling white supremacy culture in the US creative sector requires exami-
nation of all creative practices, including arts management, and imbuing them with 
anti- capitalism, anti- oppression, anti- racism, and liberation. Though specific to arts 
managers, Keller’s (1989) responsibilities hold implications for all in the creative sector 
committed to advancing humanity’s creative output. With more anti- capitalist, anti- 
oppressive, anti- racist, and liberatory practices, the creative sector can seismically shift 
and transform the sector to address creative deficits humanity has long suffered due to 
all forms of oppression. In closing, we cannot stress enough that the entire US creative 
sector must understand that the critical lens through which we have viewed the sector 
and its practices does not only affect people of the global majority; it affects white people 
as well (Okun 2021). As the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. said, “No one is free until 
we’re all free.” This is why the creative sector must address racial ADEI now.
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Performance in Italy
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and Board Diversity

Paola Dubini and Alberto Monti

Introduction

Museums are organizations whose nature has undergone deep- rooted changes, due to 
both internal and external forces, particularly over the last three decades (Bertacchini, 
Dalle Nogare, and Scuderi 2018; Kotler and Kotler 2000; Lindqvist 2012; Rentschler 
2004). Museums have evolved from being collection- centered to embracing the so- 
called audience- centric paradigm (Taheri, Jafari, and O’Gorman 2014). This evolution 
coincided with a shift away from an established tradition of conservation and research 
and an image of elitist, top- down, and old- fashioned institutions (Pulh and Mencarelli 
2015) and toward a more democratic image, focused on making culture more accessible 
and diverse, as well as on being more (pro)active toward the community, by joining es-
sential conversations about discrimination and inequality and engaging in efforts to 
eliminate them (McCall and Gray 2014; see also the new definition of the museum re-
cently proposed by ICOM [n.d.]). Finally, this evolution also paralleled changes hap-
pening in cultural policy at the country level. in which traditional models, such as 
the Continental European or British model, are no longer present in their pure form 
(Vicente, Camarero, and Garrido 2012). Notwithstanding similarities among countries 
in their pursuit of cultural objectives, greater variety is now present when it comes to the 
focus on and level of prioritization attached to goals such as preservation and valoriza-
tion of cultural heritage or access to and involvement in culture, among others, and the 
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modes of achieving them (e.g., European Commission 2014; Vicente, Camarero, and 
Garrido 2012).

However, within a shared mixed- methods model, created in response to economic 
and political events, a wide variety of modes of museum governance across and within 
countries reflects the diversity of approaches, priorities, and solutions (e.g., Bonet 
and Donato 2011; Schuster 1998). The process of managerialization and the provision 
of greater autonomy to the management of museums and art institutions has been 
mentioned as a promising way for museums to address financial, competitive, and man-
agerial challenges (Zan, Baraldi, and Santagati 2018) as well as to innovate and to cope 
with external shocks (e.g., ICOM 2020; NEMO 2021). Therefore, determining how new 
modes of governance affect public museums’ ability to perform and pursue different 
objectives became very important from a policy point of view (e.g., Throsby 2010) and 
from a more managerial and organizational perspective (e.g., Griffin and Abraham 
2000; Turbide 2012).

In this chapter, we address the evolution of the governance of state- owned museums 
by focusing on the interplay between board members and directors as key interacting 
players who affect the decision- making process and, therefore, a museum’s perfor-
mance.1 This choice is in keeping with the definition of governance as “the systems by 
which organizations are directed, controlled and accountable” (Cornforth 2002, 17). 
It stresses the role of those in charge of museums in defining policy, providing lead-
ership and management, coordinating and monitoring procedures and resources, and 
developing a long- term strategy and direction (see Davis and Mort- Putland 2005, 3). 
Evidence shows that a museum’s governance structure and funding might affect stra-
tegic decision- making direction and ability to implement their activities (e.g., Oster and 
Goetzmann 2003; Frey and Meier 2006).

The managerial literature parallels the growing importance of studying the role of the 
board in affecting organizational effectiveness for both corporations and nonprofit or-
ganizations (Cornforth 2001, 2012; Hillman and Dalziel 2003; Jaskyte and Holland 2015; 
Miller 2002; Miller- Millesen 2003; Minichilli et al. 2009; Turbide 2012). From an analyt-
ical point of view, the characteristics of the human capital within the board (Hillman et 
al. 2008), in particular board diversity (e.g., Tekleab et al. 2016), and their relationship 
to organizational performance have become the central focus of this stream of research. 
Notwithstanding this growing body of literature, what is lacking is a shared definition 
and conceptualization of diversity (Bunderson and Sutcliffe 2002; Harrison and Klein 
2007), and the results of the research are often equivocal (Buyl et al. 2011; Yi et al. 2017). 
This evidence has led scholars to refer to diversity as a double- edged sword (Bunderson 
and Sutcliffe 2002; Yi et al. 2017), while calling for the development and testing of con-
tingency models able to account for moderators and mediators of such relationships 
(e.g., Bradshaw 2009; Buyl et al. 2011; Cornforth 2012; Ostrower and Stone 2010; Van 
Knippenberg, De Dreu, and Homan 2004).

This chapter addresses these calls by examining the interplay between different 
characteristics of directors and their boards and evaluating the impact of these on the 
museum’s performance (see also Ostrower and Stone 2006). When considering board 
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member attributes, we move away from the more prevalent practice of addressing diver-
sity as demographic characteristics (e.g., Miller and Triana 2009) and instead dig into 
diversity as it relates to board members’ human capital, such as functional diversity and 
experience (e.g., Tekleab et al. 2016); these latter characteristics have been less explored, 
especially in the nonprofit literature (e.g., Ostrower and Stone 2006, 2010). We apply the 
taxonomy created in respect to board composition in the performing arts (Dubini and 
Monti 2018) to the newly created autonomous state museums in Italy, in order to test 
the roles of board member diversity and the director’s gender and human capital, and 
the interplay between them, in shaping the organization’s performance (e.g., Cornforth 
2012; Ostrower and Stone 2010). In particular, we focus our attention on the director’s 
international and curatorial experience with Italian heritage (we indicate the latter with 
the phrase “curatorial experience”) as particularly relevant characteristics that directly 
impact a museum’s performance by way of their interaction with a diverse (as opposed 
to homogeneous) board.

A reform of the Italian Ministry of Culture (MIC) in 2014 led to legislative innovations 
intended to give cultural institutions the instruments they need to pursue the new cul-
tural policy (Marzano and Castellini 2018). This reform has paved the way for the es-
tablishment of state museums with the specific goal of valorizing their collections, 
disrupting a tradition and narrative of heritage management built around preservation 
and the direct involvement of public entities (state, regions, or municipalities). For the 
study, two elements are worth mentioning: the appointment of a director in charge of 
the museum’s cultural strategy and a board and scientific committee that support the di-
rector, and the possibility of managing proceeds from ticket sales directly (for a detailed 
analysis of the reform, see Forte 2015 and Casini 2014; for an interesting differentiation 
between governance and management autonomy in the museum context, see Lusiani 
and Zan 2011). However, ever since the reforms began, there has been a heated debate 
around the level of independence given to the newly defined organizations, the oppor-
tunity to nominate international directors, the effectiveness of boards, and their overall 
impact on different dimensions of performance (La Repubblica 2015; Sironi 2017).

From a methodological perspective, we use ordinary least- squares regression to test 
our hypotheses. Our sample consists of the first thirty (out of forty- four) state museums 
created by law as autonomous organizations between 2014 and 2020. We restricted our 
selection to those created between 2014 and 2016 to be able to offer robust yet prelimi-
nary results, given the limited time in which they have been operating, the magnitude of 
the institutional change in such bureaucratic organizations (for some of them, the new 
organizational form took more than a year to be implemented and operational), as well 
as the need to exclude the impact of the COVID- 19 shock on performance.

In line with the literature, our results show that board diversity directly affects an 
organization’s performance. Most importantly, the results help us to understand when 
diversity matters, given the strategic role of boards of trustees in influencing executives’ 
actions. In particular, we clarify under what conditions the director’s gender and human 
capital matter in terms of an organization’s performance. We contribute to the govern-
ance literature by explaining when board diversity in interaction with the director helps 
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or hinders the director’s ability to exploit their human capital fully (e.g., Khanna, Jones, 
and Boivie 2014; Westphal and Zajac 2013; Shen, Zhou, and Lau 2016).

The chapter is organized as follows. First, we introduce the context of our study by 
presenting a brief overview of the reform of Italian state museums. Second, we use a 
funnel approach to review the literature linking board diversity and performance in for- 
profit and not- for- profit organizations. The aim is to highlight the potential gaps that we 
will try to fill by developing our hypotheses related to the impact of the director’s char-
acteristics on organizational performance and the interplay of those characteristics with 
board diversity. Third, we discuss our methodology. Fourth, we present our analytical 
strategy and the results. Finally, we discuss the results in light of the context and the rele-
vant literature, highlighting our contributions and the limitations of the study.

The Reform of Italian State Museums

Italy has a long- established tradition of heritage preservation; article 9 of its consti-
tution holds the republic responsible for heritage preservation. Such an activity has 
been traditionally performed by superintendencies, peripheral units throughout the 
country in charge of both heritage preservation and cultural promotion activities. 
Starting in 2001, a series of reforms made it possible for a limited number of sites to 
manage proceeds from tickets directly (Landriani 2012). As a consequence of a series 
of reforms that began with a ministerial order in late 2014 (DM 23/ 12/ 2014), all four 
hundred Italian state museums have experienced significant institutional change. All 
state museums have now scientific autonomy and have the authority to manage their 
collections and to promote their valorization and cultural participation (Forte 2015); 
their purpose is to enhance knowledge around collections and improve the quality of 
the visit experience for different audiences (Casini 2016). Forty- four so- called auton-
omous museums, established between 2015 and 2021, represent a living experiment, as 
what were once wholly government- owned and - managed organizations now have sci-
entific, financial, administrative, and organizational autonomy and bear responsibility 
for the specific premises where they operate. They are the contracting authority for 
concessions and outsourced activities, receive funds from the Ministry of Culture, have 
direct access to the proceeds of ticket sales, and can solicit private sponsorships. Their 
governance structure includes a director, a board, a scientific committee, and internal 
auditors; their responsibility is to set goals and targets; guarantee effectiveness, effi-
ciency, and viability; verify the quality of the scientific offerings; and guarantee the pro-
tection and valorization of their collections. The director, who is the president of the 
board and the scientific committee, sets pricing and ticketing strategies and opening 
hours, and establishes which activities to outsource through concessions. By law, 
directors are nominated after an international call. The seniority (in terms of grade and 
salary) and role of the appointed director depend on the importance of the museum 
in terms of size, collection, and the number of visitors; of the first thirty museums, 
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ten directors have greater seniority. The ministry nominates each institution’s board 
for terms of five years, with the possibility of that term being renewed once. Board 
members are not remunerated for their service and cannot have a professional rela-
tionship with the museum or participate in initiatives sponsored by the museum. The 
scientific committee— whose members are nominated by the ministry, the region, and 
the municipality— has a consulting role in exhibitions organized by the museum and 
in regulating loans of artifacts belonging to the museum collection. The Ministry of 
Economy and Finance nominates the president of the internal auditors.

Despite their autonomy, these museums are subject to tight ministry and board con-
trol, particularly as far as resource allocation is concerned; furthermore, they have no 
opportunity to hire and fire, as the Ministry of Culture hires personnel through national 
calls. At the same time, these museums are not entirely dependent on the ministry be-
cause of their autonomy.

The introduction of the reform generated heated internal debate on its appropriate-
ness, resource allocation choices, and boundaries. For this chapter, three critical points 
of this debate are worth mentioning: the extent of museums’ autonomy (the concern was 
that by following market logic to maximize their attractiveness to tourists, the museums 
would reduce their educational and public function), the nationality of directors (the 
concern being that the presence of international directors could undermine the focus 
on Italian heritage), and the usefulness of boards (here, the concern was that boards 
would be deemed unnecessary, or a potential).

Literature Review

The managerial literature on the relationship between the board of trustees and organi-
zational effectiveness has grown in importance for both corporations and nonprofit or-
ganizations (Cornforth 2001; Hillman and Dalziel 2003; Miller 2002; Miller- Millesen 
2003; Turbide 2012; Johnson, Schnatterly, and Hill 2013). From a theoretical perspective, 
the influence of boards on firm performance has been analyzed primarily through the 
lens of resource dependence theory, agency theory, and resource- based theory (Boyd 
1990; Hillman, Cannella, and Paetzold 2000; Miller 2002; Hillman and Thomas 2011; 
Jaskyte 2017). According to these perspectives, boards perform three primary activi-
ties: “(1) setting organizational direction and strategy, (2) monitoring actions and per-
formance of the executive director, and (3) ensuring that an organization has adequate 
human and financial resources, representing an organization’s interest in society, and 
advancing the reputation of the organization” (Jaskyte 2017, 454). The empirical litera-
ture has concentrated most of its attention on the board’s human capital characteristics 
(Hillman and Thomas 2011), exploring the role of board diversity (e.g., Tekleab et al. 
2016) in organizational performance through the lens of the abovementioned activities.

More specifically, most of the published studies analyzing for- profit organizations 
focus on visible attributes such as gender (e.g., Darmadi 2011; Dunn 2012; Smith, Smith, 
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and Verner 2006), instead of nonvisible ones such as values and professional back-
ground (Tekleab et al. 2016). In a similar vein, the literature on nonprofit organizations 
has only recently paid closer attention to boards’ and governance structures’ effect on 
performance (for a review, see Cornforth 2012). In fact, Callen, Klein, and Tinkelman 
(2010, 105) highlight how “the body of empirical literature dealing with the relation be-
tween board governance and non- profit performance is limited and, for the most part, 
descriptive or exploratory.” Similarly, Stone and Ostrower (2007, 420) note that “very few 
studies . . . have asked whether and how board composition affects measures of organ-
izational performance.” Much as in the literature on for- profit organizations, empirical 
studies on board diversity in nonprofits concentrate on visible diversity characteristics, 
such as gender, or on the size of the board (e.g., Azmat and Rentschler 2017), with few 
empirical studies looking at deep- level diversity, such as professional background (Bai 
2013; Dubini and Monti 2018).

Moreover, these different levels of diversity (e.g., Mannix and Neale 2005) have 
seldom been applied to both corporate and nonprofit boards (for exceptions, see Brown 
2005; Hendry and Kiel 2004; Hillman and Dalziel 2003), which highlights the lack of a 
shared definition and conceptualization of diversity (Bunderson and Sutcliffe 2002; for a 
review and conceptualization of diversity, see Harrison and Klein 2007 and Mannix and 
Neale 2005).

Additionally, the results of studies on the relationship between board diversity and 
performance are often equivocal (Buyl et al. 2011; Yi et al. 2017), leading scholars to refer 
to diversity as a double- edged sword (Bunderson and Sutcliffe 2002; Yi et al. 2017). For 
example, Stone, Hager, and Griffin (2001) assess two hundreds nonprofits operating in 
Massachuttes that were member of the United Way of Massachusetts Bay and find that 
both board gender and racial diversity do not affect the percentage of funding received 
from government or from the United Way association to which the nonprofit belongs. 
At the same time, board size has a direct negative impact on government funding and a 
positive effect on the percentage of funds received by the United Way.

By contrast, Callen, Klein, and Tinkelman (2010) find that board size is positively re-
lated to direct contributions (i.e., private donations) and the ratio of contributions to ad-
ministrative expenses. Qualitative research shows that diversity in board composition 
in terms of gender and ethnicity can positively affect the social performance of not- for 
profit organizations (e.g., Azmat and Rentschler 2017). Other studies do not consider 
the direct relationship between board characteristics and organizational performance, 
but analyze the relationships between board characteristics and activities, correlated 
with both perceived and objective measures of performance (e.g., Bradshaw, Murray, 
and Wolpin 1992; Brown 2005; Ostrower and Stone 2010).

The mixed results in assessing the relationship between board characteristics, activ-
ities, and performance suggest that the analysis of board composition should adopt an 
integrated framework (as indicated by Miller- Millesen 2003 and Hillman et al. 2009) to 
explore how deep- level features (Harrison and Klein 2007) affect different dimensions 
of organizational performance, in addition to variables such as age, ethnicity, and 
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gender. For example, Bai (2013) finds that the presence (but not the percentage) of 
government officials on the board is positively related to social performance. Finally, 
Dubini and Monti (2018) integrate the literature on for- profit organizations and that on 
nonprofits for board characteristics (Hillman and Dalziel 2003; Turbide 2012). In a lon-
gitudinal study of opera houses, they associate the competence profiles of specific board 
members with different dimensions of performance.

Overall, these studies contribute to our understanding of the relationships between 
board composition and performance in not- for- profit organizations. Moreover, they 
highlight the need to develop and test contingency models to explain contradictory 
findings by looking at potential moderators and mediators of such relationships (e.g., 
Bradshaw 2009; Cornforth 2012; Ostrower and Stone 2010). Additionally, these ambig-
uous results parallel the research on board composition and performance in the for- 
profit sector (for reviews, see Johnson, Schnatterly, and Hill 2013; Rhoades, Rechner, 
and Sundaramurthy 2000) while amplifying the claims that it is important to study 
contingencies in such relationships (Boone and Hendriks 2009; Buyl et al. 2011; Van 
Knippenberg, De Dreu, and Homan 2004).

In this chapter, we build on and extend previous studies by developing a contingency 
model. In particular, we capitalize on the results of prior research on the governance 
of cultural organizations (i.e., Dubini and Monti 2018), working on a different subset 
of organizations— newly created autonomous state museums— treated as a living ex-
periment. However, we advance this work by exploring both the direct impact of the 
director’s characteristics on organizational performance and the interplay of these char-
acteristics with board diversity as that affects performance (Ostrower and Stone 2010). 
Finally, both surface and deep- level diversity are examined by looking at gender and 
professional experience for directors and board members. In the following section, we 
build our contingency model and present our hypothesized relationships.

Director’s Characteristics and 
Performance: A Contingency Approach

In one of the early contributions to the analysis of museum governance, Griffin (1991) 
asked about the role of and relationship between government agencies, museum organi-
zation, and the board of trustees in contributing to and improving museum and system 
performance and effectiveness. Several years later, Rentschler (2004) clarified the im-
portance of studying museums and their specificity while recognizing that “most of the 
research on governance is conducted in the for- profit arena, with little robust empirical 
research on non- profit governance” (Rentschler 2004, 30). Rentschler proposes three 
main reasons for contextualizing research on governance in the nonprofit sector: (1) the 
inherent differences between for- profit and nonprofit governance, (2) the dynamic and 
changing nature of the economic and social contracts under which museums operate, 
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and (3) the strict and fiduciary relationships between governance at the organizational 
level and government in terms of regulation, legislation, and policies.

However, very little work addresses these questions. Oster and Goetzmann (2003) 
show that governance structure matters in differentiating museums in terms of rev-
enue structure and the ability to attract visitors. Betzler (2015) finds that the presence 
of donors and business professionals on museum boards is positively related to fund-
raising in the context of Swiss museums. Finally, Griffin and Abraham (2000) discuss 
leadership and cohesion as critical factors for a museum’s success.

What differentiates the study presented in this chapter from previous studies (e.g., 
Dubini and Monti 2018) is its analysis of directors’ gender and human capital and the 
interplay of these characteristics with board diversity in influencing the museum’s 
performance, both directly and indirectly. We agree with the literature on for- profit 
organizations in drawing attention to the potentially unique role that directors play 
through their interaction with the board or other top members of the management team 
(Arendt, Priem, and Ndofor 2005; Jaw and Lin 2009; Minichilli et al. 2010). Therefore, 
we do not treat museum directors as members of the board (in the nonprofit realm, see 
also Ostrower and Stone 2010).

We expect that directors with significant international experience will be better able 
to change the status quo than colleagues with expertise developed within the Ministry 
of Culture and the field of Italian heritage. This argument is backed up by research that 
shows a direct and positive impact of a CEO’s international experience on both the ec-
onomic performance and internationalization of the organization (e.g., Carpenter, 
Sanders, and Gregersen 2001; Daily, Certo, and Dalton 2000; Le and Kroll 2017). We 
therefore state that:

H1. The international experience of directors positively correlates with museum 
attendance.

Additionally, we expect that the curatorial experience of the director will affect mu-
seum performance. One of the effects of the reform is to allow museums to develop 
cultural strategies to enhance the value of their collections, therefore internalizing the 
skills associated with the design and production of exhibits, tasks that generally were 
outsourced before the reform. Consequently, we expect that:

H2. The curatorial experience of directors correlates positively with museum 
attendance.

There is evidence in the literature on for- profit organizations of a link between a 
CEO’s gender and performance (Davis et al. 2010; Khan and Vieito 2013; Smith, Smith, 
and Verner 2006; Peni 2014; Vieito 2012). However, to the best of our knowledge, no 
studies address such a relationship in the not- for- profit realm, notwithstanding the 
greater presence of female managers in top positions in the cultural sector. The majority 
of existing studies found a positive relationship between the presence of female CEOs or 
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chairs and financial performance (Peni 2014) in very different types of companies and 
contexts (e.g., Davis et al. 2010; Khan and Vieito 2013; Vieito 2012). However, it should 
be acknowledged that previous meta- analyses have found no difference in organiza-
tional performance between male-  and female- led firms (DeRue et al. 2011; Eagly, Karau, 
and Makhijani 1995). These contradictory findings fostered the need to understand 
contingencies and mechanisms leading to such potential differences in performance 
(e.g., Eagly and Carli 2003). Research shows that women in leadership roles— more 
so than men in leadership roles— express characteristics that relate positively to effec-
tiveness (i.e., Eagly and Carli 2003) and face higher expectations by public opinion due 
to the difficulties they have had to meet during the selection process over their male 
counterparts (Dunn 2012; Eagly and Carli 2003). Therefore, we expect that:

H3. Women directors correlate positively with museum attendance.

The Moderating Role of Board Member Diversity

Based on the informational diversity cognitive resource perspective (Tekleab et al. 
2016), heterogeneous teams imply the complementarity of individuals’ perspectives and 
capabilities. Consequently, diverse teams result in a higher range of input in discussions 
and a more thorough analysis of proposed strategic directions and decisions, which 
in turn lead to above- average performance (Buyl et al. 2011; Jansen et al. 2005; Miller 
and Triana 2009; Tekleab et al. 2016; Van Knippenberg, De Dreu, and Homan 2004). 
However, empirical results are controversial (Certo et al. 2006), and the link between 
diversity, particularly board diversity, and performance is empirically weak (see review 
in Johnson, Schnatterly, and Hill 2013). According to some authors, one of the reasons is 
that current studies fail to account for critical moderators (Boone and Hendriks 2009; 
Buyl et al. 2011). Other studies suggest that research “explore how the benefits and costs 
of top management team diversity vary depending on the specific attributes on which 
diversity is being considered” (Nielsen and Nielsen 2013, 378).

Here, we consider as a baseline the positive effect of both gender and background 
board diversity on performance (e.g., Certo et al. 2006; Dunn 2012; Smith, Smith, and 
Verner 2006; Tekleab et al. 2016), while exploring how the director’s characteristics 
may affect performance, both directly and through his/ her interaction with the board. 
Previous studies acknowledge the importance of diversity for a board’s ability to influ-
ence strategic decisions by way of monitoring and advising the CEO. This is documented 
both in the for- profit sector (e.g., Hillman and Dalziel 2003; Westphal and Zajac 2013) 
and among non- profit organizations (Brown and Guo 2010). However, few studies draw 
attention to the interaction between the CEO and the rest of the top management team 
(e.g., Buyl et al. 2011), or the interactions within the board (e.g., Shen, Zhou, and Lau 
2016) as it connects to affecting the relationship between CEO characteristics, board 
diversity, and performance. We build on these studies and expect that board diversity 
will positively moderate the international experience of the director due to information 
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processing capability (Le and Kroll 2017). More specifically, we expect a stronger and 
positive relationship between the director’s international experience and the museum 
performance if compared to cases in which the board is homogeneous. Expanding these 
arguments, we also expect that board diversity will positively moderate the curatorial 
experience of the director. Indeed, a diverse board can draw from a wide range of cog-
nitive resources (Miller and Triana 2009) in order to help the director maximize their 
human capital, characterized by high tacit knowledge in this context (e.g., Crook et al. 
2011), in ways that benefit the organization’s strategic goals T. Therefore:

H1a. Board diversity will moderate the relationship between the director’s interna-
tional experience and museum performance. The impact of the director’s interna-
tional experience on attendance is strengthened in the presence of diverse board 
compared to more homogeneous one.

H2a. Board diversity will moderate the relationship between the director’s curato-
rial experience and museum performance. The relationship between the director’s 
curatorial experience and museum performance is strengthened in the presence of 
diverse board compared to more homogeneous one.

Finally, we expect that since several studies suggest women are often better able to 
manage complexity and decision- making tasks (e.g., Diekman and Eagly 2000; Peni 
2014; Schubert 2006), female directors will benefit more than male directors from 
interacting with a diverse board. Therefore, we expect that:

H3a. Board diversity will moderate the relationship between the director’s gender 
and performance. Women directors will show better performance in the presence of 
a diverse board.

Additionally, other important individual characteristics can be considered as po-
tentially interacting with board diversity. It can be argued that the relationship be-
tween the director and the board cannot produce performance benefits if diversity 
triggers interpersonal conflict (Cannella et al. 2008) or leads to slow decision- making 
(Darmadi 2011). However, social categorization theory (Turner et al. 1987) predicts that 
team homogeneity lowers the risk of interpersonal conflicts and the danger of sub-
group formation while increasing the quality of communication (Harrison et al. 2002; 
Yi et al. 2017). We extend such reasoning to the relationship between the director and 
the board, and we expect that foreign directors can trigger in- group/ out- group dy-
namics (Chattopadhyay, Tluchowska, and George 2004; Van Knippenberg, De Dreu, 
and Homan 2004; Tajfel and Turner 1979) that can reduce the benefit of diversity. 
Therefore, we expect that:

H4. Board diversity will moderate the relationship between the director’s nation-
ality and museum performance. Italian directors will show better performance in the 
presence of a diverse board.
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One goal of the reform is to allow individual museums to develop cultural strategies 
consistent with the specificity of their context (Rentschler 2004). Having worked pre-
viously within the context of Italian heritage will increase the power and importance of 
the director’s human capital. Additionally, directors with experience in Italian heritage 
can better interpret and harness board dynamics, given their potentially greater famil-
iarity with the board members’ knowledge and experience (Van Knippenberg, De Dreu, 
and Homan 2004; Tajfel and Turner 1979). In this case, we anticipate that:

H5. Board diversity will moderate the relationship between the director’s experience 
with Italian heritage and performance. Italian directors will achieve better perfor-
mance with a homogeneous board.

Methodology

Our sample consists of thirty Italian state museums created by law between December 
2014 and January 2016 as part of an ongoing reform process (which has continued 
into 2023); Table 17.1 shows their characteristics and when they were set up. As 
superintendencies, the state museums of Pompei and Colosseo in Rome enjoyed some 
autonomy even before the reform. Museums and sites differ by nature, size, the number 
of buildings, collections, exhibition areas or sections of archaeological parks responding 
to the same organization, and characteristics of the collections. We restricted our 
sample to the autonomous museums created between 2014 and 2016 so as to offer ro-
bust yet conservative preliminary results. This sample gives us the possibility to see a 
potential effect of our hypothesized relationships on a museum’s performance given (1) 
the limited time in which they have been operating, (2) the magnitude of the institu-
tional change in such bureaucratic organizations (for some of them, the new organiza-
tional form took more than a year to be realized and become operational), and (3) the 
desire to exclude the impact of the COVID- 19 shock on the organization’s performance. 
Moreover, the fourteen other museums established in 2020 or 2021 have not been in 

Table 17.1.  Sample Composition

Type of institution Pre- reform

Setup date

2014 2016 2019 2021 Total

Art museums and monuments 16 3 5 2 26

Archeological museums 3 2 2 7

Archaeological sites 2 1 5 1 2 11

Total 2 20 10 8 4 44
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operation long enough to assess the effects on visitors of the interplay between directors 
and boards.

The directors of these thirty museums were chosen in two batches from an in-
ternational call; twenty were selected in August 2015 and ten in February 2017. The 
commissions nominated by the Ministry of Culture to select the directors included 
international members and partially overlapped. They presented three candidates for 
each museum, and the minister appointed the eight top- tier directors (who are more 
senior in grade and salary); the general director for museums decided on the remaining 
ones. Board members and scientific committees for each museum were nominated by 
the ministry and chosen from among university professors, experts on the relevant sites 
or in relevant disciplines, and patrons, and started working at the end of 2016. Table 
17.2 shows the characteristics of the directors appointed. The presence of non- Italian 
directors represents a significant discontinuity in Italian heritage management history; 
in May 2017, five cases were brought to the administrative court by Italian colleagues 
who had not been selected. By June 2018, all of them were reintegrated into duty. The 
presence of female directors is not uncommon in Italian state administration, yet the 
percentage of female directors in the sample is higher than the average. The last column 
of Table 17.2 shows the sample’s composition today.

Dependent Variable

Given the disruptive nature of the reform and the limited period of the analysis, we 
assumed that overall visitor attendance would be an adequate proxy to reflect the 
contributions of board members. We assumed that an increased variety of profiles would 
increase the museum’s reach to a broader set of stakeholders and, therefore, positively im-
pact the total number of visitors. Baia Curioni (2018) compared the change in the number 
of visitors to state museums with the corresponding change in the number of visitors in 
the cities where these museums are located and reported better performance of museums 
over territories in the visitors’ attraction, thus confirming our choice of attendance figures 

Table 17.2.  Characteristics of the First 30 Directors

Characteristics of directors Appointed 2015 Appointed 2017 Situation in 2021

Male 10 6 17
Female 10 4 13
Italian 9 8 25
Non- Italian 7 5

Italian with international experience 4 2 8
Top- tier directors, female 4 3

Top- tier directors, non- Italian 3 4

Total museums 20 10 30
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as a preliminary proxy for valorization. This approach was used in other studies as well 
(e.g., Oster and Goetzmann 2003; Noh and Tolbert 2019). Since most of the new museums 
started operating fully in 2016, we consider each museum’s attendance data for the period 
2015– 2018 as a measure of the impact of the work of the new directors and board members.

Independent Variables

Director’s Gender and Human Capital
We used dummy variables to code the director’s gender, international experience, job 
experience within the with Italian heritage, and curatorial experience.

Board Diversity
We applied the five- profile taxonomy developed by Dubini and Monti (2018) to classify 
board diversity in opera houses to the analysis of 121 curricula vitae of board members 
for the period in question, to create aggregate indicators of board composition. We 
began by classifying the number of directors who fell into the categories of “artists,” 
“controllers,” “cultural managers,” “influential people,” and “other specialists” based on 
the individual’s previous experience, education, background, and personal relationships 
and affiliations (Hillman and Dalziel 2003). Since profiles are not mutually exclusive, we 
calculated the proportion of profile i as the number of board members having profile i 
divided by board size. Following Harrison and Klein (2007), we measured board diver-
sity as variety, using the Gini- Simpson Index to account for the diversity in terms of the 
previously mentioned profile in each board. The index varies from 0 to 1: the greater the 
index, the greater the diversity of profiles on each board. We also considered the per-
centage of female board members.

Control Variables

Finally, we included several control variables to account for the museum’s and director’s 
characteristics. To account for differences in reputation and attraction capability of different 
sites, we classified sites in terms of the average number of visitors in the three years before 
the reform and the level of seniority of the director, which correlates to the importance and 
visibility of the site or museum (museum status). We also accounted for the director’s age 
and the size of the board, as these can affect the power dynamics in their relationship.

Findings

Descriptive statistics, including means, standard deviations, and minimum and max-
imum values of the variables, are presented in Table 17.3 along with the intercorrelations 
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between constructs. An ordinary least- squares regression procedure is applied to the 
sample (N =  30) to test the formulated hypotheses. Unstandardized and standardized 
betas, standard errors of the hypothesized relationship, and r- squares of the dependent 
variable are reported in Tables 17.4, 17.5, 17.6 and 17.7.

Table 17.4 shows the direct effect of the director’s international experience and cura-
torial experience on performance (H1 and H2, respectively). Model 1 shows the impact 
of the control variables related to both site characteristics and director’s characteristics; 
only board diversity has a positive direct effect on performance. This aligns with our 
expectations and assumptions and corroborates the need to examine the interaction be-
tween board diversity and the director’s characteristics for each museum. Model 2 shows 
the effect of the director’s international experience on performance. The results show a 
nonsignificant direct impact of such variables on performance. We therefore rejected 
H1. The effect of curatorial experience on performance is tested in Model 3. Again, the 
findings show a nonsignificant direct effect of having such experience on performance. 
Thus, we rejected H2. Overall, the full model (Model 4) explains an adjusted cumulative 
variance of 22 percent compared to the control model’s variance of 16 percent.

Table 17.5 shows the results of the interaction between the director’s characteris-
tics and board diversity. Model 1 shows that the interaction between board diversity 
and director’s international experience was significant. To interpret and show the ef-
fect, we ran the predictive margins routine in Stata (Williams 2012) and present the 
results in Figure 17.1. As can be seen in the figure, directors with international experi-
ence outperform directors with no international experience when the board is highly 
diverse. We therefore confirmed H1a. Model 2 shows the interaction of board diver-
sity and director’s curatorial experience (H2a); Figure 17.2 shows how the relationship 
between director’s curatorial experience and museum performance becomes positive 
in the presence of board diversity, with the museums run by directors with curatorial 
experience outperforming museums where the director does not have such experi-
ence. Overall, the results confirmed H2a. Finally, the inclusion of the interaction terms 
in both Model 1 and Model 2 significantly increased the variance explained by these 
models, moving from 16 percent for the control model to 33 percent and 30 percent, 
respectively.

To offer a more conservative test for the effect of the director’s gender (H3) and its 
interaction with board diversity (H3a), we included in the model, as a control, both the 
director’s human capital characteristics and the percentage of females on the board. 
Table 17.6 shows the results of our analysis. Interestingly enough, we did not find a di-
rect effect of gender on performance (Model 1), paralleling previous meta- analyses that 
found no effect; we therefore rejected H3. However, looking at Model 2, we found sig-
nificant interaction between gender and board diversity. To better interpret the results, 
Figure 17.3 shows the marginal effect of being a female or male director contingent upon 
the degree of diversity of the board. As can be seen, female directors outperform male 
directors in the presence of a moderately to highly diverse board.

Tables 17.7 and 17.8 show the interaction among director’s nationality, experience 
with Italian heritage, and board diversity, respectively H4 and H5. Model 2, in Table 17.7, 
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International experience = 0 International experience = 1
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Figure 17.1 Marginal effect of interaction between director’s international experience and 
board diversity (H1a).
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Figure 17.2 Marginal effect of interaction between director’s curatorial experience and board 
diversity (H2a)
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suggests a nonsignificant effect of board diversity on the relationship between director 
nationality and performance (H4). H4 was therefore not confirmed.

Furthermore, the interaction effect between board diversity and the internal career 
of the directors in the field of Italian heritage was not validated (Model 2, H5; see Table 
17.8). Interestingly enough, before adding the interaction term (i.e., Model 1), we can see 
both variables’ direct and positive effects on museum performance.

Discussion and Implications

The Ministry of Culture’s reform is a comprehensive effort to transform how the state 
manages heritage, and it involves a growing variety of stakeholders. The complexity of 
the task, the breadth of scope, and the multifaceted array of goals and challenges make 
it very difficult to assess the effects of the reform so early in the process. The number of 
ministerial decrees issued between 2014 and 2021 testifies to a dramatic change in the 
functioning of the peripheral state structures in charge of valorization and preservation. 
In this chapter, we focused on autonomous state museums in Italy as one key pillar of the 
reform and sought to relate the contribution of newly mandated governance structures 
to valorization.

d_genre = Male Director d_genre = Female Director

Board Diversity
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Figure 17.3 Marginal effect of interaction between director’s gender and board diversity (H3a).
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The 2014 reform has been disruptive in terms of the role assigned to museums. 
Contrary to the expectations, this transformation has offered limited opportunities to 
change people’s behavior (through incentives, rotation, or training programs). Thus, the 
role of directors— and possibly that of the board— becomes very important in deter-
mining a new course of action in what have traditionally been very bureaucratic organ-
izations. However, from the beginning there has been a heated debate around the level 
of independence given to the newly defined organizations, the opportunity to nominate 
international directors, the effectiveness of boards, and, on the whole, the opportunity to 
have specific organizations (rather than government agencies) in charge of valorization.

Overall, our findings indicate that individual facets of directors’ human capital 
analyzed in our study do not directly impact museum performance. Additionally, there 
is no direct effect of director gender on museum performance. One of the possible 
reasons for these findings is that the time period taken into consideration is too limited; 
another is that these specific characteristics are not aligned with our dependent variable 
in terms of impact. Moreover, except for the new directors, virtually all of the museums’ 
employees were the same before and after the reform.

On the other hand, in line with previous studies, results indicate that board diver-
sity does directly affect an organization’s performance. Indeed, our results help us un-
derstand when diversity matters, given the strategic role of the board in influencing 
executives’ actions and their ability to exploit their human capital fully. More specifi-
cally, the director’s curatorial experience positively impacts museum attendance in the 
presence of board diversity, but negatively impacts attendance when the board is homo-
geneous. This result suggests that trust between director and board on curatorial choices 
may be built more easily in the presence of complementary competencies, and that het-
erogeneity of the board may enhance the quality and directions of the choices taken by 
the directors. A director’s nationality does not impact attendance; on the other hand, 
the director’s international experience has a positive impact on attendance in the pres-
ence of board diversity. This finding suggests that Italian directors with international 
experience might play a cultural mediation role in the MIC’s complex transformation 
process and, at the same time, could play a role in public debate by demonstrating the 
importance of the director’s nationality. Finally, the results show that female directors 
outperform male directors when the board is diverse. This result is interesting because 
it is the first time this has been documented in the literature on not- for- profit organiza-
tions. Additionally, it signals the possibility that women’s leadership capability affects 
organizational performance.

Our findings therefore produce a theoretical contribution to governance literature, 
suggesting that researchers pay attention to the interplay of competence profiles in 
building effective governance structures in different types of organizations, particularly 
in organizations that are starting a structural and cultural transformation with limited 
resources and several binding conditions, as is the case with MIC. We also contribute 
to the governance literature by clarifying when board diversity enhances or hinders the 
director’s ability to fully exploit their human capital (e.g., Khanna et al. 2014; Westphal 
and Zajac 2013; Shen, Zhou, and Lau 2016). Further, we extend the nomological network 
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of the characteristics of the CEO under consideration and their interaction with board 
characteristics. In particular, the literature on for- profit organizations is limited to the 
international experience of the CEO and the direct impact of such characteristics on 
internationalization, with less consideration of the effect on overall firm performance 
(Daily, Certo, and Dalton 2000; Le and Kroll 2017). And we contribute to the govern-
ance literature by showing how different facets of diversity can impact an organization’s 
performance both directly and indirectly (Van Knippenberg et al. 2011).

From a managerial point of view, our findings support paying attention to the selec-
tion of board members with complementary profiles when boards are being constituted. 
In fact, such composition boosts the positive contribution of a director’s human capital 
and the director’s ability to become an agent of change, especially for those with an in-
ternational background or curatorial experience. Our findings suggest that governance 
structures of museums drive performance. Therefore, policymakers need to push such 
reform further, explicitly considering the relationships between directors, the MIC, 
employees, and other governance bodies (boards and scientific committees) and ac-
tors (such as private companies operating through concessions) in order to ensure the 
practical autonomy needed by museums’ governance bodies to achieve results related 
to different stakeholders and objectives (e.g., Bertacchini et al. 2018; Zan, Baraldi, and 
Santagati 2018). For example, directors’ inability to directly manage museum personnel 
is a crucial difficulty when it comes to ensuring autonomous museums’ effective man-
agement (Zan et al. 2018). At the same time, MIC’s control over directors is hierarchical 
and de facto only administrative.

Moreover, directors are nominated for four years, with the possibility of being con-
firmed in the role for one additional four- year term. Individual assessment of directors 
and communication regarding their turnover or confirmation should be done in a 
timely manner to foster smoother operation at the museum level. It is, therefore, essen-
tial to address the issue of autonomy more comprehensively to allow more effective val-
orization, while at the same time protecting the institution’s public function.

We are fully aware of the limitations of this study, given the magnitude of the change 
in a highly bureaucratic and conservative environment, the time interval considered, 
and the limited number of variables taken into consideration. Many processes have 
been only superficially addressed; therefore, this study is necessarily exploratory. 
Nevertheless, the setting allows us to consider a specific time frame (one term of mu-
seum directors) and compare the extent to which directors’ competence base and 
their interplay with board diversity impact visitor attraction. Our sample size can be 
considered small, and therefore the results are not as statistically robust as we would 
like. However, for the reasons specified earlier in the chapter and because of the fact 
that this sample represents the whole population of autonomous museums in Italy, we 
are confident about this preliminary finding. An alternative could have been to use a 
matched sample strategy or, in the future, to consider a longitudinal approach and in-
clude all the newly created autonomous museums. Nevertheless, autonomous state 
museums represent a relevant context in which to study how individual and team 
competences impact organizational performance. This highlights the importance of 
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following this phenomenon and its implications for policymaking, theory building, and 
social purposes.

Note

 1. This work is part of a larger and ongoing project mapping the evolution of the Italian state 
museums after the 2014 reform. The project aims at exploring the effect of that reform on 
different outcomes and the relationship between the new governance model giving au-
tonomy to some museums and different aspects of the performance and sustainability of 
the museums themselves. The data and the main theoretical framework related to board di-
versity were used for a paper published in the proceedings of the 20th EURAM Conference. 
We want to thank the participants of the Strategic Interest Group 11_ 3 on Management 
and Governance of Culture, Heritage and Tourism for the input that inspired the birth of 
this work.
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Chapter 18

Event Co-  Creation
A Participatory Perspective on Arts and  

Cultural Management

Leonore van den Ende

Introduction

Increasingly, the evolution of artistic and cultural events like festivals evidences a shift 
from mere spectatorship to active participation (Chen 2012). In contrast to prior event 
studies that draw stricter distinctions between organizers and audiences, the latter are 
more recently perceived as productive agents, too, creatively involved in the making 
and experience of the event, driven by a desire for more engagement (Caru and Cova 
2007). This development of “event co- creation” (Haanpää 2017) increasingly engages 
participants in artistic and cultural programming with an emphasis on experience, im-
mersion, and play (O’Grady 2015), thereby filling gaps between spectacle and spectator 
(Robinson 2015, 2). Studying event co- creation necessitates a better grasp of the collec-
tive creative activities of multiple stakeholders, not only managers and organizers but 
also volunteers and attendees (Haanpää 2017).

Situated in the academic debates on arts and cultural management more broadly, 
and festival and event studies more precisely, this chapter questions whether and how 
research on event co- creation allows for the development of novel perspectives for 
arts and cultural management. The field of arts and cultural management, concerned 
with how cultural organizations, events, and practices are or should be managed, has 
been dominated by top- down, utilitarian, and reductionist approaches, with little 
room for bottom- up innovation and critical reflection on practice (Ebewo and Sirayi 
2009; DeVereaux 2015; Lang 2015). Similarly, economic, rationalist, and instrumental 
approaches prevail in the field of festival and event studies, with an evident underrep-
resentation of interpretive, cultural, and critical perspectives (Frost 2016; Robinson 
2015; Getz 2010; Haanpää 2017). The current chapter hopes to address some of these 
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shortcomings by studying event co- creation as an emergent and practice- based process, 
via the application of ethnographic methods and anthropological theories that empha-
size activities of cultural participation and production (Frost 2016; van den Ende 2021b; 
Jaimangal- Jones 2014; Bourdieu 1993; St John 2008).

To narrow the scope of inquiry, this research focuses on festivals that are organized 
and produced according to co- creative frameworks in the sense that they promote and 
facilitate the active participation of multiple actors, such as volunteers and attendees. 
Theoretically, festivals are understood from a ritual perspective (St John 2008; Turner 
1969)— namely, as ritualized events that form temporary, “liminal” spaces intentionally set 
apart from ordinary, everyday settings and activities (van den Ende 2021b). In the theo-
retical frame, I explain how this temporary separation from the everyday can stimulate 
communal creativity and instill the festival with transformative capacity (Abrahams 1987; 
Turner 1982). Thereafter, in the methods section, I present the ethnographic case study 
of the festival Tribal Gathering and supplementary data collected via in- depth interviews 
with various festival organizers concerning the theme of event co- creation. In the findings, 
I exhibit how festivals are organized and produced to create an immersive and partici-
patory experience and, thereby, to establish a unique event in contrast to a more main-
stream festival experience. Analyses indicate that such festivals are constructed as “safe 
spaces” and “cultural incubators” to stimulate cultural participation and production in 
a grassroots way. Moreover, rather than this being a purely bottom- up and spontaneous 
process that emerges in situ, the research shows how event managers and organizers stra-
tegically design and program festivals to enable co- creation as a kind of “programmed 
freedom” (Cova, Dalli, and Zwick 2011), an ironic notion that will be further discussed. 
Last, the chapter discusses the implications of this research for the development of fresh 
perspectives for arts and cultural management— theoretically, in terms of a “participatory 
perspective” for arts and cultural management, and pragmatically, in terms of the organi-
zation of liminal, safe spaces that enable cultural participation and (co- )production.

Festival Studies in the Artistic and 
Cultural Sector

Associated with communal celebration, festivals represent significant artistic and cul-
tural events (Delanty, Giorgi, and Sassatelli 2011) encountered in all human cultures 
(Falassi 1987). Festivals can be religious, cultural, or political; urban or rural; seasonal 
or intermittent; artistic or musical (or an amalgamation thereof); focused on a variety 
of publics, activities, and themes; and found on a scale ranging from local to global. 
As sites of cultural production and participation, festivals are multifaceted, complex, 
and dynamic (Frost 2016). While festivals are ancient and historically pervasive, in 
the last few decades they have flourished in quantity, capacity, variety, and popularity 
across borders, a development theorized as the “festivalization of culture” (Woodward, 
Taylor, and Bennett 2014) or the “festivalization of society” (Richards 2007). Due to 
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this development, and to the fact that there is no widely accepted definition of the term 
“festival,” there is quite a deal of variation in terms of how festivals are approached and 
conceptualized, and research content very much depends on the theoretical perspective 
utilized (Cudny 2016, chap. 2). Consequently, a broad range of disciplinary perspectives 
can be found in the relatively young field of festival studies, representing an important 
subfield within event studies (Getz 2010).

Although the “new” field of festival studies has emerged within event studies in the 
last decade, the abundant anthropological and sociological research on festivals predates 
this development (e.g., Turner 1982; Radin 1946; Hartmann 1978; Freed and Freed 1964; 
Barnett 1949; Duvignaud 1976), focusing on aspects such as culture, ritual, ceremony, cel-
ebration, liminality, symbolism, and meaning (Getz 2010, 4). It is odd, then, that a social 
science perspective is lacking in the current festival studies debate, in which management, 
tourism, economics, and policymaking have gained a stronger foothold, accompanied 
by instrumentalist and rationalist approaches (Frost 2016; Anderton 2008). Getz (2012) 
claims that the difference in perspective, which is apparent not only in festival studies but 
in event studies more broadly, relates to research focus. While event management and 
event tourism are more concerned with organizing, policymaking, and marketing from 
an instrumental and economic perspective, with the aim of mapping out causal relations 
and impacts, anthropology and sociology emphasize meanings and practices from a crit-
ical, cultural, and historical perspective to capture the subjective, lived, and shared ex-
perience of events. According to Frost (2016, 570), “anthropology— as critical analytical 
approach, and as proponent of ethnographic method— is largely absent from the [fes-
tival studies] debate” because it is perceived as too “academic” and focused on traditional 
societies, “with little of value to say to festival organizers and related policy makers.”

Frost and others (Robinson 2015; Sherry, Kozinets, and Borghini 2013; Haanpää 2017; 
Chalcraft and Magaudda 2011) call to reinsert the anthropological perspective and eth-
nographic methods in festival and event studies, as those tools are means of capturing 
the social and cultural actors, activities, and contexts of contemporary festivals via in- 
depth empirical investigation and critical reflection. Similarly, Getz (2010) calls for in-
terdisciplinary theory development, where organization and management studies and 
anthropology should not shy away from one another but reach out to one another to 
contribute original insights to festival and event studies. This interdisciplinary connec-
tion is precisely what I wish to make in this chapter by combing a focus on festival or-
ganization, event co- creation, and anthropological theories and methods to draw out 
implications for arts and cultural management.

Festival Organization and Event 
Co- creation

Festivals do not just emerge in situ; rather, they require long- term planning, (de)con-
struction, and stakeholder engagement in pre-  and post- festival phases (Wilson et 
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al. 2017). In that sense, festivals are recurrent and complex (inter)organizational 
productions (Toraldo and Islam 2019), following project- based life cycles, directed by 
variable agendas, and reliant on an assembly of organizers, producers, attendees, and 
other stakeholders who co- create the event (St John 2018; Getz 2010; Schüßler and 
Sydow 2015; Chen 2012). While festivals are themselves temporary events, the organi-
zations, networks, and stakeholders involved have continuity over time (Uriarte et al. 
2019; Omidvar, Burke, and Galalae 2020). Moreover, in order to thrive and survive in an 
increasingly competitive festival market, festivals are never truly temporary but aspire 
to recur, grow, evolve, and even multiply over time. Encapsulating this paradox of tem-
porality and continuity, festivals can be understood as temporary organizational events 
embedded in more permanent structures and processes (DeFillippi and Uriarte 2020).

Studying event co- creation can help to gain insight into how festivals are produced 
and participated in by multiple actors, including organizers and attendees, and such 
studies have theoretical implications for the field of festival and event studies. According 
to Haanpää (2017, 17), co- creation remains a relatively uncharted area of research in 
festival and event studies. Stemming from marketing and consumption research, the 
concept of co- creation refers mainly to “the production of value that takes place increas-
ingly via the interaction between firm and consumer . . . recognizing that production 
and consumption are two sides of the same coin” (Cova, Dalli, and Zwick 2011, 232). 
An important implication is that consumers are not passive recipients of products and/ 
or services but active agents and participants who co- create value through their active 
engagement in (consumption) experiences (Akaka, Schau, and Vargo 2013; Goolaup 
and Mossberg 2017). Chen (2012, 571), who draws from ethnographic fieldwork on the 
co- creative event Burning Man, calls this integration of production and consumption 
“prosumption,” based on a do- it- yourself (DIY) ethos, often encouraged and promoted 
by organizations in order to decentralize, democratize, build loyalty, innovate, or 
cut costs. Festivals are especially suitable sites to study co- creation because they pro-
vide attendees or consumers with social opportunities to create and share experiences 
(Goolaup and Mossberg 2017, 41).

While the concept of value co- creation has gained academic cachet, Karababa and 
Kjeldgaard (2014, 119– 120) also point out that it is a notoriously elusive concept because 
there are multiple understandings of value, based on the fundamental assumptions of 
diverse theoretical perspectives— for example, economic value, functional value, emo-
tional value, and cultural value. In a similar vein, Ramaswamy (2011, 195) notes that 
co- creation goes far beyond the conventional products- and- services view of exchange 
processes, as value is contingent on ongoing human experiences, interactions, and di-
alogue, which can be facilitated via “engagement platforms.” Hence, although this 
chapter is informed by the debate on value co- creation (particularly the blurring of the 
boundary between producers and consumers and between organizers and attendees) to 
depart from the ambiguity of the “value” concept, I understand event co- creation from 
a practice- based perspective, not merely in terms of the perceived value it may have for 
diverse actors but also as co- creating the “lived” and shared event itself via cultural par-
ticipation and production. This approach encapsulates what multiple actors do in terms 
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of their co- creative and interactive activities in the making and enactment of events in 
practice.

Festivals, Liminality, and Creativity

Though festivals involve detailed attention to managerial and organizational aspects 
such as planning, coordinating, and programming, participation in such events is also 
emergent, unpredictable, spontaneous, and chaotic, with blurred distinctions between 
organizers, performers, and attendees (Frost 2016). Studying event co- creation as the in-
tegration of production and consumption, and work and leisure, in the organized chaos 
of festivals requires novel perspectives and empirical inquiry (Toraldo and Islam 2019; 
Chen 2009).

As stated in the introduction, this chapter aims to investigate event co- creation with an 
empirical focus on festivals and to highlight the implications for the development of orig-
inal perspectives for arts and cultural management. I apply a practice- based perspective, 
informed by anthropological theory, to study the activities through which diverse ac-
tors create a festival. Various anthropologists (e.g., Turner 1982; Abrahams 1987; Gilmore 
2008; Boissevain 2016; St John 2015) understand festivals as ritualized events— as celebra-
tory and cathartic occasions performed within a temporary, “liminal” space, involving 
performative activities that construct certain meanings and realities (Schechner 2012; 
Turner 1982; van den Ende 2021b). As ritualized events, festivals can be perceived as ex-
traordinary and participatory cultural productions, distinguished from more ordinary 
activities and settings. Here, the concept of “ritualization”— which can be understood as 
a cultural practice for making distinctions and “making special” (see also Bell 1992)— is 
useful, as it can show how and why various activities of event (co- )creation produce a 
contrast between ordinary life and the extraordinary occasion of the event; through this 
contrast the event establishes its cultural significance and value (van den Ende 2021a). 
In other words, ritualization encapsulates the ways in which diverse participants create 
the festival to inscribe it with meaning and intentionally set it apart from quotidian life, 
having transformative capacity (Turner 1982; Maffesoli 2012). Ritualization can thus be 
seen as a creative practice through which participants shape events and their experiences 
(Gordon- Lennox 2017).

Fundamental to understanding what ritualization accomplishes is the liminality 
of festival space (van den Ende 2021b). Ritualization produces a liminal space within 
which individuals and groups are set apart from mainstream society and the everyday, 
suspending normal social rules and thus forming a site of playful creativity (Skjoldager- 
Nielsen and Edelman 2014, 2). Turner (1969) calls this state of temporary suspension 
from the everyday “anti- structure,” which can elicit “communitas” or a sense of togeth-
erness and community through shared experience. Myerhoff (1982, 117) adds that lim-
inal spaces simultaneously question the status quo while providing a source of renewal, 
innovation, and creativity. Similarly, O’Grady (2017, 3) points out that festival spaces can 
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be consciously constructed to enable cultural expression and participation, setting such 
playful spaces apart from everyday life. In this way, the liminal spaces of festivals, which 
are situated in between more stable states and realities, provide occupants with tem-
porary freedom to experiment and explore, from which creativity and novelty emerge, 
having the potential to enact change or transformation (Kociatkiewicz and Kostera 
2015). Various authors (e.g., Robinson 2015; Schmidt 2017; Chen 2009; St John 2017) 
suggest that event co- creation is associated with the transformative potential of a fes-
tival, though this relation is not yet well understood (van den Ende 2021a).

A relevant development in the festival industry is the intentional design of liminal 
spaces by event producers to create an extraordinary, transitional environment and 
experience. According to St John (2015, 243), some festival producers engage in in-
tentional ritualization and liminalization to enable participants to enter a transitional 
space, facilitated through sensorial media, design, and architectonic. Here, festival 
organizers increasingly utilize a participatory design and multimedia programming, 
including music, dance, workshops, interactive art, rituals, and ceremonies (Schmidt 
2017, 93), to co- produce, together with attendees, an immersive space and an interactive 
experience that goes beyond a more mainstream presentational, lineup- based festival 
(Robinson 2015). Evident is the purposeful use of aesthetic design, orchestration, and 
appropriation, involving aspects such as scenography and choreography that transform 
conditions and engage the audience in order to elicit particular experiences (van den 
Ende 2021a). The participatory and immersive activities involved in event co- creation 
are evidence not only of a current trend in the festival scene but also of an intentional 
organizational strategy to produce an authentic experience and provide novel cultural 
value within an increasingly competitive festival market (Johansson and Toraldo 2017; 
Quinn and Wilks 2017; De Molli, Mengis, and van Marrewijk 2020; St John 2017; van 
den Ende 2021b).

Methods

A central method utilized in this research is ethnography, which is a qualitative re-
search strategy to describe, interpret, and explain the behavior, meaning, and cultural 
productions of persons involved in a limited field through direct data collection by 
researchers who are physically present (Yanow and Schwartz- Shea 2006). The aim is 
to provide insight into the daily activities and sense- making of the studied population 
(Bate 1997). This research adopts an interpretive ontology, assuming that knowledge is 
generated by people who live and work in a particular setting, and that it must be under-
stood through that same point of view (Hatch and Cunliffe 2006).

This research is principally based on an ethnographic case study of a festival called 
Tribal Gathering, conducted from February 28 to March 16, 2020, right on the brink 
of the coronavirus pandemic. Curated by the nonprofit organization GeoParadise, pri-
marily to preserve and support indigenous cultures and traditions, Tribal Gathering is 
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an eighteen- day co- creative event that takes place in the Panamanian jungle bordering 
the Caribbean Sea (GeoParadise 2020). I engaged in participant observation during the 
festival to gather direct data and to experience and observe the festival space “from the 
inside.” Focusing on themes of festival organization, production, participation, and co- 
creation, I also carried out twelve in- depth semi- structured interviews as well as mul-
tiple conversations with organizers, workers, volunteers, and attendees, selected via 
snowball sampling during the event. To document findings and (re)analyze the event, I 
also gathered data in the form of fieldnotes, photographs, and videos.

Because the coronavirus pandemic resulted in the mass cancellation of festivals and 
other cultural events around the world right after the 2020 Tribal Gathering concluded, 
my ethnographic participant observation was limited to that particular event, which 
has consequently become a main focus of the research. To carry on with the research 
and gather a more diverse dataset, twelve supplementary in- depth interviews were 
conducted with various professionals in the event industry about their practices of event 
co- creation, including reflections on other co- creative and participatory events, such as 
Burning Man events in the United States and other countries and the Boom festival in 
Portugal. While I did not carry out ethnographic research at these other events, I have 
attended the Boom festival in Portugal (in 2018 and 2022) and Burning Man regional 
events in the Netherlands (in 2018, 2019, and 2021) as a participant, thereby gaining 
firsthand experience to supplement other data. These events have been included in the 
findings for a more comparative analysis concerning the theme of event co- creation. 
Supplementary research respondents were purposely chosen because of their engage-
ment with event co- creation and their practices of utilizing festival spaces to facilitate 
participation and creativity, in line with the focus of this research. Table 18.1 presents a 
list of interviews.

Festival Organization: The Organized 
Chaos of Festivals

Co- creative events like Tribal Gathering, Burning Man, and Boom are purposely organ-
ized as decentralized, self- organizing, and non- sponsored events to facilitate cultural 
participation and (co- )production. These events fall, to varying degrees, under the cate-
gory “transformational festival” (e.g., Bottorff 2015; Johner 2015; St John 2020), denoting 
the idea that the festival can serve as a space for cultural intervention and social change 
(Wiltshire and Davis 2009, 24). Beyond featuring music, these events often host a wide 
range of immersive (inter)activities to restore participants’ connection to community 
and environment, guided by principles such as participation, sustainable living, and cre-
ative expression (St John 2015, 246).

Tribal Gathering, which serves as the main case study here, is, as noted earlier, an 
eighteen- day event situated in the jungle, organized by the nonprofit organization 
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GeoParadise. There are approximately two thousand participants, half of whom are 
organizers, workers, performers, and volunteers, and the other half of whom are 
attendees, though “there’s a real blurring between the people who organize stuff and . 
. . the audience, where people kind of tend to move from one to the other” (respondent 
1). The festival is annually (de)constructed, with the aim to “leave no trace” behind in 
the natural environment. Production of the festival is a cyclical project- based process 
involving “a high turnover of crew [who would] come do it for a couple of years and 
then move on and do something else” (respondent 2). Because each event is a unique 

Table 18.1.  Research Respondents

Resp. Role Gender Affiliation Type Methods

1 Technician M Tribal Gathering, Panama Event Case study, 
participant 
observation,  
in- depth 
interviews 
(2020)

2 Engineer M
3 Coordinator F
4 Coordinator F
5 Photographer M
6 Performer F
7 Performer M
8 Performer M
9 Volunteer M

10 Attendee/ volunteer M
11 Attendee/ volunteer M
12 Attendee F
13 Director M Burning Man, United 

States
Event In- depth 

interviews 
(2020– 2021)

14 Producer F
15 Curator F Fusion, Germany Event

Boom, Portugal Event
16 Engineer M Boom, Portugal Event
17 Founder M Naam, South Africa Event
18 Manager F Kamiwaza, France Event

Garbicz, Poland Event
19 Founder/ manager F The Experience Enhancers, 

Netherlands
Organization

20 Director/ researcher F A Greener Festival, United 
Kingdom

Organization

21 Founder/ director M Green Music Initiative, 
Germany

Organization

22 Advisor F Ministry of Infrastructure 
and Water, Netherlands

Organization

23 Programmer F Amsterdam Institute for 
Metropolitan Solutions, 
Netherlands

Organization

24 Advisor M Performing Arts Fund, 
Netherlands

Organization
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production, “you never, ever can prepare for any year because every year is different” 
(respondent 4). As the event is still growing and does not make a profit, according to 
respondents, the crew members generally don’t receive a salary, though their flight 
ticket, accommodation, and food and drinks are covered.

The event’s flexible, multimedia programming, including music, dance, workshops, 
presentations, exhibitions, rituals, and ceremonies, makes it so that “all [participants] 
get the chance to involve [themselves] in the creative process” (GeoParadise 2020). An 
important finding is that Tribal Gathering is “deliberately not coordinated” but it is more 
“like a set of experiments” (respondent 1). The event organizers and producers build the 
festival in a more emergent and experimental way, where “people can make their ideas, 
make their own stuff [and are] like totally self- sufficient” (respondent 2). Evident here is 
a lack of a clear management style; instead, “you kind of need to take it on and say, OK, 
I’m going to decide that now because there’s no clear instruction” (respondent 3). While 
respondents, organizers, and attendees alike generally appreciate this flexible organi-
zational structure, it was also described as “chaotic” and “quite frustrating for people if 
they’re used to working in other sites and organizations where things are a bit more or-
ganized” (respondent 1).

The concept of maintaining a balance between organization and chaos at festivals, 
which can be “quite a tricky thing” (respondent 1), relates to prior research on the 
“creative chaos” of the US Burning Man event, where rapid growth in the 1990s re-
quired organizational professionalization to regulate the chaos (Chen 2009). Burning 
Man has been described as “the biggest community- driven event” (respondent 14), 
and principles such as participation, communal effort, and self- reliance facilitate its 
DIY culture. Though there are some seventy thousand participants in its main event 
in Black Rock City, Nevada, Burning Man is far from being a singular event. Since its 
commencement in 1986, the main event has proliferated to include eighty- five (and 
counting) regional events worldwide, indicative of the Burning Man Project’s mis-
sion to extend its culture into the wider world. “We called it the Burning Man Project 
because it was an ongoing project. . . . Each year is a different project or manifestation 
of the social experiment” (respondent 13). Compared to Tribal Gathering, apparent 
at Burning Man events is a more sophisticated organizational style that evolved over 
the years as the organization grew to include more participants in multiple events and 
locales. Whereas in its first decade Burning Man “was a place where you definitely 
felt a sense of anarchy” and where some members “really valued anarchy over orga-
nization” (respondent 13), over time event producers had to adopt a more structured 
organizational style: “freedom- loving people went to the most removed place from 
society possible and yet, in order for the experiment to continue, had to adopt tac-
tics of society” (respondent 13). One way in which this is done is by establishing and 
communicating a distinct ethos and providing clear principles to guide and shape the 
behavior of its participants, such as “gifting,” “communal effort,” and “participation” 
(Burning Man 2022b).

The Boom festival in Portugal, too, has devised principles to shape the culture and 
practices of its event, including “active participation,” “creativity,” and “sustainability” 



358   Leonore van den Ende

 

(Boom 2022b). Boom (which typically has about two thousand workers and forty 
thousand participants) is a biannual “transformational” festival held at a site called 
Boomland, in the rugged countryside of Idanha- a- Nova municipality. Boom started 
in 1997 as a psychedelic trance party and evolved into a global celebration of alterna-
tive culture. Boom has become a reference point for sustainability in large events, as 
it uses sustainable energy resources, composts waste, builds with recycled materials, 
helps to regenerate ecosystems, practices permaculture, and raises environmental 
awareness. The event also organizes knowledge exchange platforms, lectures, and 
workshops for learning and stimulating “holistic activism” through its program and 
venue. Every Boom event has a theme that shapes its program and design; the 2022 
theme was “Anthropocene.” The organizers describe the theme as a “need to envision 
new ways of cohabiting harmoniously . . . . [and] conceive innovative ways of doing 
things,” which can be accomplished only by active participants rather than passive 
observers. (Boom 2022a).

Another aspect that sets Boom apart from a more mainstream festival is its lack of 
commercial sponsorship— a trait it shares with Tribal Gathering and Burning Man:

There is no visual pollution like ads. I remember the first time I was blown away; I’ve 
never been with so many people in one place without a big sign that says “Heineken,” 
“Telecom,” or whatever, “Red Bull.” . . . I thought, you need the sponsors, and if you 
don’t have sponsors, you cannot have so many people together. So, there was also this 
feeling of something very revolutionary and radical, something different now.

(Respondent 15)

Compared to both Tribal Gathering and Boom, Burning Man goes a step further with 
its principles of “decommodification” and “gifting,” which offer an alternative model 
of exchange to mainstream market capitalism in addition to the absence of corporate 
sponsors:

There is no corporate sponsorship. You are entering a “decommodified” space that 
values who you are, not what you have. You are expected to collaborate, be inclusive, 
creative, connective and clean up after yourself. Participate actively as a citizen of 
Black Rock City.

(Burning Man 2022a)

The gift economy and lack of monetary transactions within the festival space are cer-
tainly unique to Burning Man events. Yet an engineer at Tribal Gathering (respondent 
3) rightly argued that not everyone can afford the time and money needed to attend 
these festivals, which are “catering for a select middle- class and typically white event- 
going market” (St John 2017, 11). Participants must cover at least the costs for entrance, 
travel, and supplies, regardless of whether the event supports monetary transactions 
within its temporary space or not. Hence, it is important to recognize the human ge-
ography and demography of such events, which are found mainly in modern Western 
societies.
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While events like Tribal Gathering, Burning Man, and Boom are distinct in many 
respects, what they share is their lack of a commercially sponsored setup, their DIY 
culture, a co- creative framework, and efforts to maintain a balance between more 
controlled organizational processes and free cultural participation and co- production. 
Since Tribal Gathering is younger and smaller, the organization is currently more open 
and chaotic. Hence it will be interesting to observe how the organization develops if 
Tribal Gathering grows into a larger event, like Burning Man and Boom have done over 
the last decades, resulting in a need for greater organizational professionalization.

Event Co- creation: Volunteerism  
and Participation

While festival organizing requires substantial premeditation and coordination, co- 
creation at events like Tribal Gathering, Burning Man, and Boom is deliberately emer-
gent: “It’s a matter of intention . . . the build- up of the festival and who you bring in and 
how you co- create” (respondent 12). Here the role of the festival organizer is to “ask what 
is within the visitor and what can you draw out [of them] so that the visitor can con-
tribute to the whole [event]” (respondent 19).

A central aspect characterizing co- created festivals is a large and flexible volunteer 
base, covering activities such as building, assisting, organizing, administering, cooking, 
hosting, presenting, and DJing. Some respondents at Tribal Gathering informed me that 
the purpose of such activities was not to make money— “obviously, the money doesn’t 
matter” (respondent 10)— but rather to meet new people and to add to the experience. 
Others did mention that for people who have little money volunteering is pragmatic, 
as they do receive something in exchange for volunteer shifts, whether food and drink, 
accommodation, a small amount of monetary compensation, or something else: “I saw 
how brilliant the system is as well, that if you don’t have enough money . . . you go there, 
you sign up, you work five hours, and your dinner and food is sorted” (respondent 3).

Some festival participants start out as a volunteer and work their way up in the orga-
nization to becoming a salaried worker. Even then, active participation in the event’s 
co- creation remains a more important motive than financial gain; as one person put it, 
“I love working in festivals [because] I really like being around very creative people” (re-
spondent 2). Another participant, who has been an attendee, volunteer, and paid worker 
at the Boom festival, noted:

The first year I was a volunteer. The second year I got a little bit of money. You don’t 
do this job for money. . . . I was really approaching it like an honor: “Oh my God, I 
can participate actively to the experience of the Boomers that come from all over the 
world.” It was really very exciting.

(Respondent 15)
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There are of course various levels and means of participation in the festival, from at-
tendee to volunteer to worker, depending on what people can afford to do and what it 
means to them:

With Burning Man, I was always a volunteer. So, the fifteen years I spent producing 
all those festivals and all those events, I never got paid . . . but some people can afford 
to give their time and donate their time, and some people can’t. Some people need to 
get paid. There are those people that work the festivals, that work heavy machinery 
and do rigging and set up stages and sound systems, and they get paid to go from fes-
tival to festival. There are people that volunteer, and it’s just what you can emotion-
ally, physically, and financially afford, and the importance of it.

(Respondent 14)

Besides a focus on volunteerism, co- creative festivals stimulate the active participa-
tion of attendees and other stakeholders: “The attendees, stakeholders, government, and 
society must directly participate in the festival decisions and moving things in the fes-
tival” (respondent 16). Attendees contribute to the festival’s spatial production and ex-
perience through participatory and immersive programming that emphasizes not only 
music and dance but also manifold creative (inter)activities. For example, at Burning 
Man “they do the infrastructure so that you can be the most that you can be and create 
the most that you can create” (respondent 14). In Burning Man’s culture of gifting, eve-
ryone is encouraged to be an active participant and contribute to the event’s creation, 
which is seen as a gift: “It’s all gifting. It’s a gifting academy. Nothing is for bought or 
sold. There are no transactions” (respondent 14). At both Tribal Gathering and Boom, 
everyone can sign up to co- create the event, such as via volunteering, making art 
installations and decorating, giving workshops and presentations, giving performances, 
or offering therapies.

At Tribal Gathering there was a wide range of creative and cultural (inter)activi-
ties, including weaving, knitting, macramé, permaculture, chocolate making, jewelry 
making, musical instrument making and playing, painting and dyeing with natural 
materials, yoga, tai chi, reiki, breath work, meditation, sound healing, sweat lodges, 
sharing circles, tea ceremonies, fire ceremonies, dance ceremonies, cacao ceremonies, 
and entheogenic medicine ceremonies (see also van den Ende 2021a). During a perma-
culture workshop I participated in, we learned how to build a wall of the event’s “chai 
shop” from natural materials including earth, clay, and plants. And during an upcycle 
workshop participants made costumes and art from trash picked up from the beach. In 
such open and creative spaces, participants gather “with a lot of exchange with the pos-
sibility to see what [they] can do” (respondent 7) and come to realize “that a festival can 
be more than a nice place to dance” (respondent 19). To explain the event’s uniqueness 
and significance, respondents often differentiate between a participatory experience 
and a more traditional or mainstream hedonistic festival experience: “It’s not just music 
and dance, and there are not just drugs involved. It’s just really to connect with yourself, 
to connect with nature, to do workshops” (respondent 3). Here a main aspect is that 
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co- creative events go beyond the party or music aspect of a festival to produce different 
kinds of experiences: “Before, some twenty or twenty- five years ago, you had festivals 
like you have a DJ who shoves music into the crowd and the crowd eats it up. Now there 
could also be a dialogue and then something else happens” (respondent 19).

According to various respondents, co- creation has a deeper meaning in the sense that 
people can explore their creative potential and tap into their creative selves, which has 
transformative potential: “Any festival that allows you and gives you permission and 
encourages you to participate in some way is a transformational festival” (respondent 
14). Another respondent who attended Boom even claims that “the main objective of 
human beings is to co- create and [that] the festival is a very beautiful, pure way to get 
human beings to use their power of their function in this life” (respondent 16).

Liminal Festival: Safe Spaces and 
Cultural Incubators

An essential aspect enabling communal creativity and experimentation to flourish at 
festivals is the liminal space of the event, which “gives you an open playground to ex-
plore the outer boundaries of yourself [and] the freedom to express yourself, however 
you want” (respondent 14). Respondents often refer to the festival space as a “safe space” 
where participants feel safe to openly express themselves and experiment with new ac-
tivities and ideas without experiencing discrimination or judgment. One program cu-
rator claimed that “this is really like an art for a festival organizer, [to] create the feeling 
of trust between the people and the feeling of trust that the space is safe” (respondent 15).

Looking at liminal festival spaces through a lens of ritualization calls attention to the 
cultural strategy of differentiation, which establishes a contrast between the festival ex-
perience and more ordinary or daily experiences. It is this differentiation that instills 
the festival space with transformative capacity. In such spaces, “people can be free to be 
themselves separate from the hyper- capitalized [society] that we’re experiencing” (re-
spondent 13). Where “there is room for experimentation . . . people can discover what 
else is possible, beyond what they thought was possible” (respondent 19). And “by 
experiencing [the festival space], which has been pulling you away from regular society 
. . . you get into a different state of mind” (respondent 5). An important aspect of liminal 
spaces is that participants have experiences they usually don’t, or can express themselves 
in ways different from what they do in their ordinary, everyday lives. For this reason, 
participatory festivals are often experienced as transformational:

Festivals are the only offering where people are actually paying to undergo a trans-
formation, even if it’s only three days, but this is the main reason people attend 
festivals for. We’ve been doing so many surveys asking the attendees, why do you 
attend the festival? And nobody said because of the music. [They said] because we 
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are meeting new people, we can experience things we usually don’t. . . . I would say 
this is a rite of passage.

(Respondent 21)

Not only is the demarcated space of festivals fundamental to creating a culturally au-
thentic and transformative experience; equally so is its demarcated time frame. The tem-
poral framework of festivals is perceived as enhancing a transitional environment: “The 
beauty of a festival is of course that it is temporary, [and] because it’s temporary, you 
can experiment very well. Experiments which you can also carry out in the real world” 
(respondent 24). An important reference in this quote is a festival’s transformative po-
tential beyond the festival time- space itself. Specifically, various respondents allude to a 
festival’s potential contribution to society, viewing a festival as a temporary “cultural in-
cubator” (respondent 13) where participants can experiment, innovate, learn, and distill 
knowledge deemed as valuable to add to society outside the festival, too:

I believe that our annual gathering and temporary city [Burning Man] has very much 
functioned as a forum for experimentation, and I often think about what we do as pro-
viding a forum to hack society itself in different aspects of society for the better, and the 
event and temporary city allows our entire community to prototype new technologies, 
new ways of thinking and even better ways of behaving together in the world.

(Respondent 13)

A participant in Boom explains this transformative potential and contribution to so-
ciety in terms of establishing a new common perception, which can be accomplished 
through the temporally and spatially demarcated environment of a co- created festival:

Festivals are very important to today for the construction of a new society outside. 
Everybody that has been to a festival like Boom or Burning Man or others around 
the world. People change. People go outside with new ideas, new insights, new ways 
of thinking. . . . When you have this kind of festival people start creating together in 
a natural way a common sense that is a little bit different from the outside world. So, 
when you go to this festival [in] these days it’s a new common sense. It’s a new con-
cept. It’s a new way of thinking. And this is the beauty of the festival, is to construct a 
new paradigm.

(Respondent 16)

Discussion and Conclusion

In this chapter I set out to study event co- creation with an empirical focus on festivals 
from a theoretical perspective of ritualization, and to explore how this allows for the de-
velopment of novel perspectives for arts and cultural management. From a perspective 
of ritualization, a festival can be perceived as the conscious cultural co- production of a 
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liminal space “removing” participants from ordinary settings of everyday work and life 
and “transporting” them to an alternative reality and playful arena (van den Ende 2021b; 
O’Grady 2017) where participation, experimentation, and creativity are stimulated and 
experienced (Turner 1982). The festival space is thus instilled with transformative po-
tential (Skjoldager- Nielsen and Edelman 2014). This echoes prior research on the rit-
ualization and liminalization of contemporary festivals; St John (2015, 244) addresses 
“how advanced and complex states of liminality potentiate novel cultural forms.” 
Various respondents have alluded to the novelty and creativity inherent in liminal fes-
tival spaces, where participants feel liberated to express themselves, and where they gain 
new ideas, insights, and ways of thinking and behaving through their situated, interac-
tive participation. While this is an event- specific and emergent process that transpires in 
situ, the research findings also indicate that such festivals
tend to be intentionally designed, organized, and programmed to enable and facilitate 
co- creation and a transitional environment according to participatory ideals.

From a more critical perspective, the co- creative framework of contemporary festivals 
has been criticized in extant literature, suggesting that consumers play in producing the 
festival is that of providing “free labor through the expropriation of knowledge, crea-
tivity, and communication” (Johansson and Toraldo 2017, 223). For example, Chen 
(2012), who studies co- created festivals, particularly Burning Man, addresses the ten-
sion between democracy and capitalism concerning the benefit attendees gain from 
partaking in the production of festivals— which she calls “prosumption”— vis- à- vis the 
exploitation of their knowledge and practices freely given, regardless of the degree of 
enjoyment of fulfillment experienced. Cova, Dalli, and Zwick (2011) claim this might 
be a “new form of capitalism” in which the labor of attendees is co- opted by festival or-
ganizations to produce festivals, helping to reduce costs and align the festival experi-
ence with the desires of visitors. Specifically, they state that “the co- creative model 
rests on establishing ambiances that program consumer freedom to evolve in ways that 
permit the harnessing of consumers’ newly liberated, productive capabilities” (Cova, 
Dalli, and Zwick 2011, 233). In the same vein, Schmidt (2017) points out that though 
certain festivals differentiate themselves from mainstream, capitalist, and consum-
erist societies, they are nonetheless entangled with and enabled by them. The focus is 
on the “social differentiation” strategy, through which festival organizations find their 
niche in the market by highlighting the “atypical quality of the festival experience [and] 
counterposing it to an underlying idea of what might count as a more traditional festival 
experience” (Johansson and Toraldo 2017, 229). Framing plays an important role here, as 
festivals increasingly rely on their “strategic distinction” from other events that “do not 
offer countercultural authentica in their experiential design” (St John 2017, 11). This “pro-
grammed freedom” and framed “otherness” are thus part of a conscious organizational 
strategy to enable cultural participation and (co- )production, having implications in 
terms of both the empowerment and exploitation of festival participants. The paradox-
ical and ambiguous nature of liminal spaces (Turner 1982), particularly festivals (Frost 
2016), makes it so that empowerment and exploitation coexist therein, as do freedom 
and programming. As one respondent said in an interview: “Training in liminality is 
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the training and understanding of how two opposite realities can be present at the same 
time” (respondent 15).

The findings of this research have implications for the development of novel 
perspectives for arts and cultural management beyond the context of festival settings 
and organizations, extending to a broader range of artistic and cultural events and 
institutes. Arts and cultural management— concerned with the cultivation of the appro-
priate means and conditions for the production and dissemination of art and culture— is 
a debated field with ambiguous parameters, riddled with tensions between scholars and 
practitioners and between the creative practice and economic activity of art and cul-
ture (DeVereaux 2018). As the field came to emphasize the marketing, financial aspects, 
and administration of art and culture stemming from the “management” side, critical 
scholars have problematized the field for losing sight of the art and culture at its core, and 
for its indifference to contemporary, postmodern challenges. Instead, they call for more 
emergent, practice- based perspectives with a focus on cultural participation, decentral-
ization, and co- determination. For example, Brkić (2009, 2– 5) criticizes the application 
of a generic management approach to art and culture as failing to account for the social 
contextualization and meaning of art and culture or for processes of creativity and in-
novation integral to the production of art and culture. Rather, he argues, practitioners 
in the field should be taught and prepared to engage in “new ways of doing things,” with 
an awareness of managerial and economic realities but principally focused on the aes-
thetic and social side of the field. In a similar vein, Ebewo and Sirayi (2009, 290) state 
that arts and cultural management tends toward management- centric, utilitarian and 
reductionist approaches, with little space for bottom- up innovation and critical reflec-
tion on its practice. Hence, they call for democratization of the field and propose inter-
disciplinary approaches concerned with the promotion of creativity and renewal, such 
as the need for cultural organizations to provide “the right atmosphere for people to 
exhibit their cultural expression.” Similarly, Lang (2015, 31) proposes the emancipation 
of cultural management, so that culture can be actively shaped and co- produced be-
yond an instrumental and economic focus. One way to do this is by establishing tempo-
rary “in- between spaces” that provide open and safe settings for participatory culture 
to thrive, in turn allowing for the renegotiation of an extant status quo to enable social 
change. And Ramaswamy (2011, 195) highlights the need for “engagement platforms” to 
enable co- creation beyond conventional exchange processes via human interaction and 
dialogue.

Fittingly, this research on co- creative festivals as liminal spaces and significant artistic 
and cultural events helps to provide insight into how these in- between spaces, open 
atmospheres, and engagement platforms instill and reinforce cultural participation 
and co- production. The contribution of this chapter is thus a participatory perspective 
for arts and cultural management via which various cultural events and spaces, such as 
but not limited to festivals, can be intentionally designed, organized, and managed as 
cultural incubators to amplify communal creativity as a practice- based and relational 
process. This, in turn, allows for bottom- up change and innovation by exploring and 
devising alternative ways of doing, thinking, and being in the world that significantly 
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depart from, challenge, or transform the status quo. While the tension between the 
symbolic expression and economic activity of arts and cultural management will re-
main here (as it does for festival organization), a main implication of this research is 
a critical rethinking of organization and management practices to explore alternatives 
to predominantly economic and management- centric approaches— preferably via 
the application of critical, interpretive perspectives and anthropological theories 
and methods, and an empirical focus on participatory activities such as co- creating, 
innovating, volunteering, and gifting, as the findings of this research have shown. In 
sum, both the practice and the academic discipline of arts and cultural management 
should disengage from traditional, generic management ideals and become more con-
cerned with how to create safe, liminal spaces for free artistic expression and cultural 
co- production, essential for establishing a new common perception and facilitating a 
paradigmatic shift toward a socially sustainable future in which art and culture can and 
should play prominent, constructive roles.
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Chapter 19

Knowled ge Management 
in Arts and Cultural 

Organizations
A Conceptual Framework for  
Organizational Performance

Neville Vakharia

Introduction

Arts and cultural organizations are becoming increasingly reliant on the need to strate-
gically use data, information, and organizational knowledge to advance their goals and 
missions (Dalle Nogare and Murzyn- Kupisz 2021; Gerrard, Sykora, and Jackson 2017; 
Mason 2015; Vakharia and Janardhan 2017). Efforts to increase organizational effective-
ness, improve organizational performance, and increase innovation require a deeper 
understanding of organizational knowledge management. However, there has been 
only limited study of how organizational knowledge management can be applied to arts 
and cultural organizations. This is in part due to the fact that knowledge management 
has multiple broad and debated definitions (Blair 2002; Faucher, Everett, and Lawson 
2008; Gourlay and Nurse 2005; Wallace 2007). Further, the study of knowledge manage-
ment draws from multiple bodies of literature and fields of study, including information 
science, organizational behavior, and strategic management (Bellarby and Orange 2006; 
Desouza and Paquette 2011; McInerney 2002), which complicates its applicability to arts 
and cultural organizations.

To fully understand the role of knowledge management in arts and cultural organi-
zations, it could be more effective to assess the factors that enable knowledge manage-
ment and the organizational practices that result. Understanding these factors could 
provide a better understanding of how arts and cultural organizations can be effective 
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in managing knowledge. The concepts of knowledge management enablers and a know-
ledge management orientation provide the necessary approach and serve as the basis 
for the proposed conceptual framework. Understanding how these two constructs are 
related and their impact on organizational performance opens a new and relevant body 
of research in the study of arts and cultural organizations. This chapter presents a new 
conceptual framework to assess how arts and cultural organizations create, manage, 
and share organizational knowledge and its relationship to organizational performance. 
Specifically, extant literature is used to develop a conceptual framework that suggests 
a series of relationships between enabling factors and practices of knowledge manage-
ment and organizational performance in the arts and cultural context.

Organizational Knowledge and 
Knowledge Management

The process of institutionalizing knowledge manifests itself through the theory of  
organizational knowledge creation (Nonaka 1994). Nonaka, von Krogh, and Voelpel 
(2006, 1179) define organizational knowledge creation as “the process of making 
available and amplifying knowledge created by individuals as well as crystallizing 
and connecting it with an organization’s knowledge systems.” This seminal theory 
views knowledge as being first created by individuals within an organization, with 
the organization serving as a platform through which knowledge is amplified and 
systematized (Nonaka 1994).

Knowledge within individuals creates organizational knowledge through the conver-
sion of tacit knowledge to explicit knowledge, from individuals to groups and then to 
the entire organization (Nonaka 1991). Tacit knowledge refers to those things that are 
difficult to communicate or formalize (Polanyi 1962), including mental models, “know- 
how,” and skills that cannot be readily articulated verbally (Nonaka 1994). Tacit know-
ledge is rooted in ideals, values, emotions, and intuition (Polanyi 1962; Nonaka, Toyama, 
and Konno 2000). Explicit knowledge refers to knowledge that is readily systematic, 
formalized, and codified (Nonaka and Takeuchi 1995). Explicit knowledge can be easily 
transmitted, processed, and stored (Nonaka, Toyama, and Konno 2000). The theory 
of organizational knowledge creation identifies tacit and explicit knowledge as com-
plementary. It is the interactions between tacit and explicit knowledge that create or-
ganizational knowledge. This theory of organizational knowledge creation differs from 
the traditional Western epistemological view of knowledge as explicit only, which has 
broadened the study of how organizational knowledge is created, managed, and shared 
in organizations.

“Knowledge management” is a term that is broadly used, broadly debated, and de-
fined in a bewildering plethora of ways (Blair 2002; Faucher, Everett, and Lawson 2008; 
Gourlay and Nurse 2005; Wallace 2007). In fact, some state that knowledge is not even 
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something that can be managed (Desouza and Paquette 2011). It is simultaneously 
viewed as a theory, a construct, a practice, a field of study, and more (Alavi and Leidner 
2001; Dalkir and Leibowitz 2011; McInerney 2002; Wallace 2007). It is also a relatively 
new term on which multiple streams of study are simultaneously occurring, each with 
their own areas of focus. As a result, there is no singular definition of or construct for 
knowledge management that can be uniformly applied to arts and cultural organization. 
Rather, knowledge management can be studied through its antecedents and through 
elements of its practice. The concepts of knowledge management enablers and a know-
ledge management orientation serve as a means to create a framework to understand 
organizational knowledge and its management.

Knowledge Management Enablers

In order for organizations to effectively manage organizational knowledge, the 
conditions that enable it must exist. The concept of knowledge management enablers 
provides the ability to understand both the human and technical conditions that sup-
port knowledge management. Just as Nonaka’s (1994) definition of organizational 
knowledge refers to its ability to enable effective action, understanding these enablers 
and their effects on knowledge management practices is necessary to identify how or-
ganizations leverage their human and technical resources to allow for effective action or 
practices to take place.

Knowledge management enablers can be described as the influencing factors that 
foster knowledge consistently within an organization (Ichijo, von Krogh, and Nonaka 
1998) and initiate knowledge creation and sharing (Stonehouse and Pemberton 1999). 
These enablers are considered the most prominent factors that facilitate knowledge 
activities in an organization (Palacios- Marqués and Simón 2006). Knowledge man-
agement enablers have been identified and studied from multiple perspectives. Early re-
search on knowledge management enablers identified broad categories of both human 
and technical dimensions of these influencing factors. While common elements of 
knowledge management enablers exist, and there is a shared belief that these enablers 
are indispensable, some variation is present.

Early studies of knowledge management enablers identified five enabling factors 
that overcome impediments to knowledge development: (1) mindset of firm members, 
(2) communication in the firm, (3) the firm’s structure, (4) relationship among firm 
members, and (5) human resource management (Shah and Kant 2018; Leonard- Barton 
1995). The mindset of firm members refers to shared values of the importance of know-
ledge within the organization. Communication relates to the ability of an individual 
with knowledge to share and codify the knowledge for others. The structure of an or-
ganization relates to the rigidity or openness of the roles and functions within the orga-
nization. The relationship among firm members is related to communications among 
members but is more focused on members’ willingness to share their individual tacit 
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knowledge in a deliberative and trustful manner. Human resource management relates 
to how an organization recognizes, cultivates, values, and rewards individuals who 
share their knowledge and experience (Ichijo, von Krogh, and Nonaka 1998). In this def-
inition, knowledge management enablers are clearly focused on the individual and or-
ganizational factors that relate to people.

A more commonly accepted view of knowledge management enablers combines 
elements of the factors listed above but also includes a technological component. 
According to Leonard- Barton (1995), “knowledge building activities” comprise the 
physical systems, skills, managerial systems, and values that enable knowledge man-
agement practices to occur. Operationalizing Leonard’s framework, Lee and Choi 
(2003), among others, identified four dimensions of knowledge management enablers: 
(1) organizational culture of collaboration and trust, (2) organizational structure that 
is decentralized and nonhierarchical, (3) worker skills that are T- shaped (workers have 
deep knowledge in their own areas but also broad knowledge of what others do), and 
(4) information technology that is used well and supported (see also Appleyard 1996; 
Bennett and Gabriel 1999; Kogut and Zander 1992). These four dimensions of know-
ledge management enablers have been studied in multiple industries and organization 
types, including marketing firms, semiconductor manufacturers, and pharmaceutical 
companies throughout the world (Bennett and Gabriel 1999; Bierly and Chakrabarti 
1996; Gupta and Govindarajan 2000). These studies identified important relationships 
between knowledge management enablers and various aspects of organizational 
performance, identifying both direct relationships and the presence of mediating 
variables.

Organizational culture relates to the shared basic assumptions, values, and beliefs that 
characterize a setting (Serrat 2017) and has been shown to be one of the most important 
factors for successful knowledge management (Chase 1997; Davenport, De Long, and 
Beers 1998; Demarest 1997; Gold, Malhotra, and Segars 2001). Organizational culture, in 
turn, defines the value an organization places on knowledge and determines the types of 
knowledge that are most essential for success (De Long 1997). An organizational culture 
that fosters the creation and sharing of organizational knowledge is one that is built on 
collaboration, trust, and learning (Lee and Choi 2003).

Organizational structure relates to the amount of centralization and formalization of 
roles within the organization. Centralization relates to how much decision- making is 
relegated to the top levels of the organization (Caruana, Morris, and Vella 1998), while 
formalization relates to the extent that rules and policies define roles, authority, and 
procedures (Jaworski and Kohli 1993). Organizational structure has been widely studied 
through centralization and formalization, showing that structure has significant effects 
on organizational outcomes, including the effectiveness of knowledge management 
efforts (Eppler and Sukowski 2000; Jarvenpa and Staples 2000; Lubit 2001).

Worker skills are defined as the extent to which workers have T- shaped skills (Hamdi 
et al. 2016; Madhavan and Grover 1998). Workers with T- shaped skills have the ability to 
combine theoretical and practical knowledge while also being able to collaborate syner-
gistically with those in other work units or departments (Madhavan and Grover 1998).
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Finally, information technology in the context of knowledge management enablers 
relates to technology infrastructure and its capabilities. As an enabler, information tech-
nology serves to connect people with reusable codified knowledge and supports the cre-
ation of new knowledge (Lee and Choi 2003). Information technology in this context 
also includes organizational support for it, as any effective technology for knowledge 
management requires an organizational focus on its use and support (Stonehouse and 
Pemberton 1999).

The four dimensions of knowledge management enablers have served as the basis 
for many empirical studies, and while many studies adapted their own versions of the 
enabling factors, core to their descriptions are the human aspects of culture, structure, 
and people along with some prevailing role of information technology (Yeh, Lai, and 
Ho 2006). Empirical studies of knowledge management enablers typically view them 
as an antecedent to some aspect of an organizational outcome (see Ho 2009; Migdadi 
2009; Wong and Aspinwall 2005; Yasir and Majid 2017). Shah and Kant’s (2018) meta- 
analysis of knowledge management enablers identified 1,050 research investigations, 
demonstrating the maturity of this construct as well as the continued interest in its study.

In the arts and cultural sector, knowledge management enablers as a construct of 
study have not yet emerged in the relevant literature. However, some elements of know-
ledge management enablers have begun to appear in several studies, primarily focused 
on museums. In a case study of a US art museum, Jung (2016) studied how a museum’s 
management structure influenced its organizational culture, finding that an unstable 
organizational structure negatively impacted its culture and claiming that an emphasis 
on organizational learning could improve its organizational performance. With re-
gard to information technology as a knowledge management enabler, Peacock (2008) 
describes how museums can better adapt to new technologies through an organiza-
tional change approach that includes a museum’s staff skills and structure. In a study of 
collaborative exhibitions, Moussori (2012) identified how a shared knowledge manage-
ment system combined with a community of practice and situated learning (Lave and 
Wenger 1991) played a key role in enhancing professional development and on- the- job 
training of museum staff. In a study of technology projects in five US museums, Mason 
(2015) identified interdisciplinary collaboration as a key success factor. The study was 
grounded in Nonaka and Takeuchi’s (1995) knowledge creation model as a means to un-
derstand the conversion and sharing of knowledge. Finally, Marty’s (1999) assessment 
of a university museum in the United States demonstrated the important relationship 
between a museum’s social structure and its information systems, identifying cooper-
ative problem- solving and collaborative help- giving (Rouncefield et al. 1994; Twidale, 
Nichols, and Paice 1997) as critical success factors in the use and implementation of new 
technologies.

While these museum- focused studies have helped uncover the importance of certain 
concepts related to knowledge management enablers, they do not collectively assess or 
reference all four elements of Lee and Choi’s (2003) categorization of knowledge man-
agement enablers, nor do they use the methods necessary to do so. Applying these four 
elements of the knowledge management enablers construct, as shown in Table 19.1, to 
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arts and cultural organizations would provide a more comprehensive understanding 
of how organizational knowledge is created and shared. This could be accomplished 
by adapting the construct scales to the arts and cultural organizational context and 
assessing them in a broad sample of organizations. Using construct validity methods, 
a valid scale of knowledge management enablers could be developed that quantifies the 
level of knowledge management enablers within an organization.

By adapting the four elements of knowledge management enablers and assessing 
them broadly in a large sample of arts and cultural organizations, a more comprehensive 
understanding of their role could be achieved. For example, some knowledge manage-
ment enablers may be more prominent than others, or some may support knowledge 
management practices more than others. Undertaking a rigorous study of knowledge 
management enablers in arts and cultural organizations could also provide the ben-
efit of bringing the sector into the broader study of knowledge management enablers, 
helping to understand similarities to and differences from other industries and sectors, 
and opening up new research areas for scholars from multiple disciplines.

While knowledge management enablers address how an organization creates the en-
vironment in which knowledge management practices and behaviors can take place, it 
is important to understand if these practices and behaviors are occurring, and if so, to 
what extent. The study of a knowledge management orientation serves as the basis from 
which this understanding can occur.

Knowledge Management Orientation

The underlying philosophy within an organization that dictates its internal and ex-
ternal activities and practices is known as its strategic orientation (Day 1990; Kohli 

Table 19.1.  Knowledge Management Enabler Dimensions 
and Components

Knowledge management enabler  
dimensions (Lee and Choi 2003) Dimension components

Organizational culture  • Collaboration
 • Trust
 • Learning

Organizational structure  • Centralization
 • Formalization

Staff skills  • T- shaped skills
 • Sharing skills with others

Technology use and support  • Technology for communications
 • Effective technology systems
 • Technology support
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and Jaworski 1990; Kotler 2000). An organization’s strategic orientation can predict 
its behaviors (Hakala 2011) and provide a higher- order view of the practices that help 
it achieve its goals (Narver and Slater 1990). Commonly studied strategic orientations 
include a customer orientation (Appiah- Adu and Singh 1998; Brady and Cronin 2001; 
Deshpandé, Farley, and Webster 1993), a competitor orientation (Armstrong and 
Collopy 1996; Cooper 1984; Kaliappen and Hilman 2013), a technology orientation (Al- 
Henzab, Tarhini, and Obeidat 2018; Chen et al. 2014; Workman 1993), and an innova-
tion orientation (Ayuso et al. 2011; Siguaw, Simpson, and Enz 2006; Talke, Salomo, and 
Kock 2011). These studies typically investigate strategic orientations as antecedents or 
mediators toward an organizational outcome such as operational performance, finan-
cial performance, or employee satisfaction.

A knowledge management orientation builds on the constructs of the strategic 
orientations of the firm. An organization with a knowledge management orientation 
is one that uses knowledge management behaviors and practices to achieve its goals 
(Darroch 2003; Darroch and McNaughton 2003; Darroch 2005). Both Darroch (2003, 
2005) and Wang, Ahmed, and Rafiq (2008) have empirically developed, tested, and 
validated knowledge management orientation, though each with a differing approach. 
These definitions and instruments for assessing knowledge management orientation 
serve as the basis for the study of this construct.

Darroch (2003) identified knowledge management practices and behaviors through 
interviews and a statistically validated survey instrument. Building on Bennett and 
Gabriel’s (1999) definition of knowledge management, Darroch creates her own defi-
nition as “the process that creates or locates knowledge and manages the dissemina-
tion and use of knowledge within and between organizations” (Darroch 2003, 41). From 
this definition, she identifies three distinct components of knowledge management 
practices: (1) knowledge acquisition, (2) knowledge dissemination, and (3) responsive-
ness to knowledge.

Knowledge acquisition refers to practices of finding, creating, or discovering know-
ledge that relates to any aspect of the organization’s function. Darroch further describes 
how this knowledge acquisition can typically arise from the use of data and informa-
tion that become institutionalized into organizational knowledge. Knowledge dissem-
ination relates to the practices that allow for knowledge to be shared from individuals 
to groups to the entire organization. Darroch uses Nonaka’s (1994) SECI model in her 
framing of knowledge dissemination. Responsiveness to knowledge refers to how an or-
ganization responds to and uses the knowledge it has, but it also relates to the timeliness 
and quality of such a response (Darroch 2003). Knowledge usage is only an effective 
practice if an organization achieves some benefit from its use. Darroch’s three categories 
of knowledge management practices and behaviors were empirically tested using these 
categories in a cohort of organizations with fifty or more employees. The results of this 
study identified a finalized set of scale items in each of the three categories that could be 
validated statistically and used for further study.

With validated results, Darroch’s (2005) subsequent study of knowledge manage-
ment practices and behaviors used the term “knowledge management orientation,” 
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positioning it as a new strategic orientation. This study found significant associations 
between a knowledge management orientation and organizational innovation as well as 
a range of performance measures.

Despite Darroch’s originating use of the term “knowledge management orientation,” 
Wang, Ahmed, and Rafiq (2008) claim to introduce the term in their study, defining 
it as “the degree to which a firm demonstrates behaviors of organized and systematic 
knowledge management (KM) implementation” (219). They develop their theoretical 
framework from four foundational theories: information processing theory (Huber 
1991; Simon 1978), organizational learning theory (Fiol and Lyles 1985; Sinkula, Baker, 
and Noordewier 1997), the knowledge- based view of the firm (Grant 1996), and organi-
zational knowledge creation (Nonaka and Takeuchi 1995).

Like Darroch, Wang, Ahmed, and Rafiq view a knowledge management orientation 
as a second- order latent construct with observable indicators but identify four factors 
that it comprises. Their four factors of knowledge management orientation are (1) or-
ganizational memory, (2) knowledge sharing, (3) knowledge absorption, and (4) know-
ledge receptivity.

Both Darroch’s (2003, 2005) and Wang, Ahmed, and Rafiq’s (2008) models of know-
ledge management orientation have become the basis for the study of this construct, 
primarily as an antecedent to some aspect of organizational performance. These subse-
quent studies of knowledge management orientation have demonstrated that consid-
eration must be given to the type of organization studied, the industry, the geographic 
location, and other factors. As a result, it is necessary that any scales of knowledge man-
agement orientation be adapted to the unit of study.

As with knowledge management enablers, there is currently no study of the con-
struct of knowledge management orientation in arts and cultural organizations within 
the relevant literatures. However, some studies of the behaviors and practices of arts 
and cultural organizations as related to knowledge management provide insight into 
how a knowledge management orientation for these organizations could be developed, 
though most studies were focused specifically on museums. Hemmings et al. (1997) 
identified the situated character of information and knowledge in museums, describing 
how technology must be embedded or situated within the local practices of the museum 
employees. Their ethnographic study of two British museums focused on the curatorial 
and collections aspects of museum work but was among the first to analyze the practices 
of how workers interacted with the museum’s database systems. The authors describe 
how the use of a database system must take into account the multiple ways in which mu-
seum workers interact with it and conclude that the success of its use depends on under-
standing organizational practices that affect its use.

In her commentary in Museum Management and Curatorship, Nancy Fuller (2005) 
describes how museums must improve their on- the- job training, mentorship, and pro-
fessional development to stimulate the expansion of knowledge. These elements can all 
be related to aspects of a knowledge management orientation. From a more empirical 
perspective, Thepthepa and Mitsufuji (2016) investigated the concept of knowledge 
processes in two science museums in Thailand. They define knowledge processes as 
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processes that enhance the use of knowledge by employees. These processes are know-
ledge acquisition, knowledge dissemination, and knowledge utilization. Despite naming 
two of the three elements of Darroch’s (2003, 2005) knowledge management orienta-
tion, there is no reference to her work, nor is it placed within the broader empirical work 
in this area. In a study of performing arts organizations in the United States, Vakharia et 
al. (2018) studied specific knowledge- related practices, finding an association between 
certain practices and organizational performance. However, these knowledge- related 
practices were not based on the components of a knowledge management orientation.

The study of the established construct of a knowledge management orientation, as 
shown in Table 19.2, could be adapted to arts and cultural organizations to broaden how 
practices and behaviors are studied and bring them into the substantive study of stra-
tegic orientations. A valid scale of a knowledge management orientation could be devel-
oped for arts and cultural organizations that could be used with the scale for knowledge 
management enablers, as described above.

By adapting the three elements of a knowledge management orientation to arts and 
cultural organizations’ behaviors and practices, deeper insights into the behaviors 
that favor effective knowledge management practices can be objectively examined. 
Combining the study of a knowledge management orientation with knowledge man-
agement enablers in arts and cultural organizations could provide a comprehensive view 
of how knowledge is created, managed, and shared. It also provides the added benefits of 
bringing these organizations into the broader study of these constructs and the potential 
to engage a broader diversity of scholars.

Assessing knowledge management enablers as an antecedent to a knowledge man-
agement orientation could provide insights into how an organization creates an envi-
ronment in which knowledge management practices occur. Assessing the relationship 
between these two constructs could identify which enabling factors are most asso-
ciated with which practices, and which have the strongest effects. Finally, empirically 
testing these two constructs in relation to an organization’s performance could create an 

Table 19.2.  Knowledge Management Orientation Scale and Dimension 
Components

Knowledge management orientation  
element dimensions (Darroch 2003, 2005) Dimension components

Knowledge acquisition  • Market/ customer knowledge
 • Staff training and development

Knowledge dissemination  • Formalized meetings and communications
 • Mentoring and coaching
 • Documented policies and procedures

Knowledge receptivity  • Adapting to technology changes
 • Responsiveness to customer needs
 • Quality improvements
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understanding of the value of these two constructs in helping improve organizational 
effectiveness and performance.

Organizational Performance

Organizational performance is one of the most important constructs in the study of or-
ganizations, often described as the ultimate evaluative dependent variable and the ul-
timate goal of modern industrial activity (Richard et al. 2009). Despite its prominence 
in many streams of research studies, how organizational performance is assessed and 
measured varies tremendously. This is primarily due to the fact that organizational per-
formance can be measured both objectively and subjectively, both directly and indi-
rectly (Richard et al. 2009).

Much of the organizational science and strategic management literature on or-
ganizational performance uses financial and accounting measures of organizational 
performance such as sales, profitability, market share, shareholder return, and other ob-
jective measures (March and Sutton 1997; Jung and Takeuchi 2010). A growing move-
ment toward broadening this view of performance emerged with Kaplan and Norton’s 
(1992, 1996) concept of a Balanced Scorecard. The Balanced Scorecard framework 
includes financial and accounting measures of performance but adds three additional 
dimensions— a customer dimension, an internal business process dimension, and a 
learning and growth dimension— to provide a broader, holistic view of organizational 
performance. The Balanced Scorecard is widely used and adapted (Ahn 2001; Chavan 
2009; Niven 2002).

The customer dimension focuses on measures of how customers view the organiza-
tion and its performance from the customer’s perspective. The internal business process 
dimension focuses on measures of organizational processes that help achieve goals, in-
cluding information technology use, employee skills, and quality improvement efforts. 
The learning and growth dimension relates to measures of organizational learning, in-
novation, and product/ service improvements. Adding these dimensions to existing fi-
nancial performance measures creates a broader view of understanding organizational 
performance. A key challenge of using these approaches to organizational performance 
is the fact that the measures are typically tailored to a specific organization, making 
broader, sector- wide research studies significantly challenging (Neely and Bourne 2000; 
Schneiderman 1999). As a result, the narrower financial and accounting measures of or-
ganizational performance remain common in most studies of multiple organizations or 
of a particular industry sector.

Objective measures of organizational performance have been studied in conjunction 
with both knowledge management enablers and a knowledge management orientation 
using singular financial and accounting measures in order to assess comparable data 
among organizations. Lee and Choi’s (2003) seminal empirical study of knowledge man-
agement enablers used just five comparative measures of organizational performance 
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related to profitability, market share, and growth as subjectively assessed by survey 
respondents. Their study found a positive association between knowledge management 
enablers and organizational performance. Despite the subjectivity of the performance 
measures, this approach to assessing organizational performance is not unusual with 
large samples of organizations (Avlonitis and Gounaris 1999; Deshpandé, Farley, and 
Webster 1993; Jaworski and Kohli 1993). With regard to knowledge management orien-
tation, Darroch’s (2005) empirical study also collected subjective organizational perfor-
mance measures from respondents, finding a positive association between a knowledge 
management orientation and organizational performance. However, only a limited 
number of these associations were related to respondents’ subjective views of their own 
internal performance measures. Respondents were more likely to identify strong or-
ganizational performance in their own organization compared to other organizations, 
possibly due to a halo effect. Ultimately, Darroch finds mixed results when looking com-
prehensively at a knowledge management orientation and both internal and external 
assessments of organizational performance.

In the nonprofit and cultural sectors, organizational performance is a growing area 
of study, receiving increasing attention from scholars and researchers, though one 
that remains more complex than in other organizations. This is due to the fact that 
these organizations have multiple stakeholders and a public benefit mission requiring 
different performance assessment approaches (Carnochan et al. 2014; Forbes 1998). 
Various models have been developed that expand performance beyond financial and 
accounting measures. Moore’s (1995) theory of public value has been conceptualized 
into a public value scorecard, though little has been empirically studied using this 
concept (Meynhardt et al. 2017). Sowa, Selden, and Sandfort’s (2004) multidimen-
sional, integrated model of nonprofit organizational effectiveness (MIMNOE) views 
organizational performance along two dimensions— management effectiveness 
and program effectiveness— though it, too, remains primarily conceptual. Within 
the performing arts sector, Pandey, Kim, and Pandey (2017) analyzed organiza-
tional performance through instrumental and expressive measures, combining fi-
nancial and nonfinancial measures to demonstrate a broader view of organizational 
performance.

However, Kaplan and Norton’s (1996) Balanced Scorecard remains the most fre-
quently adapted and studied tool for a broad assessment of organizational performance 
in the nonprofit sector, and its approach is most relevant to cultural institutions. In 
fact, Kaplan (2001) created a version of the Balanced Scorecard for nonprofit organiza-
tions, applying it to specific nonprofit organizations individually to demonstrate its use. 
Within the nonprofit cultural sector, it has been adapted to assess broader dimensions of 
organizational performance, including the performing arts (Weinstein and Bukovinsky 
2009; Turbide and Laurin 2009) and museums (Basso, Casarin, and Funari 2018; 
Camarero and Garrido 2009; Haldma and Lääts 2012).

Despite the complexity of assessing organizational performance beyond purely fi-
nancial measures, a broader view of performance that also includes customer/ stake-
holder perspectives, internal processes, and learning and growth provides deeper 
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insights into a holistic view of performance. Additionally, this view of organizational 
performance can be studied through the lens of knowledge management enablers and 
a knowledge management orientation as factors that impact performance.

From this broader view of organizational performance, and using the Balanced 
Scorecard model, the following elements are proposed for an organizational performance 
metric scale tailored to arts and cultural organizations, as shown in Table 19.3. These perfor-
mance elements can be used as a scale that could be tested and validated with the proposed 
scales of knowledge management enablers and a knowledge management orientation.

Conceptual Framework

With proposed scales for knowledge management enablers, a knowledge manage-
ment orientation, and organizational performance, a conceptual framework can be 
proposed that demonstrates the relationships between each of these three constructs. 
This framework adapts Hackerman and Morris’s (1975) input- process- output model. 
In this widely adapted model, inputs are individual, group, or environmental factors 
that take in information; process refers to group interactions and practices serving 
as a mediating force; and output refers to some form of performance outcome. In the 
proposed conceptual framework, knowledge management enablers serve as inputs, 
while a knowledge management orientation serves as a process, with organizational 

Table 19.3.  Organizational Performance for Arts and Cultural 
Organizations Aligned with Balanced Scorecard 
Dimensions

Organizational performance adapted for  
arts and cultural organizations (Likert items: 
“Our organization is:”)

Balanced scorecard performance 
dimension (Kaplan and Norton 1996)

Managed and led effectively Internal business process dimension

Effectively serving a diverse community Customer dimension

Governed effectively Internal business process dimension

Financially stable Financial dimension

Innovative Learning and growth dimension

A valued community asset Customer dimension

Operating efficiently Internal business process dimension

Continually learning as an organization Learning and growth dimension

Providing engaging visitor experiences Customer dimension

Supported by a broad base of individual and 
institutional donors

Financial dimension
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performance as an output. The conceptual model showing the constructs and 
relationships is shown in Figure 19.1.

Adapting Lee and Choi’s (2003) framework of knowledge management enablers with 
Darroch’s (2003, 2005) framework on knowledge management orientation and adapting the 
Balanced Scorecard for organizational performance, this new conceptual framework defines 
knowledge management enablers as an antecedent to a knowledge management orientation, 
with both constructs increasing organizational knowledge and linking to organizational 
performance. This framework offers the following propositions for future empirical study:

P1. An increased presence of the four dimensions of knowledge management 
enablers are associated with an increased presence of the three dimensions of know-
ledge management orientation.

P2. An increased presence of the four dimensions of knowledge management 
enablers is associated with higher levels of the four dimensions of the Balanced 
Scorecard’s measures of organizational performance.

P3. An increased presence of the three dimensions of knowledge management ori-
entation is associated with higher levels of the four dimensions of the Balanced 
Scorecard’s measures of organizational performance.

P4. Knowledge management orientation mediates the relationship between know-
ledge management enablers and organizational performance.

These propositions are based on and build on extant relationships from the literature 
and related empirical studies on knowledge management enablers, knowledge manage-
ment orientation, and organizational performance. More importantly, the propositions 
and new framework would be tailored to the arts and cultural sector, providing insights 
and analyses specific to the sector. However, the use of extant constructs and prior 
frameworks could also allow for broader comparisons to other sectors.

Knowledge Management
Enablers

Knowledge Management
Orientation

Organizational
Performance

INCREASING ORGANIZATIONAL KNOWLEDGE

Figure 19.1 Conceptual framework of knowledge management enablers, knowledge manage-
ment orientation, and organizational performance.
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These propositions can be empirically tested by creating a cross- sectional survey that 
is based on validated scales of each construct assessed using Likert- type items. Because 
the survey items would be adapted to the specific environment and terminologies of arts 
and cultural organizations, findings would be highly relevant to leaders of these organ-
izations. By surveying a large enough sample of arts and cultural organizations to allow 
for the potential of statistically significant results, the conceptual framework could serve 
as the basis for a new body of research in the study of arts and cultural organizations.

Conclusion

In a knowledge- driven society, organizations that can effectively enable and manage 
the creation of organizational knowledge will be more effective in adapting to a rap-
idly changing knowledge society. While knowledge management remains a nebulous 
subject of study, understanding the conditions that enable knowledge management 
practices provides a concrete and measurable means to understand how organizational 
knowledge is created. Similarly, understanding a knowledge management orientation 
provides insight into the behaviors and practices an organization undertakes to leverage 
organizational knowledge. Linking these two constructs to organizational performance 
in a conceptual framework could help assess how knowledge management enablers and 
a knowledge management orientation link to performance.

Building on extant literature and empirical studies of knowledge management 
enablers, a knowledge management orientation, and organizational performance, 
a novel conceptual framework has been proposed that describes how enabling forces 
could affect practices and behaviors that in turn ultimately affect performance. This new 
framework provides the arts and cultural sector with a much needed, holistic under-
standing of how organizational practices that foster the effective creation, management, 
and sharing of organizational knowledge can improve organizational performance, 
delivering new insights for practitioners and researchers. Practitioners, especially 
senior leaders of arts and cultural organizations, would gain a clearer understanding of 
their role in fostering an environment in which their organizational culture, structure, 
staff skills, and technical systems are focused on knowledge acquisition, dissemination, 
and responsiveness. Researchers studying the arts and cultural sector can now seek to 
operationalize and test this conceptual framework, opening up new streams of research 
inquiry while also bringing arts and cultural research into the broader study of know-
ledge management.
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Chapter 20

Project Management  
for Cultural Events

Toward a Systemic Approach

Lucio Argano

Introduction

Extraordinary events date back a long time— one might think of the Olympics, which 
first took place in 776 BCE. Today, events characterize many dimensions of our social, 
economic, and political life (Ferrari 2018). An event can be defined as “an occurrence at 
a given place and time; a special set of circumstances; a noteworthy occurrence” (Getz 
2007, 18).

Events play a major role in terms of aggregation, communication, and marketing. 
They contribute to promoting locations, building up the reputation of local areas, and 
attracting tourists (Dwyer and Wickens 2013; Long and Robinson 2004; Watt 1998; 
Betteridege 1997; Walo, Bull, and Breen 1996; Hall 1992).1 Events also have a transforma-
tional function, in that they generate new economies and relations, which in turn lead 
to increased competitiveness as well as social and urban regeneration (Smith 2012) — 
for example, the designation of European Capitals of Culture (Evans 2001; Landry and 
Bianchini 1995). In this respect, Richards and Palmer (2010) use the expression “eventful 
cities” to refer to cities animated by events as a form of urban revitalization.

As early as the 1990s, event management studies were characterized by an interdis-
ciplinary approach (Ferrari 2018; Raj, Walters, and Rashid 2017; Dowson and Bassett 
2015; Claveau 2015; Page and Connell 2012; Allen et al. 2011; Bowdin et al. 2011; Berridge 
2007; Getz 2007; Van Der Wagen and Carlos 2005; Baron, Bovis, and Sauvageot 2004; 
Goldblatt 1990). In order to contribute to this research strand, this chapter discusses 
events in different artistic and cultural fields (see Table 20.1). Specifically, emphasis will 
be placed upon creative and narrational events taking place in a well- defined spatial and 
temporal dimension and featuring symbolic, artistic, and sensorial codes.
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Cultural events celebrate the culture of a given area or a social group (Bladen et al. 
2012). They help to showcase new artistic languages and talent, giving rise to cognitive, 
emotional, aesthetic, and ethical experiences at both individual and collective levels 
(Getz 2007). Cultural events bring together historical, cultural, and artistic themes, 
as well as social, patriotic, and ceremonial ones (Sonder 2004). As an important com-
ponent of cultural policies, cultural events are collective occasions that promote so-
cial cohesion and inclusion (Picard and Robinson 2006; Quinn 2005). Festivals are 
the most widespread cultural events, and scholars have investigated different types of 
them (Cudny 2014, 2016; Yeoman et al. 2004; Formica 1998), particularly those associ-
ated with cultural tourism (Lashua, Spracklen, and Long 2014; Quinn 2010; Richards 
2007; McKercher and du Cros 2002) and local marketing (Paiola and Grandinetti 2009; 
Mehmetoglu and Ellingsen 2005; Mayfield and Crompton 1995).2

This chapter puts forward the argument that although cultural events are meticu-
lously planned, they are actually complex phenomena to which project management 
practices cannot be applied fully. A systemic approach is therefore suggested, along with 
a review of traditional planning strategies.

Cultural Events as Complex Systems 
and Plans: A Review

Cultural events present some features of projects— that is, they are limited in time, they 
are unique in terms of planning and final outcome, and they are characterized by the 
variability of related tasks and possible risks and resources allocated (Pielichaty et al. 
2017; Bladen et al. 2012; O’Toole and Mikolaitis 2002). Also, they include correlated 
tasks, temporarily allocated resources, coordinated actions, and assigned objectives 
(Kerzner 1989; Graham 1985; Archibald 1976).

Table 20.1.  Types of Cultural Events

Cultural field Types of events

Art and heritage Exhibitions, installations, vernissage, public art, performances

Intangible cultural heritage Popular festivals, celebrations, inaugurations, carnival, 
pyrotechnics events, historical reinterpretations, religious 
events and processions

Performing arts Special shows, festivals, reviews, retrospectives, major concerts

Cinema, video, radio, and audiovisual Festivals, special screening, previews, installations, retrospectives, 
presentations

Television and radio Special broadcasts, awards, media and brand events

Humanities and scientific disciplines Festivals, conferences, congresses, meetings, readings, talks
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Project management applies specific methodologies and standards (notably ISO 
21500, Guidance on Project Management) to projects carried out in a number of 
industries: technology, infrastructure, scientific research, software development, inter-
national cooperation, and new products and services.

Many scholars have linked event management to project management (Van Der 
Wagen and White 2015; APMA 2012; Cserhàti and Szabo 2014; Allen et al. 2011; Bowdin 
et al. 2011; O’Toole and Mikolaitis 2002; O’Toole 2000), highlighting the commonalities 
of terminology, stakeholder accountability, the major role of planning, and knowledge 
transfer. Furthermore, it has been argued that the tools employed in project manage-
ment can be also used in event management; examples include the work breakdown 
structure (WBS), task analysis, the resource breakdown structure (RBS), the Gantt 
chart, network analysis, activity on node, critical path analysis, and the PERT chart.

With a view toward investigating the similarities and differences between cultural 
events and projects, it is useful to examine the special character of cultural events using 
the lens of complexity theory. Edgar Morin (1990) states that complexity is characterized 
by a quantity of interactions and interferences between a large number of entities. 
Complexity also includes uncertainties, indeterminacies, and random phenomena, 
and thus entails a mixture of order and disorder. Complexity is linked to system, 
which Morin (1977) defines as an organized global unity of interrelationships between 
elements, actions, or individuals. Complexity itself is characterized by instability, un-
predictability, turbulence, ambiguity, absence of linearity, and variance (variety, inten-
sity, and variability of elements). Cultural events are complex systems— sets of symbolic 
and behavioral elements, both tangible and intangible (Morin 1977), that are embedded 
in conceptual, creative, and organizational processes that generate mutual dependence 
and conditioning (Miller 1965).

Two events may have the same or a similar structure, but one may feature a lower 
degree of complexity because it is based on defined rules and so is arranged using tra-
ditional models and formats (e.g., a film festival). Depending on the structure, cultural 
events might have interrelated subsystems with consistent levels within the same or-
ganizational units. For example, a festival may occur simultaneously in different places 
in the same city. Conceived as a system, a cultural event consists of many components, 
both complementary to and integral to one another.

The realization of cultural events might be affected by unexpected circumstances. 
There are a number of variables that can cause instability and jeopardize an initial plan. 
Continuous effort is therefore needed to harmonize the different parts of the system and 
set a clear development strategy.

In this sense, cultural events are fraught with unforeseeable factors, as their environ-
mental, creative, financial, and operational dynamics feature a high degree of uncer-
tainty (for example, acquisition of rights, artists, and works; authorizations; space use; 
deadlines; and technical and safety issues).

The organization of cultural events is marked by novel situations and behaviors that 
can be either predictable or unpredictable (Battram 1999). Farsightedness gives way to 
variations and plan changes. Events depend on the pace of the system and its interior 
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linkages (which are sometimes covert), and these are mutually influenced, generating 
both actions and reactions.

In the context of cultural events, space and time are closely intertwined and at times 
binding, for they condition the layout, process, and final outcome (Dowson and Bassett 
2015). Events can take place in areas already designated to accommodate cultural activi-
ties (exhibition venues, concert halls, theaters) or in public or private spaces utilized for 
other civil or social purposes (streets, squares, gardens, stadiums, or factories). In the 
first case the event may need to adapt to the venue, while in the second case, significant 
albeit temporary changes are made that may impact routine life (e.g., residents, shops, 
mobility) until the space is restored to its usual function. If events are held in different 
areas of the same urban district, or if they are traveling shows, the scope of the system 
might widen.

Timing includes both the duration of the event and the time needed to create and or-
ganize the event. Cultural events might be brief or longer- lasting; they might be sched-
uled or be held more spontaneously; they might occur regularly, occasionally, or on a 
one- time basis. This way of organizing time constitutes both a paradox and a hindrance, 
in that the need to comply with deadlines leading up to the event forces planners to 
prioritize calendar time (Boutinet 1990) over the time needed for creativity, generating 
a conflict between planning and designing. Like project management, cultural event 
management rests on sequential steps. However, adjustments in a step generate inter-
mediate outcomes and further developments (Cerezuela 2004).

Finally, cultural events are cognitive systems and communication systems. They 
produce, disseminate, and mediate thoughts, awareness, and knowledge, which are 
conveyed through specific language (for example, signs, messages, and meanings), ter-
minology, and register (for example, in the form of narration, epic, divulgation, descrip-
tion, exploration), creating their own identity.

Cultural Events: Degrees of 
Complexity

Observing the numerous festivals that take place in cities— for example, large art 
exhibitions, public art initiatives (such as “The Floating Piers” on Iseo Lake in 2016 by 
the artist Christo or the temporary participatory monumental constructions by Olivier 
Grossetête), we can see that cultural events feature four degrees of complexity, as illus-
trated in Figure 20.1.

The first degree of complexity has to do with the fact that cultural events are open sys-
tems where regular interaction and relations take place in a given context, providing and 
collecting information that affects creation and planning. Here, the context includes the 
external environment, the organization in charge of the event, and the area in which 
competitors operate (e.g., the sectoral and local levels). The variations in setting produce 
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ambiguous, ever- changing, and sometimes harsh conditions, which necessitate a con-
tinuous search for links, adjustments, and balances, limiting the scope for change. As 
they contribute to social construction, cultural events are exposed to opportunities, 
challenges, and changes from both the internal and external contexts in which they take 
place, both conditioning those contexts and being conditioned by them. Cultural events 
are also adaptive because the adjustment processes of their components have an impact 
on the system, and this system reacts to external and internal stimuli, collecting infor-
mation on a regular basis (Holland 1992).

The way the environment affects cultural events is evident at the macro level (i.e., so-
ciety, culture, economics, politics and evolution of technology), at the meso level (i.e., 
funds and partnerships), and at the micro level (i.e., resources, staff and organization), 
particularly considering the tension between tradition and innovation (Bladen et al. 
2012). Although the scope of the system is defined by the project— for example, its con-
tent, the geography, the field— there is a certain permeability, so the system and the sur-
rounding context overlap. This process is even more evident in events held in public 
spaces and in those that involve the audience in the creation, design, and planning 
stages. Beginning in 2007, the Kilowatt Festival (held in Sansepolcro, Tuscany, Italy), an 
important event dedicated to contemporary performing arts, developed a format called 
“The Visionaries”: a group of citizens is involved in programming nine performances, 
while the other part of the schedule is determined by the artistic directors of the festival. 
This initiative turned out to be very successful and has become a European best practice 
(the Be SpectACTive project).

This degree of complexity has to do with the heterogeneous relations established 
with different groups of stakeholders, who have different interests, different cultural 
backgrounds, and different levels of influence and power. Stakeholders express a pol-
ygon of relational and fiduciary forces that operate in multiple directions. Many of them 
are project actors, sometimes principal ones. Each stakeholder has its own world, and 
the possible project of the cultural event lies in the interaction or overlap between the 

Environment

Objectives

Content
Creation

Event
Management

Figure 20.1 Degrees of complexity in cultural events.
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lived worlds. A multistakeholder environment may threaten to erode the event’s space 
of independence, leading to continuous realignment and negotiation. The number and 
variety of stakeholders in cultural events can be seen in Figure 20.2.

The degree of complexity also depends on the audience’s behavior, cultural habits, and 
practices, and the larger consumer base (from which that audience is drawn) and its soci-
ocultural background. Other factors might include the effectiveness of services or offers 
in relevant sectors (e.g., the opportunity to preview a movie in film festivals). It is worth 
noticing that contextual factors might have a role independent of the event itself— for 
example, the weather conditions in the event of open- air shows, or applicable legislation.

The second degree of complexity arises from the different objectives the event intends 
to pursue, even those contained in its subsystem. These can be cultural objectives (re-
lated to artists’ intentions) but may also be strategic objectives and purposes set out by 
organizers (Bladen et al. 2012) (such as increasing participation in a festival or widening 
a network of artists). Normally, the main objectives of a cultural event are artistic, ec-
onomic, and competitive, and they can conflict or change priorities. Stakeholders can 
also lay out objectives (such as maximizing the sponsor’s visibility or extending the 
local tourist season). Cultural events must also pursue project- related goals (those con-
cerning budget, timing, quality of performances and services, safety, media coverage 
and communication, sales, participation, and satisfaction). Harmonizing these dif-
ferent objectives can be complicated, especially considering that the outcome cannot be 
predicted or assessed beforehand, as the audience is the ultimate judge.

The third degree of complexity involves project content. In the implementation 
phase there are many intangibles, along with a degree of originality, exclusivity, and 

Project environment Public Institutions

Regulatory
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Business
companies

Sponsors

Suppliers
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Audience

Coworkers
Volunteers
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Nonprofit
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Artistic and cultural community

External environment

Project
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Figure 20.2 Stakeholders of cultural events.
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unpredictability related to artistic creation (which is unforeseeable by definition), and 
these can drive the innovation of processes and products.

In this respect, cultural events include dynamics that lead to invention and 
remodulation (such as of shapes, themes, and layouts). The space for creative and con-
ceptual elaboration is peculiar in three ways: in terms of situations, authors and players 
involved, and feedback provided (Boutinet 1990). Events also make use of interdisci-
plinary content and offerings: languages, practices, references, and messages combine. 
Many theaters and dance festivals feature performing arts that involve hybrid language 
and shapes, moving away from predefined and recognizable genres. Cultural festivals 
(e.g., festivals of philosophy, literature, economy, and creativity) are a further example 
of the transformative nature of cultural events. Any content- related amendment neces-
sarily presupposes a change to the project (Thiry- Cherques 2006).

The elaboration of concepts for content and programming produces instability and 
variability with regard to initial assumptions, priorities, and circumstances, as well 
as issues concerning resource evaluation. All these require continuous adjustments. 
Planning cultural events involves seeking discontinuity, which is imaginative, cognitive, 
and operational in nature (Boutinet 1990). This is so because creativity in cultural events 
pursues “the adjacent possible” (Kauffman 2000), introducing novelties and giving rise 
to generative and selection phenomena.

With the COVID- 19 pandemic, many cultural events have been transformed into 
digital activities, changing the format, the mode of use (exclusively online, or as a mix of 
online and on- site), and often the structure of the content. The speed of the digital tran-
sition increased the complexity of cultural events, due to the impact of new technologies 
and media, the characteristics of digital times and languages, and the redefinition of the 
concept of aggregation and collective experience. This is not to mention both the impact 
on the project team of a cultural event (both its numbers and its professionalism) and 
the arising and integration of new organizational processes.

The last degree of complexity is linked to the management of cultural events (i.e., re-
sources, risks, constraints). Events require heterogeneous and interdependent resources 
other than human, material, and financial ones— for example, information, relations, 
signs, and value. The relevance of the human factor can be seen in the variety of ex-
pertise needed (featuring different specializations) but also in the number of unskilled 
jobs generated (often filled by volunteers). Cultural events bring together authors, art-
ists, technicians, managers, and laborers, combining different cultural, professional, and 
organizational aspects as well as distinct perceptions and practices. Even suppliers have 
a relevant role. Cultural events are “multi- minded” systems (Gharajedaghi 1999); this 
can manifest both formally and informally, giving rise to different lexicons and new pla-
nning mindsets.

Event management might adapt to others planning times and requirements. This 
way, events can be placed in the system of the entity organizing them, which in turn 
can contain complex subsystems (as, for example, temporary exhibitions promoted by 
a museum). Yet a division might arise between top artists and managers, which poses 
a leadership issue during the project, leading to negotiations and divergences (such as 
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about the use of resources), and so project managers frequently might perform a double 
role (artistic and managerial functions).

The content and realization of the event affect the allocation of material resources, 
which combine old- fashioned practices and new technologies. Financial resources are 
also relevant, because economic feasibility might depend on variable costs and other 
revenue sources, which in turn rest on the quality of the event and fundraising skills. 
It might be the case that the actual costs wind up being higher than the estimates, even 
though control mechanisms were put in place. More likely than not, cultural events have 
to deal with limited funding and must search for further resources. This aspect brings to 
mind the complexity concerning objectives and context, as this may bring forward the 
need to review event- related goals and implementation aspects. Organizational com-
plexity arises because cultural events face many risks, whether internal (little expertise, 
difficulties with supplies, contractual issues, unforeseen costs, cancellations, technical 
problems) or external (adverse weather conditions, security, audience flows and beha-
vior, poor ticket sales).

Besides the three elements traditionally limiting project management— costs, timing, 
and scope— event management must deal with further hurdles (such as legal, physical, 
or ethical issues that arise from sectoral practices and space use), which can become part 
of the project itself and affect the event. Quality constitutes a constraint in project man-
agement (Archibald 1976); this constraint is even more pronounced in cultural events, as 
quality is the result of organizational, artistic, and communication skills (Argano 2012).

Finally, cultural events that collaborate with local, national, and international 
networks (for example, in the co- production and distribution of works) bring in other 
aspects of management complexity in terms of decisions, rules, agreements, resources 
to be committed, and rights to be shared between heterogeneous subjects that have dif-
ferent levels of influence and power.

The Rationale of Project Management 
and Cultural Events

The rigid application of traditional project management rules and standards— which re-
quire full control over activities— might prove ineffective in the complex scenarios that 
characterize cultural events. Project management involves planning actions in advance, 
dividing them into detailed tasks, and defining deliverables with specific requirements. 
Traditional WBS has a divisive and analytical character, as it is used to organize single 
elements in a hierarchical fashion, without acknowledging existing links and relations.

The success of a project depends on consistency with the initial plan, so variables are 
regarded as issues or interference to be dealt with during the recovery phase of the in-
itial plan. The relevance attached to planning— which, in project management, limits 
design and claims to provide future projections— presupposes the predictability of 
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actions and makes them final when implemented. This approach neither considers pos-
sible evolutions nor the intangibles that inhere in cultural events. The need to proceed 
smoothly when organizing cultural events is evident when looking at their life cycle (see 
Figure 20.3), which features a number of phases both independent and interconnected. 
While some processes end in the span of one phase (e.g., the setting up of exhibitions), 
others overlap, influencing different processes and the project as a whole. This aspect 
can be seen when examining the link between creation and implementation, where pro-
ject feasibility is evaluated. Ideating a cultural event rests on a set of assumptions, needs, 
hypotheses, and themes (Argano 2012) and calls for continuing investigation in order 
to come up with a meta- project summarizing the event concept, its related strategy, and 
the main characteristics (location, timing, guests, etc.).

The event concept is the result of individual acts that look to balance critical and spon-
taneous elements, making the project an open platform with options and revelations; 
consequently, there are many moments in which organizational, communicative, and 
artistic aspects are scrutinized. During the implementation phase— in which major 
revisions take place— the structure of the event will be finalized, including schedule, 
offerings, and positioning. The development stage of the event can be seen in its entirety 
only upon completion. Shone and Perry (2010) have pointed out one possible limita-
tion when applying project management to event management: the absence of a clear 
definition of the event in its initial phase (though cultural events feature an ongoing 
creative process), which does not allow one to identify which tasks need be planned. 
Furthermore, overly formalized plans, procedures, and documents might affect plan 
management and cause inertia and excessive red tape, with potential consequences for 
certain aspects (e.g., the involvement of volunteers) (Bowdin et al. 2011).

During cultural events, aspects such as the engagement, wishes, and needs of the au-
dience come into play (Pielichaty et al. 2017), producing new and unexpected dynamics. 
Because of this, soft skills and relationship management skills can be seen as criteria 
essential to success (Cserhàti and Szabo 2014). Interacting with an audience made up 
mostly of stakeholders requires some compromises (O’Toole 2000), which in turn 
might cause changes that impact planning. While the linear approach adopted in pro-
ject management speeds up decision- making, the operational dimension of cultural 
events requires flexibility in choices due to ever- changing scenarios.

Ideation
Activation
Assessment

Planning
Implementation

Monitoring
Closure

Evaluation
EVENT

Figure 20.3 Cultural event life cycle.
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Traditional project management places emphasis on process groups, regardless of 
the outcome (Silvers et al. 2006); however, when planning cultural events, the outcome 
is a major driver. A Guide to the Project Management Body of Knowledge, or PMBOK 
Guide, released by the Project Management Institute, has identified ten areas of know-
ledge and management (integration, scope, schedule, cost, quality, resources, commu-
nications, risk, procurement, stakeholders) through which processes and deliverables 
are identified and evaluated against conformity principles (O’Toole 2000). However, 
these principles are difficult to establish in cultural events. The International Event 
Management Book of Knowledge Framework, or EMBOK (Silvers et al. 2006, 52), 
presents a set of areas in need of supervision and reconnection for all events. The 
EMBOK framework, which considers all types of events in all fields, proposes the fol-
lowing domains and classes of knowledge:

 1. Administration: financial, human resources, information, procurement, stake-
holders, systems, time

 2. Design: catering, content, entertainment environment, production, program, theme
 3. Marketing: marketing plan, materials, merchandise, promotion, public relations, 

sales, sponsorship
 4. Operations: attendees, communication, infrastructure, logistics, participants, site, 

technical resources
 5. Risk: emergency, health and safety, insurance, legal and ethics, decision analysis, 

security

When it comes to cultural events, these areas might fit rigid standards and models only 
to a limited extent, as this adaptation risks altering the nature of the event itself.

It is therefore advisable to move from a linear style of organization to a holistic one, 
so as to promote the innovative character of cultural events and to adapt planning on a 
case- by- case basis.

Cultural Events: A Systemic Approach

Cultural event management can benefit from a more holistic approach, one that ac-
counts for interconnections rather than single components. In order to facilitate a 
systemic approach to the management of cultural events, clarity and organizational 
capabilities are needed, but these depend on the degree of complexity. Clarity calls 
for the adoption of some elementary and quick rules in order to promote alignment, 
a more informal work environment, cohesion, and collective support in the team, 
as well as greater individual contributions and their integration. According to the 
model advanced by De Toni, Comello, and Ioan (2011), the organizational capabilities 
that favor a systemic approach are interconnection, abundance, sharing, and recon-
figuration. The interconnection of those involved in the project (people and the 
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organization) is based on networking, cooperation, and a focus on stakeholders and 
the audience.

Networking works if based on a model open to horizontal relations. Cooperation 
takes place both within the event and outside it, establishing synergies and alliances 
(even if temporary ones) through genuine collaborations. This allows one to over-
turn habitual practices by cooperating with other players who might contribute to the 
event. The management of relations in a less compartmentalized way is especially im-
portant when attempting to strike a balance between different groups of stakeholders, 
whose behaviors might change as events develop. It might be useful to draw a map of 
stakeholders, identifying for each of them not only their interests but also their expecta-
tions, features, languages, conflict- ridden situations, ways of interacting with them, and 
ways of managing information flows concerning project developments. The abundance 
of information, interaction, knowledge, skills, and approaches (Bergami 2009) is a fun-
damental aspect of the cultural event. They represent fundamental resources people 
can refer to when attempting to move beyond mere tasks and functions (Nonaka and 
Takeuchi 1995).

Sharing originates from disseminating values and focusing on the event as a catalyst 
for the engagement of stakeholders, the team, and the audience. Sharing also has an ef-
fect on the management of the event and the definition of outcomes, which of course 
may be reviewed and changed. Sharing helps one to think about future prospects, to deal 
with possible constraints, and to understand options, raising awareness of one’s room to 
maneuver in order to come up with an overall strategy. By way of example, it might be 
sensible to draw up a project manifesto laying out the event’s mission, goals, and values.

Sharing also promotes self- organization and fruitful dialogue, especially between 
the team and stakeholders, enhancing participation, bottom- up support, and the ex-
change of information in difficult situations. Furthermore, sharing has been reported 
to increase interactions and rational and affective trust (Peters 1992). Finally, sharing 
might serve as a sense- maker, enabling those involved in the cultural event to interpret 
situations through direct experience (Plowman et al. 2007).

The capability of reconfiguration is tied in with the innovative nature of the event, 
its process, and the final layout. Reconfiguration is also a response to emerging needs, 
content, and change, and so it implies operational and strategic flexibility when devel-
oping the project. Reconfiguration is closely linked with event feasibility— namely, the 
plausibility and relevance of the project, as well as its consistency with the needs and 
objectives initially identified. This task calls for a wider perspective that takes other 
factors into consideration, such as content- related needs, especially mandatory ones 
(artists, guests, works, rights); the actions to be performed; the skills required; possible 
constraints, necessary resources, and in- house facilities; and costs and revenues.

A more systemic feasibility analysis can benefit from tools that consider all aspects 
of a given task. An example of this approach is a SWOT analysis (strength, weaknesses, 
opportunities, and threats) (Pielichaty et al. 2017), which highlights the interrelations 
among these forces, their relevance, and priorities. Furthermore, a systemic exami-
nation should be performed to identify objective risks (by means of what- if scenario 
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analyses) in order to understand the probability of occurrence, the degree of tolerance, 
and the actions to be taken in terms of risk elimination, risk acceptance, risk mitigation, 
alternatives, and risk transfer. This state of affairs enables one to draw a distinction be-
tween the notion of risk generally and operational issues that need short- term solutions. 
An overview of the project helps to identify possible shortcomings that should be dealt 
with from the very beginning by reviewing choices and processes. Many projects are 
unsuccessful because the early warning signs of possible problems are neglected rather 
than being managed promptly.

Another relevant aspect is the integration of processes, resources, and activities. 
While this is based on established operational procedures, it should be adjusted regu-
larly because of the uniqueness of the event and because few actions can be standardized. 
Integration takes place within the event, though sometimes a need for harmonization 
of different projects or aspects will emerge. Reconfiguring means interpreting reality, 
forming a mental picture, increasing leverage, and understanding the overall context 
within which the event takes place. Examining the surrounding environment in terms 
of situations (Bowdin et al. 2011) might give us only a static picture. For this reason, the 
analysis should consider the dynamics between all the players as the event develops, 
looking for possible links.

Planning mechanisms can also be reviewed, especially when stakeholders must be 
involved in decision- making or when responsibilities must be extended to others, pro-
vided that new rules are laid out in a project charter. This might happen when collab-
oration involves public institutions or when partnerships are established concerning 
services, financial resources, sales, cultural aspects, or co- production.

Systemic Approach versus Project 
Management Tools

The systemic approach employs traditional project management tools in a more adap-
tive and flexible way. This chapter’s author shares the views of Paradiso and Ruffa 
(2009), who argue that in ever- changing projects such as cultural events, a shift should 
take place from routine project planning to project building. The latter approach can 
bring together those activities necessary to arrange the event with possible adjustments 
and changes resulting from organizational and creative processes and stakeholders’ 
expectations. This way, the project is simply overseen rather than strictly controlled. 
Furthermore, while traditional project management follows a linear path featuring an 
orderly series of activities, in cultural events the reverse takes place, because the start 
of the event is the key point. Drawing on Goldratt’s (1997) critical chain project man-
agement, or CCPM, it is therefore more sensible to proceed backward for time man-
agement purposes (O’Toole 2000). Thanks to this approach, the project enjoys more 
development paths and outcomes. As most aspects of an event require precise planning 
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(such as artistic production, setting up, accommodations, logistics, marketing, sales, 
fundraising, and communication), a Gantt chart can be used. But this tool should be 
seen as a road map and frequently reviewed according to the development of the project, 
taking account of the links between different aspects, parallel actions, and overall con-
sistency, using milestones not as hard- and- fast principles but as elements that might be 
subject to change.

Specific plans must also have systemic character. For instance, well- attended cul-
tural events require emergency planning in order to deal with unforeseeable events 
(Berlonghi 1995). Here a systemic approach involves considering the actions to be taken 
but also predicting participants’ behavior, identifying access points (for both people and 
emergency vehicles), estimating the number of security staff needed, outlining the is-
sues to tackle, and identifying people to be involved in the team.

In Italy, the Rome Film Fest has adopted a systematic map for the programming 
of film screenings, working on both a “typical day” and a dynamic schedule that can 
easily accommodate changes in the program (such as changes in the duration of the 
films, operational and technical needs, and requests from directors). The planning for 
Rome Film Fest is inspired by agile project management (Bowdin et al. 2011; Argano 
2012), which is an incremental approach that prioritizes people over tools, utilizes short 
development iterations (known as sprints), promotes cooperation with stakeholders, 
regularly redefines priorities, and deals with changes by using small plans rather than 
attempting to strictly adhere to guidelines laid down in advance.

The systemic map should also include the WBS, although that focuses on the scope of 
the project and is unable to identify all the work that needs to be performed. The WBS 
helps to define the main tasks, moving from a top- down structure to mental and concep-
tual maps. The WBS should provide an overall picture of the event, which includes the 
links between actions while ensuring the adaptability and flexibility of its components. 
Reconfiguring means being fast, enabling the project to develop, and encouraging an 
entrepreneurial drive among team members. One project management tool that can 
be used is the responsibility assignment matrix (RAM), which gives priority to ever- 
changing tasks over roles. Using the RAM, each task can be linked to one or more 
members of the project team by establishing who is responsible, who must approve, 
who must be informed, and who must provide support. For the purposes of clarity, the 
project can also be supplemented with guidelines, checklists, flexible policies, and in-
formation flows made available through knowledge repositories, avoiding prescriptive 
procedures that might hamper operational activities.

From a systemic perspective, monitoring and control— which are important when 
assessing the project and its progress— can be reviewed in terms of project- driving 
(Paradiso and Ruffa 2009), which considers in a more dynamic way some key aspects 
illustrated in the systemic map (e.g., timing, costs, and tasks). Normally, project man-
agement places much emphasis on performance evaluation, especially when there are 
deviations in cost, time, or quality. An evaluation is done by means of earned value 
management, which takes account of planning, costs, and scope to assess performance 
based on real values or quantitative criteria (e.g., return on investment, ROI, or return 



406   Lucio Argano

 

on equity, ROE). The recourse to key performance indicators (KPIs) in cultural events 
ensures the fulfillment of the main strategic and operative objectives, as well as assess-
ment of the impact of event on local areas and on the community as a whole (from so-
cial, cultural, economic, political, and reputational points of view). This aspect further 
reasserts the effectiveness of the systemic approach in terms of dealing with context 
and stakeholders (Getz 2018; Colombo 2015; Baker and Draper 2013; Fredline, Jago, and 
Deery 2003; Ritchie 1984). Finally, for cultural events that involve the construction of the 
project through participatory processes with citizens and other stakeholders, the Event 
Canvas methodology (conceived by Roel Frissen, Ruud Janssen, and Dennis Luijer and 
made available through the Event Design Collective) can be an excellent tool; it uses a 
collaborative and evolutionary approach to design the artistic, cultural, and experiential 
path (Frissen, Janssen, and Luijer 2016).

Conclusion

Understood as complex systems, cultural events are a halfway point between order and 
disorder. In Langton’s words, they are on the “edge of chaos” (Langton 1990). In this cre-
ative space (Merry 1995), strategic and organizational opportunities arise, the old and 
the new clash, and every step is risky. Managing a cultural event more dynamically is 
possible if one is willing to deal with project- related issues and their contradictions in 
a flexible way. To this end, it is necessary to make the tools and aspects of project man-
agement more consistent with the ever- changing nature of cultural events, in which the 
project is considered as a component of a system.

In this respect, cultural events are likely to present new challenges to management. 
For example, the increasing attention paid to environmental sustainability (Schäfer 
2020; Meegan 2017; Pernechy and Lük 2013; Getz 2009) affects organization, practices, 
equipment, choice of suppliers, and content. In the future, impact evaluation of a cul-
tural event should give greater attention to environmental and social sustainability 
criteria (for example, by applying the UNESCO Culture|2030 Indicators, which con-
cern environment and resilience, prosperity and livelihood, knowledge and skills, and 
inclusion and participation). Another aspect that needs to be stressed is the ability of 
cultural events to generate managerial skills through the “try and learn” principle. Here, 
cognitive skills (for example, reading the context, or the ability to formulate displays 
and scenarios), strategic skills (such as defining an overall strategy for the event with a 
systematic vision), relational skills, assistance skills, and service skills become increas-
ingly important as the ability to engage in complex thinking increases. Knowledge is 
developed through a passage of memory and storytelling of team members in rela-
tion to events organized in the past. Nevertheless, as in so many fields, this can only 
be done when we learn from past errors and failures and move on from established 
assumptions; this is the key to widening our knowledge and applying it to future cul-
tural events.
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Notes

 1. Getz (2008) and Getz and Page (2016) describe the close link between event studies and 
tourism.

 2. Getz (2010) examined more than 400 academic papers dealing with the nature and the 
scope of research on festivals.
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Chapter 21

A New Fu ture for 
Cultural Union Workers?

Rachel Shane and Josh Austin

Introduction

Picket line checklist: Skimpy bathing suit, check. Five- inch stilettos, check. Club music 
playlist, check. Fabulous wig, check. Stage name, check. Slip- and- slide, check.

In lieu of Scabby the Rat1— a mainstay spectacle of labor demonstrations— the dancers 
at the North Hollywood Star Garden Topless Dive Bar hosted costumed supporters, 
a surprise musical act, and a slip- and- slide (McClear 2022). The glitz and glam of the 
dancers’ ongoing picket in August 2022 not only tethered them to thousands of workers 
across the United States, who in increasing numbers are demanding equity, inclusivity, 
and safer working conditions on the job (Taylor 2022), but also showcased an important 
and ongoing progression in the labor movement. As this chapter explores, Star Garden 
is representative of a broader union effort that is shifting organizing to workers. This 
evolution has the potential to redefine the role and purpose of cultural unions in the 
United States.

Cultural unions represent actors, artists, singers, dancers, musicians, stagehands, 
stage managers, technical performing arts and film employees, choreographers, 
directors— anyone involved in the creation of arts and cultural products. Most cultural 
unions formed around the turn of the twentieth century. Since formation, little has 
changed within these unions in terms of structure, membership, or member incentives. 
However, into the twenty- first century, substantive changes are burgeoning that have 
the potential to shift cultural employment significantly.

Notably, to the surprise of some, the Star Garden Dancers organized with Actors’ 
Equity Association (Equity or AEA), the century- old labor union traditionally repre-
senting stage actors and stage managers working within the United States. This widened 
the understanding of the union’s jurisdiction, expanded its scope of membership, and 
repurposed union goals and values. The union election at Star Garden, which was 
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contested by the employer with a hearing scheduled for May 2023 with the National 
Labor Relations Board (NLRB), is just one contemporary example of how the cultural 
labor sector is adjusting and transforming between long periods of equilibrium.

Equity has a storied history of progressive and inclusive ideals. The union has battled 
politically and socially for decades, having stood up for racial integration in theaters, 
launching Broadway Cares/ Equity Fights AIDS during the AIDS crisis, and, in one of its 
more recent endeavors, initiating Open Access, which radically shifted union member-
ship eligibility (Actors’ Equity Association 2021b). Yet research into the union’s history, 
current footing in the labor movement, and collective power suggests that sociopolitical 
and cultural clashes are what drive the membership to force union- wide introspection 
and change. Would Equity have welcomed the adult dancers so willingly ten years ago? 
Five? Would Open Access have been considered a viable union entry point three years 
ago? We are not so sure.

In this chapter, we look at what is causing the contemporary shift in workplace and 
membership policies impacting theatrical actors. We center our research around Equity, 
as it is the active community and governing body that dictates working conditions for 
what is considered the American professional theater. Through a theoretical framework 
that positions collective action, social identity, and punctuated equilibrium theories, we 
layer and match real- time events to significant disruptions in the union’s equilibrium, 
which often resulted in public member engagement as well as an organizational shift in 
behaviors and values. For instance, we draw from the devastating impact of the COVID- 19 
pandemic, the increased awareness of Black Lives Matter, and trending shifts in unionism 
to connect theory and demonstrative actions taken by Equity in response to its members.

What follows in this chapter is an analysis of historical and contemporary 
circumstances that have impacted the union and thus rippled across the theatrical in-
dustry in the United States. After outlining the historical context of AEA, we focus on 
recent Equity activities— its response to the pandemic, the introduction of Open Access, 
and the union’s recent organizing efforts on tour and at Star Garden— to highlight both 
theoretical and practical implications of the union and, subsequently, the industry’s 
transformation. While periods of equilibrium ebb and flow and lasting outcomes re-
main unclear, such examples undergird ways in which union members (the actors) and 
the union itself can better harness periods of disruption to ultimately transform itself 
and reach a new state of equilibrium.

Methodology

We carried out a qualitative study, using historical inquiry, document analysis, and 
semistructured interviews (2022) with three Equity leaders from the executive and 
senior staff.

Historical inquiry allows us to investigate the past through the process of asking 
questions, analyzing past events, and considering the broader context of the events. 
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This undertaking allows for an examination of evidence that finds patterns and analyzes 
participants’ perspectives with the goal of connecting the past and present.

In our effort to understand the current political and social context of the union and 
its initiatives, previous research and reporting contributed to our assessment of internal 
and external structures, values, and actions. In addition to limited previous scholarly 
research on the union, we relied heavily on reports and press materials released by the 
union throughout its history as well as press coverage. These documents are useful to 
understand the union’s perspective, values, and stance on issues over time.

In order to present a contrast to the union’s perspective when appropriate, we utilized 
media such as reported articles, industry blogs, and social media. Numerous union 
members have voiced agitation and support through articles and social media platforms. 
These opinions provide critical insight into the internal culture of the union— from how 
members view themselves within the broader ecosystem of Equity to how members 
value Equity in their workplaces.

Lastly, this research utilized field interviews with three leaders of Actors’ Equity 
Association in 2022. The focus of these interviews was on the leaders’ perspectives on the 
role of the union in a pandemic/ early post- pandemic context. Three types of questions 
were asked: descriptive, structural, and contrast. In particular, we asked questions about 
how events in the union’s recent history impacted policies, structures, and operations. 
These questions are intended to showcase how Actors’ Equity is evolving from a profes-
sional organization to a more traditional labor union.

Theoretical Framework

This study investigates the transformations of a creative sector union through the the-
oretical lenses of collective action, social identity, and punctuated equilibrium. Each of 
the theories offers a different perspective for understanding Actors’ Equity Association 
as an institution, its organizing behavior, and the actions of members, as well as the mo-
bilization movements that reshaped the unionization in the twentieth century and again 
a hundred years later.

Collective action theory provides insights into the behavior of the organization. Social 
identity theory examines how individuals perceive their own value through member-
ship affiliation. Punctuated equilibrium theory explains abrupt change within typically 
static organizations. After discussing each of the specific theories, we outline the frame-
work of this study and how the three theories will be utilized together for this inquiry.

Collective Action Theory

Contemporary origins of collective action theory are credited to the work of economist 
Mancur Olson. In his 1965 book The Logic of Collective Action, Olson questioned how 
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and why individuals would collaborate as a group, given that an individual’s self- interest 
does not always coincide with the group interest. Olson argued that participation and 
cooperation would depend on numerous factors, including the size of the group; the 
type of benefits received for participation; reputation, trust, and reciprocity within the 
group; and the group’s ability to limit “free riders” (members of the group who do not 
contribute to the collective good).

His theory about group interests was centered on the concept of collective goods. 
Olson (1965) defined a collective good as one that could not be withheld from any other 
member if it was provided to one member of the group. Thus if a good was available to 
one union member, it would be available to all union members.

Additionally, he suggested that a collective good cannot be withheld from nonpartic-
ipating group members. This dynamic creates “free riders”— people who join the group 
and collect the benefits but do not contribute to the group. Significantly, Olson (1965) 
argued that free riding is the behavior of a rational individual.

Because collective action is irrational, Olson theorizes that in order for a group to be 
successful it must be coercive, provide incentives for its members, and be small in terms 
of member numbers. Coercion can refer to the recruitment of members, or it could mean 
the mechanism by which collective goods are obtained. Olson says that the group must 
have some mechanism or authority for coercing people to join and securing collective 
goods. Additionally, Olson argued that collective action must be accompanied by an ex-
cludable incentive that could reward participants and/ or punish nonparticipants. Lastly, 
he offered that to lessen the free- rider problem, group membership should be kept small.

In a chapter on the specifics of labor unions and collective action, Olson (1965) states 
that labor unions are created to demand collective goods. Collective goods for a labor 
union have been historically defined as higher wages, shorter hours, and better working 
conditions. In the labor union, coercion may take the form of compulsory member-
ship for those who want to work in a specific field. Thus, the largest incentive to join the 
union is to obtain work.

While Olson’s work was focused on identifying benefits as primarily material— 
for instance, wages and insurance benefits— Clark and Wilson (1961) and Wilson 
(1973) identified three different types of incentives: material, solidary, and purposive. 
Solidary incentives stem from social ties and include honor, prestige, and respect (with 
nonparticipation leading to shame, contempt, and exclusion). Purposive incentives are 
the satisfactions one obtains by involvement in the group.

Bowman, Ippolito, and Donaldson (1969) found purposive incentives to be the most 
important incentive to political activism and material incentives the least important. 
However, their study also suggested that, over time, purposive incentives wane, because 
purposive (and material) goals prove more difficult to achieve. Subsequently, the soli-
dary incentives become the most important.

Finally, the most logical argument that runs counter to Olson’s theories is that de-
spite the irrationality of joining groups, people do it. Political scientists have asked how, 
if Olson is correct, large- membership groups (e.g., environmental groups) can grow 
rapidly despite the lack of incentives. Salisbury and Conklin (1998, 268) approach this 
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contradiction from the standpoint of the need for expression for a specific cause: “At the 
core of expressive political action is the idea that political success is not a necessary con-
dition . . . making the effort is its own reward.”

The concept of collective action theory can be utilized to examine the behavior of cul-
tural unions, specifically Actors’ Equity Association.

Social Identity Theory

If “making the effort is its own reward,” as Salisbury and Conklin asserted, it would seem 
reasonable to consider why individuals behave as they do when within a group. While 
Olson and collective action theory examines group behavior through an economist’s 
perspective, Henri Tajfel considered the behavior of individuals in group environments 
from a psychological perspective. Social identity theory posits that a person’s sense of 
self is based on their group membership (Tajfel 1974). Tajfel proposed that a person’s 
sense of self- esteem and pride are linked to the groups that people belong to. Tajfel and 
Turner (1979) suggest that within the process of social identity, there are three consecu-
tive mental processes that are used to create a social identity and evaluate others: social 
categorization, social identification, and social comparison.

The first stage is social categorization, where people categorize people, including 
themselves, in order to understand a social environment. Social categories can include 
race, religion, societal roles, jobs, and so on. These categories provide people with a 
mechanism for understanding and contextualizing the roles for themselves and others. 
People define appropriate behavior by reference to the norms of the groups they belong 
to, and individuals can belong to multiple groups.

In the second stage, social identification, people begin to adopt the identity of the groups 
that they belong to and conform to the norms of the group. Self- esteem begins to be tied 
to group membership. Lastly, once people have categorized themselves, they will compare 
their group with others. The comparative process can lead to competition and hostility 
(McLeod 2019). Identity theory hypothesizes that identities are made salient and promi-
nent through commitments to networks and relationships (Davis, Love, and Fares 2019).

Social identity theory combined with a collective- action understanding of solidary 
incentives can help explain why actors would join Actors’ Equity even without the ben-
efit of material incentives.

Punctuated Equilibrium Theory

Policy models are traditionally utilized to explain either stability or change. Punctuated 
equilibrium theory (True, Jones, and Baumgartner 1999) seeks to explain why policies 
that are in stasis for long periods of time are interrupted by significant change.

The model of punctuated equilibrium is embedded within the context of plu-
ralism, which exists in the American political system. Within pluralist systems, 
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power and decision- making are dispersed among various concerned participants, 
which may be government, industry, or civic groups. These groups are considered 
subsystems. If the participants in these subsystems are benefiting, there is consid-
erable interest in maintaining the status quo. “Existing policies can be reinforced or 
questioned. Reinforcement creates great obstacles to anything but modest change, but 
the questioning of policies at the most fundamental levels creates opportunities for dra-
matic reversals of policy outcomes” (True, Jones, and Baumgartner 1999, 98). Thus, the 
natural state is equilibrium. During equilibrium, policy changes are marginal and small.

Such equilibrium can be disrupted by conflict expansion (Cobb and Elder 1983). 
Conflict expansion occurs when an increasing number of people mobilize around an 
issue. As the number of participants increases, the risk that the associated subsystem 
will collapse also grows (Masse Jolicoeur 2018).

Baumgartner and Jones contend that the policy’s image— that is, how the policy is framed 
in the media and public— influences the development of conflict expansion. A policy’s 
image can be positive or negative. The more positive the public feels about a policy, the 
more likely the policy retains equilibrium. The more negative the policy image, the more 
probable it is that a period of significant change will occur (Baumgartner and Jones 1991).

A subsystem’s role is typically to reinforce its preferred policy image and negate facts 
that would disrupt equilibrium. Yet the accumulation of unaddressed or unresolved 
negative facts can put the policy at risk of a period of significant change.

“The institutional locations where authoritative decisions are made concerning 
a given issue” are called policy venues (Baumgartner and Jones 1991, 32). Each policy 
venue has an inherent decision- making bias because of the values, concerns, and 
participants specific to that venue.

According to the punctuated equilibrium model, the interactions between policy 
venues and policy images explain the creation, maintenance, alterations, and destruc-
tion of political subsystems. When policy images are positive, subsystems and venues 
thrive. Yet subsystems may be dismantled and venues replaced when policy images are 
negative. The policy image and venue are so intertwined that as long as the venue retains 
a monopoly and the image is positive, the policy is unlikely to experience change, 
promoting stasis or policy equilibrium. Should the policy image shift, new information 
is more inclined to be received sympathetically, which can lead to policy change.

The punctuated equilibrium model is key to examining Actors’ Equity policy 
modifications in terms of membership structure and union identity.

An Examination of Actors’  
Equity Association

The formative years of performing arts unions (late 1800s– early 1900s) followed the tra-
ditional path of trade unionism in many respects. Mobilization of workers originated 
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from the desire to improve working conditions and pay. The following sections trace 
the key maneuvers of Actors’ Equity Association from union formation to the second 
decade of the twenty- first century.

Union Formation

The late 1800s and early 1900s were the formative years for unionization within the per-
forming arts in the United States. The industrial revolution crossed the Atlantic Ocean 
and farms were gradually replaced with factories. Soon monopolies, also known as 
trusts, flourished as a few people gained control over entire industries. Business trusts 
became commonplace— US commerce was dominated by those who owned Standard 
Oil, US Steel, and American Tobacco. Following this employment trend, more and more 
laborers no longer cultivated fields; they worked with machinery.

Similarly, while theater had always been an aspect of the American culture, the 
twentieth century brought formalization and institutionalization to the practice. 
Theater took shape as an industry— one that generated profit, employed workers, and 
contributed to the economy. By the turn of the twentieth century, theatrical producers 
had created something that had never existed in the United States before: “a centralized, 
national theater system” (Berheim 1932, 1).

As theater transformed into an industry, theater artists began organizing in an effort 
to represent their needs and interests. Following the trends of trade unionism, mobili-
zation originated from the artists’ desire to improve working conditions and pay within 
their respective fields. Yet the adaptation of a traditional union structure was compli-
cated for artists. Actors, musicians, and stagehands worked in separate groups to rep-
resent each group’s interests in the industry. Complicating the adaptation of unionism, 
actors and musicians did not conventionally see themselves as unionists. Often art-
ists held a dual role both as an artist and as the manager of a group of artists, in the 
actor- manager or musician- manager model. This duality made it difficult for most per-
forming artists to align with industrial workers initially.

The first theatrical workers to unionize were stagehands, as the National Alliance of 
Theatrical Employes in 1893.2 Stagehands may have had an easier time viewing them-
selves as members of the rank and file, as their role was considered more industrial and 
technical. Musicians followed in 1896 and organized as the American Federation of 
Musicians.

Actors’ Equity Association (Equity) was formed as an entity representing actors in 
1913. Equity attempted to negotiate with theatrical producers unsuccessfully for three 
years. The inability to negotiate with producers led Equity to call a membership vote in 
order to determine whether it should affiliate with the American Federation of Labor 
(AFL) in 1916.

Francis Wilson, Equity president in 1916, expressed his frustration with attempts at 
negotiation without unionization: “I am perfectly convinced that it is absolutely impos-
sible for us to believe that we can effect an equitable contract between actor and manager 
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unless we adopt just such methods as have been adopted by the musicians’ union, by 
the mechanics’ union, and by the unions of the other trades and other professions.” By 
a vote of 718 to 13, the members of Actors’ Equity Association authorized its alliance 
with the American Federation of Labor “at the discretion of the council” (Gemmill 1926, 
41). However, due to issues joining AFL, it would be another three years before Actors’ 
Equity officially joined the unionized labor movement.

Meanwhile, the producers were banding together to form a united front in their own 
group, to be known as the Producing Managers’ Association (PMA). The PMA agreed 
to union- breaking tactics, including attacking union leaders, offering advantageous 
contracts to actors to keep them from joining Equity, and organizing a rival company 
union that the producers ultimately controlled. Subsequently, the PMA refused to nego-
tiate with Equity.

Actors’ Equity leadership knew that they would have to demonstrate their power to 
the producers to force them to negotiate. Thus, Equity leaders instructed ten Equity 
members to walk out of rehearsals of the Broadway musical Chu Chin Chow. However, 
only four members responded to the strike call and walked out. The remaining six 
members resigned from Equity and continued rehearsing.

The incident raised significant questions about the support Equity actually had within 
its own ranks. However, within one week, Equity leaders were able to get members to 
agree to refuse work from any member of the PMA until the managers had recognized 
the association as the representative for actors. On the evening of August 7, 1919, ap-
proximately 100 actors refused to perform, closing the majority of Broadway’s theaters. 
The first strike by Actors’ Equity had begun. The union hoped that a strike would earn 
them recognition from the producers as the negotiating organization for the actors, 
a standardized contract with minimum rates of pay, rehearsal pay, and coverage of 
clothing and shoe expenses.

When it came to its membership, Equity leaders faced several challenges. First, many 
actors were not convinced that the best maneuver was to align themselves with organ-
ized labor. The leadership had never managed to convince all its members or poten-
tial members that art and labor were compatible. Second, some actors felt they had 
moral and legal obligations to uphold the contracts they were operating under with the 
managers, and so they did not feel they could respond to the call for a strike. Third, 
many actors, and specifically those who were not well known, such as chorus members, 
had to face the predicament of choosing between Equity and their own ambitions. With 
many of the stars out on strike, the situation posed a potential opportunity for these 
actors to propel themselves into leading roles, even if that meant they were “scabs” 
(strikebreakers). Ultimately, however, Equity was effective at convincing the majority of 
the value of the cause, and the newly formed union prevailed.

The strike lasted thirty days, forced the closure of thirty- seven plays, and prevented 
the opening of sixteen others in eight cities. The strike had significant monetary costs 
for both managers and actors. It is estimated that the strike cost the managers $3 million, 
and it cost Equity approximately $5,000 per day, which resulted in an accumulated debt 
of over $120,000.
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The strike also resulted in the largest membership gain for Equity in its history. When 
the strike began, Equity had approximately 2,700 members. By the time it was over, the 
membership had swelled to over 14,000. While many Equity members were dissatisfied 
with the final agreement that was reached with the producers, the strike had success-
fully established the power and influence of Actors’ Equity Association in the theat-
rical industry— so much so that it would be more than forty years before another strike 
occurred.

In these early days, Actors’ Equity had to use the most vigorous form of collective 
action— the strike. The union was still small and had little political power within the in-
dustry prior to the strike. However, union leadership competently utilized the strike to 
its advantage.

In order to gain a victory against the producers, the union began an open member-
ship drive, admitting virtually anyone. This action enabled the union to bring into its 
ranks any performer who the producers might attempt to use as strikebreakers. Notably, 
chorus workers were imperative to Equity’s success during the strike. Equity needed 
support from all theatrical workers in order to win against the producers. Historically, 
Actors’ Equity had refused to allow membership to chorus members (or vaude-
ville performers). During the strike, however, Actors’ Equity offered to share its name 
with chorus members and created an auxiliary organization known as Chorus Equity 
Association (CEA). While CEA was organized as a separate union, Equity kept control 
of the CEA by requiring that two- thirds of its board be members of Actors’ Equity. The 
hierarchy established by Equity was visible throughout the strike: “The contrast between 
the French- heeled slippers of the leading ladies and the unfashionable boots of their 
less- successful sisters brought home to the spectators lining the sidewalks the economic 
gulf which divided those at the top of the acting profession from those at the bottom” 
(Holmes 1994, 139).

This example of the relationship between the actors and chorus members highlights 
the strong social identity of actors from the beginning of unionization:

[Equity’s] founders, members of a relatively affluent theatrical elite, had aimed 
to raise the social status of the American actor by challenging the autocratic 
powers of the managerial moguls and, at the same time, by imposing their own 
class- specific vision of what it meant to be an actor upon their fellow performers. 
Initially, at least, they had articulated their occupational aspirations in the rather 
nebulous language of professionalism. But the obduracy of the managerial estab-
lishment had compelled them to adopt a more aggressive organizational strategy 
and, ultimately, much like other groups of white- collar workers for whom the 
professional model proved problematic— teachers, social workers, and nurses, 
for instance— they had affiliated with the organized labor movement. However, 
the uneasy compromise between professional pretension and trade- union prac-
tice generated powerful tensions within the Equity as its leaders struggled to 
reconcile the needs of their constituents with their own desire for greater occu-
pational prestige.

(Holmes 1994, 185)
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While Actors’ Equity did eventually join the growing union movement in the United 
States, it would be a century before it modified its original principle: “This is not a 
trades union but a professional association which aims to assume such magnitude as to 
make membership in the association tantamount with membership in the profession” 
(McArthur 2000, 1). This founding philosophy proved to be aligned with both the so-
cial identity of actors and the purposive (cause or issue- based) incentives provided by 
Equity to its membership.

In its founding ideals, Actors’ Equity was representative of the larger cultural union 
development that occurred at the turn of the twentieth century. Cultural union creation 
allowed actors, artists, and musicians to be recognized as workers within an industry. 
Yet, despite joining the labor movement, these members did not want to be thought of 
as “unionists.” For that reason they actively dismissed requests to participate in broader 
union activities, including strikes and boycotts of employers on behalf of other unions.

A Century of Status Quo

Since its formation and the early tumultuous years of finding its footing as a labor union, 
Actors’ Equity has enjoyed a relatively steady hundred- year period in which significant 
internal conflicts were rare. Rather, the mid- twentieth century proved to be a period of 
progressive evolution for the union. As the nation matured and faced increasingly com-
plex and interconnected problems, the union led the way in fighting for its members 
and, more broadly, the theater industry.

For example, Equity has long championed inclusion in the union, onstage, and out 
in the house. Throughout the 1940s, the union took steps to force producers to inte-
grate their theaters (Simonson 2013). Paul Robeson, the first Black man to portray 
Othello on Broadway in 1943, experienced constant discrimination. While on a subse-
quent tour, he was forbidden to stay at the same hotels or dine at the same restaurants 
as his white costars (Actors’ Equity Association n.d. a). In response, Equity created 
the Hotel Accommodations Committee with the intent of locating inclusive and safe 
accommodations for traveling Black actors (Simonson 2013).

Later that decade, in 1947, Equity sent a message to producers nationally: no more 
segregation in live theater. Using Washington, DC’s National Theatre as the example, the 
union wrote, “We state now to the National Theatre . . . and to a public which is looking 
to us to do what is just and humanitarian, that unless the situation at the National 
Theatre is remedied within twelve months from June 1, 1947, we will be forced to forbid 
our members to play there,” (Actors’ Equity Association n.d. a). While three theaters 
in the District of Columbia reversed their segregation policies, the National Theatre 
transformed into a movie house rather than reverse its segregation policy.

Politically, Equity consistently leaned liberal. Heading into the 1950s and the Cold War, 
the union released the following statement: “Participants in the Communist Conspiracy 
should be exposed as enemies of the nation” (“Equity Declared Reds Are Menace” 1951). 
The union’s statement was in reaction to the US House Committee on Un- American 
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Activities, which had begun targeting actors for allegedly being communists. The union 
had previously condemned slanderous blacklisting in Hollywood and on Broadway in 
the late 1940s, going so far as to create a rule that an Equity member may not defame an-
other member (Actors’ Equity Association n.d. a).

The 1960s started with what the New York Post called “the Cold War on Broadway” 
(Actors’ Equity Association n.d. b). In the largest work stoppage since its inaugural 
strike in 1919, Equity members from twenty- two Broadway companies were locked out 
on June 2, 1960— one day after the company of The Tenth Man did not take the stage be-
cause of an Equity rules violation. A program insert for the show read, “The actors you 
miss tonight are at a meeting called by their union, Actors’ Equity Association, to discuss 
the refusal of the producers to bargain fairly on: 1. Salary increases; 2. Expanded welfare 
benefits; 3. A pension plan; 4. Working conditions . . . The managers have threatened 
closing of all theaters as a substitute for fair and reasonable collective bargaining” 
(Stevens- Garmon 2013). With pensions a particular sticking point in these negotiations 
with the Broadway League, the New York City mayor’s office stepped in with a plan to 
support actor pensions and keep Broadway running.

In 1964, Equity struck again, this time for twenty- seven hours. Arguing over min-
imum salaries, rehearsal pay, a day off each week during the rehearsal period, an 
antidiscrimination clause (“Negotiators Reach Tentative Pact in Theater Strike” 1964), 
the union and the Broadway League (then the League of New York Theaters) had 
reached a deadlock. Yet again the New York City mayor’s office stepped in to resolve the 
dispute between the actors and the producers, reaching a deal at 3 a.m. in the mayor’s of-
ficial residence, Gracie Mansion.

Equity would again call a strike in 1968. The three- day affair was another fight against 
the Broadway League, which saw the closure of nineteen Broadway shows and nine 
touring productions (Shepard 1968). The main issues included wage increases, issues of 
jurisdictional control, benefits for those performing on tour, and working conditions.

A little over a year later, in November 1970, Equity members working Off- Broadway 
went on strike to advocate for better wages and benefits. Angus Duncan, the executive 
secretary of the union, noted that Off- Broadway had become a bona fide big business, 
yet actors and stage managers still worked for “peanuts” (Calta 1970a). The thirty- one- 
day strike ended in December with help from the New York State Mediation Board 
(Calta 1970b) when both parties agreed to a binding arbitration that adjusted wages to a 
sliding scale.

By the late 1980s, the union had grown to represent nearly 40,000 members (Actors’ 
Equity Association, n.d. c) across the United States. While the majority of its members’ 
work was based in New York City, the union’s council eventually turned its eyes to Los 
Angeles, and implemented new rules for members working in spaces with less than 
100 seats (Shirley 1989). In response, Equity members filed a lawsuit against the union. 
The case was settled out of court, and the settlement stipulated that should the union 
revise those rules in any way, it must bring the issue back to the members, who could 
vote on the proposed changes via referendum (Shirley 1989). The settlement agreement, 
known as the 99- Seat Theater Agreement, allowed Equity members to work outside of 
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California’s minimum wage laws (Robb 2015). As a result, some Equity actors worked for 
$7 to $9 a performance, and in many instances the actors used their own funds toward 
costumes and resources for building sets, along with “volunteering” during rehearsals 
(Gelt 2015).

While most of the twentieth century saw stability within Actors’ Equity, during the 
1950s and 1960s the union worked to expand its influence through traditional collective 
action behavior— strikes and expansion of the union’s influence. In addition to focusing 
on increasing theatrical employment opportunities for its membership, Actors’ Equity 
was also concerned with preventing its own membership from working without a union 
contract, and so it took hundreds of actions against its own members who took non-
union work. This coercive action stemmed from the union’s recognition that it needed to 
both control employment and protect its only valuable good from theatrical managers.

A New Century

The turn of the twenty- first century did not bring good news for labor unions in the 
United States. Union density— the percentage of the total number of employees in a 
given industry or country who are union members— continued the downward trend 
that had begun in the 1960s, with union density in the US workforce and in the US 
public sector dropping a full percentage point in five years (even though local govern-
ment has the highest density of union members, with 41.9 percent— attributable to the 
highly unionized professions of teachers, police officers, and firefighters) and density in 
the private sector falling even more, by 1.2 percent (Bureau of Labor Statistics 2001).

Since 2003, union membership has remained below 16 million; not since 1952 had 
union membership in the United States been so low. The continued decline in union 
membership was attributed to several factors. There was a decline in the once highly 
unionized manufacturing industries. In 1961, 51 percent of production employees 
were unionized; however, in 2005, only 13 percent held union cards. Contributing to 
this decline is the movement of manufacturing plants from generally pro- union states 
such as Michigan, Pennsylvania, and New York to right- to- work states in the South,3 
where union membership has remained low (Mosca and Pressman 1995). Additionally, 
“during the 1980s, much of the decrease in unionization stemmed from the dispropor-
tionate growth of nonunion employment . . . management’s opposition to representation 
elections, the downsizing of manufacturing operations with high union representation, 
the replacement of striking workers, and the subcontracting of previously unionized 
work all contributed to the declining unionization” (Mosca and Pressman 1995, 160). 
According to a Gallup poll, only 60 percent of Americans approved of labor unions in 
2001. This continued the downward trend of support for unions, which had reached its 
high of 75 percent in 1953.

In addition to declining numbers, organized labor faced internal fractures. In 2005, 
the AFL- CIO marked its fiftieth anniversary, but instead of celebrating, the federation 
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was desperately attempting to retain its membership.4 Its efforts were unsuccessful. In 
July, the two largest unions in the AFL- CIO, the International Brotherhood of Teamsters 
and the Service Employees International Union (SEIU), announced their departure 
from the federation. Shortly thereafter, a third union, the United Food and Commercial 
Workers, announced that it too was leaving. The exodus of these unions resulted in a 
loss of nearly one- third of the AFL- CIO’s membership.

The unions left the AFL- CIO because of a mounting disagreement over how to retain 
union strength and build membership. The president of the SEIU stated, “Our world has 
changed, our economy has changed, employers have changed; but the AFL- CIO is not 
willing to make fundamental changes as well” (Associated Press 2005). The three unions 
joined several others in forming a new group called the Change to Win Coalition, which 
claimed it would provide new alternatives for securing the role of unions in the twenty- 
first century. In the wake of the coalition’s establishment, two more unions announced 
that they would leave the AFL- CIO. In February 2006, two of the largest construction 
trade unions— with a combined 1.1 million members— joined several other construc-
tion unions in the creation of the National Construction Alliance.

The current difficulties of labor have prompted Bennett and Kaufman (2002) to ask 
a poignant question about the future of labor unions: Have labor unions been victims 
of their own political success? It certainly raises the question of whether workers actu-
ally need unions any longer to protect them in the workplace. Since the creation of the 
modern union in the United States, unions have steadfastly labored to ensure the pro-
tection of employees. This protection has taken the form of internal negotiations and 
political advocacy. Yet “the more success unions achieve in the legislative and regulatory 
arenas, the less future workers will have to gain, relative to their colleagues from the 
past, from joining a union” (Bennett and Kaufman TKTK, 245).

Lichtenstein (2013) agreed that the nation’s workforce has largely turned its back 
on unions in favor of governmental protection. However, he contends that there are 
problems with an absolute substitution of governmental regulation for unions. The 
first problem that arises is enforcement. Lichtenstein argues that the current regula-
tory and legal system is incapable of enforcing the inner workings of the millions of US 
businesses. He also argues that employee rights suffer when regulatory mechanisms are 
removed from the control of those who are directly involved and are handed over to the 
National Labor Relations Board or the court system.

There are few who would argue that organized labor is not in trouble. In May 2006, 
Forbes magazine, in an article entitled “Jobs That Will Disappear,” predicted that the 
twenty- first century would not need union organizers or union leaders: “The labor 
movement has not come to terms with the knowledge economy at all” (Forbes 2006). 
The question that remains is: What can be, or should be, done to save labor unions? 
Certainly, there are millions of unionists who strongly support the resurrection of union 
ideals. However, even union leaders disagree on how to revitalize organized labor.

While the first twenty years of the twenty- first century saw considerable union de-
cline, the COVID- 19 pandemic triggered a drastic shift in support for unions. By August 
2022, the number of Americans who supported unions reached a record high not seen 
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since 1965, with 71 percent of Americans approving of labor unions— a significant rise 
since the start of the pandemic (McCarthy 2022). It was argued that the low employ-
ment rate during the pandemic shifted the balance of power between employees and 
employers, creating an environment ripe for union development at several high- profile 
companies including Amazon and Starbucks. This shift of power was also seen within 
the membership at Actors’ Equity Association.

Change Is Brewing

Equity’s long period of equilibrium abruptly came to an end in 2020. In March of that 
year, the COVID- 19 pandemic shuttered live performances across the nation. Actors 
(along with freelance and company artists in the United States) were among the most 
severely impacted professions, with 63 percent experiencing unemployment and 95 per-
cent losing income from creative work because of the pandemic (Cohen 2022). When 
the industry went dark, the union had to quickly rethink how to support its suddenly 
unemployed membership.

Equity’s first task was to understand the scope of the pandemic and how it would im-
pact union members and the industry. The union hired several public health consultants 
to guide the union’s policies and terms (Huston 2022). Equity would go on to release sev-
eral iterations of return- to- work guidelines, making sure that any and every process was 
cleared by the union. However, a year into the pandemic, Equity members grew tired of 
waiting for the union to implement return- to- work protocols. A New York Times article 
noted that “nearly 2,000 members of Actors’ Equity have signed a petition that asks the 
simple question, ‘When are we going to talk about the details of getting back to work?’ ” 
A union representative said that he and his Equity colleagues felt unheard, left out of 
discussions, and further behind other industries in getting back to work (Paulson 2021). 
When the article appeared, the union had approved safety plans from only twenty- two 
theaters across the nation, and many producers felt that the union was obstructing 
progress.

Frustrations over Equity’s transparency and inclusion of member voices roiled the 
union in the spring of 2021. In April the union was scheduled to host its first national 
convention. However, the convention coincided with the public release of harassment 
allegations against theatrical producer Scott Rudin. Rudin was accused of “acts of in-
timidation” and humiliation against employees going back decades (Marks 2021). Just 
days before the convention, hundreds of theater workers marched down Broadway to 
protest Equity’s failure to list Rudin’s shows on the Do Not Work list (Tran 2021).5 Equity 
contended that the list was only for nonunion productions. Furthermore, some Equity 
members reportedly felt that the union was “ineffective in protecting its membership 
from racism, sexism, and unsafe work environments” (Tran 2021). Some members 
began the campaign #NoNewsNoDues and stopped paying their monthly union dues in 
protest. The organizers of the protest had six demands for the union: one was to pressure 
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the Broadway League to remove Rudin, another was “visibility on how the national 
council votes for policies,” and a third involved “efforts to improve diversity with the 
council” (The Race Against Race 2021).

The convention ended abruptly after delegates— predominately members of 
color— walked out of the convention. Afterward, union members took to social media 
and other outlets to protest what they saw as “white supremacy culture” within the 
union’s structures (Peterson 2021). In a response to the entire membership, president 
Kate Shindle wrote, “Although I am deeply saddened and sorry for any pain that was 
caused at the convention, this experience has presented a true opportunity to identify 
and interrupt this harmful pattern of behavior” (Kumar 2021). The convention ulti-
mately adopted forty- one resolutions put forth by members, many of which sought to 
reprioritize inclusion and equity internally and externally (Actors’ Equity Association 
2021a).

Notably, these incidents made visible the brewing animosity between Equity leader-
ship and some of its membership. While there had been other times in the union’s his-
tory when there was public outcry from its members against union policies (such as the 
protest that resulted in the 99- Seat Theater Agreement), these incidents would mark the 
beginning of a period of significant change within the union.

Open Access

Perhaps in response to member outcry, during the summer of 2021 Equity announced 
a major shift in its membership policy based on a core question: “How do we diver-
sify our union if marginalized people do not have access to join?” (Bellinger 2021). The 
resulting initiative, Open Access, radically shifted how individuals could join the union. 
Traditionally, union membership had been gained either by getting hired on a union 
contract or by working a specified amount of weeks as an Equity membership candidate. 
With this sudden shift in policy, actors and stage managers were invited to join if they 
could prove (via a pay stub, W- 2 form, etc.) that they have worked “professionally” in 
the United States (Actors’ Equity Association 2021b). While Open Access was planned 
to be in effect only through May 1, 2023, the union has pledged to develop a “permanent 
gateway to membership that addresses racial inequities in accessing membership in the 
union” (Actors’ Equity Association 2021b).

Importantly, the messaging around Open Access directly reframed how the union 
positioned itself within the theatrical sector, seemingly claiming a newfound power. 
Kate Shindle, president of Actors’ Equity Association, said in a statement, “The old 
system had a significant flaw: It made employers the gatekeepers of Equity membership, 
with almost no other pathways to joining. . . . The union has inadvertently contributed 
to the systemic exclusion of BIPOC artists and others with marginalized identities by 
maintaining a system in which being hired to work those contracts was a prerequisite of 
membership” (American Theatre Editors 2021).
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Still, the reform and sharpened focus on racial equity in the industry and within the 
union led many members to publicly question the motives of the union and to reflect on 
the working value of Equity membership:

“I’ve dreamed about joining Equity since I was 12, but I have no intention of 
joining through this new program, nor do I know of anyone else who is pla-
nning to join,” says theater artist Madeline Wall, a 2020 University of Minnesota 
graduate.

“All of my Equity weeks were acquired pre- pandemic,” she continues, “and the 
last year has made developing relationships with Equity theaters near- impossible. 
I could join— and pay thousands of dollars to do so— but it could be years before I 
am cast by Equity companies, and during those years, I would be shut out from any 
non- Equity opportunities.”

“If you join Equity too soon and are still finding your feet as an actor,” [an actor 
wrote], “you may limit the work opportunities you have due to the plethora of 
Equity actors that will be vying for the same jobs.”

(Gabler 2021)

YouTube blogger Kent James Collins inquired how the union intended to support a 
sudden influx of new members, mentioning the need for increased audition slots, more 
contracts, and member education. He also addressed ongoing criticisms that the union 
was using open access as a “cash grab” (Half Hour Call 2021). During the height of the 
pandemic in the 2020– 2021 season, nearly 70 percent of Equity members made less than 
$10,000 (Stamp 2021), and some members believed that Open Access was an attempt 
to help the union recuperate from the associated drop in dues coming in to fund the 
organization’s operational capacities.

Equity president Kate Shindle went on the record to rebuff such claims (American 
Theatre Editors 2021). Rather, as union leaders told us in a 2022 interview, the Open 
Access program and any future policy designed to address restrictive racial barriers to 
union membership are about redistributing the power within the theatrical industry. 
Such moves are tethered to the notion of collectively reenvisioning Equity members— 
the professional actor and stage manager— as workers first.

This long- standing tension between the roles of artist and worker continues to un-
derlie many implicit narratives regarding those who have an Equity card and those who 
do not. While the union does not engage in that rhetoric, the sudden shift in ideology 
is palpable throughout the membership and across the entertainment industry. As the 
union’s leadership told us, “A union isn’t for art. A union is so that you can go do your art 
and not have to worry whether or not your check will clear.”

The Open Access initiative was only the second time in the history of Equity that 
membership was broadly extended to anyone who desired it (the first time being in 
1919). This policy change will change Equity primary incentive for membership— 
legitimacy as an actor. Legitimacy— or professional status— is tied directed to the social 
identity of actors.
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Equity’s Card Campaign

“Sugar, Butter, Union” (Actors’ Equity Association 2022b). This was Equity’s social 
media slogan in front of its efforts to organize a nonunion, national tour of Waitress: 
The Musical during spring 2022. In the United States, all theaters— including national 
Broadway tours— operate with one of two employment agreements, union or non-
union. Historically, Equity has kept a list of producers operating nonunion productions. 
This list, the Do Not Work list, indicates to its membership that they are forbidden from 
working on these productions because they do not recognize the union contract. While 
Equity has prohibited its members from working for producers on the Do Not Work list, 
that was largely its only action taken against nonunion producers.

Nonunion productions are typically produced by companies that only operate 
nonunion shows. However, Waitress was an exception. According to the union’s 
Action Network petition, two Waitress tours went out on the road: one union and 
one nonunion. Performers in the latter tour, according to Equity, earned a third of 
the pay with far fewer workplace protections than performers in the unionized tour 
(Actors’ Equity Association 2022b). The same company was producing both touring 
shows. So for the first time in twenty years, Equity attempted to unionize a national 
tour (Levin 2022).

Equity made contact with the actors and stage managers on the non- Equity tour and 
began a card campaign, which empowers workers to sign a union authorization card 
instead of immediately committing to an election. The goal of this type of organizing 
campaign is to prove to employers that a majority of their workers want union repre-
sentation (“Card Check: Learn the Basics” 2013). Typically, this effort urges employers 
to voluntarily recognize the union. However, the producers of the non- Equity tour 
declined to recognize the union.

Next, Equity tried a different tactic. Withdrawing their petition for union repre-
sentation, the union instead filed a grievance with the National Labor Relations 
Board6 alleging that the producers were “double- breasting” by running both tours 
(Paulson 2022). The union asserted that the non- Equity tour violated its right to be 
the “exclusive bargaining representative of performers and stage managers” (Huston 
and Kilkenny 2022). The union posited that because the producers were already 
signatories to union agreements- – including as part of the Broadway League— Equity 
agreements applied to “any and all corporations, co- partnerships, enterprises and/ 
or groups which said signers or each of them directs, controls, or is interested in” 
(Huston and Kilkenny 2022). While, as of 2022, the grievance was still ongoing at the 
NLRB and as the tour has since closed, Equity hoped to garner retroactive pay and 
benefits for those workers and force any upcoming iterations of the nonunion tour to 
instead go on a union contract.

According to Equity’s organizing director, Stef Frey, whom we interviewed in 2022, 
the card campaign was a reflection of Equity’s changing “organizing philosophy,” in 
which increased member engagement and focus on worker power paved the way for 
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organizing effort— successful or not. For instance, union leadership cites a shared and 
reinvigorated labor landscape in America, one in which organizing efforts at workplaces 
at large companies inspired union and nonunion members alike.

A Culture of Yes: Star Garden

On August 17, 2022, Equity issued a press release with the following headline: “Actors’ 
Equity Association to Unionize Strippers at the Star Garden” (Actors’ Equity Association 
2022c). Quickly picked up by media outlets, the story garnered national attention. If suc-
cessful, the effort would make Star Garden the only unionized strip club in the United 
States (Fuster 2022). Absent from the public conversation, however, was the fact that 
strippers were organizing with a theatrical stage union.

Just as the union saw Open Access as an important opportunity to reshape members’ 
positions of power within the industry, this opportunity presented a chance to rethink 
the union’s own position in the live performance sector. One member of Equity’s lead-
ership noted to us that several entertainment unions have been among the last to catch 
up to exploring their jurisdictional reach and how they might cover a different type of 
worker— such as strippers, or real estate actors (those who use their acting skills in real- 
life role playing activities), or medical performers.

For the union, and with unanimous support from Equity’s National Council,7 this 
foray into live performance (rather than just live theater) means an ongoing transfor-
mation of internal values and processes. This includes not just internal decision- making 
structures but also external organizing practices. Leadership noted that Equity had 
always employed a top- down approach to organizing, depending on the employer to 
grant voluntary recognition.

That culture was no longer working for the union. Instead, new executive leadership 
hired in 2022 at the union’s highest levels embraced what they called a “culture of yes,” or 
fostering a member- driven, bottom- up approach that has increased member communi-
cation and engagement in the union’s processes. Leadership cited contract negotiations 
at the Second City comedy club in Chicago, where they developed a member- led con-
tract action team to support the bargaining committee. In addition, members were 
brought in as observers who were encouraged to provide feedback and learn about the 
negotiation process.

The leadership said in our interview with them that member priorities have shifted 
too. The Star Garden dancers, for instance, came to Equity with issues regarding unsafe 
stages, being filmed without consent, illegal payments, and unfair pay. Quality- of- life 
issues such as work- life balance and mental health have become key bargaining matters 
at the negotiating table as Equity looks to break down harmful practices (such as the de-
manding hours of what’s commonly called “tech week”— the week leading up to opening 
night which incorporates all the technical elements of a production such as set, lighting, 
sound, costumes, and props). During this week, it has been union standard to work 10 
hours out of 12 hours.
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At the end of 2022, Equity was just beginning the bargaining process for its next sit- 
down production agreement with the Broadway League. Leadership has sensed a col-
lective shift in how members see themselves and how they talk about themselves. One 
leader said this is now “workers seeing themselves as workers deserving of basic dignity.”

The Star Garden campaign has been a crucial example of this paradigm shift. The 
dancers remain locked out of their workplace by their employers, having been locked 
out shortly after announcing their organizing drive in 2021. The dancers’ Instagram 
account depicts picket lines with signs that state “Everyone Deserves Safety” and 
“Strippers’ Safety over Bosses’ Profits,” (Stripper Action Updates 2022). Most recently, 
the dancers voted to be represented by a union, “but the final result was delayed when 
the employer challenged all but one of the mail ballots” (Actors’ Equity Association 
2022d). At the time of writing (late 2022), the dancers were still on strike while the union 
awaited an NLRB ruling on the challenged votes.

In a statement, union president Kate Shindle said, “This effort reflects Equity’s revitalized 
commitment to collaborating with live performers seeking to organize their workplaces, 
and our core belief that every worker who wants a union deserves a union. We anticipate 
the cooperation of the City of Los Angeles and look forward to bargaining a fair contract 
very soon” (Actors’ Equity Association 2022a). The statement ends by encapsulating this 
new organizing mindset and giving nonunion workers a call to action, urging them to 
know their worth: “Equity encourages all workers in live performance who feel they would 
benefit from a union contract to contact the union’s organizing department.”

Throughout its history, Actors’ Equity has regularly utilized collective action as a 
means of establishing, expanding, and maintaining control of theatrical employment. 
Its founding principle and primary collective good remained stable for a century— to 
make membership in the union tantamount to membership within the profession.

Despite the union’s high level of unemployment and lack of collective goods, “pro-
fessionalism” correlated so significantly to its members’ social identity that the union 
enjoyed 100 years of equilibrium. It was not until the global pandemic that the union 
made significant changes to its membership structure and collective action activity.

The period of significant change resulted in the union altering its policies on member-
ship access, which subsequently changed the collective goods and incentives offered to 
members and potential members. The union’s repositioning has resulted in beseeching 
its members to shift their social identity from “actor” to “unionist.” It remains to be seen 
if Equity members will embrace this new proposition. As one of the union’s leaders 
explained, “[Equity] is no longer a professional affiliation. . . . It is no longer a token of 
professionalism. . . . We are a motherfucking labor union.”

Conclusion

Actors’ Equity and the broader theatrical landscape in America are evolving. As a re-
sponse to the COVID- 19 pandemic and ensuing calls for social justice across the United 
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States, this paradigmatic shift embeds inclusion as an ideological tenet of collective ac-
tion. The long- standing normative institutionalization of hierarchal leadership and re-
lated structures in cultural unions is being examined as contributing mechanisms that 
discourage organizational participation and hinder equitable progress and inclusion. 
Since the start of the pandemic in the United States, this shared cultural reflection has 
engendered introspection that has empowered systematic change for many institutions.

As a leading cultural and labor organization, Equity is a critical example that, the-
oretically and practically, demonstrates such change. The union is not only assessing 
pathways of engagement and membership but also actively redefining the notion of 
the theater professional and subsequently reworking ideals of membership eligibility. 
Recent organizing drives, changes to membership policy, and a public push centering 
worker power have shifted the dynamics that guide Equity’s internal culture and ex-
ternal engagement within the labor movement. Seemingly, the union has evolved from 
its founding philosophies through grassroots and member- led initiatives triggered by a 
global crisis.

As Equity and its members reconsider the value and meaning of organized labor, the 
changes in its organizational structure and the connected social identity of actors will 
impact the theater sector, the cultural labor movement, and the role of cultural workers 
in the field.

Notes

 1. Scabby the Rat is a giant inflatable rodent whose presence indicates an active labor dispute.
 2. The National Alliance of Theatrical Stage Employees (later the international alliance) had 

until 2001 used the older spelling of the word, “employe.” In 2001, delegates voted to update 
the spelling to the contemporary “employee.”

 3. A right- to- work state is a state that has enacted legislation that guarantees that no indi-
vidual can be forced as a condition of employment to join or pay dues or fees to a labor 
union. Whereas a pro- union state can require union membership for employment within 
certain industries.

 4. The American Federation of Labor and Congress of Industrial Organizations (AFL- CIO) is 
the largest federation of unions in the United States. It is made up of fifty- six national and 
international unions representing more than twelve million active and retired workers. The 
performing arts unions, including Actors’ Equity Association, the American Federation of 
Musicians, and IATSE, are all members of the AFL- CIO.

 5. Equity’s Do Not Work list identifies productions that its membership cannot work on be-
cause the productions do not recognize the union contract.

 6. The National Labor Relations Board is an independent agency of the US federal govern-
ment with the responsibility of enforcing US labor laws in relationship to collective bar-
gaining and unfair labor practices.

 7. National Council is Equity’s decision- making body regarding policy, finance and appeals. 
It also has the authority to adopt rules supplementing the constitution and by- laws. The 
council consists of eight officers and seventy- five councilors.
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Games and Museums
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Retaining Audiences

Marta Pizzetti and Giulia Miniero

Introduction

The cultural sector was one of those most affected by the COVID- 19 pandemic (ILO 
2020): cultural institutions were forced to stay closed for several months during and 
after the generalized lockdowns that paralyzed the world. Even before the pandemic, 
cultural institutions faced the challenge of developing tools to maintain a relationship 
with visitors when they cannot visit the institution; the spread of COVID- 19 has further 
exacerbated this challenge.

Relational marketing offers various tools to build and maintain customer loyalty 
through a deep understanding of customers’ needs, customization of the experience, 
and continuous interaction with the customer. Digitalization is at the heart of rela-
tional marketing, because new technologies foster customer involvement and thereby 
reduce uncertainty and distance between consumers and aesthetic objects. Today, an 
increasing number of art institutions have taken up the challenge of digitalization to 
rejuvenate their image and to better align with audience expectations. The use of digital 
technologies is especially expected by younger generations, who may value digitization 
efforts made by cultural institutions that otherwise are seen as boring and old- fashioned 
(Hughes and Moscardo 2019; Passebois Ducros and Euzeby 2021).

Initially, digital technology has been used to facilitate interactions with the customer 
base using email campaigns, the institution’s website, and social media (Courchesne, 
Ravanas, and Pulido 2019). Social media channels and podcasts have proliferated: the 
Uffizi Museum joined TikTok, and the Leonardo da Vinci Science and Technology 
Museum in Milan produced a podcast series on Leonardo’s works. Other digital tools 
offer new interactions that can enrich the customer experience before, during, or after 
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the visit, such as augmented reality apps for immersive tours and multimedia access to 
collections (Camarero, Garrido, and San José 2016). For example, the British Museum 
has developed a 360- degree virtual tour of its exhibitions. Gamification— the incorpo-
ration of game elements in activities (Robson et al. 2015)— is another digital tool that 
cultural institutions can use to build and maintain a relationship with customers (De 
Angeli 2018). Gamification influences contemporary life in many ways, as expectations 
of interactivity and reward have become embedded within everyday activities. Indeed, 
gamification has already been successfully applied in other contexts, such as education, 
and it is an effective tool for engaging customers by fostering intrinsic and extrinsic mo-
tivation (Hamari and Koivisto 2015; Mitchell, Schuster, and Drennan 2017). Nowadays, 
games are an important component of individuals’ lives: we play games everywhere and 
engage in such activities for extended periods. The industry is constantly growing; it had 
a 2021 value of $178.3 billion and is expected to increase by 50 percent over the next four 
years, reaching a value of $268.8 billion in 2025 (Juniper Research 2021). Despite its mul-
tiple successful applications, gamification remains underused in cultural institutions. 
This is because of a general skepticism within such institutions about gamification, 
which, it is feared, could transform the cultural experience into an amusement park 
(i.e., Disneyfication) and even alienate part of the audience (Balloffet, Courvoisier, and 
Lagier 2014).

Current literature has mainly focused on using digital tools during the visit— that is, 
when the consumer is physically close to the cultural institution (e.g., Errichiello et al. 
2017). Conversely, less is known about the benefits offered by such technologies when 
the cultural institution and the consumer are not close— that is, when the consumer 
does not or cannot visit the cultural institution.

Expanding our understanding of how consumers respond to digital experiences 
when they are at home or do not have access to the institution, like during the COVID- 
19 pandemic, would provide timely suggestions to cultural institution marketers who 
strive to find effective ways to maintain their institution’s relevance in consumers’ 
minds and to establish and develop a relationship with consumers. Increased compe-
tition (Colbert and Dantas 2019), the inherent constraints on institutions’ availability 
(Preece and Wiggins Johnson 2011), and the need to attract new segments of consumers 
(Miniero and Holst 2020) force cultural institutions such as museums to offer a 
more customized and interactive experience outside the museum walls. In addition, 
audiences nowadays expect easy access to arts and culture for minimal cost, and more 
institutions are embracing the idea of open access to collection items (Australia Council 
for the Arts 2021).

The aim of the present chapter is twofold. First, it sheds light on consumers’ responses 
to the digital experience offered by museums. Specifically, it focuses on gamification, 
a recent and promising tool for cultural institutions, and compares it to other popular 
digital tools— namely, virtual tours of and podcasts about collections. Such an anal-
ysis is relevant for the strategic implementation of digital experiences that are effec-
tive in retaining and/ or attracting the target audience. Second, it examines whether 
digital experiences can be risky for cultural institutions because they might reduce the 
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perceived authenticity of the offer. More specifically, we aim to contribute to the current 
debate on the risks of gamification for cultural institutions by empirically examining the 
perceived authenticity of the digital experience. With these objectives in mind, the pre-
sent chapter aims to provide answers to the following research questions:

RQ1: How do consumers respond to gamification as a strategy to offer digital mu-
seum experiences compared to other popular digital tools (i.e., virtual tours and 
podcasts)?

RQ2: Does gamification reduce the perceived authenticity of cultural institutions?

The chapter develops as follows. First we review the current literature on gamification 
and its application in the cultural industry. Then we describe how cultural institutions 
can use gamification and other digital experiences to manage relationships with their 
target audience effectively. Based on this literature review, we derive working hypotheses. 
Second, we describe the experimental design conducted to test hypotheses on the effect 
of gamification on perceived authenticity, novelty, intention to use the digital experi-
ence, and attitude toward the cultural institution, compared to the effects of virtual tours 
and podcasts. The chapter ends with a discussion of theoretical contributions, a recom-
mendation for practitioners, and suggestions for future research avenues.

Theoretical Background and 
Hypothesis Development:  

Gamification in the Arts and Culture

Initially, gamification entered the museum world as video games displayed (or even 
playable) in museum collections. Beginning in 2012, the Museum of Modern Art 
(MOMA) in New York has included video games in its permanent collection, consid-
ering them as artworks (Goodlander and Mansfield 2013; Izzo 2017) or as a form of 
modern life and culture (Muriel and Crawford 2018). More recently, cultural institutions 
have started to employ gamification as a communication tool in the effort to engage and 
educate their audience (De Angeli 2018). Gamification may offer customers new, en-
gaging, and attractive experiences. For example, the British Museum launched a game 
called Young Explorer, to help visitors between the ages of nine and fourteen approach 
history. In Spain, the Thyssen- Bornemisza Museum implemented the Nubla Project, 
intended to help visitors experience the collection differently and in a more engaged 
manner through gaming.

Research suggests that the gaming experience at museums elicits positive feelings and 
increases the time spent visiting the cultural institution while fostering a positive atti-
tude toward exploring the museum environment (Xhembulla et al. 2014). Gamification 
appears to be a successful tool for engaging audiences, especially children (Xhembulla 
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et al. 2014), while facilitating the learning experience. Providing playful and fun 
experiences helps individuals stay focused and increases their level of attention (Hunter 
and Werbach 2012). For instance, children aged six through nine interacting with a mo-
bile game at the British Museum showed an unexpected learning outcome in terms of 
kinesthetic skills: they could improve their coordination by scanning tags to activate 
them as they progressed in the game (Mannion 2012).

Games can be much more than an educational tool, and cultural institutions have 
the potential to use gamification to strengthen the emotional attachment between 
them and their audience through social interactions. At the Asian Civilizations 
Museum in Singapore, a mobile game developed to convey cultural content on 
Chinese terracotta warriors effectively fostered purposeful social interaction between 
parents and children (Thian 2012) and peer- to- peer interaction (Waycott, Jones, and 
Scanlon 2005). This effect is highly desirable for museums: beyond learning, a note-
worthy outcome of the experience at a museum is the creation and reinforcement of 
a positive attitude toward exploration of the institution, and younger generations of 
visitors value peer interactions in cultural contexts (Xhembulla et al. 2014; Hughes 
and Moscardo 2019).

Games are especially attractive for younger visitors, who are generally not very prone 
to dedicate their leisure time to cultural experiences (NEA 2015). Gamification turns 
what young consumers see as a not- fun activity into an engaging experience, during 
which they can feel empowered to customize their experience with the cultural environ-
ment through interaction and active participation. Choosing and interacting with dif-
ferent game settings, collecting points or badges, and appearing on the leaderboard are 
all typical in- game mechanisms that might help visitors to increase their engagement 
with the game (Hunter and Werbach 2012). For example, the Tate Museum invested in 
the game Race Against Time, a free mobile game in which gamers accumulate tokens 
that enable them to progress further in the game. This might augment the likelihood 
that visitors keep interacting with the game when the experience at the museum is over. 
If the game is engaging and fun and provides them with cultural value, most likely they 
will keep playing even outside the institutional environment (Schaller 2011).

Gamification as a Customer 
Relationship Management Tool

Many tools based on gamification have been implemented to enrich the visitor expe-
rience. However, gaming elements could also be strategically used to foster audience 
development, engagement, and participation in a time frame different from the one in 
which the visit takes place (Viola 2015). In Italy, for example, the National Archeological 
Museum in Naples created a game, Father and Son, to create and maintain a relationship 
with its audience outside of the museum (Solima 2018).
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Gamification can be strategically used to keep a cultural institution present in 
customers’ minds and to maintain, reinforce, and even create relationships with actual 
and potential visitors (Preece and Wiggins Johnson 2011). However, so far, gamification 
has been less frequently employed than other, more traditional tools of customer rela-
tionship management (e.g., email campaigns, customer profiling, and dynamic pricing; 
Courchesne et al. 2019) or other new digital technologies, such as websites and social 
media profiles (Garrido and Camarero 2014). These digital tools have the primary func-
tion of increasing transactions by making access to the institution easier and faster (e.g., 
buying online tickets) (Courchesne et al. 2019) and informing customers about events, 
collections, and activities (Palumbo 2021). Museums have also developed podcasts 
about their collections. For example, Art Fund (UK’s national charity for art) has devel-
oped a series of podcasts featuring famous actors in collaboration with museums and art 
galleries across the UK, such as the Art Gallery & Museum of Glasgow. Podcasts are par-
ticularly suited to attract those visitors who look for a wide variety of cultural offerings 
(Gürel and Nielsen 2019) because they increase visitors’ ability to select, access, and re-
trieve information (Calcagno and Biscaro 2012).

More recently, museums have started to leverage the emotions new technologies 
may generate by implementing virtual tours, in some cases also involving virtual reality 
(Atzeni, Del Chiappa, and Pung 2022). Virtual tours are enjoyable and allow consumers 
to experience artifacts and emotionally connect to them even before seeing them physi-
cally (Alelis, Bobrowicz, and Ang 2015).

Studies on the use of digital technologies by museums suggest that not all technologies 
contribute similarly to the customer’s experience (Sundar et al. 2015). Virtual tours of 
and podcasts about art collections are among the most common forms of digital con-
tent that museums offer, whether as a tryout of the collection or as a way to expand the 
lifetime of a temporary exhibition (Hume and Mills 2011). These digital tools use sto-
rytelling in the service of traditional didactic and learning outcomes: they leverage the 
cognitive experience to promote familiarity (Roederer, Revat, and Pallud 2020) and 
create bonds with the artworks (Di Blasio and Di Blasio 1983), which may promote the 
success of educational objectives. Indeed, a study demonstrated that consumers actively 
look for podcasts when searching for information and might become irritated if the 
podcast does not provide the information needed (Florenthal et al. 2012). Building on 
this, virtual tours and podcasts might be seen as convergent with the traditional rep-
resentation of museums: they use a language aligned with the traditional educational 
aim of cultural institutions but may limit a consumer’s scope for personal interpretation. 
Moreover, the experience is guided by the institution, with limited possibilities for per-
sonalization and co- creation by the consumer, who has to follow the pattern suggested 
by the “expert” (Calcagno and Biscaro 2012; Srinivasan et al. 2009).

Gamification helps consumers express their preferences and customize their experi-
ence, increasing their sense of ownership of the experience (Hammady, Ma, and Temple 
2016). Moreover, gamification involves interactive storytelling, in which the customer 
has an active role and is engaged both cognitively and emotionally (Kidd 2011). Such 
characteristics diverge from the way many consumers perceive museums: as places for 
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contemplation, rich with information to learn but not interactive and fun (Hughes and 
Moscardo 2019). Conversely, offering a gamified experience diverges from the tradi-
tional museum offering. Therefore, gamification may be perceived as unexpected, in-
congruent with the traditional museum experience, and more novel than virtual tours 
or podcasts. We therefore posit:

H1: Gamification is perceived as significantly more novel than other popular digital 
experiences, namely virtual tours and podcasts of artworks.

It is paramount for cultural institutions to offer experiences perceived as novel in order 
to remain salient for target customers. Novelty has been found to boost salience, atten-
tion, and interest; it facilitates the creation of memories (Bechkoff 2019) and increases 
enjoyment (Yim, Chu, and Sauer 2017). In the marketing domain, novelty is a driver of 
competitive advantage by differentiation (Bloch 1995). Perceived novelty induces a pos-
itive psychological response: it instills in consumers the belief that their experience will 
be more enjoyable, leading to more positive attitudes (Yim, Chu, and Sauer 2017) and 
facilitating subsequent behaviors (Bloch 1995; Hetet, Ackermann, and Mathieu 2016). 
We therefore hypothesize:

H2: Perceived novelty mediates the relationship between digital experiences and 
attitudes toward the museum.

Downsides of Digitalization in 
Cultural Industries

Despite the potential benefits of digital tools, many professionals in the cultural industry 
are still reluctant to use them or cautious about relying on them because of the fear of 
losing the museum’s character and authenticity (Balloffet, Courvoisier, and Lagier 2014; 
Passebois Ducros and Euzéby 2021). The concern is rooted in the traditional mission of 
cultural institutions, which is primarily education. The fear is that heavily leveraging 
digital tools might dilute the identity and the institutional role of cultural institutions.

Authenticity is vital for cultural institutions because it is considered an essential el-
ement of distinctiveness (Thyne and Hede 2016), a factor involved in choosing to visit 
a place (Correia Loureiro 2019; Atzeni, Del Chiappa, and Pung 2022), and a driver of 
loyalty toward the cultural institution (Forgas- Coll et al. 2017). For these reasons, it is 
crucial to adopt digital tools that foster authenticity instead of jeopardizing it, but to 
date limited research has been conducted on the differential effect of digital tools on 
perceived authenticity. Studies suggest that when a virtual tour experience is perceived 
as authentic, it elicits positive emotional response, attachment, and behavioral 
intentions (Atzeni, Del Chiappa, and Pung 2022). However, to elicit authenticity, virtual 

 



Games and Museums   443

 

tours must be high- resolution 360- degree experiences in which the consumer has com-
plete control of the path to follow (Spielmann and Orth 2021). Conversely, in the context 
of cultural institutions, virtual tours often present a non- immersive experience (Atzeni, 
Del Chiappa, and Pung 2022), with static images that decrease perceived authenticity 
(Spielmann and Orth 2021).

Podcasts also may positively affect perceived authenticity, but such a perception is 
mainly driven by the viewer’s familiarity with the podcast host or the host’s ability to 
communicate the message in their own words (Brinson and Lemon 2022). In the con-
text of podcasts about museum artworks, the host is likely to read a script that informs 
the audience about the artwork’s history or characteristics. The use of formal and in-
formative language, although aligned with traditional forms of communication by 
cultural institutions, may impede the development of a relationship between the audi-
ence and the podcast host (Brinson and Lemon 2022), negatively influencing perceived 
authenticity.

Gamification might be more effective in fostering visitors’ perception of authen-
ticity because it elicits transportation (absorption in a story) and imagination (Green 
and Brock 2000), which are drivers of perceived authenticity (Hede and Thyne 2010; 
Derbaix and Gombault 2016). Indeed, transportation is more likely if the content 
presents events that are known, familiar, and culturally close to the user (Bilandzic and 
Busselle 2008; Larsen and László 1990). Specifically, research has indicated that realism 
in a portrayal can be leveraged to drive transportation (Beverland, Lindgreen, and Vink 
2008; Brown, Kozinets, and Sherry 2003; Gilmore and Pine 2007). We argue that gam-
ification increases the perceived authenticity of the museum, thanks to an increase in 
transportation, which in turn affects the consumer’s intention to experience the digital 
content. Studies in tourism, a sector that has already implemented digital tools to attract 
consumers, suggest that authenticity positively influences future behaviors (Atzeni, Del 
Chiappa, and Pung 2022). More formally, we specify:

H3: Gamification is perceived as significantly more authentic than other digital 
experiences— namely, virtual tours and podcasts.

H4: Perceived authenticity mediates the relationship between digital experiences 
and intention to use the digital tool.

The Study

The present study aims at providing timely answers regarding the benefits and risks 
gamification delivers to cultural institutions by investigating how gamification affects 
consumers’ responses compared to the popular digital experiences of virtual tours of 
museums and podcasts about artworks. The digital experiences under investigation in 
this study have been mostly examined as tools to enhance the experience at the time of 
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the visit, while less is known about their effectiveness in maintaining the relationship 
with a customer (Sundar et al. 2015) when the customer is not close to the museum.

To empirically test and compare the effect of the three forms of digital experience on 
consumer response, an experimental design was deemed suitable because it permits the 
testing of cause- and- effect relationships by controlling for extraneous and intervening 
variables. Experimental designs are widely used in the consumer behavior and mar-
keting field and have been successfully applied to the cultural sector (e.g., Miniero, 
Rurale, and Addis 2014; Xhembulla et al. 2014).

In the present study, we investigate two classes of dependent variables. The first deals 
with the effects of the digital experience on consumers’ perceptions of and attitudes toward 
museums. The second relates to consumers’ response to the digital experience. Analyzing 
these two classes of variables allows us to measure the effects of digital experiences on the 
overall perceptions of the museum and to provide a fine- grained understanding of how 
consumers react to digital experiences in terms of the perceived authenticity of what is 
being offered as well as in terms of usage intention. For the two classes of variables, we ex-
pected a differential effect of the three types of digital experiences, as hypothesized above. 
Figure 22.1 graphically illustrates the variables and hypotheses tested.

Procedures

This study adopted a scenario- based experimental design. A total of 121 participants 
(Mage =  33.17; 47.9 percent female) took part in a single- factor (digital experience: gami-
fication vs. virtual tour vs. podcasts) between- subject experimental design. Participants 
were recruited from the UK- resident panel of Prolific Academic, a crowdsourcing plat-
form that connects researchers with potential study participants. Such crowdsourced 
samples have proven reliable and suitable for investigating certain variables, including 

Perceptions and attitudes towards the museum

Consumer’s response to the digital experience

Perceived
novelty

Attitude towards the
museum

Usage
intentions

Perceived
authenticity H4

H2H1

H3

Digital Experience
(gamification vs. virtual

tour vs. podcasts)

Figure 22.1 Graphical representation of tested hypotheses.
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perceptions and attitudes (Goodman and Paolacci 2017). Participants were provided 
an online link to access the related questionnaire through Prolific Academic, and re-
ceived a small reward for completing it. Participants were asked to read a short text 
on a digital experience offered by a museum and answer questions related to the de-
pendent variables under investigation (perceived novelty, attitude toward the museum, 
perceived authenticity of the museum, and digital experience usage intention).

Participants were randomly assigned to the three experimental conditions. The 
scenarios described a fictitious digital experience offered by a fictitious museum 
(though the scenarios drew inspiration from museums’ actual offers). This choice was 
made in order to avoid recall bias. The scenario on gamification described an interactive 
game to be played at home that allows the player to discover the museum’s collection of 
artworks. Specifically, the game asks players to put themselves in the shoes of the son of 
an archeologist, who has to discover his father’s life by learning about the museum col-
lection and interacting with other players.1 In the virtual tour condition, the user can 
discover the museum collection by choosing between different itineraries. The podcast 
condition describes a collection of videos on the museum’s most important artworks, 
narrated by museum researchers.

After presenting the scenario, we measured the dependent variables: perceived 
novelty (two items from Wiebe et al. 2014; Cronbach’s α =  .923), attitude toward the 
museums (five items from Spears and Singh 2004; Cronbach’s α =  .908), perceived au-
thenticity of the offer (three items from Newman and Dhar 2014; Cronbach’s α =  .721), 
and digital experience usage intention (three items from Badrinarayanan et al. 2012; 
Cronbach’s α =  .931).

As a control variable, we measured involvement with art (six items from Chang and 
Gibson 2011; Cronbach’s α =  .954) because it influences perceptions of museum experi-
ence (Forgas- Coll et al. 2017). We found that participants differ between conditions (F 
=  3.106, p =  .05), and we included involvement with arts as a covariate in our analysis. 
All scales were measured on a seven- point Likert scale. The questionnaire also included 
demographic questions that were administered at the end.

To measure the effectiveness of our manipulation, we included a manipulation check, 
which consisted of a multiple- choice question. Specifically, we asked participants to in-
dicate what the fictitious museum’s new offer was: an online game, a virtual tour, or a 
selection of podcasts. Participants who indicated the wrong option were excluded from 
further analysis. The final sample was 89 participants (ngamification =  31; nvirtual_ tour =  38; 
npodcasts =  20).

Findings

Analyses of covariance (ANCOVA) were performed on each dependent variable, with 
involvement with art as covariate. Table 22.1 reports the mean and standard deviations 
for each experimental condition and each dependent variable.
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Effects of the Digital Experience on Overall Perceptions  
of the Museum

Perceived novelty. The ANCOVA revealed a significant difference between condi-
tions (F =  4.786, p < .01) and that involvement with arts is significantly related to 
perceived novelty (F =  10.718, p < .01). Planned contrasts tests show that gamification 
is perceived as significantly more novel compared to the virtual tour and the podcasts 
(Mgamification =  5.68 (1.08) vs. Mvirtual_ tour =  4.86 (1.70) vs. Mpodcasts =  4.95 (1.23); t =  2.427, 
p < .05). Specifically, it is perceived as significantly more novel compared to the virtual 
tour (t =  2.411, p < .05) and slightly significantly more novel compared to podcasts  
(t =  1.800, p =  .075). No other significant differences were found.

Attitude toward the museum. When we controlled for involvement with arts (F =  14.188, 
p < .001), we found a significant difference between conditions (Mgamification =  6.10 (.63) vs. 
Mvirtual_ tour =  5.64 (1.12) vs. Mpodcasts =  5.70 (1.10); F =  3.620, p < .05). Further analysis re-
vealed that participants have a slightly significantly more positive attitude toward the mu-
seum when it offers gamification compared to a virtual tour (t =  1.928, p =  .057). Attitude 
does not differ between the gamification and podcast conditions, nor between virtual 
tours and podcasts. A bootstrapping analysis with 5,000 resamples based on PROCESS 
procedures (Hayes 2022) supported the idea that there is an indirect effect between digital 
experience, perceived novelty, and attitude toward the museum (b =  – .2138; .0963; −.4192 
< CI 95% < −.0425).

Consumer Responses to the Digital Experience

Perceived authenticity. We found significant differences between conditions (F =  3.737, 
p < .05) when involvement with arts was kept constant (F =  4.024, p < .05). Planned 
contrasts tests revealed that gamification offers the most authentic experience compared 
to the other two conditions (Mgamification =  5.76 (.76) vs. Mvirtual_ tour =  5.26 (.87) vs. 
Mpodcasts =  5.45 (.70), t =  2.628, p < .05). More specifically, it is perceived as significantly 
more authentic than the virtual tour (t =  2.599, p < .05) and slightly significantly more 

Table 22.1.  Mean (and Standard Deviation) of Experimental Conditions 
for Each Dependent Variable

Gamification Virtual tour Podcasts

Perceived novelty 5.68 (1.08) 4.86 (1.70) 4.95 (1.23)

Attitudes toward the museum 6.10 (.63) 5.64 (1.12) 5.70 (1.10)

Perceived authenticity 5.76 (.76) 5.26 (.87) 5.45 (.70)

Usage intention 5.28 (1.56) 4.32 (1.71) 4.87 (1.75)
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authentic than podcasts (t =  1.959, p =  .053). Virtual tours and podcasts do not differ  
(t =  −.244, p =  .81).

Digital experience usage intention. The ANCOVA revealed that usage intention signif-
icantly varies between conditions (Mgamification =  5.28 (1.56) vs. Mvirtual_ tour =  4.32 (1.71) vs. 
Mpodcasts =  4.87 (1.75); F =  3.372, p < .05) when involvement with arts was kept constant  
(F =  7.624, p < .01). Further analysis revealed that participants are significantly more 
eager to try the gamification compared to the virtual tour (t =  2.389, p < .05). No other 
significant differences were found.

We tested the mediated relationship (testing H4) involving digital experience, 
perceived authenticity, and usage intention following the PROCESS procedure with 
5,000 resamplings (Hayes 2022, model 4). Bootstrap output revealed a significant in-
direct effect of perceived authenticity on usage intention (b =  −.1835; .0958; −.3956 < CI 
95% < −.0272).

Discussion

The experiment’s findings support our intuition that gamification can be a viable tool 
for museums to maintain a relationship with customers when they are not on- site. Our 
fine- grained results show that gamification, compared to the other popular strategies of 
virtual tours and podcasts, is the most appreciated digital experience (greater perceived 
authenticity and higher usage intention) and has the most positive effect on the overall 
perception of the museum (higher novelty and more positive attitudes). Gamification, 
indeed, is found to have the highest scores for both classes of variables under investiga-
tion, and its scores are always significantly higher than the scores for virtual tours.

We found that gamification can be effective in renovating the image of the museum. 
Indeed, the museum offer is perceived as more novel when it involves gamification 
compared to virtual tours or podcasts (H1 is supported). We also found that perceived 
novelty is important for attitudes toward the museum, which are more positive when 
gamification is employed— something that is explained by perceived novelty (in line 
with H2). Specifically, consumers are more willing to experience the gamification tool, 
though not significantly more than the podcasts about artworks. Moreover, gamifica-
tion is perceived as the most authentic digital experience compared to both the virtual 
tour and the podcasts (supporting H3). In line with our expectations, we found that 
perceived authenticity explains usage intentions (confirming H4).

Our data also reveal that podcasts about artworks can be suitable for marketers 
aiming to improve their relationship with customers. Podcasts are considered the 
second- best option by our participants. As the dependent variable means illustrate 
(see Table 22.1), podcasts have the second- highest score for each dependent variable, 
and those scores are not significantly lower than the scores for gamification regarding 
usage intentions and attitudes toward the museum. These results can be explained by 
podcasts’ ability to increase transparency of and social connection with the cultural 
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institution, characteristics that consumers look for. Indeed, podcasts about artworks 
provide access to the backstage of the museum and its secrets, which may be valued 
as evidence of the museum’s willingness to be transparent and authentic with its 
customers (Pulh, Mencarelli, and Chaney 2019). Moreover, podcasts often feature mu-
seum employees narrating the artwork’s story. Giving a face to the museum instead 
of interacting with a faceless organization may create social intimacy and relational 
connection— museums are incarnated by their employees (Pulh, Mencarelli, and 
Chaney 2019; Fournier 1998).

Conclusions and Implications for 
Management

Cultural institutions can employ a wide array of digital tools that offer the opportunity 
to build, maintain, and reinforce the relationship with actual or potential customers (De 
Molli and Vecco 2021). However, the use of new technologies is not free of risks, and dif-
ferent tools may affect the audience differently, depending on audience characteristics 
or features of the digital tool. The present study contributes to the current debate on the 
use of new digital strategies for managing the relationship with customers by focusing 
on the opportunities offered by gamification.

First, our findings emphasize the need for cultural institutions to embrace the 
opportunities offered by digital tools. Despite the differences, the three digital tools 
examined here (gamification, virtual tours, and podcasts) generated positive responses 
from participants, with high scores for each dependent variable (means above 4). In this 
context, gamification emerges as the most effective digital tool among those examined. 
It triggers the most positive responses toward the digital experience (in terms of au-
thenticity and usage intention) and the cultural institution (in terms of perceived nov-
elty and attitudes toward the museum). The consumer may perceive gamification as 
a conscious effort made by cultural institutions to fit into modern lifestyles, in which 
games and new technologies are pervasive. Gamification may therefore be a strategy 
that allows museums to modernize their image— an element particularly relevant for 
young consumers and digital natives. Recent findings suggest that young adults per-
ceive museums not as linked to them but rather as a place for schools, families, or an 
elite of consumers (Hughes and Moscardo 2019). Young adults demand more inter-
active experiences, and gamification may be the right tool to attract this difficult- to- 
target segment. Thanks to gaming, visitors may also become learners: not only do they 
interact with the devices in specifically situated physical and social contexts, but these 
interactions generate new contexts and places that may ultimately affect the learning 
process. As a consequence, the evaluation of gamification experiences with museums 
should also consider the extent to which such applications can foster the development of 
new learning processes (Addis 2005).
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Our second contribution is the finding that the risk most commonly associated with 
gamification in recent literature— that is, the Disneyfication of cultural institutions 
(Balloffet, Courvoisier, and Lagier 2014)— is not as great as has been portrayed. Our 
findings shed a more positive light on how digital experience generally, and gamifica-
tion specifically, affects consumers’ perceptions. Digital experiences do not jeopardize 
the authenticity of the museum experience; conversely, gamification seems to be the 
most viable tool for cultural institutions to maintain a relationship with visitors without 
compromising the perceived authenticity of the institutions.

From a managerial perspective, gamification appears to be an effective tool for stim-
ulating future visits, especially for eliciting distant interactions with the institutions 
and creating positive attitudes toward them. Gamification can help build and maintain 
a relationship with target visitors who are looking for a more modern way of getting 
in touch with cultural institutions. The importance of this has been demonstrated by 
the COVID- 19 pandemic and the consequent economic downturn, which considerably 
reduced visitors’ physical presence in these institutions.

It is also essential to acknowledge that because gamification is so widespread across 
industries, it is more accessible to cultural institutions as well. Today’s technology is way 
more affordable than in the past, and developers and educators have acquired signifi-
cant expertise with it; therefore, such initiatives can be implemented more frequently 
and with more success.

Moreover, given the wide use of gamification in the educational context (Hamari and 
Koivisto 2015; Mitchell, Schuster, and Drennan 2017), managers in the cultural sector 
should closely collaborate with policymakers and other public institutions, such as 
schools, to develop a coordinated use of gamification for fostering culture and young 
people’s interest in the arts.

On the other hand, we acknowledge that other digital tools, such as podcasts about 
artworks, may be less technologically complex and therefore might allow the institution 
to rely more on existing internal capabilities. As our study showed, podcasts are particu-
larly welcomed by consumers, despite being rated lower than gamification. Such a result 
suggests that marketing managers in cultural institutions should carefully consider the 
use of digital tools and make choices based on the goals they aim to achieve. For in-
stance, when informing (rather than the perception of novelty) is central, podcasts can 
be effective ways to maintain a close relationship with the audience.

Limitations and Future Research

Future research may extend the present findings by investigating the effect of gamifi-
cation on specific segments of consumers. The present study involved a homogeneous 
sample with limited information on their characteristics (e.g., we did not ask questions 
about their family composition). Literature on gamification suggests that consumers 
vary in terms of what they look for when they play a game (Robson et al. 2015) as well as 
their motivations to visit museums (Gürel and Nielsen 2019). It is therefore important to 
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understand the individual characteristics of the cultural institution’s target customers in 
order to propose experiences they will find enjoyable.

Moreover, gamification has been shown to improve families’ experience during mu-
seum visits (de La Ville, Badulescu, and Delestage 2021). Gamification might be fur-
ther leveraged to encourage families to interact with the museum even before the visit. 
Attracting children is of primary importance for cultural institutions because early 
experiences constitute the basis for a taste for cultural consumption that endures into 
the future (Borrione, Friel, and Segre 2021).

A second limitation of our study is the use of a scenario- based experiment. Although 
it allows controlling for extraneous variables, a field experiment would permit us to col-
lect information about more nuances of the experience, such as emotions, attention, and 
behavior. Another interesting avenue of research would be measuring the long- term 
effects of exposure to gamification. We measured variables immediately after the sce-
nario; it would be interesting to understand how long the effects might last.

A third limitation relates to the difference in popularity of the digital experience 
analyzed. While we argue that gamification is perceived as more novel than virtual 
tours and podcasts because of its intrinsic divergence from traditional museum lan-
guage, another reason for this may be that consumers are less familiar with game- based 
experiences with museums. Studies suggest that the standard tools of Web 2.0, such 
as podcasts or social media channels, are so widely diffused that they do not surprise 
consumers anymore or produce greater involvement (Pulh and Mencarelli 2015). More 
research is therefore needed to capture whether the effervescence of gamification may 
decrease when this tool becomes more routinely used.

Future areas of development in this domain might involve adding connectivity 
elements so that some elements of the gaming experience could be shared through so-
cial media platforms and translated to the everyday life of the learners. This could en-
hance visitors’ experience by adding the social dimension that is intrinsically embedded 
in almost every digital experience. Finally, creating a game that offers the user a higher 
degree of control could represent another possible work direction, making the appli-
cation even more responsive to visitors’ choices and resulting in a more personalized 
experience. This would reinforce the sense of connection and attachment that visitors 
might experience with the cultural institution.

Note

 1. This scenario was developed by the authors based on the game Father and Son created by 
Museo Mann in Naples.
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Introduction

A nonprofit organization practicing marketing places supporters right at the center 
of everything the organization does (Sargeant 2009). Marketing- oriented organi-
zations provide offerings that meet their supporters’ needs and wants to acquire and 
retain support for their organizations. While the marketing concept applies across 
contexts (Wymer, Gross, and Helmig 2016), arts and cultural organizations (ACOs) 
have adopted marketing concepts and tactics to increase fundraising effectiveness. 
Fundraising activity brings donations, which are a major revenue source for ACOs; 
therefore, increasing the efficacy of fundraising activities has been a priority in ACO 
operations. As a result, much research has reported various marketing practices 
that ACOs have implemented to attract more support and resources and the role of 
marketing in organizational performance, including fundraising (Boorsma and 
Chiaravalloti 2010).

This chapter aims to outline the relationship between marketing and fundraising by 
reviewing relevant scholarly research on this topic. We start with an overview of mar-
keting practices in ACOs. We then discuss the role of marketing in fundraising activi-
ties. Finally, we conclude with a discussion of the relationship between marketing and 
fundraising in ACOs in terms of carrying out their missions and creating goodwill for 
the public, and we mention future directions for research.
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Marketing in ACOs

Marketing is defined as “the activity, set of institutions, and processes for creating, 
communicating, delivering, and exchanging offerings that have value for customers, 
clients, partners, and society at large” (American Marketing Association 2017). In the 
definition, creating offerings refers to the development of a product or service to satisfy 
consumers’ needs and wants. Communicating is promoting the product or service and 
reaching out to customers through various marketing communication tools such as ad-
vertising, public relations (PR), direct marketing, personal selling, sponsorship, events, 
sales promotions, and social media communications. Delivering the product or service 
leads to a distribution channel strategy of making the product available at the right place 
and at the right time for customers convenience. Exchanging offerings is related to the 
pricing of the product or service. This definition demonstrates that marketing is a multi-
faceted and dynamic process that can facilitate the exchange of values between an orga-
nization and its target customers. By deconstructing each component in the definition 
of marketing, we can see that some of the marketing components may be less applicable 
to fundraising activities than others. For example, the pricing of the product and service 
component may not be readily applicable to fundraising.

ACOs have adopted marketing to improve overall financial performance, even though 
marketing concepts were not well accepted by the ACO community initially due to their 
origin in the for- profit sector (Arnold and Tapp 2003; Boorsma and Chiaravalloti 2010; 
Lee, Ha, and Kim 2018). More than four decades ago Kotler (1979, 44) stated, “Within 
another decade, marketing will be a major and accepted function within the nonprofit 
sector.” As he predicted, more nonprofit ACOs have adopted marketing as a part of their 
operations.

As more ACOs have begun to use marketing concepts, misunderstandings about 
the application of marketing concepts in the ACO context have grown. While Colbert 
(2009, 14) defined marketing as “the art of putting oneself in the consumer’s shoes,” 
many ACOs would consider marketing as “selling” and thus “immoral” (Sargeant 
2009, 35 and 44, respectively). Misunderstandings about and the devaluation of mar-
keting in the nonprofit community resulted in slow adoption of marketing and the use 
of ineffective marketing practices. Even though there has come to be increased accept-
ance of marketing among ACOs over time, many managers are still confused about the 
marketing concept and where marketing can be applied in ACOs (Cuadrado, Gil, and 
Molla 2000). For example, ACOs tend to mainly utilize promotional tactics such as PR 
even though the scope of marketing is broader than promotion (Cuadrado, Gil, and 
Molla 2000; McDonald and Harrison 2002). PR is a marketing communication tool 
that belongs to promotion, one element of the marketing mix. It does not represent 
marketing entirely and is not in an independent realm outside marketing. However, 
considering that fundraising is one of the major operations in ACOs, it is under-
standable that ACOs have relied on PR to promote their public image to the relevant 
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communities and stakeholders, publicize fundraising events, and encourage people to 
become supporters by purchasing a single ticket, a membership, or a subscription. PR 
tools such as publicity and press releases are effective and efficient ways of reaching 
out to a larger audience to raise awareness and do not cause much concern about the 
credibility of information sources (McDonald and Harrison 2002). These functional 
or task- specific executions of promotion show that ACOs do not approach marketing 
holistically as a strategy to increase support from their various stakeholders. Rather, 
ACOs have often adopted marketing in a piecemeal fashion, focusing on marketing’s 
promotional function.

This narrow scope of marketing executions in ACOs coincides with a lack of scholarly 
research about marketing and fundraising practices in ACOs. Wymer (2021, 1) stated 
that the nonprofit marketing literature is “discordant and fragmented.” Researchers 
have pointed out that the lack of scholarly research about marketing in ACOs may 
have contributed to the piecemeal approach to marketing taken by ACOs and their late 
adoption of the marketing concept (Betzler and Gmür 2016; Jung 2015). Thus, some 
researchers have recommended that ACOs view marketing as an underlying man-
agement process or philosophy (Narver and Slater 1990; Sargeant 2009) and embrace 
marketing as a way to help identify, anticipate, and satisfy supporters’ needs and wants, 
and eventually to achieve sustainability (Liao, Foreman, and Sargeant 2001; Sargeant, 
Foreman, and Liao 2002).

Marketing in Fundraising

Market Orientation and Fundraising

Fundraising is an essential everyday operation for an ACO, which in order to achieve 
its social mission needs to increase its organizational capability through contributions 
and grant income (Byrnes 2014). The organization’s fundraising capabilities can signif-
icantly impact its effective functioning and ultimately its survival (Kim, Gupta, and Lee 
2021). Weinstein and Barden (2017, 3) defined successful fundraising as “the right person 
asking the right prospect for the right amount for the right project at the right time in 
the right way.” They particularly highlighted the six rights as critical success factors in 
any fundraising, as more than 80 percent of a nonprofit’s total revenue typically results 
from less than 20 percent of its donors (a variation of Pareto’s 80/ 20 rule); in some ma-
ture fundraising programs, 90 percent of total revenue comes from 10 percent of donors. 
Even though these findings are not specific to ACO fundraising, they bring attention 
to matters of prospective donors and how to approach them to maximize an ACO’s 
fundraising performance. As the perception of fundraising has evolved from a money- 
raising practice to a more systematic, sustainable, and strategic initiative for ACO sus-
tainability, much attention has been devoted to how to effectively develop fundraising 
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(Jung 2015). Marketing is one of the ways to create a systematic, sustainable, and stra-
tegic fundraising practice. Čačija (2013) claimed that fundraising serves as feedback for 
a nonprofit organization’s strategic marketing movement.

Market orientation explains how to implement marketing concepts in an organiza-
tion. Two commonly used perspectives for assessing market orientation are cultural 
and behavioral. Narver and Slater’s (1990) cultural perspective suggests that an orga-
nization that practices marketing has three cultural orientations: (1) customer orien-
tation, (2) competitor orientation, and (3) interfunctional coordination. Kohli and 
Jaworski’s (1990) behavioral perspective suggests that an organization implementing 
a marketing concept presents three behaviors: (1) intelligence generation, (2) intelli-
gence dissemination, and (3) responsiveness. Studies show a positive relationship be-
tween market orientation and organizational performance (Hult, Ketchen, and Slater 
2005; Shoham, Rose, and Kropp 2005). Market orientation is a long- term- focused 
marketing strategy that helps an organization gain a competitive advantage. Because 
of the strategy’s centrality in business success and growth, many studies about mar-
keting in the for- profit sector have investigated the effect of market orientation on 
the for- profit organization’s performance. However, only a relatively small number of 
studies have examined the impact of market orientation on the ACO’s performance. 
Gainer and Padanyi (2002, 2005) showed a positive relationship between market ori-
entation and organizational performance: ACOs that implemented market- driven ac-
tivities in their operation were more likely to develop a market- oriented culture, which 
led not only to growth in resources and customer satisfaction but also to an improved 
reputation among peers. The researchers emphasize the importance of being atten-
tive to and coping with market forces, as this can increase revenue without sacrificing 
the organization’s artistic reputation and integrity. This finding aligns with Kohli and 
Jaworski’s (1990) and Narver and Slater’s (1990) work viewing market orientation from 
behavioral and cultural perspectives. Frey and Meier (2006) discovered that museums 
with market- oriented management earned higher revenue by catering to visitor 
interests than museums without such an approach. Voss and Voss (2000), however, 
reported that market orientation in nonprofit professional theaters is negatively associ-
ated with earned revenue, total revenue, and net revenue.

Although market orientation has a substantial, tangible application for ACOs, it is 
still challenging to fully implement market orientation in ACOs without adjustments, 
because market orientation was originally developed for large business organizations 
with customers and competitors and was structured into the functional business area 
(Wymer, Boenigk, and Möhlmann 2015). Thus, Liao, Foreman, and Sargeant (2001) 
proposed societal orientation as an alternative to market orientation for nonprofit or-
ganizations, to distinguish nonprofit organizations’ mission pursuit and operational 
environment from for- profit organizations’ profit- seeking and market environment. 
Furthermore, as nonprofits have adopted marketing concepts through market ori-
entation, the nonprofit sector has created the term donor- centricity, which is more 
applicable to nonprofits (Bennett 1998; Institute for Sustainable Philanthropy 2021).
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Relationship Marketing and Fundraising

A major recent trend in marketing is a shift away from transactional marketing and 
toward relationship marketing (Andreasen and Kotler 2007). The basic idea of rela-
tionship marketing is to treat different customers differently and achieve organiza-
tional sustainability and long- term stability by building a strong relationship with loyal 
customers. A large body of research on nonprofits has paid attention to this transition 
in marketing focus and has strived to suggest ways to build a steady relationship with 
donors and patrons (Fillis 2011; Rentschler et al. 2002). Kotler (1980, xv) observed that 
many ACOs have adopted relationship marketing as their strategy: “marketing becomes 
the critical mechanism for building enduring and satisfying relationships between the 
arts organization and its target audience.”

The core strategies of relationship marketing have three primary parts: acquisition, 
retention, and growth (Rentschler et al. 2002). Research on relationship marketing 
emphasizes retention, which involves cultivating a strong relationship between an or-
ganization and its supporters (Rentschler and Radbourne 2008; Lee and Lee 2017), be-
cause acquiring new donors is more costly than keeping loyal donors (Jung 2015; Kim, 
Gupta, and Lee 2021). Sargeant (2013) found that recruiting a donor costs nonprofits two 
to three times as much as their first donation. Considering that it typically takes twelve 
to eighteen months before a new donor becomes profitable and about half of new donors 
are lost after their first donation, it is not surprising that many nonprofits suffer from the 
instability of individual giving (Gaffny 1996; Khodakarami, Petersen, and Venkatesan 
2015; Sargeant and Woodliffe 2007). Therefore, retaining and growing existing donors 
has become a desired strategy for nonprofit organizations (Sargeant and Jay 2004). 
Similarly, Byrnes (2014) and Čačija (2013) noticed that long- term relationships with 
donors and well- organized marketing strategies are the keys to successful fundraising.

ACOs that apply relationship marketing to keep and grow the value of donors 
through an in- depth understanding of those donors enhance their fundraising perfor-
mance. Rentschler et al. (2002) proposed a loyalty ladder that demonstrates how a pros-
pect for an ACO becomes a single- ticket buyer, repeat buyer, subscriber or member or 
donor, and long- term advocate. Scherhag and Boenigk (2013) supported the application 
of relationship marketing to ACOs by reporting a positive effect of relationship mar-
keting on fundraising performance for ACOs in Germany. They showed that ACOs that 
treated donors differently according to their donation amount achieved more positive 
fundraising results than those that treated all donors equally. Jung (2015) emphasized 
the importance of building relationships with the local community to develop inclusive 
fundraising strategies for a museum. Kotler, Kotler, and Kotler (2016) highlight the role 
of relationship marketing as a proactive form of fundraising, which requires segmenta-
tion of the donor market, evaluation of the potential of each segment, and allocation of 
resources to the segments based on their respective potential for donation. Kim, Gupta, 
and Lee (2021) also suggest that nonprofit organizations should make additional efforts 
to identify prospective loyal donors and develop a marketing plan to appeal to them.
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As nonprofits have adopted marketing concepts through practicing relationship 
marketing, the nonprofit sector has also developed the term relationship fundraising 
(Burnett 2002). In relationship fundraising, fundraisers recognize each donor as unique 
in their donation history, motivation for donation, and expectations for the organiza-
tion they support. A relationship fundraising strategy is a long- term- oriented strategy 
that focuses on donor acquisition and donor retention. Nonprofit organizations should 
implement such a strategy even though the return on investment for relationship fund-
raising is not immediate, as the potential future revenue from the relationship fund-
raising strategy far outweighs the investment (Sargeant 2001). In addition, cultivating 
donor relationships in nonprofits can increase donation revenue (Sargeant 2009).

Despite the need for long- term relationships and corresponding marketing strategies 
for successful fundraising, academic research about the determinants of switching be-
havior (e.g., switching from being a one- time donor to being a regular donor) and lapse 
behavior, which may give practitioners insight into how to retain the existing donors, 
has been lacking (Burnett 2002).

An ACO’s marketing concept adoption can be observed through the market orienta-
tion and relationship marketing practices in its fundraising operations. To implement 
market orientation and relationship marketing in fundraising, ACOs need to develop 
strategic marketing planning to help them build a competitive advantage in the fund-
raising market.

Developing Strategic Marketing 
Planning for Fundraising

Market orientation and relationship fundraising are two vital strategic directions ACOs 
have adopted to improve their operations, especially their fundraising. Well- developed 
marketing strategic planning plays a crucial role in executing a successful fundraising 
campaign (Maple 2013). The first step in implementing both market orientation and re-
lationship fundraising is to identify the needs and wants of various groups of poten-
tial and current donors and patrons so that ACOs can serve them with customized 
messages, offerings, and benefits (Andreasen and Kotler 2007; Kotler, Kotler, and 
Kotler 2016).

Understanding ACO Supporters

Understanding ACO supporters is the first step to developing a marketing strategy for 
effective fundraising. Bennett (1998) reported that in the United Kingdom, small and 
medium- sized nonprofit organizations that understood supporters’ characteristics 
and motivations for donation improved their fundraising performance. Tajtáková and 
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Arias- Aranda (2008) suggest that marketing strategies should be based on consumers’ 
motivations, interests, attendance, barriers, and expectations. The organization’s know-
ledge of donor demographic and psychographic profiles, including motivations, guides 
the development of customized messages for different potential and current donors. 
Personalized communication is the outcome of a market- oriented strategy and the most 
effective way to build relationships between organizations and donors. Streed (2020) 
suggests that arts consumers may present substantial differences in profile, expecta-
tions, and behavior due to the heterogeneous nature of performing arts.

A large body of research in the nonprofit literature has identified ACO supporters’ 
characteristics and motivations (Ateca- Amestoy and Gorostiaga 2022; Bekkers and 
Wiepking 2011; Neumayr and Handy 2019). Colbert (2003) reported heterogeneity 
among arts patrons. For example, consumers of high art tend to have a higher education 
level than the general population: 85 to 90 percent of contemporary art institutions’ pa-
trons hold a university degree, and 65 percent of the audience of symphony orchestras 
and theaters have a university degree. Donors for ACOs are typically white (Jung 2015), 
older, more educated (Pompe, Tamburri, and Munn 2020), and wealthy (Kottasz 2004). 
They tend to live in an affluent area, occupy managerial or professional roles (Carpenter, 
Connolly, and Myers 2008; Mohan and Bulloch 2012), and hold high social status 
(Wiepking 2007). Kottasz (2004) suggests that high- income young male professionals 
can be a new target donor group for ACOs, having observed that young wealthy men in 
London are more likely to donate to arts organizations than to other types of charities.

While the motivation for contributions differs by socioeconomic status (Radley 
and Kennedy 1992), multiple motivations for supporting ACOs have been identified, 
including self- interest (Sargeant and Shang 2010), altruism (Sargeant and Shang 
2010; Wiepking 2007), awareness of need (Wiepking 2007), solicitation (Bekkers and 
Wiepking 2007; Wiepking and Maas 2009), psychological benefits (Wiepking 2007; 
Bekkers and Wiepking 2011), norms of social responsibility (Barnes 2011), social 
status (Kolhede and Gomez- Arias 2016), tax incentives (Bertacchini, Santagata, and 
Signorello 2011), individual experiences and desire for impact (Breeze 2013), and sense 
of connection (Payton and Moody 2008). In addition, recent research confirms that 
art consumption experiences (e.g., visiting theaters and viewing visual arts) and active 
participation are positively correlated with donations (Ateca- Amestoy and Gorostiaga 
2022; Bourgeon- Renault et al. 2006; Conway and Leighton 2012; Petkus 2004). This 
finding emphasizes the experiential aspect of ACO offerings. Offering a superior expe-
rience to its audience can create a positive attitude toward the ACO and result in dona-
tion behavior. ACOs that are perceived as providing high- quality programs and services 
tend to receive more donations (Krawczyk, Wooddell, and Dias 2017).

The research found that different donor groups preferred different fundraising 
approaches and techniques. Thus, developing distinct fundraising strategies helps 
ACOs appeal effectively to diverse donor segments with specific demographic and psy-
chographic profiles (Petkus 2004; Schlegelmilch and Tynan 1989a, b). Fundraising, es-
pecially museum fundraising, has concentrated on the needs and interests of donors 
in traditional demographic profiles (white, affluent, and educated), but clinging only 
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to this demographic may not improve fundraising outcomes considering the changing 
trends in the US population (Bell 2012; Jung 2015; Smithsonian Institution 2001). 
Individual charitable giving rates among low-  and middle- income donors in the United 
States are declining due to recent tax policy changes and organizations’ greater reliance 
on high- income donors. A recent study from the European Union confirms the demo-
graphic profile of arts patrons as older and with higher education levels (Ateca- Amestoy 
and Gorostiaga 2022; Rooney et al. 2020; Urban Institute 2021). Therefore, embracing 
diversity and inclusion efforts is necessary to increase the chances of successful fund-
raising and expand the base of patrons for future growth (Pettey and Wagner 2007; 
Faculty of the Lilly Family School of Philanthropy 2020). In this vein, segmenting donor 
groups and executing relevant fundraising marketing programs for each segment are 
recommended more than ever.

Segmentation, Targeting, and Positioning

When an ACO understands its potential or current supporters, the organization can 
develop a marketing strategy through the STP approach: segmentation, targeting, and 
positioning. Market segmentation can be applied to fundraising by grouping hetero-
geneous supporters into segments that share common properties in terms of demo-
graphic, geographic, behavioral, and psychographic characteristics. After segmentation, 
an ACO can choose appropriate target donor groups and develop a positioning strategy 
to communicate why the target market donor groups should support the organiza-
tion. An ACO’s understanding of its donors, grouping them into segments (segmen-
tation), selecting particular groups to focus on (targeting), and executing positioning 
strategy (positioning) to appeal to the chosen target donors will impact their fund-
raising outcomes positively (Colbert and Ravanas 2019). The STP approach implies a 
donor priority strategy that treats donors differently according to their contribution 
and offers personalized services, yielding greater fundraising performance (Scherhag 
and Boenigk 2013). In terms of positioning, both academics and professionals have 
emphasized building a favorable, unique, and strong brand (Aaker 1992; Wymer, Gross, 
and Helmig 2016). Positioning strategy influences how an ACO is perceived and under-
stood by its target public audience. Building a positive brand image in the minds of the 
target donors will play a crucial role in improving fundraising performance (Wymer, 
Boenigk, and Möhlmann 2015; Wymer, Gross, and Helmig 2016).

Branding

The American Marketing Association defines brand as “a name, term, design, symbol 
or any other feature that identifies one seller’s goods or service as distinct from those of 
other sellers” (American Marketing Association n.d.). This definition simply refers to 
brand elements intended to identify a brand and differentiate it from its competitors. 

 

 



Marketing and Fundraising for ACOs   465

 

However, a brand represents something bigger than the combination of brand elements, 
and it is this that ultimately gives the customer a reason to choose it over its compet-
itor. Therefore, brand strength comes less from the functional performance of products 
than from intangibles such as brand awareness, brand meaning built in the customer’s 
mind, the customer’s emotional connection to the brand, brand image, and company 
reputation (Keller and Swaminathan 2020). These intangible assets constitute brand 
equity, defined as “the marketing effects or outcomes that accrue to a product with its 
brand name compared with those that would accrue if the same product did not have 
the brand name” (Ailawadi, Lehmann, and Neslin 2003, 1). In particular, what resides 
in the customer’s mind regarding a brand— for example, their feelings, thoughts, or un-
derstanding—  matters to building a strong brand. Therefore, a customer- based brand 
equity approach emphasizes looking at brand equity from the consumer’s perspective, 
orienting from the customer’s mindset (Keller and Lehmann 2003). It provides the 
customer with a reason to buy the brand instead of its competitors and to be loyal to 
the brand.

Brand equity serves as an organization’s competitive advantage, something that 
a competitor may not easily take over or imitate. Therefore, building a strong brand 
and maintaining it over time are crucial to an organization’s long- term sustainability. 
Holt and Cameron (2010) developed a cultural brand strategy that guides organiza-
tions to build a strong brand with innovative ideologies. This strategy emphasizes cul-
tural innovation— creating an innovative cultural expression that resonates with the 
target market’s ideological needs through myth and cultural code to build an iconic 
brand (Holt 2012). Schroeder (2009) also emphasized the cultural aspect of brand and 
identified brand culture as the third dimension of brand research, in conjunction with 
the more traditional research areas of brand identity and brand image. Art marketing 
researchers have suggested that arts marketing theory should take into account cul-
tural and social issues as well as economic factors, and have reported that arts and cul-
tural branding works best when it includes context such as social, political, and cultural 
components (Baumgarth and O’Reilly 2014; O’Reilly 2005).

As the competition to attract and retain support among ACOs grows, the role of the 
brand becomes more significant for fundraising (Colbert 2009; Scott 2000). Research 
shows that the branding principle applies to organizations in the nonprofit sector due 
to its essential role in fundraising (Wymer, Boenigk, and Möhlmann 2015). According 
to Sargeant and Woodliffe (2007), a well- known nonprofit organization with a clear 
mission identity tends to receive a greater amount of donations. Higher levels of brand 
recognition and understanding by the public are positively associated with superior 
fundraising performance (Sargeant and Woodliffe 2007). Furthermore, studies in the 
nonprofit sector show that brand familiarity leads to a favorable attitude toward the or-
ganization, resulting in a greater amount of donations and support (Lee and Lee 2017). 
Brand familiarity is also found to have a positive impact on earned revenue. For ex-
ample, Urrutiaguer (2014) reported that the local audience’s paid attendance for arts 
performances tended to be low when the performances were launched by an emerging 
but less well- known performing arts company. Positive brand attitude and attachment 
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to the brand are likely to increase visitors’ behavioral loyalty (reflected in volunteering 
and an enhanced likelihood of donating) in addition to their impact on financial per-
formance (Baumgarth 2014). Being well- known, building a favorable image among 
the target groups of current and prospective supporters, and offering supporters good- 
quality artistic programs and services that are differentiated from those offered by peer 
organizations are the prerequisites for an ACO to be a strong brand (Wymer, Gross, and 
Helmig 2016). Best (2012) recognizes brand reputation and unique programs and serv-
ices as potential sources for an ACO’s competitive advantage. Streed (2020) claimed that 
performing arts managers should develop distinctive marketing strategies to embrace 
heterogeneous customers and expand their customer base.

In sum, a strong brand provides reasons for potential supporters to consider 
supporting a particular ACO over another and for current supporters to continue to 
support it. ACOs with strong brand equity (high awareness, relevance, perceived 
quality, and knowledge) have improved fundraising outcomes. From the brand man-
agement perspective, revitalizing the brand and staying relevant in supporters’ minds 
are critical. Courchesne, Ravanas, and Pulido (2017) highlight that an ACO needs to 
develop a brand repositioning strategy that it can implement when its current brand 
becomes irrelevant to supporters and loses its appeal. An ACO can improve a weakened 
brand image and increase its earned and donation income by offering a new product or 
service (e.g., doing social good) or launching a new communication channel (e.g., a so-
cial media platform or a web- based blog).

Designing a Marketing Mix: The 4 P’s

Having a strong brand helps ACOs become more effective in their fundraising. The stra-
tegic approaches to building strong brand equity have evolved from market orientation 
to service orientation to experiential orientation (Colbert and Dantas 2019). The mar-
keting mix (product, price, place, promotion— the 4 P’s) involves marketing activities 
that help an organization build a competitive advantage, such as strong brand equity. 
Designing marketing mix programs is a vital part of brand- building strategies. Even 
though the traditional marketing 4 P’s may not directly relate to ACO fundraising, they 
can still provide some useful insights.

Product
For ACOs, a broad product definition may include “tangible goods, a service, an expe-
rience, a cause, or an idea. Product is associated with any result of the creative act— for 
example, a performance, a festival event, exhibition, a painting, a CD or music down-
load, a book, a film, or a television program” (Colbert and Ravanas 2019, 24). Both 
market orientation and relationship marketing strategy emphasize the importance of 
product offerings in developing a marketing strategy. Quality of the artistic product and 
communication about the artistic work are vital to developing a competitive advantage 
in the saturated arts market (Colbert 2003). However, the literature finds evaluating 
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artistic and cultural product quality to be challenging. When customers evaluate the 
quality of ACO offerings, they consider artistic product quality, which is subjective, 
and their art consumption experience. Thus, Davis and Swanson (2009) introduce 
five service attributes— employees, showtime, facility access, ancillary quality, and 
visual aesthetics— that cultural event attendees use to evaluate the service quality of 
performing arts products. This perspective suggests the need for co- production or co- 
creation of art products, emphasizing the active roles consumers play in creating value 
from their arts experiences (Boorsma 2006). Stavraki, Plakoyiannaki, and Clarke (2018) 
provide theoretical insight into the consumption of art experiences and examine the in-
terpretive responses to an aesthetic experience.

As ACOs implement market orientation, the market’s influence on the artistic product 
development process becomes a question: how much should the market influence crea-
tivity in art production? ACOs’ products or programs influence demand among a target 
segment (Courchesne, Ravanas, and Pulido 2017; Urrutiaguer 2014). Voss and Voss 
(2000) reported that professional theaters that present innovative artistic products re-
ceive less revenue than theaters that offer less innovative products. ACOs suffer from 
an artistic deficit due to their preference for commercial, risk- free, popular works over 
more creative pieces (Heilbrun and Gray 1993). However, some researchers found that 
market- oriented ACOs understand customers’ cultural consumption patterns and 
preferences and increase innovativeness in their programs (Burton, Louviere, Young. 
2009; Camarero, Garrido, and Vicente 2011). While ACOs continuously make a trade- 
off between the objectives of increasing audience and innovating the art form through 
programs, innovative products that require higher marketing costs to educate the audi-
ence and that are associated with uncertainty in ticket sales are considered to be high- 
risk products (Bakhshi and Throsby 2010; DeLong and Vijayaraghavan 2012; Frumkin 
and Andre- Clak 2000; McDonald 2007). Research suggests that the arts and culture in-
dustry must constantly balance artistic aspirations with commercial realities to achieve 
ongoing success (e.g., Dempster 2006; Holbrook and Zirlin 1985). Entrepreneurial mar-
keting, a combination of entrepreneurship and marketing, is proposed as a new para-
digm to balance artistic innovation and market needs in ACOs (Fillis and Telford 2020; 
Parkman, Holloway, and Sebastiao 2012; Rentschler and Geursen 2004). Entrepreneurial 
marketing emphasizes innovation and creativity in product/ programing development 
and marketing execution (Fillis and Rentschler 2005). It has been adopted in the arts 
and cultural sector and garnered remarkable success by enhancing the user experience 
through creative artistic innovation (Fillis, Lehman, and Miles 2017).

Price
Price is the value of goods and services. There are several factors involved in deter-
mining price: customer perception, cost, product type, competitors’ products, and ex-
ternal factors. According to Hill, O’Sullivan, and O’Sullivan (2017, 159), some individuals 
who join an “arts organization’s Friends scheme” may actively support the organiza-
tion and its work, which becomes a solid foundation for fundraising, and higher price 
encourages them to pay more in return for greater engagement with the organization. 

 



468   Hyunjung Lee, Kyoungnam Ha, and Youngseon Kim 

 

This phenomenon leads to two questions: how should an ACO estimate the value of its 
products, and what determines the price of the product? A theory of price strategy for 
nonprofit organizations is still in its embryonic stage. Thus, most studies regarding price 
in nonprofits rely on specific cases. For example, Birnberg, Choi, and Presslee (2021) 
conducted a field study and found that pay- what- you- want may not be the best pricing 
strategy for a performing arts theater. Estelami, Estelami, and Lichtmann (2019) ex-
amine locational variables (e.g., the location of a seat) as a factor that determines ticket 
prices. Labaronne and Slembeck (2015) show that dynamic pricing strategies such as 
auctions can help performing arts organizations adapt to temporal demand fluctuation.

Place
Place is defined as the ensemble of activities that make the product or service avail-
able to consumers. The place strategy that determines how and where to distribute 
products must be based on consumers’ points of view and convenience (Colbert and 
Ravanas 2019). Thus a multichannel strategy to promote and deliver cultural and ar-
tistic products, services, and fundraising has become the industry norm. As digital 
technology evolves, ACOs have embraced digital channels as a way of delivering their 
artistic products and services. For example, Behzadi (2013) reported that the website of 
the Metropolitan Opera serves as a distribution channel because it provides online box 
office functions and opera streaming services.

Gallagher and Sowa (2014) pay attention to the way social media are used to manage 
the engagement of donors, members, and volunteers in ACOs. Many studies have 
examined the effectiveness of fundraising using these channels. For example, Bhati and 
McDonnell (2020) reported that a nonprofit’s Facebook network size, activity, and audi-
ence engagement are positively related to fundraising success, measured by the number 
of donors and amount of donations. Lee and Shon (2021) also found a close connection 
between the number of followers on social media platforms and both donation revenue 
and the number of volunteers: the number of Facebook followers is positively associated 
with individual donations and the number of full- time- equivalent volunteers, while the 
number of Twitter followers has a positive impact on donations but not on the number 
of full- time equivalent volunteers.

Promotion
Promotion is responsible for communicating marketing offers to the target market. 
Organizations use promotional tactics to deliver messages conveying the positioning 
of an organization and its offerings to the target audience. ACOs recognize the strategic 
role of promotion to reach out to their supporters, maintain relationships with their 
publics, and enhance their reputation (Hooper- Greenhill 2000). While traditional pro-
motional tools such as advertising, public relations, sales promotion, personal selling, 
direct marketing, and sponsorship have proven to be effective, nontraditional com-
munication channels such as social media platforms are increasingly utilized to pro-
mote performing arts products (Hausmann 2012). Hausmann and Poellmann (2013) 
reported that ACOs adopt social media marketing techniques to strategically manage 
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communication, innovation, and reputation. Several studies claim that web- based com-
munication tools such as social media, blogs, mobile apps, podcasting, and streaming 
services enable ACOs to co- create brands with supporters and to provide more 
personalized services to their supporters through two- way interactive communication; 
this increases the target audience’s knowledge about the ACOs and their satisfaction 
with the organization’s programs and services (Bertacchini and Morando 2013; Capriotti 
and Kuklinski 2012; Sigala 2005; Teather and Wilhelm 1999). Camarero, Garrido, and 
San Jose (2016) investigated the determinants of museum success as measured by web-
site traffic and showed that content-  and interaction- oriented online communication 
strategies generate high website traffic. Other studies explore the use of online commu-
nication strategies by cultural organizations (Padilla- Meléndez and del Águila- Obra 
2013) and the motivation for visiting online museums (Goldman and Schaller 2004) 
and suggest metrics to evaluate online communication performance in ACOs (Cunliffe, 
Kritou, and Tudhope 2001; Padilla- Meléndez and del Águila- Obra 2013).

The Relationship between Marketing 
and Fundraising

The central purpose of the marketing concept is to positively influence an organization’s 
performance. As more ACOs have adopted marketing concepts from the for- profit 
sector to increase revenues and improve financial sustainability, the number of studies 
that examine the effect of marketing on a nonprofit’s performance has increased. 
However, few studies have explicitly examined the relationship between marketing and 
fundraising. Most studies looked at a nonprofit’s marketing activity and the financial 
outcomes, mainly using the amount of support acquired (e.g., as measured by ticket 
sales, donations, and grants). There seem to be mixed relationships between marketing 
and financial viability for ACOs: while a majority of research found a positive relation-
ship between marketing activity and financial health in nonprofits, some studies found 
a negative association between them (e.g., Eikenberry and Kluver 2004; Kirchner, 
Markowski, and Ford 2007).

The Smithsonian Institution reviewed marketing activities in art museums and found 
that the higher the marketing expenditure, the higher the general admission sales to 
the public (Smithsonian Institution 2001). This finding demonstrates that increases in 
art museums’ marketing activity produced increases in earned revenue. Arnold and 
Tapp (2003) also found that direct marketing efforts increase earned income (e.g., ticket 
sales) and donations in ACOs. Grizzle (2015) reported that marketing and advertising 
expenses for fundraising increase donation revenue in ACOs. Lee, Ha, and Kim (2018) 
further investigated the relationship and noted that an ACO’s marketing expense is 
more strongly associated with earned income than with donation revenue. Lee (2021) 
reported that the art sector spends more on marketing than other nonprofit sectors do 
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and found a positive relationship between marketing expenditures and earned revenue 
and donations. When the two relationships are compared, the relationship between 
marketing and earned income is seen to be stronger than that between marketing and 
donations.

Marketing activities also increase the amount of money ACOs can raise from 
businesses. Thomas, Pervan, and Nuttall (2009) show that market- oriented ACOs can 
attract more business sponsorships without sacrificing their artistic and social goals. 
Lee, Kim, and Ranucci (2021) extended the finding by examining the relationship 
through longitudinal data and reported a positive association between marketing em-
phasis in an ACO’s operations and the acquisition of corporate support.

Our literature review confirms that ACOs have adopted marketing concepts to im-
prove their performance. These have included market orientation and relationship mar-
keting strategies, which share the tenet that an organization’s marketing strategy starts 
from understanding the supporter’s unmet needs and wants in order to satisfy them 
with the organization’s offerings. In return, these satisfied supporters will provide more 
resources to organizations, allowing them to better meet their social goals.

Going Forward: Future Research

This chapter reviewed scholarly works to discuss how marketing is related to fund-
raising in ACOs. The adoption of marketing concepts in ACO fundraising and mar-
keting strategies plays a vital role in successful fundraising. For successful fundraising, 
organizations must build a strong brand and cultivate relationships with donors, be-
cause a strong brand lures new supporters and solid donor relationships keep current 
supporters donating. Marketing was adopted initially as just a promotional tactic, but 
more ACOs have come to embrace marketing as a whole strategy for their organiza-
tional health. Although ACOs have adopted various marketing strategies and tactics, 
in this chapter we mainly focused on the two most- researched topics in marketing and 
fundraising: market orientation and relationship marketing. As nonprofits adopted and 
practiced more marketing strategies, they realized that some adjustments were neces-
sary to successfully apply marketing strategies rooted in the for- profit sector to nonprofit 
organizations. Among the nonprofit- specific marketing strategies they have developed 
are donor- centricity and relationship fundraising. Considering that fundraising is an 
everyday operation essential to ACOs’ sustainability, examining whether marketing 
strategy has helped ACOs improve fundraising performance is a necessary and mean-
ingful pursuit for research. However, there seems to be a lack of research investigating 
the effects of marketing strategies on fundraising performance. Therefore, we conclude 
this chapter with suggestions for future studies in the relevant areas.

First, more empirical research should be conducted to shed light on the relation-
ship between marketing and fundraising. The tasks for research include identifying the 
scope of marketing activities in ACOs’ fundraising/ development function. There are 
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many overlaps between marketing and fundraising. For example, when an ACO sends 
direct mail to a longtime donor for a capital campaign, that can be considered both a 
marketing activity to build a long- term relationship with the current donor and a part of 
fundraising activity to acquire necessary funds. However, there are no widely accepted 
rules for identifying marketing activity in ACO operations or for parsing out marketing 
from development.

Another topic for future research is developing valid and reliable measures of mar-
keting and fundraising outcomes (Wymer 2021). Developing nonprofit fundraising 
outcome measures is challenging because the outcomes often depend on behavioral 
and attitudinal changes among target donors (Shah and George 2021). Boorsma and 
Chiaravalloti (2010) claimed that financial outcome and audience numbers are not suf-
ficient to measure marketing contributions to arts organizations; instead, they suggest 
using mission- based measurements to assess marketing effects in ACOs. Even in the 
for- profit sector, measuring marketing effectiveness is a challenging task. However, 
developing a valid and reliable measurement for relevant constructs is the first step in 
measuring marketing effectiveness. Without proper measures, it is not possible to pre-
cisely assess the effect of marketing on fundraising. Researchers have utilized different 
subjective and objective constructs and measures to evaluate marketing and fundraising 
success in ACOs. For example, Arnold and Tapp (2003) measured an organization’s 
marketing effort through the annual expenditures allocated to marketing activities. Lee, 
Ha, and Kim (2018) and Lee, Kim, and Ranucci (2021) used marketing for programs, 
marketing for fundraising, and marketing emphasis to measure ACO's marketing ac-
tivity level and annual marketing expenditure data from a secondary database. Thomas, 
Pervan, and Nuttall (2009) assessed marketing through market orientation, measured 
by asking market orientation questions during individual interviews.

Building a long- term relationship with loyal donors and developing corresponding 
marketing strategies are critical factors in successful fundraising from a relationship 
marketing perspective. However, academic research on donors’ switching and lapse 
behaviors is scant even though the research findings from such studies have many 
practical implications for professionals (Burk 2003; Burnett 2002). Furthermore, the 
emphasis remains firmly on donor acquisition rather than donor retention or growth 
(Sargeant and Hudson 2008). Thus, factors that influence donor churn should be 
investigated in the future. While a large body of research in relationship marketing 
emphasizes the importance of keeping loyal supporters, Kim, Gupta, and Lee (2021) in-
sist that long- lapsed members are still worth pursuing for renewal, though they are less 
productive for repeat giving. This suggestion leads to the need for donor valuation based 
on loyalty.

Developing a reputable brand, finding the right supporters, and personalized 
communication with potential and current supporters are well- established mar-
keting strategy recommendations that ACOs should implement to acquire and retain 
supporters. However, how successfully these marketing concepts are implemented 
varies among ACOs. Moreover, despite the rapidly growing use of digital channels in 
creating brand image, building relationships, and communicating with current and 
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potential supporters, little research deals with this topic in ACOs. Therefore, future re-
search should explore the development of web- based marketing strategies for ACOs 
and assess their effects on ACOs’ fundraising.
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Chapter 24

Creation and 
Consumption Experience 

of Cultural Value in 
Contemp orary Art

Ian Fillis, Boram Lee, and Ian Fraser

Introduction

We inform understanding of the cultural value surrounding contemporary art by fo-
cusing on stakeholder interactions relating to an annual high- profile contemporary art 
exhibition. The chapter is structured as follows. We assess the meaning of contemporary 
art before evaluating its connection with cultural value. We then utilize marketing and 
consumption theory to enhance understanding. Insight is provided through our quali-
tative cultural value research on an annual contemporary art exhibition. Finally, we dis-
cuss our findings and make a number of suggestions for future research.

We respond to broader criticisms that research on the impact of the arts tends to 
have conceptual and methodological weaknesses (McCarthy et al. 2001) by progressing 
theory grounded in a robust conceptual framework. We build on Jafari, Taheri, and vom 
Lehn (2013) by moving beyond affective, recreational, and cognitive experiences to ac-
count for the social context of exhibition attendance. For some consumers, aesthetic 
and everyday consumption experiences are intertwined as they embrace the arts within 
their lives (Venkatesh and Meamber 2008).

The notion of “customer” does not fit clearly with visual art consumption. Instead, 
both art for art’s sake and art for business’s sake philosophies impact (Fillis 2006). Joy 
and Sherry (2003, 155) evaluate the relationship between art market and artwork by con-
sidering the actions of each stakeholder:

The relationship between art and market can be rendered visible only by closely 
examining the actions of contemporary artists, art critics, and writers, and the efforts 
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of gallery and auction house merchandisers. A market orientation is just one way of 
evaluating the activities of the art world. Art and market are not reducible to each 
other. . . . While the market operates on a narrative that valorizes the latest trend in 
image- making . . . it is neither the only or the most important arbitrator of value for 
the viewer.

This raises both philosophical and practical value issues with respect to producing what 
a potential buyer might want (customer orientation) versus producing from within 
and then stimulating demand for the artwork (self or intrinsic creation). Our research 
involves consumers as gallery visitors and buyers, artists, the art institution, gallerists, and 
investors. All of these create and receive value in both the short and long terms, and may 
even only recognize value well after any encounter with the art as they reflect on the expe-
rience. Gummerus’s (2013) positioning of value as experience outcomes fits well here.

What Is Contemporary Art?

Some critics view art as no more than an industrial product, while others see it as 
possessing an aesthetic culturally defined sign (Mick 1986; Barrere and Santagata 1999). 
Venkatesh and Meamber (2008) interpret engagement with art as simultaneous pro-
duction and consumption. Art consists of artifacts, images, or performances that con-
tain rich, complex, direct, and symbolic meanings. Contemporary art can be shocking, 
modernizing, and retro- sensationalist (Smith 2009). It can also be postcolonial in 
being influenced not by any art movement but, rather, by diversity, identity, and cri-
tique. Contemporary art as counterculture (Roszak 1995; Desmond, McDonagh, and 
O’Donohoe 2000) can be seen in small- scale artist- run initiatives, taking control away 
from the art institution in shaping value.

Plattner (1998, 482) considers the market for contemporary art,

where producers do not make work primarily for sale, where buyers often have no 
idea of the value of what they buy, and where middlemen routinely claim reimburse-
ment for sales of things they have never seen to buyers they have never dealt with.

It has also been described as a Veblen good (Veblen 1973), with high price approximating 
to high elite value. Joy and Sherry (2004, 307) think of contemporary, avant- garde art 
as being capable of “bursting the frame” by “continuously critiquing and pushing the 
boundaries in the creation of art.”

According to Bourdieu (1993, 36), believing in the value of an artwork constitutes part 
of its full reality, although other factors also shape its perceived value:

There is . . . every reason to suppose that the constitution of the aesthetic gaze . . . ca-
pable of considering the work of art in and for itself . . . is linked to the institution of the 
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work of art as an object of contemplation, with the creation of private and . . . public 
galleries and museums, and the parallel development of a corps of professionals ap-
pointed to conserve the work of art, both materially and symbolically.

A work of art, he asserts, can only receive value from a position of collective belief. 
Many artists create value through producing work reflecting their inner motivation 
(intrinsic value) and not through adherence to market principles (Holbrook and 
Zirlin 1985).

Communicating the value associated with art concerns the expression of feelings and 
ideas about it. When we are attracted to an artwork, we experience mental and sensual, 
aesthetic arousal (Venkatesh and Meamber 2008). Value is created from the written, 
verbal, and visual narratives surrounding the art. Experience is an additional source 
of value in being memorable, personal, and founded on sensations (Pine and Gilmore 
2011), moving between passive and active participation in involving consumption 
through absorption and immersion, signaling the co- creation of value (Prahalad and 
Ramswamy 2004; Vargo and Lusch 2014). This results in the construction of new value 
and meanings associated with the art (Minkiewicz, Evans, and Bridson 2014).

Defining Cultural Value

Crossick and Kaszynska (2014, 124) view cultural value in terms of “the effects that 
culture has on those who experience it and the difference it makes to individuals and 
society.”

Geursen and Rentschler (2003) evaluate both its aesthetic context (relating to quality 
of life and the social and psychological values of cultural capital) and its neoclassical 
economic interpretation (measuring its economic output and monetary value to the 
economy). O’Brien (2015) reveals that a “true understanding of the value of culture is 
impossible without the disciplines and fields that are currently peripheral to both gov-
ernment social science and, more broadly, higher education in the UK.” Art as a cul-
tural object (Duhaime, Joy, and Ross 1995) contains a range of both stable and subjective 
values expressed through our interpretations of meaning as we interact with the object 
(or the experience). When an art object is located in a museum or gallery, this gives 
it an aura of value. When we enter a gallery space, we do not enter blind but, rather, 
come in with presuppositions about what we might find there and how we might react 
in terms of

the knowledge, the expectations, the mental schema, and the values that individuals 
bring to their experience of art . . . When a cultural object brings to the fore some of 
these assumptions held by individuals, a cultural interaction or positive encounter is 
said to have occurred.

(Duhaime, Joy, and Ross 1995, 356)
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Fillis (2006, 2010) critiques the tensions between artistic and market orientation in 
visual art, noting the limitations of long- held marketing assumptions in assisting art-
ists to advance their artistic standing. The distinction between producer/ consumer 
relationships in the arts and those elsewhere is clarified by Lehman and Wickham 
(2014, 665):

Unlike the dyadic relationship that exists between manufacturer and final consumer 
in the traditional marketing sense, the arts marketing context comprises a complex 
set of collaborative interrelationships between art producers, their audience, and key 
intermediaries.

The arts and related cultural phenomena represent activities that have value and benefits 
for government, organizations, and consumers. Instrumental benefits pertain to social, 
economic, or policy outcomes (Belfiore 2002). Intrinsic benefits are less obvious, but the 
ability of arts and cultural experiences to transform people is of central interest to cul-
tural policy and practice (Radbourne, Glow, and Johanson 2010). Cultural production 
concerns “the process by which cultural products (including goods, artifacts, visual and 
experiential objects, services and art forms) are created, transformed and diffused in the 
constitution of consumer culture” (Venkatesh and Meamber 2006, 12, in Lash and Urry 
1994/ 2002).

Art and cultural value is expressed through involvement (Slater and Armstrong 2010). 
However, collectors of art and museum and gallery visitors express different desires 
based on their perception of value (Chen 2009). Belk’s (1982, 1995) work on collecting 
behavior further informs understanding of contemporary art’s appeal; he describes 
collecting as an obsessive and addictive behavior rather than an everyday consumer be-
havior relating to lower- value goods and services.

Art products are difficult to value due to the individual experiences of stakeholders 
(Johnson 2014). Throsby’s (2001) six forms of value (aesthetic, spiritual, social, historical, 
symbolic, and authentic), however, help to provide a framework for understanding the 
elements of cultural value. Preece (2014) investigates value as a social, co- created phe-
nomenon in the visual arts market, where both art and artists have socially constructed 
meaning and context. She identifies a lack of transparency, making the identification of 
value associations challenging.

Our understanding of how consumers make decisions concerning their evaluations 
of art is limited (Moulard et al. 2014). Although technical characteristics are impor-
tant (Marshall and Forrest 2011), the impact of visual aesthetics and visual consump-
tion is also part of the value surrounding contemporary art (Schroeder 2002, 2006). 
The perceived authenticity of artists and their work also shapes artists’ brand value 
(Beverland, Lindgreen, and Vink 2008) and consumers’ experiences (Beverland and 
Farrelly 2010). The authenticity of the artist can affect the valuation of the art as well as 
consumers’ behavioral intentions (Fine 2003). The art market is reliant on brand image, 
identity, and value, signaling the need for deeper investigation (Schroeder 2002).
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Improving Understanding  
of Contemporary Art as  

Cultural Value

Cultural value, marketing value, and consumption value are inextricably linked, even 
though there is little extant research that examines this intersection (O’Reilly 2005; 
Larsen, Lawson and Todd 2013). Value emerges from what people do via “the social 
pursuit of those meaningful distinctions typically through the exchange of resources 
between actors” (Arnould 2014, 13). Levy’s symbolic value (Levy 1959) and Peñaloza 
and Venkatesh’s sign value (Peñaloza and Venkatesh 2006) help us to understand con-
sumption activity and the economy, since any market can be viewed as a social/ cultural 
constructed system of created meanings.

Overlapping partly with Throsby (2001), Karababa and Keldgaard (2014) consider 
how value is produced and consumed within a cultural paradigm involving, for ex-
ample, co- creation of value, aesthetic value, and identity. Co- creation concerns “the 
processes by which both consumers and producers collaborate, or otherwise partic-
ipate, in creating value” (Pongsakornrungsilp and Schroeder 2011). An additional 
contributor is experiential consumption, where higher- level hedonic activities are 
categorized and prioritized by individuals as they seek to manage their decision- 
making (Shah and Alter 2014). Value is also located in the arousal and pleasure ex-
perienced in cultural environments where consumers can escape from daily routines 
(Miniero, Rurale, and Addis 2014). The atmosphere or ambience of the cultural space 
also contributes to the experience’s perceived value (Goulding 2000). Consumer value 
of an arts and cultural experience can be viewed holistically, “as it incorporates all 
the stimuli, emotions, ambience and environment that shape an artistic performance 
[or] exhibition” (Miniero, Rurale, and Addis 2014, 629). Experiential value is central 
to many activities relating to visual art, as some consumers become heavily engaged 
with the artist and the artwork while, for others, this is less important (Holbrook and 
Hirschman 1982).

Co- production or co- creation of value can also be understood from a network per-
spective; for example, artists, peers, galleries, dealers, and consumers interact directly 
and indirectly to create value. This value is co- produced within networks involving the 
interaction of social and economic stakeholders (Jyrama 2002). Rodner and Thomson 
(2013) help us to appreciate the contributions of the various actors in the art market net-
work, including the artists, art schools, galleries, critics, auction houses, museums, and 
collectors, in what they term the “art machine.”

Factors influencing how we value visual art include trust, experience, image, talent, 
standards, taste, reputation of the artist (and experts referred to for confirmation of 
value), and cultural knowledge generally.
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Qualitative Insight into Creation and 
Consumption Experience of Cultural 

Value in Contemporary Art

The research site was an annual contemporary art exhibition in a prominent art in-
stitution in a major UK city. We focused on the relationships between interested 
stakeholders and their perceptions of this value. Twenty- six interviews were carried 
out: fifteen with a selection of the artists, four with institution staff, two with the ex-
hibition selection panel, and five with major prize- givers. All interviews were semi- 
structured and recorded digitally. Exhibiting artists (current and past) were asked, for 
example, about their participation in the exhibition, their longer- term ambitions, the 
value associated with their work, marketplace engagement, the impact of their work, 
and their relationship with the institution. The transcribed interviews were coded for 
analysis using Nvivo. We used thematic analysis (Boyatzis 1998) to assess the role of 
the exhibition as a launching platform for career development and engagement by the 
artists with the institution. We used pseudonyms or institutional functions to ensure 
anonymity.

The interviews assessed how each stakeholder constructed and understood the mar-
keting and consumption aspects of cultural value, as visualized in Figure 24.1. This tri-
partite conceptual framework shows how value is created and consumed through the 
platform (the annual exhibition) as the initial value creation point, and the three major 
value recipients and creators (the exhibitor, the organizer, and the public) within the 
value creation channels. This value is also shared over time with other communities and 
stakeholders. The institution is the organizer, the public are the visitors to the exhibi-
tion, and the artists are those currently or previously exhibiting at the exhibition. Co- 
creation and other marketing and consumption activities occur between the different 
stakeholders. Direct value is illustrated through the solid lines in Figure 24.1, with indi-
rect value visualized as dotted lines.

Creation of Value

An exhibiting artist revealed challenges in identifying the different values involved in 
both producing the work and communicating its value:

Value is a really hard thing for me as an artist. I know the value that’s the lower part of 
value, the main dimension of value, would be the actual chance to get to make it and 
to have the space to show it in because I can’t show that in my living room at home. . 
. . [I] t’s just getting the idea out and doing it and the value of speaking to people and 
getting these images back. Maybe having it on my CV.
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Making the work is where most value lies for another artist. The value to the artist may 
have more to do with their own value as a brand rather than with the artwork’s value 
(Schroeder 2009), even though this may be problematic for some:

I don’t like that really that the artist holds the value rather than their artwork, but I 
think [that’s] an honest perspective and the direction they’ve taken. . . . I don’t like 
that an artist . . . could hold . . . the value and I think it’s nice that an artwork can just 
go off and do something and have its own value.

Another artist explains value priorities as an artist, even if the artwork doesn’t sell:

Selling is a weird one because it’s like people can obviously appreciate things really 
much and then they don’t want to buy it. It could just be because it’s absolutely mas-
sive or whatever and they don’t want to buy it for that reason but they might really ap-
preciate it. So the value for me is I don’t really generally care about selling the work. I 
know that sounds odd, but I’ve never sold anything and it’s never really bothered me 
and I’m happy to spend money making new stuff. It’s more, I suppose, the feedback 
and knowing people enjoy it. For me the value is probably more to do with the actual 
feedback and knowing people enjoy it.
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Artists talked about the value of the institution in helping secure publicity, as well as 
in launching their careers and acting as a catalyst in developing intrinsic and extrinsic 
value. The exhibition is

of great value to the graduate artists and to the contemporary art world and culture 
that there is that profile, that focuses on emerging talent.

(Assistant director of major printmakers)

Reaching new audiences was also enabled beyond peers and other close stakeholders:

I think it would get more exposure from people who aren’t necessarily that interested 
in art to start with because I was thinking even people’s mums and dads, uncles and 
aunties and people are coming to see this and they’re all possibly not art- minded and 
all have different views and that can add value because you can make somebody in-
terested in art and also it can be beneficial to you . . . because they could know some-
body or you could be the first piece of work that they ever invest in. . . . It hits a really 
wide audience.

Creation of Intrinsic Value and Social 
Value

One of the buyers at the exhibition, the director of a program called Art in Healthcare, talked 
about the ability of purchased contemporary art to “quite easily and cost- effectively and 
quickly transform the healing space to create something . . . more familiar, less threatening” 
via the intrinsic values relating to the work. Art in Healthcare is a charity with a vision of “art 
for every healthcare setting in Scotland” and a mission to use visual art to improve health 
and well- being. Co- creation occurs here, following purchase of selected artworks:

We . . . have an outreach program where we hire artists to take a couple of works from 
our collection and just go to a local care home or the children’s hospital or a hospice 
and put on a two- hour art workshop and get the people involved so that it’s another 
way to engage with the collector itself and to learn about the artists and to learn about 
the artwork and the processes and then . . . it inspires them to create their own work 
in response to that piece.

(Art in Healthcare director)

An artist who had exhibited at a previous year’s exhibition and was selected for a major 
retrospective of the country’s work reflected on the value created, indicating its longitu-
dinal worth:

The value isn’t monetary, I don’t think, because it’s an emotional, more spiritual con-
nection that you have with a piece that can’t be quantified and it’s so personal to eve-
ryone who looks at it.
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Co- creation of value was identified through interaction between the various 
stakeholders, as well as with the artwork and the exhibition setting (Prahalad and 
Ramswamy 2004; Vargo and Lusch 2014). The assistant director of a major printmaker, 
which offers a scholarship prize, revealed the importance of co- creating:

That’s the richness of just not knowing how it’s going to look, reacting to it . . . you 
haven’t entirely created it, it’s come from your relationship with this material, with 
this process.

The program coordinator of the art institution also reveals how co- creation of value occurs:

So it’s really kind of making it a value to the artist while making it accessible to 
visitors who don’t have the same understanding perhaps, but saying, “Look, this is 
what’s coming out of art school and this is good, this is exciting.” . . . [I] t’s valuable for 
people coming in to have just insight or understanding because maybe people who 
don’t look at art at all will find some work very inaccessible and just a sort of slight in-
troduction or a way of how to understand or look at it makes such a difference, and I 
think that creates value, interpretation.

Utilizing Public Reaction to the 
Exhibition to Inform Understanding of 

Contemporary Art

Several visitors viewed the quality of the work and its perceived derivative nature neg-
atively. Underpinning this was the notion that the idea behind the work was being 
promoted over technical skill and artistry. In fact, our data confirms a conflict between 
consumers about their perceptions of what constitutes art more generally, from specific 
notions of it “hanging on a wall” to wider, looser interpretations involving the value of 
the idea behind it (Danto 2013). An older lawyer explained his expectations and subse-
quent experiences of the current exhibition:

My expectations were of more representative art and what I saw wasn’t the kind of 
stuff I would hang and therefore it didn’t get me excited, enthused. There was no way 
I would go to that exhibition and to the people that I know would I say “You’ve got to 
go to that,” but that’s because I’ve a very narrow set of tastes.

A regular visitor who collected art raised concerns about the quality of some work but 
thought that this year’s exhibition was better than those from previous years, stimu-
lating him to buy an artwork:

This year was very interesting in the sense that I thought that the quality was overall 
much higher than I’ve seen and because of that . . . there was one of the pieces that 
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I bought, so . . . that was encouraging. It was nice to see something where you go, 
“Right, I can see there’s some real quality going on here,” some real craftsmanship, 
for want of a better word, and I think previously I was left to think the single thing 
that I felt has been most lacking. . . . [I] t’s almost like there’s no . . . craft gone into 
the work so . . . in the four years that they’ve been studying they haven’t learnt how 
to apply paint in any kind of meaningful way, they haven’t learnt how to even dis-
play their works . . . in a way that suggests they’ve even cared about what they’re 
presenting.

For this individual, the technical skill behind the production of the artwork impressed 
him the most and this then shaped its value (Marshall and Forrest 2011).

For a retired engineer, an unplanned visit resulted in positive impressions of the exhi-
bition, although this person was disinclined to purchase:

It was a very wet day and I was passing . . . so I went in. . . . I really was expecting to  
see . . . what is in the market. . . . I was overwhelmed by the sheer scale and for me it 
became far too much after a while and the rain had stopped. I didn’t get to see it all 
but I was impressed by what I saw. I wouldn’t say I would have bought very much if 
I’d had the money.

He considers the role of the market (Fillis 2006) and how people define art. Not all art 
can be innovative and that realistic expectations relating to the need to sell the work at a 
lower price can also occur.

Authenticity concerns are also raised, which have an impact on the art’s perceived 
value (Beverland, Lindgreen, and Vink 2008; Beverland and Farrelly 2010):

I think that . . . artists have to live and . . . there are market forces and presumably 
artists want to sell their work generally. . . . So . . . there is definitely a place for . . . 
art which is not completely cutting- edge but it’s better than buying a reproduction 
in the shop down the road. So, I think we have to be very careful here about how 
we define what art is all about. . . . I don’t think art has to be cutting- edge because 
artists have to make a living and not everybody wants . . . some weird thing on 
their walls.

In stating this, however, he also recalls the work of a performance artist at the exhibi-
tion. Even though it was not to his taste, he had clearly thought about and engaged with 
the performance:

What I remembered about that was thinking . . . that guy has a lot of guts to  
sit there all day doing that. That’s what I remember about it and thinking,  
“I couldn’t do that” and “What’s it all about?” . . . but I admired . . . his character 
and guts for doing it but . . . this is not recommending you fill that place with 
people like that.
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Discussion and Conclusion

Value is communicated to and from each of the parties (exhibition, artists, institution, 
and public). The artist initially generates value through the creation of the idea under-
pinning the artwork and then enhances this as it becomes a “product.” Consumption of 
peers’ ideas also informs artists’ creation of value. The findings indicate elements of sa-
cred or special value being experienced, although lower levels may also be experienced 
(Belk, Wallendorf, and Sherry 1989). Figure 24.1 shows the constitution of a network 
of cultural value creation and dissemination. The institution, as organizer, is the gate-
keeper and central node of the network. The institution also acts as a facilitator of value 
by acting as a platform for artists to develop their careers and for marketing the artist 
and the exhibition itself.

Our visual representation of value creation uncovers collaborative value creation. In 
understanding how this value is individually or co- created, we acknowledge the per-
sonal values of the artist and visualize these on an intrinsic- extrinsic value continuum. 
These values have implications for market creation, market- following behavior, and 
engagement with the public as consumers. In addition, we consider the personal value 
and the cultural value of individual artists’ work, alongside that of the exhibition and 
the venue, as well as wider societal impacts. The exhibition enabled the social construc-
tion of cultural value, including its marketing, experiential components, and other con-
sumption components. Validation of the artist occurs through art- making, marketing, 
and consumption processes relating to cultural value creation and dissemination. 
Cultural value is created through marketing and consumption discourses relating to the 
exhibition, the artists, the venue, and stakeholder interactions during and after the visit.

Our work has heightened insight into value creation and consumption from a co- 
creation perspective, moving beyond the perspective of artist as producer. Value is so-
cially and culturally constructed in direct and indirect ways as part of both everyday 
and special or sublime consumption practices. Creativity results in cultural value with 
input from artists, institution, exhibition, venue, the public, and other stakeholders. 
Our data indicates high levels of engagement and therefore high cultural value, despite 
some traditionalists expressing lower levels of satisfaction. How we actually value art 
depends on the interrelationships between market and nonmarket measures. Value 
has several dimensions: economic, aesthetic, spiritual, social, historical, and symbolic 
(Throsby 2001; Levy, Venkatesh, and Peñaloza 2014). Value can also lie in the spec-
tacular (Debord 1977; Peñaloza 1998). Hedonic, symbolic, intrinsic, extrinsic, and 
instrumental aspects of art consumption combine to shape the cultural value of an ex-
hibition. Symbolic value can refer to the acquisition of cultural and symbolic capital 
(Bourdieu 1983). Other relevant forms of value relate to authenticity, visual consump-
tion (Schroeder 2002), experiential consumption, and the artist’s brand. Authenticity, 
perceived and actual, has an impact on cultural value (e.g., whether an audience believes 
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the exhibited art to be original or derivative). However, it doesn’t seem to matter to some 
consumers if the art is technically inauthentic, so long as it has meaning and value to 
them (Fillis 2014). We create value through our co- created consumption and produc-
tion activities. The art consumer can be seen as a producer of both consumption and 
cultural value. Value is created through our discourses and practices relating to art— 
for example, in the meanings, interactions, and artifacts of art. Value is produced and 
consumed in a cultural paradigm of exchange and perceived value. We can visualize 
a circle of value involving culture, marketing, and consumption where meanings are 
made (O’Reilly 2005). Our research has demonstrated that art consumption moves be-
yond Arnould’s (2014) functional exchange and uses value to involve cultural know-
ledge and competency.

When we visit an art exhibition or other arts and cultural site, we exhibit collective 
belief in the value of artworks through social shaping. The “art for art’s sake” versus “art 
for business’s sake” continuum also impacts our interpretations of art’s cultural value 
and its marketing and consumption dimensions. Artists create as expressions of their 
vision, emotions, and aesthetic ideal, irrespective of whether they are intent on creating 
a market or following demand for their work. Our findings demonstrate a philosoph-
ical clash from a consumer perspective when some voice support for contemporary art 
that pushes the boundaries of perception while others prefer more traditional ways of 
conveying art knowledge through “nice” painting and sculpture. The former acts as a 
counterculture to the latter. So value moves between commercial (extrinsic, profane) 
and production (intrinsic, sacred) positions. We can visualize a value competency spec-
trum, dependent on each stakeholder’s cultural capital and the sign value from each aes-
thetic sign perceived by them. Cultural value will vary depending on the availability of 
the art (unique art versus mass appeal), but Benjamin’s (1970) mechanical reproduction 
thesis tells us that mass appeal also drives cultural value (Fillis 2014).

Our research demonstrates the co- creation of cultural value in practice. Our findings 
confirm that both cultural value and cultural experience are co- created through stake-
holder value and the development of social value around the exhibition. This results in 
the formation of networks of cultural value development via the exhibition’s marketing 
and consumption processes. Our results demonstrate both the role of the institution 
and a moving away from it in communicating, sharing, and consuming cultural value. 
It is important to note the dynamic nature of cultural value and its associated marketing 
and consumption values.

Limitations of our study include the focus on one particular arts and cultural site, al-
though it can be argued that this site is representative of similar sites elsewhere. The data 
assessed here is part of a much larger cultural value project involving both quantitative 
and qualitative research, including a visitor survey, with findings reported elsewhere. It 
should be possible to replicate our study in other geographical locations in the United 
Kingdom, Europe, and elsewhere.

Although the site for our investigation was an art institution, there are lessons for 
the creative and cultural industries more broadly. The principal contributions of 
this research have been the ability to investigate the nonfinancial, intrinsic factors 



Cultural Value in Contemporary Art   493

 

involved in the marketing and consumption of cultural value, factors that to date 
have been underresearched. We need to think more about how we value art qualita-
tively by investigating dimensions such as trust, experience, standards, taste, and artist 
reputation.
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Chapter 25

Servicescape Concept 
in the Cultural and 

Creative Sectors

Christian Julmi

Introduction

The atmospheric design of the environment not only is a key activity in retail but is also 
becoming increasingly commonplace in the cultural and creative sectors. This activity 
seeks to influence the affective experience of those present and to encourage them to 
behave or feel in a certain way. In this context, the concept of servicescape refers to the 
spatial setting in which a service process takes place. It includes physical, social, and 
psychological aspects of the service setting and is perceived holistically by those present 
(Bitner 1992; Tombs and McColl- Kennedy 2003). Research suggests that customer satis-
faction with an organization’s servicescape also increases satisfaction with the complete 
service encounter (Hutton and Richardson 1995; Ezeh and Harris 2007). Through the 
holistic perception of the servicescape, the concept of servicescape is closely related to 
or even synonymous with the concept of atmosphere, referred to as atmospherics— a 
term credited to Kotler (1973)— or store atmosphere (Mari and Poggesi 2013; Hoffman 
and Turley 2002). The servicescape may thus be defined as “the atmospherics of service” 
(Nilsson and Ballantyne 2014, 374).

Although there is overlap between servicescapes in retail, on the one hand, and in 
cultural and creative sectors, on the other, there are also important differences. For ex-
ample, while the design of a store atmosphere is intended to encourage customers to buy 
a specific product, art and culture provide experiences that are consumed for their own 
sake (Miniero, Rurale, and Addis 2014). Accordingly, the design of the servicescape is 
more about influencing factors such as visitor satisfaction, loyalty, or recommendation 
intention. Therefore, the study of the servicescape in the cultural and creative sectors 
should be regarded as a separate research area. Against this background, the aim of this 
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chapter is to give an overview of the theoretical underpinnings and empirical findings 
from the literature on the servicescape concept in the cultural and creative sectors.

The structure of the chapter follows Schultze and Stabell’s (2004) distinction between 
dualism and duality. Whereas dualism implies either/ or thinking and constructs the 
world in terms of mutually exclusive opposites, duality rests upon both/ and thinking, 
denying dichotomies such as subjective/ objective or person/ environment (Julmi 
2017c). The distinction between dualism and duality is especially useful for systemizing 
conceptions of such a holistic and vague phenomenon as servicescape, which can be 
phenomenologically described as being somewhere in between object (or artifact) and 
subject (or perceiver) (Böhme 1993). Dualistic approaches to servicescape have their 
roots in environmental psychology and assume that the stimuli of an environment in-
cite the cognitive and emotional state of an individual and subsequently evoke a certain 
behavior. To study this influence, the environment is usually operationalized into single 
stimuli whose effects are studied more or less in isolation. In contrast, nondualistic 
approaches to servicescape take a phenomenological lens and try to study servicescapes 
more holistically. Such approaches conceptualize servicescapes as something irreduc-
ible that lies in between or goes beyond subject and object.

Dualistic Approaches to Servicescape

For dualistic approaches to servicescape, this section summarizes the basic assumptions, 
considered servicescape dimensions, and empirical findings in the cultural and creative 
sectors.

Theoretical Underpinnings

Dualistic servicescape research generally follows the stimulus- organism- response (S- 
O- R) paradigm, which assumes that an external stimulus (S) affects an internal state 
within an organism (O) leading to a specific behavioral response (R) (Spangenberg, 
Crowley, and Henderson 1996; Woodworth and Marquis [1908] 1947). Bitner’s (1992, 
59) generally accepted conceptualization of servicescapes reflects this paradigm. She 
states that “a variety of objective environmental factors are perceived both by customers 
and employees and that both groups may respond cognitively, emotionally and phys-
iologically to the environment. Those internal responses to the environment influ-
ence in turn the behavior of individual customers and employees in the servicescape.” 
Within this paradigm, servicescape research is most commonly grounded in environ-
mental psychology— namely, in the pleasure- arousal- dominance (P- A- D) emotional 
state model from Mehrabian and Russell (1974), also known as the M- R model— which 
was initially adapted to the context of store atmospheres by Donovan and Rossiter 
(1982). According to this view, the servicescape “evokes emotions, these emotions help 
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determine value, and this value motivates customers to patronize a given choice repeat-
edly” (Babin and Attaway 2000, 93).

More specifically, the P- A- D model operationalizes the stimuli of an environment 
into single variables (e.g., color, temperature, light, acoustic, smell, taste) that influence 
the perceiver’s emotional state. The induced emotional state is operationalized into the 
three independent variables pleasure, arousal, and dominance. Pleasure refers to the ex-
tent someone feels good, happy, and/ or joyful; arousal relates to the degree someone 
feels active, stimulated, and/ or excited; dominance denotes the extent someone feels in 
control, influential, and/ or important (Ellen and Zhang 2014). Finally, the emotional 
state leads to a behavioral response. Mehrabian and Russell distinguish between ap-
proach-  and avoidance- related behavior. Approach behaviors are reflected in a desire to 
enter or stay in a particular place, whereas avoidance behaviors imply a desire to leave or 
avoid that place.

Following this model, the independence of the emotional state dimensions of 
pleasure and arousal could be empirically confirmed to a large extent (Russell 1979, 1980; 
Donovan and Rossiter 1982; Watson and Tellegen 1985). Russell (1980) develops from 
this independence the so- called circumplex model of affective states, which uses self- 
assessments to span the field of affect (or emotional response) across the two dimensions 
of pleasure (pleasure/ displeasure) and arousal (arousal/ sleepiness). The four resulting 
quadrants of the model each represent a specific type of affective response: distress 
(arousal/ displeasure), excitement (arousal/ pleasure), relaxation (sleepiness/ pleasure), 
and depression (sleepiness/ displeasure). Russell’s circumplex model of affective states 
is the leading model conceptualizing affect in the services literature (Wirtz, Mattila, and 
Tan 2000).

As Russell and Pratt (1980) show with their circumplex model of affective qualities 
of the environment, a person’s affective state also directly affects how the environ-
ment is perceived. The affective quality of an environment is defined as the emotion- 
provoking quality that people verbally attribute to an environment. The authors 
show that the description of affective environmental qualities can also be mapped 
over the two dimensions pleasant/ unpleasant and arousing/ sleepy. Here, however, 
it is not the person who is, for example, in a festive or hectic mood, but the envi-
ronment itself that is perceived as a festive or hectic environment. Figure 25.1 shows 
the two models at a glance. The left- hand model of Russell represents the structure 
of affective states (e.g., feeling relaxed, feeling depressed); the right- hand model of 
Russell and Pratt shows affective qualities attributed to environments (e.g., relaxing 
places, gloomy places).

Whether dominance is also an independent dimension has not yet been conclu-
sively determined. In some studies, dominance was found to be independent (Russell 
and Mehrabian 1977; Yalch and Spangenberg 2000; Yani- de- Soriano and Foxall 2006), 
whereas other studies could not confirm an independence (Russell 1979; Donovan 
and Rossiter 1982; Donovan et al. 1994). Despite this ambivalence of the dominance 
dimension, the P- A- D model is often used in the study of the servicescape (Mari and 
Poggesi 2013). For the cultural and creative sectors, researchers typically assume that 
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consumption of arts and culture is hedonic and therefore, by definition, pleasure- 
oriented (Miniero, Rurale, and Addis 2014).

Servicescape Dimensions

Customers and employees face a multiplicity of impressions in the servicescape. In order 
to capture this multiplicity analytically and to theorize servicescapes in a more system-
atic manner, researchers have proposed various servicescape models. In his pioneering 
work, Kotler (1973) broke down the atmospheric quality of an environment into the 
main sensory channels of sight, sound, scent, and touch. According to Kotler, the main 
visual dimensions are color, brightness, size, and shapes, the main aural dimensions are 
volume and pitch, the main olfactory dimensions are scent and freshness, and the main 
tactile dimensions are softness, smoothness, and temperature. With his concept of at-
mospherics, Kotler analyzed the influence of exterior architecture, interior design, and 
window dressing on store sales volume.

Following these ideas, Bitner (1992) developed her seminal servicescape model to 
typologize the physical surroundings of the service environment and their effects 
on customers and employees in a more comprehensive manner. She distinguishes 
between three dimensions of the physical surroundings: (1) ambient conditions, 
(2) spatial layout and functionality, and (3) signs, symbols, and artifacts. Ambient 
conditions affect the five senses and thus correspond to Kotler’s atmospheric qual-
ities. They encompass background characteristics such as temperature, lighting, 
noise, music, and scent. Ambient conditions are usually below the level of our com-
plete awareness and may even be totally imperceptible in the case of gases, chemicals, 
or infrasound. Spatial layout and functionality refer to the arrangement, size, and 
shape of objects (spatial layout) and their ability to facilitate performance and the 
accomplishment of goals (functionality). The main elements of this dimension are 
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architectural layout, equipment, and furnishings. Signs, symbols, and artifacts reflect 
the objects’ explicit or implicit signals that communicate about the place to its users. 
For example, signs on the exterior or interior can be used as labels (e.g., the name of 
a company), for directional purposes (e.g., an entrance or exit sign), or to communi-
cate rules of behavior (e.g., a No Smoking sign). Similarly, personal artifacts and style 
of decor (e.g., artworks, presence of certificates, floor coverings, or photographs) 
communicate symbolic meaning.

Whereas Bitner’s (1992) servicescape model focuses on dimensions of the physical 
environment, scholars have subsequently expanded her model by adding dimensions of 
the social environment. For example, Bitner (2000) emphasized that the employees and 
customers themselves shape and influence the environment and are an important part 
of the perceived servicescape. For the customer component, Brocato, Voorhees, and 
Baker (2012) empirically identified three subdimensions: similarity (i.e., the extent to 
which customers perceive other customers as being similar to themselves), physical ap-
pearance (i.e., the physical characteristics and overall look of other customers), and suit-
able behavior (i.e., the extent to which customers perceive other customers as behaving 
appropriately given the consumption context).

In their social- servicescape model, Tombs and McColl- Kennedy (2003) 
conceptualized the social density and the displayed emotions of other consumers as 
key elements of the perceived social environment that have an impact on the perceivers’ 
affective states and their responses. Rosenbaum and Montoya (2007) added place 
identity— defined as the congruency between a perceiver’s self- identity and a place— 
to the social environment of the servicescape, arguing that a congruent place identity 
is more likely to encourage an approach behavior. Rosenbaum (2005) complemented 
Bitner’s (1992) perceived physical servicescape with a perceived symbolic servicescape, 
defined “as signs, symbols, objects and artifacts contained within a consumption set-
ting that possess a common interpretation among consumers belonging to a specific 
ethnic group” (257). In contrast to the signs and symbols of the physical environment, 
the signs and symbols of the symbolic servicescape are meant to be interpreted by a spe-
cific ethnic group only.

In order to synthesize the disparate servicescape approaches in the literature, 
Rosenbaum and Massiah (2011) proposed their expanded servicescape model. In addi-
tion to Bitner’s consideration of physical stimuli, the authors include the environment’s 
social, socially symbolic, and natural stimuli. Social conditions are employees, 
customers, social density, and displayed emotions of others. The socially symbolic 
setting consists of “signs, symbols, and artifacts that are laden with socio- collective 
meanings to influence approach behaviors among groups of customers with a unique 
ethnic, sub- cultural, or marginalized societal status” (Rosenbaum and Massiah 2011, 
478). Lastly, natural stimuli refer to elements of the servicescape that are restorative 
to human well- being. The authors distinguish between three restorative stimuli: being 
away, fascination, and compatibility. Being away refers to stimuli that evoke feelings of 
breaking free to a different place or world. Fascination is reflected in stimuli that capture 
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a person’s attention. Compatibility evokes feelings of belonging among those present 
(see also Ong and Yap 2017).

Table 25.1 synthesizes the discussed environmental dimensions of the servicescape.
It should not go unmentioned that scholars also proposed alternative distinctions 

and/ or extensions of the servicescape. For instance, Baker (1987) distinguishes between 
ambient factors, design factors, and social factors. Further operationalizations can be 
found in Turley and Milliman (2000); Vilnai- Yavetz, Rafaeli, and Schneider- Yaacov 
(2005); Grayson and McNeill (2009); Berman and Evans ([1979] 2017); Line, Hanks, 
and Kim (2018); Line and Hanks (2019); Pizam and Tasci (2019); and Siguaw, Mai, and 
Wagner (2019).

Table 25.1.  Environmental Dimensions of the Servicescape

Environment Definition Elements Sources

Physical environment

Ambient 
conditions

Background 
characteristics of the 
environment that affect 
the five senses and are 
below the level of our 
complete awareness

Air quality, noise, music, 
odor, color schemes, 
lighting, cleanliness

Kotler 1973; Bitner 1992; 
Rosenbaum and Montoya 
2007; Rosenbaum and 
Massiah 2011

Spatial 
layout and 
functionality

Arrangement, size, and 
shape of objects (spatial 
layout) and their ability 
to facilitate performance 
and the accomplishment 
of goals (functionality)

Architectural layout, 
equipment, furnishings

Bitner 1992; Rosenbaum 
and Montoya 2007; 
Rosenbaum and Massiah 
2011

Signs, symbols, 
and artifacts

Object’s explicit or 
implicit signals that 
communicate about the 
place to its users

Signage, personal 
artifacts, style of decor

Bitner 1992; Rosenbaum 
and Montoya 2007; 
Rosenbaum and Massiah 
2011

Social environment

Social 
conditions

Customer and employee 
elements that are 
encapsulated in a 
consumption setting

Social density, privacy, 
displayed emotions, 
place identity, similarity, 
physical appearance, 
suitable behavior

Tombs and McColl- Kennedy 
2003; Rosenbaum and 
Montoya 2007; Rosenbaum 
and Massiah 2011; Brocato, 
Voorhees, and Baker 2012

Socially 
symbolic 
setting

Signs, symbols, and 
artifacts that are laden 
with socio- collective 
meanings

Ethnic signs/ symbols, 
Ethnic objects/ artifacts

Rosenbaum 2005; 
Rosenbaum and Massiah 
2011

Natural 
environment

Natural stimuli in 
customer- environmental 
behaviors

Being away, fascination, 
compatibility

Rosenbaum and Massiah 
2011
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Empirical Findings from the Literature

There is now a large body of empirical research on the servicescape concept. Most em-
pirical studies examine commercial consumption settings such as hospitality (e.g., 
restaurants, cafés, bars, wineries), tourism (e.g., hotels, casinos, airports, theme parks), 
and retail (e.g., stores, shopping malls) (Cortes- Navas and Rojas- Berrio 2018; Pizam and 
Tasci 2019). However, since “there is no ideal servicescape composition for all industries” 
(Ezeh and Harris 2007, 63), findings from these areas cannot simply be transferred to the 
cultural and creative sectors. There have been several empirical studies in this area to 
date, the most important of which will be summarized below.

With regard to museums, Goulding (2000) has already pointed out the importance of 
the service encounter experience in museums. She noticed that “the museum product 
is delivered in a physical environment or site which encompasses the land or building 
area, shape, lighting, means of orientating the visitor, queues, waiting, crowding, and 
methods of stimulating interest and engagement” (Goulding 2000, 261). Empirical re-
search suggests that the servicescape in museums does indeed play an important role for 
visitors. Kottasz (2006) quantitatively explored the experience of visitors to a selection 
of London museums. She found that the interior (lighting, special effects) and decora-
tion elements (signage accompanying the exhibition displays) had significant effects on 
the pleasure, arousal, and dominance felt by visitors. Moreover, novelty (an environ-
ment that is different and new), complexity (visual richness, ornamentation, the rate 
at which information is presented), coherence (order, clarity, and unity) and mystery 
(that which is secret and inexplicable) not only had a significant effect on visitors’ af-
fective states but also partially determined the intention to revisit the museum. Bonn 
et al. (2007) investigated the effect of the servicescape on visitors to four Florida cul-
tural attractions using multiple regression analyses. The authors found that elements 
such as lighting, color, and signage, combined with design factors such as spaciousness 
and traffic flow, were much more important than elements such as facility attractiveness, 
tour guide availability, music, and merchandise quality. According to the authors, this 
stands in contrast to findings from the retailing sector, where social factors have proven 
to have a huge impact on the customer’s behavior. In their qualitative study, Ardley et al. 
(2012) explored visitor perceptions of the Magna Carta exhibition in Lincoln Castle, in 
the United Kingdom. The authors found that the visitors problematized especially three 
characteristics of the servicescape. First, they complained about the inferior quality of 
lighting, which made them go through the exhibition much too quickly without being 
able to engage with the documents. Second, they felt the size of the exhibition was 
too small for such important documents. Third, they criticized the lack of exhibition 
signage, which made it difficult for them to navigate to and through the exhibition. From 
these results, the authors derived measures to improve the investigated servicescape. 
Recently, Conti et al. (2020) examined the influence of the servicescape of three Italian 
national art museums on the positive word of mouth of visitors. They define the term 
museumscape as “the physical space and the general atmosphere experienced by mu-
seum visitors during their whole museum visiting experience” (Conti et al. 2020, 4) and 
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identified six attributes as particularly relevant for the museum context: (1) ambient 
conditions, (2) staff behavior (in terms of helpfulness, courtesy, and knowledge), (3) col-
lateral services and facilities (such as audio guides, guides, bars, and restaurants), (4) art 
gallery quality (in terms of the museum’s collection and the architecture), (5) exhibition 
space aesthetics, and (6) signs and signage. Their quantitative study revealed signifi-
cant effects of exhibition space, art gallery quality, and staff behavior on visitors’ positive 
word of mouth. In contrast, the remaining three components were not significantly re-
lated with visitors’ positive word of mouth. Summarizing these museum- related studies 
and taking into account the museum servicescape variables compiled by Forrest (2013), 
a number of relevant museum servicescape elements emerge, as shown in Table 25.2. 
These indicate a neglect of the socially symbolic setting and the natural environment 
(for their relevance, see Gilmore and Magee 2018).

Another area where the servicescape is being examined is festivals. In this con-
text, Lee et al. (2008, 57) introduced the festivalscape as “the general atmosphere ex-
perienced by festival patrons.” Several studies use structural equation modeling to 
investigate consequences of different festivalscape characteristics. In their study of the 
International Andong Mask Dance Festival, in South Korea, Lee et al. (2008) identified 
seven dimensions determining the festivalscape: convenience, staff, information, pro-
gram content, facilities, souvenirs, and food quality. The authors found festival pro-
gram content to be the most important driver of emotions and patron satisfaction, 
followed by food quality and facilities. Yoon, Lee, and Lee (2010) conducted a study at 

Table 25.2.  Summary of Museum Servicescape Variables

Environment Elements

Physical environment

Ambient conditions Color schemes, lighting, flooring, materials selection, sounds, aromas, 
temperature, special effects, novelty, complexity, coherence, mystery

Spatial layout and 
functionality

Architectural style, setting of museum, spaciousness, size of the 
exhibition, positioning of entrance, visitor comfort, visitor flow, audio 
guides, allocation of space to exhibitions, programs, areas, catering, 
retail, spatial arrangement of exhibitions, grouping of exhibits, location 
of ticketing, individual exhibits and displays, individual exhibits and 
images, display case layouts

Signs, symbols, and 
artifacts

Exterior decoration and signage, signage accompanying the exhibition 
displays, interpretative signage and object labels, interactive instruction 
labels

Social environment

Social conditions Appearance of floor staff, availability and perception of floor staff, 
helpfulness, courtesy and knowledge of floor staff, crowding, 
interactions with other visitors

Source: Adapted from Forrest 2013.
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the Punggi Ginseng Festival in South Korea. Results showed that the four festivalscape 
dimensions of program, souvenirs, food, and facilities influence festival value, which in 
turn contributes to visitors’ festival satisfaction and loyalty, whereas the festivalscape di-
mension of informational service did not prove to have a significant effect. Also in South 
Korea is the Boryeong Mud Festival, whose festivalscape Lee, Lee, and Choi (2011) have 
examined. The authors investigated the impact of five dimensions of the festivalscape: 
festival program, informational services, festival products (souvenirs and food), con-
venient facilities, and natural environment. Results showed that festival program, con-
venient facilities, and natural environment influence emotional value (e.g., the festival 
was perceived as pleasurable), whereas festival program and convenient facilities also in-
fluence functional value (e.g., the festival was perceived as affordable). In this way, these 
dimensions indirectly contributed to festival satisfaction and behavioral intentions. 
Grappi and Montanari (2011) examined the case of the Festival della Filosofia (Festival 
of Philosophy) in Italy, focusing on the following dimensions of the festivalscape: pro-
gram content, staff behavior, locations and atmosphere, information and facilities, hotel 
and restaurant offerings, and souvenir availability. Apart from the facility dimension, 
all dimensions showed significant effects on at least one of the three variables of posi-
tive emotion, negative emotion, and hedonic value. Overall, the research model showed 
that the festivalscape has indirect effects on attendees’ intention to patronize the fes-
tival again. In terms of the food and wine event Friuli Doc in Italy, Mason and Paggiaro 
(2012) conceptualized the festivalscape as one variable encompassing aspects of fun, 
comfort, and food. Their study revealed significant direct effects of the festivalscape 
on satisfaction, which in turn significantly influenced behavioral intention. Choe et 
al. (2018) explored festivalscape factors at an international wine- and- dine festival in 
Macau, China. They found that the festivalscape had an overall significant positive effect 
on perceived value for money, overall satisfaction, and intention to revisit. In an addi-
tional exploratory factor analysis, they identified five distinct festivalscape dimensions: 
quality of the festival venue, cost and wine, festival entertainment and program, logis-
tics, and helpfulness of service staff. For three local and small Italian culinary festivals, 
Vesci and Botti (2019) found food and beverage quality, staff service, and information to 
be predictors of attendee attitude toward local festivals and their revisiting intentions. 
Overall, it is apparent that— despite similar methodological approaches— these studies 
of festivalscape operationalize the environment quite differently. Nevertheless, it is con-
sistently shown that the festivalscape not only influences the affective state of visitors but 
also indirectly influence their approach or avoidance behavior.

Researchers have also looked at the servicescape of operas and theaters. In their 
study on opera- goers at the Palau de les Arts Reina Sofía in Valencia, Spain, Tubillejas- 
Andrés, Cervera- Taulet, and Calderon Garcia (2021) found that the artscape— defined 
as “servicescape applications in performing arts” (156)— has a direct impact on loyalty in 
performing arts attendees. They further showed that the physical dimensions (exterior 
and interior elements) and the social dimensions (employees’ characteristics, attendees’ 
characteristics, employee and attendee interactions, and attendees’ interactions) of 
the artscape have to be considered together. Tubillejas- Andrés, Cervera- Taulet, and 
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Calderón García (2020) showed with the same sample that the positive (negative) emo-
tional experience of a servicescape was positively (negatively) associated with attendees’ 
behavior in terms of perceived utilitarian and hedonic value, satisfaction, and loyalty.

Regarding theaters, Jobst and Boerner (2015) surprisingly found in their study on 
theater- goers in twelve German- speaking theaters that the perceived servicescape is 
of only minor relevance for customer satisfaction (as compared with primary services 
such as artistic quality). Of the six dimensions considered, only (1) seating and view and 
(2) other customers’ behavior showed significant but weak effects. In contrast, no effects 
could be detected for (3) ambiance and interior decor, (4) navigation, (5) employees, and 
(6) catering, cloakroom, and sanitary facilities. However, further research is needed in 
this context to assess and compare these outcomes in operas and theaters.

Nondualistic Approaches  
to Servicescape

For nondualistic approaches to servicescape, this section summarizes the basic 
assumptions, considered servicescape dimensions, and empirical findings in the cultural 
and creative sectors.

Theoretical Underpinnings

Dualistic research on servicescape assumes that dimensions and/ or elements of the en-
vironment can be isolated and general patterns can be explored (Bitner 1992). However, 
regarding the concept of atmosphere, the dichotomous distinction between external 
stimuli and internal states raises serious problems. As a holistic quality, the atmosphere 
cannot be cut off either from its perceiver as an external quality (the same environment 
may evoke different feelings) nor from the environment as an internal quality (the at-
mosphere is perceived as belonging to a certain environment) (Bille 2015; Julmi 2015, 
2017b). As a consequence, different dualistic researchers come to different conclusions 
regarding whether the atmosphere is an external or internal feature. Whereas some 
researchers locate the atmosphere within the external environment (Grossbart et al. 
1990; Rayburn and Voss 2013; Tombs and McColl- Kennedy 2003; Turley and Milliman 
2000; Yani- de- Soriano and Foxall 2006), others treat the atmosphere as a psychological 
variable (Berman and Evans [1979] 2017; Buckley 1987; Ghosh 1990; Foxall, Goldsmith, 
and Brown [1994] 1998) and argue that atmospheres “[do not] refer to the objective 
physical and social factors . . . but to the subjective feelings these factors engender in 
consumers” (Foxall, Goldsmith, and Brown [1994] 1998, 201). It is therefore not sur-
prising that in dualistic studies on servicescape, atmosphere remains an undertheorized 
concept and an overused metaphor (Julmi 2017c). Symptomatically, Kotler et al. (2009, 
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679) begin their section “Service Atmosphere” by remarking that “atmosphere is a major 
marketing element” but then do not use the term again in the rest of the chapter.

In contrast, the central assumption of nondualistic approaches to servicescape is that 
the servicescape does not exist independently from the perceiver and is co- constructed 
by those present. From this view, the holistic atmosphere becomes the central aspect of 
the servicescape, because “this in- between, by means of which environmental qualities 
and states are related, is atmosphere” (Böhme 1993, 114). Atmospheres “exceed that from 
which they emanate”; they “are quasi- autonomous” (Anderson 2009, 80), “quasi- things” 
(Griffero 2017), or “half- things/ entities” (Schmitz 2019, 99). They manifest themselves 
as in- betweens that bridge subject and object, as a glue that sticks both sides together.

In general, studies such as those of Böhme (2016) and Griffero (2014) have made the 
concept of atmosphere acceptable in recent years and contributed to its international 
dissemination in research. These studies originated in the so- called new phenome-
nology of Hermann Schmitz (Julmi 2017c; Pfister 2019), who is becoming “increasingly 
familiar to the Anglophone world” (Philippopoulos- Mihalopoulos 2015, 123). Schmitz 
developed his theory of atmospheres as early as the 1960s (Schmitz 1969) and defines 
atmosphere as “the unbounded occupation of a surfaceless space in the region of what is 
experienced as present” (Schmitz 2019, 94). Taking up the thoughts of Schmitz (cf. Kazig 
2016), Böhme (1993) defines atmosphere as the sphere of what is experienced as corpo-
really present in relation to the environment. Similar to Böhme, Anderson (2009, 79) 
emphasizes the elusiveness and ephemerality of atmospheres: “Atmospheres are perpet-
ually forming and deforming, appearing and disappearing, as bodies enter into relation 
with one another. They are never finished, static or at rest.” This dynamic and temporal 
character of atmospheres is considered highly relevant in marketing (Hill, Canniford, 
and Eckhardt 2021; Steadman et al. 2021).

According to nondualistic approaches to servicescape, the stimuli of the environment 
cannot be cut off from the perceivers’ affective states. Hence, the qualities that are of pri-
mary relevance are those that serve as a bridge between subject and object on an affec-
tive level. Following Schmitz, the affective interplay between person and environment is 
based on so- called bridging qualities (Schmitz 2019; Schmitz, Müllan, and Slaby 2011). 
Bridging qualities are present in the surroundings on existing shapes, but at the same 
time they belong to the perceiver’s affective experience. With Schmitz, two kinds of 
bridging qualities can be distinguished: kinesthetic and synesthetic qualities (cf. Julmi 
2016). Bridging qualities correspond to what Böhme calls ecstasies: “things articulate 
their presence through qualities— conceived as ecstasies” (Böhme 1993, 122).

Kinesthetic qualities are suggestions or omens of motions, which can emanate from 
executed motions as well as from latent ones. Examples of kinesthetic qualities are a 
glare, a pointed finger that stabs the person pointed at like a dagger, an eye- stinging 
smell, the branches of a weeping willow, the rhythm of a piece of music, and the 
affordance of a doorknob (Gibson 1977).

Another example is the dynamic design of a sports car: even if the car is not moving, 
its shape corporeally suggests a dynamic motion and therefore is perceived as dynamic 
(Haverkamp 2013). Kinesthetic qualities are organized through the shape of gestalts. 
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An artifact like a huge Christmas tree being located immediately behind a small en-
trance, for example, suggests a motion from the bottom up, which manifests itself in 
a corresponding movement of one’s head (Großheim, Kluck, and Nörenberg 2015). 
Likewise, the kinesthetic quality of fast music as a suggestion of motion makes people 
not only move but also drink faster (McElrea and Standing 1992). In their study, Bonnin 
and Goudey (2012) explicitly stressed the importance of kinesthetic (or kinetic) qual-
ities regarding the perception of store environments. The authors define kinesthetic 
quality as “the appreciation of the store with regard to the movements and gestures 
that can be performed during the shopping trip.” It is the “configuration of the store, 
its layout and more broadly its design” that “channel the movements and gestures of 
shoppers and probably influence the kinetic quality of the store” (Bonnin and Goudey 
2012, 637). Another example of a kinesthetic quality is crowdedness, which may em-
anate from other customers or the physical layout of a store (Ballantine, Parsons, and 
Comesky 2015).

Synesthetic qualities are qualities that go beyond the allocation to individual genres 
of perception, such as colors, temperatures, noise, and light. A color is perceived not 
only as red or brown but also as bright (light) or warm (temperature). Sounds are 
perceived as heavy, dense, or hard (mass), but also as dark (light), cold (temperature), 
or fast (velocity). In general, synesthetic characters stand out due to plus qualities such 
as bright, warm, fast, and loud and minus qualities such as dark, cold, calm, and quiet 
(and a neutral zone between them). The relevance of synesthetic qualities in the context 
of atmospheres within marketing research has been highlighted by several researchers 
(Sharma and Stafford 2000; Joy and Sherry 2003; Biehl- Missal and Saren 2012; Biehl- 
Missal 2013; Haverkamp 2013). For example, Biehl- Missal and Saren (2012, 173) state: 
“Because of its synesthetic character, which is informed by different senses, we are able 
to describe material’s warmth or coolness in an atmospheric sense.” In terms of store 
atmospheres, Spence et al. (2014, 481) acknowledge that an “area of growing research 
interest pertains to the synesthetic (and surprising) correspondences that exist between 
the senses.”

Servicescape Dimensions

Different types of servicescapes can be differentiated analogously to the circumplex 
models introduced above. In his circumplex model of affective atmospheres, Julmi 
(2022) differentiates atmospheres on the basis of two dimensions: (1) inviting/ repellent 
atmospheres and (2) narrowing/ widening atmospheres. Inviting atmospheres have a 
pull effect and invite the person present to stay or enter; repellent atmospheres, on the 
other hand, have a push effect and induce the feeling of wanting to leave an environment 
or not be there. Narrowing atmospheres have a concentric tendency from the spatial 
environment to one’s own felt presence and emphasize the absolute location of spatially 
felt “here”; widening atmospheres, in contrast, have an eccentric tendency, directed 
from one’s own sensed presence into the spatial environment, so that one feels detached 
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in the wideness from the spatially felt “here.” These two dimensions lead to the devel-
opment of four ideal types of atmospheres relevant to the servicescape: repellent and 
narrowing atmospheres, inviting and narrowing atmospheres, repellent and widening 
atmospheres, and inviting and widening atmospheres (see Figure 25.2).

The repellent- narrowing atmosphere has a narrowing effect with concentric char-
acter and generates repulsive pressure with connotations of displeasure. Atmospheres 
that can be assigned to this ideal type are usually associated with an unpleasant ten-
sion, which the affected person usually feels at the mercy of. Owing to its concentric 
character, the environment has a controlling and dominant effect, which is perceived as 
threatening, oppressive, or intrusive. Often there is no possibility of retreat, which gives 
the narrowness an additional intensity (e.g., when someone feels trapped in a tightly 
packed crowd).

The inviting- narrowing atmosphere is characterized by its perceived pleasant 
activating and stimulating effect. This effect can be based on the presence of others 
and manifest itself in a pleasant closeness and intimacy between them. The stimu-
lating effect of others is an invitation to seek contact with others and to engage with 
relish with the possibility of the environment. This possibility does not necessarily 
presuppose the presence of other people and can also be revealed in the joyful expec-
tation of a visit or a call.

The repellent- widening atmosphere is reflected in its uncomfortable, eccentric 
character, which points to the wideness of space. The spatial experience is associ-
ated with a noticeable and unpleasant expansion. The structuring narrow element is 
missing, which is why those affected corporeally lose themselves in the wideness of 
space. This is reflected in the atmosphere of boredom: although there is no danger, 
we feel uncomfortable in the spatial wideness. Examples of repellent- widening 
atmospheres are desolate, lost, yearning, dreary, strange, monotonous, Kafkaesque, 
and bizarre atmospheres.

I II

III IV

Narrowing atmosphere
[felt narrowness]

Widening atmosphere
[felt wideness]

Repellent
and narrowing

atmosphere

Inviting
and narrowing
atmospheres

Repellent
and widening
atmospheres

Inviting
and widening
atmospheres

Repellent
atmosphere

[felt displeasure]

Inviting
atmosphere

[felt pleasure]

Figure 25.2 The circumplex model of affective atmospheres.
Source: Reprinted with permission from Julmi 2017a.
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Inviting- widening atmospheres have an attracting, eccentric character. Their focus 
is less on closeness and intimacy and more on relaxation and privacy. They invite those 
present to linger, to spread out, and to recharge their batteries without being affected by 
disturbances. The affected person feels a balanced relaxation, in which no suggestion 
for any side is forced with determination. They are in harmony with themselves or are 
invited atmospherically to find their center by collecting themselves and relaxing. An 
apt description of an inviting- widening atmosphere is provided by an actor in an ar-
ticle by De Molli (2020, 9), “who reported that being surrounded by unknown, yet calm, 
people who were behaving in an informal way (e.g. a festival attendee taking a nap in a 
public park), in a general atmosphere of calm and relaxation, in a fresh and open- air set-
ting, prompted him to behave likewise (e.g. deciding, for example, to take off his shoes 
and relax in the same space).” Further examples of inviting- widening atmospheres are 
serene, tolerant, and devotional atmospheres.

Basically, it can be assumed that the servicescape is designed to create inviting 
atmospheres and avoid repellent atmospheres. For museum/ art gallery visits and their 
desired properties, the distinction between inviting- widening and inviting- narrowing 
atmospheres corresponds with the two forms of museum and art gallery experience 
space characteristics contrasted by McIntyre (2009). On the one hand, the experience 
stands as a “contemplative bath,” which can be associated with an inviting and widening 
atmosphere. In such an atmosphere, those present come to rest, in order to breathe the 
aura of aesthetic artifacts in a devotional way and to take them in receptively (Rauh 
2018). On the other hand, the experience stands as an “entertaining show” that can be 
described as being affected by an inviting and narrowing atmosphere.

Even though no deterministic assignment is possible, the four ideal types of 
atmospheres each correspond to certain kinesthetic and synesthetic qualities. Table 25.3 
gives an overview of these assignments.

Empirical Findings from the Literature

Since nondualistic approaches to servicescape do not strictly separate the environment 
from its perceiver, elements of the environment cannot be conceptualized as inde-
pendent variables. Accordingly, the servicescape is difficult to study using quantitative 
research methods. Instead, this area is dominated by phenomenological analyses and 
qualitative studies. Since there are many rich descriptions of atmospheres in cultural 
sites in the literature, only a selection of a few works on exhibitions and/ or tours will be 
considered below to give a rough impression of the study of atmospheres in the cultural 
and creative sectors from a nondualistic perspective. There are also, for example, several 
works on atmospheres in and of urban nightlife (e.g., Oznobikhina 2021; Biehl and Vom 
Lehn 2022), festivals (e.g., De Molli, Mengis, and van Marrewijk 2020; Alves et al. 2021), 
and Christmas markets/ grottos (e.g., Julmi 2016; Hancock 2020).

For the hall of the Mona Lisa, Rauh (2018) demonstrates that the repellent- narrowing 
atmosphere of the hall prevents visitors from adequately engaging with the artwork: “the 
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hectic atmosphere within the hall of the Mona Lisa does not allow for a contemplative 
perception of the painting” (Rauh 2018, 48). Here the author suggests that the atmos-
phere would have to be suitably inviting and widening to allow for a contemplative bath, 
“to soak up the atmosphere in isolation” (Goulding 2000, 263).

Madsen’s (2018) analysis of the blue and octagon- shaped Dome Gallery at Faaborg 
Museum, Denmark, reveals its inviting and widening atmosphere. The pompous 
room has been designed predominantly in blue, which synesthetically gives the room 
the character of calm and as a kinesthetic quality also has something receding, which 
contributes to the widening effect of the surroundings. The peaceful place invites visitors 
to linger and soon forget the hustle and bustle of the streets.

Stenslund (2018) investigated the atmosphere of an exhibition entitled “Biography” 
by the Scandinavian artist duo Elmgreen & Dragset at the National Gallery of Denmark. 
One section of the show consisted of a long labyrinthine corridor bringing several of 
the artists’ pieces together (e.g., porcelain washbowls, seats of a waiting room, several 
doors). Although unintentional, the installation has created a hospital atmosphere for 
many visitors.

Interestingly, several of them have attached this impression to a specific smell, al-
though the smell was not altered curatorially and the artists had not given the cor-
ridor any anchoring to a hospital. The perceived smells were described quite differently 
(e.g., sterility, stuffiness, bad breath, filth, cleanliness, clinic, doctor, rubber, alcohol, 
cucumber, disinfectants, and death), but all of these were associated with the same at-
mosphere, as if one were directly taken to a hospital. Moreover, the descriptions of the 
atmospheres were strongly enriched with synesthetic and kinesthetic qualities: “the 

Table 25.3.  Ideal Types of Atmospheres and Corresponding Bridging Qualities

Ideal type Kinesthetic qualities Synesthetic qualities

Repellent- narrowing 
atmosphere

Hard, angular, piercing, drilling, pricking, 
sharp, reinforcing, stressful, intrusive, 
depressing, oppressive, heavy

Dark, gloomy, black, red, garish, 
sharp, annoyingly loud, oppressively 
silent, short- tempered

Inviting- narrowing 
atmosphere

Open, playful, frisky, sparkish, 
uplifting, exhilarated, stimulating, 
excitatory, animate, engaging, 
charming, elated, light

Radiant, shiny, bright, warm,  
fresh, cheerful, blazing, sanguine, 
pastel- colored, well- tempered

Repellent- widening 
atmosphere

Inert, restless, denying, prohibitive, 
unbearable, isolating, inaccessible, 
standoffish, aloof, perfunctory, 
sketchy, messy

Murky, pale, cool, gray, shabby, dull, 
characterless, vapid, bizarre, stifling, 
monotonous, miserable, ill- tempered

Inviting- widening 
atmospheres

Round, damp, relieving, completive, 
liberating, remote, sedative, 
compensative, acquiescent, 
relieving, cozy

Calm, smooth, lucid, balanced, soft, 
blue, green, respectful, amicable, 
thoughtful, value- free, limpid, 
even- tempered

Source: Adapted from Julmi 2015; Wolf 2018.
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unpleasant smell of claustrophobia and powerlessness,” “the clean smell of death,” “the 
bright light causing a dark mood,” experiencing “silence, sterility, sadness and coldness,” 
“a nasty smell . . . like being punched in the stomach” (Stenslund 2018, 168).

Vaujany et al. (2019) described how tour guides use kinesthetic and synesthetic qual-
ities during tours of collaborative spaces to convey particular atmospheres. The tour 
guides intertwined their narratives with intentionally designed quasi objects such as 
light, smell, colors, and textures to contrast the open, colored, casual, and personal (i.e., 
inviting- narrowing) atmosphere of the collaborative spaces with the closed, gray, se-
rious, and impersonal (i.e., repellent- widening) atmosphere of more traditional work 
environments.

Finally, the idea that cultural sites such as museums should have an inviting atmos-
phere is also viewed critically. Biehl- Missal and Vom Lehn (2015, 242) acknowledge that 
“many art and history museums emphasize the controversial potential of their artifacts 
and the generally challenging potential of art, which allows for unexpected and un-
pleasant experiences.” They illustrate their critical marketing approach with a variety 
of empirical examples. For instance, they describe how the installation “Shalechet” 
(Fallen Leaves) by Menashe Kadishman “filled one of the voids at the Jewish Museum in 
Berlin with countless small ‘screaming’ faces made of iron which, via synaesthetic per-
ception, produce a doubly mute situation because of the absence of sound mimetically 
connotated by open mouths; this produces a solely material echo of the past laments 
that is as cold and metallic as the iron is for us” (Biehl- Missal and Vom Lehn 2015, 248).

Julmi (2022) similarly analyzed the atmosphere of the monument to the murdered 
Jews of Europe in Berlin in terms of the circumplex model of atmospheres. Drawing 
on the study from Steinberg (2014), he described how the architecture triggers feelings 
among visitors— on the one hand, feelings such as fear, threat, nausea, constriction, and 
oppression (as repellent and narrowing atmospheres), but on the other hand feelings 
of loneliness and abandonment (as repellent and widening atmospheres). The steles in 
particular had an oppressive effect on many visitors as kinesthetic qualities, whereby 
this effect was enhanced by synesthetic qualities such as heaviness, cold, darkness, and 
silence. Through their affective concern with the atmosphere of the monument, visitors 
can thus acquire a vague impression of the hopeless situation of the Jews under the re-
gime of Adolf Hitler and the National Socialists.

Conclusion

The aim of this chapter was to summarize for both dualistic and nondualistic approaches 
to servicescape the basic assumptions, considered servicescape dimensions, and empir-
ical findings in the cultural and creative sectors. For these approaches, an increasing 
interest in research can be observed, both in general and in relation to the cultural 
and creative sectors. As the practical relevance of the servicescape will continue to in-
crease and the existing studies do not yet provide a comprehensive picture of how the 

 



SERVICESCAPE CONCEPT   513

 

servicescape is perceived and co- created by those present, there is still a great need for 
future research to conduct further studies. On the one hand, this applies to conducting 
empirical studies in areas of the cultural and creative sectors that have been neglected 
so far. In the cultural sector, for example, a more in- depth study of artscape in the per-
forming arts would be desirable. In the creative sector, there is an overall lack of empir-
ical evidence on the design and impact of servicescapes (e.g., with regard to co- working 
spaces). In addition, researchers should pay more attention to servicescapes in virtual 
spaces, which have been gaining importance, and not only since the COVID- 19 pan-
demic (Amitrano, Russo Spena, and Bifulco 2021). On the other hand, servicescape re-
search in the cultural and creative sectors is highly fragmented. In order to establish 
this field as a research area of its own, a theoretical and empirical synthesis of the ex-
isting literature is needed as well as theoretical approaches that go beyond a mere 
operationalization of the servicescape.

The overview of servicescape research in the cultural and creative sectors provided 
here also has practical implications for the design of the servicescape. In general, the 
findings from the literature gathered here are useful clues for managers as to which 
elements of the servicescape are particularly suited in which context to elicit a specific 
effect among those present. It should be noted, however, that the practical relevance 
of dualistic and nondualistic approaches must be distinguished. Dualistic approaches 
provide instrumental knowledge about which stimuli can be used to manipulate which 
experiences and behaviors. In contrast, nondualistic approaches create conceptual 
knowledge about how atmospheres are (co- )created in a particular setting and how they 
are perceived holistically. Both refer to two different kinds of knowledge. Whereas in-
strumental knowledge usually requires “no understanding of the larger context within 
which that knowledge was developed,” conceptual knowledge broadens our under-
standing and requires “an— at least rudimentary— understanding of the theoretical 
context in which that knowledge is embedded” (Nicolai and Seidl 2010, 1276). Thus, 
although dualistic and nondualistic approaches are scientifically incommensurable in 
that each provides “an alternative view of what constitutes the scientist’s relevant uni-
verse” (Astley 1985, 498), they are complementary in terms of their practical relevance.
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Introduction

Research on the funding structures of arts and cultural organizations is normally 
explored in two different aspects: in terms of cultural policies, at the macro level, and in 
terms of financial data, at the micro level.

At the macro level, different funding structures reflect different market environments, 
which in turn result from different cultural policies. Milton C. Cummings and Richard 
S. Katz (1987, 18) proposed three types of arts and cultural policies that accord with the 
historical origins of the European governance system. The first type is the direct inter-
vention model, represented by France and Austria, in which artists and arts organiza-
tions are directly overseen and subsided by the government’s cultural department. The 
second type is the artistic autonomy and depoliticization model, represented by the 
United Kingdom and the Netherlands. In this model an arts fund is governed and man-
aged by an arts council, and the government can only decide how much money to give, 
not to whom. The role of the government is to ensure that artists or arts organizations 
receive sufficient funds to build their capabilities, rather than ultimately develop a de-
pendence on state funding. The third type is a hybrid of the other two, with Italy and 
Germany as the representatives. In this model there are both ministries of culture and 
art- related funds and associations.

Another art policy model in the Western world is the US model of assistance and 
guidance. The US government’s support for art has two facets: direct support from the 
National Endowment for the Arts and other public funding at the state and local levels, 
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and indirect support through tax incentives. In Asia, Japan follows the American model, 
while China draws from European models. This chapter takes an international perspec-
tive and will mainly compare and contrast the Chinese example with the US example.

Given the various art and cultural policy models just described, it is no surprise that 
the funding structure for art and cultural organizations varies around the world. At 
the micro level, from the perspective of accounting and finance, funding structure is 
the proportion of funds received through each funding channel, such as government 
funding, self- derived income, and private sector funding (including individual donors, 
corporation sponsorship, and private foundations) (Harsell 2013). Given the differences 
in cultural policies between countries, the relative size of each funding source for arts 
organizations accordingly differs. For example, while organizations in the United 
States rely more on funding from the private sector, organizations in Britain and other 
European countries normally rely heavily on government funds (Kim and Van Ryzin 
2013; Mahieu 2017; Alexander 2018; Luccasen and Thomas 2020; Poling 2021). However, 
no matter how arts organizations get funding, governments, corporations, and the ge-
neral public are the three main sources.

This chapter argues that funding structure should not be regarded simply as the 
proportion of funds provided by each funding source, nor should the formation of 
capital structure be simply attributed to market environmental factors such as ex-
ternal cultural policies. The essence of the funding structure is actually an indicator 
of the interrelationship of the influential driving forces behind arts and cultural or-
ganizations. From March and Simon’s research (1993) on different motivations of or-
ganizations to Moeran and Pederson’s research (2011) on value negotiation, there has 
been a great deal of discussion in academia about how to understand organizations’ 
justifications of their behavior in an environment of multiple and possibly contradic-
tory logics.

The aim of this chapter is to identify a model for the financing mechanism that 
could provide insight into these kinds of interrelationships, and which may inspire arts 
managers to realize the self- directed financing ability of arts and cultural organizations. 
After a brief overview of how government, corporations, and the general public serve as 
the three main external funding sources, this chapter raises the question of what makes 
each willing to fund the arts. By exploring Boltanski and Thévenot’s (2006) theory of 
the six “orders of worth” or “worlds” of justification that are drawn upon by social ac-
tors during disputes, we provide a critical elaboration of these six worlds and define 
five forces— academic force, market force, innovation force, reputation force, and in-
stitutionalization force— in order to examine the above questions. Exploring why dif-
ferent funders support arts organizations is actually about the driving forces behind the 
funders’ behavior— in other words, the funders’ values and their “value order worlds” 
(to use Boltanski and Thévenot’s terminology). Only when funders feel that it is benefi-
cial to fund arts and cultural organizations according to their own value order world will 
they actually fund them. Therefore, it is necessary not only to understand funding struc-
ture from the perspective of economics and accounting but also to examine the tensions 
behind the forces driving funders.
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The chapter then outlines how a financing mechanism is constructed by linking the 
driving system, the operation system, and the external environment, and it describes 
the collisions, interactions, and coordination that occur within the system as a whole. It 
concludes with a reflection on how arts organizations could change in order to achieve 
sustainable, self- directed funding, and then suggests some potential areas for future 
research.

Three Main External Funding Sponsors 
for Arts and Cultural Organizations

As we mentioned above, government, corporations, and the general public are the three 
main funding sources for arts and cultural organizations, since the money, whether as 
public funding, corporate sponsorship, foundation support, individual giving, or con-
sumption behavior, comes from one of those three sources.

Government

There is an ongoing debate about whether the government should fund the arts. Brooks 
(2001) found that variables like political opinions, gender, income, previous donations 
to the arts, and geographic location all influence public attitudes toward government 
funding of the arts. For example, in the United States, Democrats typically support gov-
ernment funding for the arts, while Republicans oppose it (Brooks 2003). However, no 
matter whether people take an elitist perspective that the arts should be funded for their 
artistic and aesthetic value or a populist perspective that arts should be funded as long as 
they benefit the public, the arts seem to have every right to be subsidized and funded by 
the government (Bell 1992).

With the rise of the market economy, art has become a part of the cultural industry, 
which not only makes profits from commercial operations but also drives regional 
economies as tourist destinations (Jolliffe and Cave 2012; Franklin 2018), and govern-
ment support for the arts is seen as a way to stimulate the cultural industry. Such support 
is also seen as a way to improve the popularity of art, enhance people’s sense of responsi-
bility, improve the creativity and diversity of arts, ensure equality and accessibility, and 
help people feel more integrated with the local community (Martell 2004; Harsell 2013).

However, the stability of public funding is uncertain due to its close relationship with 
laws, policies, and regulations (Martell 2004; Harvie 2015). For example, in the United 
Kingdom, arts funding was reduced after the 2010 general election. The government not 
only reduced the number of recipients but also reduced the total amount of funding. 
Some local governments have cut funding for the arts entirely. This forced many arts or-
ganizations to close, or come very close to closing (Harvie 2015). With the disappearance 
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of these arts organizations, there would also be harm to artistic innovation and employ-
ment (Harvie 2015). Another concern with government funding is the independence 
of the arts. Edward Banfield once argued that it is political forces rather than economic 
forces that interfere with artistic freedom (Banfield 1984).

Corporations

Corporations that fund the arts usually have specific purposes for doing so. For ex-
ample, they may expect to improve their own image and reputation through spon-
sorship or donation (Preece 2015). Arts organizations are increasingly coming under 
pressure from corporate donations, which no longer are just charitable acts but also be-
come investments, as in the concept of “venture philanthropy” (Harrow, Palmer, and 
Bogdanova 2006; Grossman, Appleby, and Reimers 2013; Merchant 2015; Esparza 2019; 
Avci 2021). Cobb (2002) explained that a foundation who adopts “philanthropic venture 
capital” aims at funding nonprofit organizations under the condition of avoiding budget 
increases and capital loses. One possible way of conducting venture philanthropy is for 
a foundation to lend funds or lease assets to other nonprofit organizations or socially re-
sponsible for- profit enterprises, and then those organizations refund the proceeds and 
principal to the foundation (Cobb 2002). Instead of providing sustaining funding to 
nonprofit organizations, venture philanthropists tend to help those organizations grow 
larger, which may bring them new opportunities to access long- term funding streams 
(Grossman, Appleby, and Reimers 2013). Venture philanthropy is gradually gaining 
popularity around the world, appearing in North America in the 1990s, spreading into 
Europe in the 2000s, and getting a foothold in Asia in the 2010s (Merchant 2015).

However, the abuse of private funding can cause serious problems. For example, 
it may lead to a situation in which financial elites decide the objects of funding and 
product creation, or it may cause a situation of inequality in which large arts organiza-
tions benefit more, since private funders may tend to choose conservative and relatively 
safe institutions (Harvie 2015). In the United Kingdom, for example, the competitive 
need for private charitable donations in the theater industry has aggravated elitism, ur-
banism, and the imbalances of industrial structure (Harvie 2015).

The Public in General

Individual donations, crowdfunding, ticket sales, and product consumption are the 
main ways in which the general public normally gives its financial support to arts and 
cultural organizations. Individual donations can reflect the degree of social support for 
the arts. People’s arts- related donation behavior could be affected by personal factors 
like gender, individuals’ intrinsic motivations, interest in arts and culture, social respon-
sibility, household income, personal taste, and sense of honor (Barnes 2011; Ki and Oh 
2018), or by extrinsic factors such as the quality of arts activities, tax incentive policies, 
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tax mechanisms, monetary and social rewards, ecological context, organizational 
identity, and social network ties (Vesterlund 2006; Ressler, Paxton, and Velasco 2020; 
Abínzano, López- Arceiz, and Zabaleta 2022).

The literature has examined the relationships between different funding sources 
(Payne 1998, 2001; Kim and Van Ryzin 2013), laying a foundation for further study of 
funding structure and its mechanisms. In this literature, researchers seemed to hold 
two assumptions, consciously or unconsciously: that a single funding source’s effect on 
organizational performance is observable and measurable, and that the relationship 
between public funding and private funding is in a great state of tension, with con-
flicting values.

However, this chapter takes the perspective of system theory and argues that an 
organization’s success depends on the overall funding structure of the organization, 
which means that the observable and measurable result of an organization is actually 
a result of the joint action of different funding sources. In the overall funding structure, 
different funding sources may have a range of relationships with each other, not only 
conflicting but also coordinating and facilitating. This will be discussed in later sections.

Funding Structure of Arts and 
Cultural Organizations

In terms of economic and accounting concepts, the funding structure is simply the pro-
portion of each funding source to the total income that appears on the balance heet.Take 
the organizations in Figure 26.1 as examples.

As Figure 26.1 shows, organizations’ funding structures can vary. There are purely 
government- funded arts organizations, such as arts organizations at the national and 
provincial levels in most European countries and China. There are also purely privately 
funded arts organizations, such as the Getty Museum and the Pola Museum of Art. 
Most museums adopt a hybrid funding structure, obtaining income from government, 
corporations, and the public.

However, a funding structure is not just simple proportions of funding sources; more 
importantly, it is a final result or a certain state that is formed by different conflicting 
or coordinating logics of value assessment that are behind or represented by different 
funding sources. Research has been done to explore different funders’ judgment and 
evaluation criteria regarding funding decisions. For example, Preece (2015) interviewed 
fifty- two newly formed arts organizations and found that while governmental, the 
funding, and foundations value arts organizations’ mission, vision, and institutionali-
zation, corporations pay more attention to organizational structure and management 
capability.

From the perspective of practical sociology, Boltanski and Thévenot (2006) put for-
ward a theory of six “worlds of value order” in their book On Justification: Economies 
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of Worth. They believe that people’s differences in real life may be conflicts between the 
values in these different worlds. The values in each of these six worlds are different, and 
so are the value evaluation criteria (see Table 26.1).

A critical elaboration of Boltanski and Thévenot’s (2006) theory of the six “orders of 
worth” or “worlds of value order” allows us to identify, define, and categorize the value 
assessment criteria behind an arts organization’s overall funding structure and allows 
us to isolate the reasons for or against the idea of giving financial support to arts organ-
izations common to each of the three types of funder (government, corporations, and 
the public). The six orders of worlds can be juxtaposed with five forces, including the 
academic force, market force, innovation force, force of credibility (reputation force), 
and institutionalization force, to create a new model detailing the driving forces behind 
attracting financial capital for the arts and culture from government, corporations, and 
the public.

When it comes to the field of arts and culture, the world of industry might not be 
seen as an independent world, as it overlaps with all five other value order worlds. 
For example, a dance group or a play production company collaborates with or sells 
products to a theater company. The production efficiency and quality of the production 
are directly linked to market sales, public reputation, and peer evaluation. Therefore, 
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Figure 26.1 Various types of funding for arts and cultural organizations.
Source: Annual reports of the Guggenheim Museum, the Museum of Modern Art, the Metropolitan  

Museum of Art, the Getty Museum, the Today Art Museum, and the British Museum.
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the exploration of the common value order world behind the funders does not include 
the world of industry. The five driving powers behind funding sources could be listed 
as in Table 26.2.

In this perspective, exploring the reasons different sponsors fund arts organizations 
is actually a research question that involves exploring the funders’ values and their 
value order world. Only when funders feel that it is valuable to fund arts and cultural 

Table 26.1.  The Value and Criteria for Evaluating Value in 
the Six Worlds

Six common value 
order worlds Value Value evaluation

Market world Competition, interest, 
consumers’ choices

Price

Civic world Equality, social benefits, 
social participation

Voting, laws, rights

Domestic world Responsibility, convention, 
collective credit

Responsibilities

Inspired world Inspiration, creativity Rarity, uniqueness

World of fame Public opinion Public relations, 
public recognition

Industrial world Production efficiency, 
planning process

Functionality

Table 26.2.  The Linkage between Five Driving Forces and Five Common Value 
Order Worlds

Five common value 
order worlds Value Value evaluation

Five driving forces behind 
funding sources

Market world Competition, interest, 
consumers’ choices

Price Market force: the power of 
market capability

Civic world Equality, social benefits, 
social participation

Voting, laws, rights Academic force: the power of 
academic ability

Domestic world Responsibility, 
convention, collective 
credit

Responsibilities Institutionalization force: the 
power of institutionalization

Inspired world Inspiration, creativity Rarity, uniqueness Innovation force: the power 
of creativity

World of fame Public opinion Public relations, 
public recognition

Reputation force: the power 
of credibility
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organizations in their own value order world will they actually fund them. Therefore, it is 
necessary to understand funding structure not only from the perspective of economics 
and accounting but also in terms of the tensions behind the forces driving funders. The 
whole funding structure of arts organization could be presented as in Figure 26.2.

Reputation Force (The Power of Credibility)

Corresponding to the world of fame, where the highest value is prestige or honor given 
by others and public opinion becomes the highest standard of evaluation, the reputation 
force, which could also be called the power of credibility, refers to the quality of being 
trusted; it is constructed by public perceptions.

Trust and reputation are often not clearly separated. Trust is the core component in 
the relationship between organizations and their stakeholders and between organiza-
tions and the public. The higher the trust in an organization or its information, the more 
credible the communications from that organization are considered to be. Scholars 
generally believe that credibility is a multidimensional perceptual structure. As Jackob 
(2008) pointed out, public reliability is a perceived state— that is, the result of the attri-
bution process. In this process, the information receiver forms a judgment regarding its 
source, so as to evaluate information’s credibility. Bigné, Chumpitaz, and Curás (2010) 
regard credibility as trustworthiness and expertise; similarly, Fombrun (1996) regards 

Driving
Powers

Funding
Sources

Institutionalization

ReputationScholastic Governments

Corporations General Public

Innovation Market

Figure 26.2 The model of funding structure.
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credibility as trustworthiness and expertise and found that the audience’s perception 
of organizational credibility can enhance their perception of the brand as well as their 
consumption intention. Mahieu (2017) found that representativeness and international 
renown change the nature of public support for visual art creation. These researchers 
laid a foundation for understanding how the reputation force, which is closely related 
to public perception of credibility, could influence support for public funding of arts or-
ganizations at both the individual and national levels.

Much research has shown that public donations and government funding are closely 
related to the credibility and trust of arts organizations (Roberson 2015; Cascino, 
Correia, and Tamayo 2019; Luccasen and Thomas 2020). For example, an art museum’s 
credibility depends not just on its collections, exhibitions, and education programs 
but also the credibility of the museum’s funding sources. Funding sources can impact 
museum exhibition formats and contents (Alexander 1996), and museums may plan 
exhibitions that fit a funder’s preferences (Bradburne 2010). Whether funds can be used 
as the donor intends is the most important thing for donors. Research on credibility 
or trust- building in other fields (Chan 2007; Moore 2018; Yan, Wang, and Wu 2020) 
suggests that openness and transparency regarding donated funds could be one of the 
standards used to measure an arts organization’s credibility.

Innovation Force (The Power of Creativity)

The innovation force uses the same value evaluation criteria as the inspired world, 
which thinks highly of creativity. This need not be limited to artistic creativity; it may 
include, among other things, programming, product development, and approaches to 
fundraising. Exhibitions and educational programs are the core competitive strength 
for museums to differentiate themselves; therefore, unique museum features or inno-
vative community or family projects can give them an advantage when competing for 
limited funds in the market. The development of cultural and creative products is a 
common embodiment of creativity in museums. The British Museum, the Forbidden 
City in China, and the Museum of Modern Art in New York all perform well in this field. 
The construction of an online sales platform also helped arts organizations reach a wider 
range of consumer groups. Private art galleries in Suzhou and Shanghai have innovated 
their marketing methods and adopted a ticket linkage to help each other attract visitors.

The emergence of arts crowdfunding has become an innovative fundraising method 
in the arts field and established a new operational mode of solidarity, collaboration, 
and sharing. Crowdfunding refers to organizations receiving funds from a relatively 
large number of individuals. It is a collective effort of consumers, with each providing 
a relatively small amount of money to support projects or organizations (Fehrer and 
Nenonen 2020). In a broader sense, the concept of crowdfunding also involves crowd 
creation, which gives consumers the opportunity to choose which products to put on 
the market and the ability to change the creative orientation of a project (Chaney 2019). 
A crowdfunding event could be a crowd pre- sale, crowd donations, crowd equity, or 
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crowd lending activities (Crosetto and Regner 2018). There are five different forms of 
crowdfunding: royalty- based, equity- based, donation- based, lending- based, and 
reward- based (Belleflamme and Lambert 2016). Apart from being an alternative source 
of funding, crowdfunding could also be seen as an innovative way to search for approval 
for a project and manage community (Chaney 2019).

There are other examples of arts institutions searching for the public’s help in innova-
tive ways. For example, UCCA Center for Contemporary Art adopted charity sales as a 
fundraising innovation. The amount raised through seat pledges and a public auction 
at a gala dinner was enough to support the annual operating expenses. The exquisite 
foreign- language books and artist co- branded products in the museum store also 
bring a lot of income to the museum. The Metropolitan Museum of Art in the United 
States has also made innovations in fundraising methods. In 2015, Thomas Campbell, 
the museum’s director, took the unprecedented step of issuing $250 million of taxable 
bonds (Goldstein 2017; Cohan 2017) to help the museum renovate and maintain its in-
frastructure. Although the move was not successful in the long run and the museum’s 
financial deficit increased significantly due to mistakes in operational decision- making, 
ultimately causing Campbell to lose his position, this creative financing idea was worth 
considering.

Scholastic Force (The Power of Scholastic Ability)

The academic force corresponds to the civic world, where the highest value is social 
benefit and social participation. In this sense, the scholastic force could be explained 
as the educational incentive that was created by organizations themselves for social 
benefits. The power of academic ability is the foundation of art organizations, and 
it is also an important standard for public donations and government funding. The 
presentation of academic power is reflected in the construction of curation teams 
and academic boards, the production of core products, and the output of academic 
achievements.

Taking art museums as an example, scholastic strength is reflected in the level of 
curation and scholarly achievements. The touring exhibition is an important source 
of income for art museums such as the Museum of Modern Art and the Guggenheim 
Museum. Exhibitions for which the planning relies on scholastic strength not only 
show the world the ability of curation and research but also bring in income from the 
intellectual property created along with the exhibition. However, exhibitions may be 
on loan, as many are in Chinese art museums; sometimes items are on loan, and some-
times the whole exhibition is on loan, as a so- called canned exhibition. In most cases 
of loaned exhibitions, art museums are treated as exhibition venues; the museums 
must make high payments for the loaned items or exhibitions, and they then cannot 
highlight any of their own academic ability. When a canned exhibition is of poor 
quality, whether in terms of the curation or the display, audiences may absorb little 
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knowledge, and the poor reputation of the exhibition may lead to a reduction in audi-
ence attendance.

Market Force (The Power of Market Capability)

Corresponding to the market world, the market force also highly values competi-
tion, interest, and consumers’ choice. To be specific, the power of market capability 
contains the driving force of market economy and market communication. Many 
corporations and individuals invest in or sponsor organizations in the arts and cul-
tural field in order to realize their own economic interests; this is especially the case 
with corporate sponsorship. The market economy can also become the standard by 
which the value of government support, such as whether it drives local employment 
and economic development.

Another manifestation of market power is the force of communication, which 
includes two functions: communicating information and guiding consumption (Lin 
2017). The communication power can be explained in two ways: one is that the organi-
zation tries to convey some information to visitors, collectors, and the public through 
their cultural and artistic products; the other is that relevant media exposure and ac-
tivities, as communication channels, affect the public’s awareness and stimulate their 
interest in consumption and having an experience.

Institutionalization Force (The Power of Institutionalization)

The domestic world values responsibility, convention, and collective credit, and it 
prioritizes group order and hierarchy; the institutionalization force assesses value 
similarly. The power of institutionalization is mainly reflected in an organization’s 
internal policies and management system. In American museums, for example, the 
prosperity and development of the field are largely due to adequate financial sup-
port, which is made possible in great part by the US policy system. There is no specific 
governmental cultural agency in the United States to supervise, govern, and fund art 
museums; rather, support for arts and organizations is mainly a product of govern-
ment policies and systems, especially the provisions of the Internal Revenue Service 
(IRS), including tax exemption policies, such as sections 501(c)(3), 4940(d)(2), and 
4942(J)(3) of the tax code.

The power of institutionalization can to some extent be seen in an organization’s in-
ternal management system, in particular the structure of the management team and 
their working process. For example, a museum with a clear management structure, a 
team of fundraising specialists or public affairs professionals, and standardized curation 
and operations processes would have a greater chance to gain government and/ or foun-
dation financial support (Preece 2015).
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Financing Mechanisms for Arts and 
Cultural Organizations

The word “mechanism” has three meanings, according to the Collins English Dictionary: 
(1) “In a machine or piece of equipment, a mechanism is a part, often consisting of a set 
of smaller parts, which performs a particular function”; (2) “A mechanism is a special 
way of getting something done within a particular system”; and (3) “A mechanism is a 
part of your behavior that is automatic and that helps you to survive or to cope with a dif-
ficult situation.” The financing mechanism could be explained as a special way of getting 
funds, consisting of different parts, to help organizations cope with financial needs.

Financing mechanisms in the area of education were a subject of academic interest 
in the late 1990s. Education, especially higher education, is a public good that needs 
diversified financial support. Arts and culture are also public goods (Jung 2018), and 
the social environment for art organizations is quite similar to the situation educational 
institutions were facing two decades ago; therefore, a review of previous research on 
school financing mechanisms could provide some valuable insights.

During the 1990s, many countries faced significant changes in their economies, 
forcing reform in their systems for financing higher education. More new funders 
needed to be attracted, and multiple funding channels needed to be developed; at the 
same time, existing participants in the funding system needed encouragement to in-
vest more (Carnoy 2000). Lin (2006) combined soft system methodology with the 
methodology of open complex giant systems and higher education system thinking 
to set up a conceptual model to address the relationship between higher education 
institutions and donations to institutions of higher education by enterprises, so-
cial groups, and individual citizens, and linked these to the external environment of 
policy and market in order to construct a system perspective on educational financing 
mechanisms.

System thinking has also recently been brought into the arts and cultural field. Jung 
(2017) explored the application of system thinking to understanding arts and educational 
organizations as open, complex systems interconnected with external environments. 
Jung and Love (2017) further discussed the theory and practice of system thinking in 
museums. Jung and Vakharia (2019) brought the insights of open systems theory into 
the field of arts and cultural organization management, suggesting that this might en-
hance organizations’ performance in both financial and nonfinancial areas; they also 
pointed out that arts and cultural organizations should be seen as open and networked 
structures that are part of and affected by external environments. These research tracks 
suggest that the funding mechanisms of arts organizations could be studied from the 
perspective of system thinking as open complex systems that are closely linked to ex-
ternal environments.
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The PEST model, which represents four aspects of environments (political, eco-
nomic, social, and technological), is a powerful and widely used tool for analyzing ex-
ternal environments (Aguilar 1967; Sammut- Bonnici and Galea 2015) that could offer 
a better understanding of factors influencing organizational development (Matović 
2020). It could also be used with arts and cultural organizations, examining the political, 
economic, social, and technological aspects of their complex financing systems.

The political environment could influence the direction and mode of government 
funding, which in turn could have an impact on the content and staff composition of 
arts organizations’ production. The technological environment could influence ways of 
curating exhibitions or fundraising channels. The economic environment could refer 
not only to the economic status of the society but also to ecological changes that might 
have economic impacts, such as the COVID- 19 pandemic. These in turn might affect the 
structure of arts and cultural organizations, the content they produce, and their ability 
to raise funds. The social environment also has a profound impact on the financing of 
arts and cultural organizations. Comparing China and the United States, the differences 
between the countries’ cultures of donation and patterns of cultural consumption beha-
vior are the main reason for the different funding structures of arts and cultural organi-
zations in the two countries.

Besides the external environment, research has shown a mutually influencing rela-
tionship between the internal environment of an arts organization and its funders. 
Alexander (1996), drawing on organizational theory, found that different funders’ 
tastes were translated into different exhibition formats and content. Stockenstrand and 
Ander (2014) compared the stability, business strategy, and management of Swedish 
orchestras and British orchestras and suggested that funding sources might influence 
how organizations perceive the importance of communication and knowledge manage-
ment. Preece (2015) found that funders make funding decisions based on the quality of 
an organization’s products and services, mission and vision, organizational structure, 
and management capability. Hence, there is theoretical and empirical evidence that or-
ganizational outcomes are shaped not just by internal management but also by funding 
sources.

Drawing together all the themes discussed so far, we can see that the financing 
mechanism of arts and cultural organizations consists of three subsystems, in-
cluding the driving power system, the operational system, and the external envi-
ronment (see Figure 26.3). The driving power system is the funding structure that 
was mentioned previously, which includes three funding sources and five driving 
powers (see Figure 26.2). The operational system refers to the process in which an 
arts organization uses its personnel, management structure, and projects to connect 
to government, corporations, and the public in order to obtain external financial 
support under the allocation of the five driven powers. The external environment 
refers to the dynamically changing environment of technological, political, social, 
and economic factors.
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Intertwining Relationships within  
the Financing Mechanism

As the financing mechanism of arts and cultural organizations is an open complex 
system that involves so many participants and influencers, there is inevitably some in-
terplay among funders, driving forces, and environmental changes.

Positive and Negative Relationships between Funders

Within a funding system, there are positive and negative correlations between different 
funding sources. As an example, the funds provided to US arts organizations by the 
National Endowment for the Arts (NEA) account for only 1 percent of those organi-
zations’ total funding, but its strategy is to use those allocations to encourage organiza-
tions to actively seek diversified incomes. The NEA’s supportive attitude drives active 
investment by states, local governments, foundations, corporations, and individuals. 
The public is more willing to donate to arts organizations if the projects seeking funding 
have received grants from or been recommended by the government.

But research conducted by Kim and Van Ryzin (2013) showed that government 
funding can have a “crowding- out” effect on private donations. That is, individuals 
might reduce or eliminate the amount they donate to arts and cultural organizations 
that receiving government funding, regardless of what percentage of total income that 
government funding provides.
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Innovation Market

Driving System

External Environments

Political

Economic

Social and Cultural

Technological

Operation System

The Outcomes of Creative Productions

The Management Structure

Managers, Working Staff

Figure 26.3 The financing mechanisms of arts organizations.
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Another example of these correlations is provided by Today Art Museum (TAM) in 
Beijing. It opened in 2002, funded by a real estate company. TAM focused on discovering 
and promoting young artists and emerging artists and was recognized by the art com-
munity for its exhibition quality. Many of the artists who exhibited at TAM later became 
famous, and TAM gained status and a strong reputation. However, in recent years real 
estate has become less profitable and the company reduced its funding to the museum, 
so TAM has had to become financially independent. TAM tried to maintain its pre-
vious peak by relying on corporate sponsorship and venue fees. However, considering 
the lack of supportive tax policies, limited returns from sponsorship returns, a reduc-
tion of quality in exhibitions that leased space at TAM, and many other factors, TAM 
sought other strategies. One was to import more blockbuster exhibitions sponsored 
by corporations, such as Mi, Van Cleef & Arpels, and Paul Smith. The admission fees 
for these exhibitions are much higher than the normal fees. But, under the pressure of 
having to change its funding structure, TAM also saw its academic reputation decrease 
to some degree.

TAM has continued to identify new sources of funding. For example, frequent visitors 
could be cultivated and become potential individual sponsors through a membership 
plan. Drawing on Hirschman’s (1983) three- market segmentation theories (artists, art 
peers, and the public) and Lin and Colbert’s research (2018) showing that people with 
an educational or professional arts background are more active in art consumption and 
find it easier to establish emotional contact with art- related activities and objects, TAM 
could also attempt to transfer existing participants to the next level of giving by actively 
encouraging the patrons to develop more ties to the arts, which would increase their 
likelihood of donating.

The Coordination Effect between the Driving Forces

There could be coordination effects between different driving forces. For example, 
the institutionalization force may facilitate the reputation force. In the United 
States, an organization recognized by the IRS with 501(c)(3) tax exemption status is 
considered more formal and credible in the eyes of the public and other entities. At 
the Metropolitan Museum of Art, only forty more or less elective trustees have the 
right to vote; the five- year tenure system and annual election of one- fifth of the board 
ensure that the organization is not affected by the will of any single group, which 
guarantees credibility and public trust. Under the requirements of the institutional-
ization force, credibility could also have a positive effect on government funding. For 
example, in Suzhou, the government organizes a centralized review of private art or-
ganizations applying for subsidies or awards from June to August every year. In ad-
dition to reviewing the written application materials these organizations provide, 
the government also refers to the documents issued by the Municipal Art Museum 
Association and third- party evaluators’ assessments of the organizations’ operations. 
The results of these evaluations are publicized after being examined and approved 
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by the municipality’s department of culture and its financial department. Private art 
galleries that fail to pass the annual inspection, fail to complete a statistical survey, or 
fail to pass a random inspection twice a year will not be eligible to submit an applica-
tion for an award application in that year. Private art organizations that provide false 
application materials or otherwise violate laws, regulations, or rules are penalized by 
not being able to participate for five years.

The Conflict Effect Inside the System

The conflict effect also plays a part in funding systems. In 1983, the UK’s Arts Council 
received criticism from the public for its £50,000 sponsorship of a controversial visual 
art piece by David Mach— a representation of a submarine constructed of waste tires. 
In another example from 1989, NEA- funded artist Robert Mapplethorpe exhibited 
works related to homosexuality in a retrospective titled “The Perfect Moment.” The 
organizer of the exhibition was the Institute of Contemporary Arts in Philadelphia, 
which had received a $30,000 NEA grant and had plans for the exhibition to visit 
Chicago, Washington, DC, and other cities. The exhibition angered conservative sen-
ator Jesse Helms and led the Senate to vote to prevent the NEA from supporting “ob-
scene or vulgar” works. Not only was the credibility of the organization mounting the 
exhibition challenged, but also the government that provided funding was questioned. 
These incidents highlight the struggle between artistic freedom and control and reveal 
the conflicts between the public, government, and the professional aesthetic standards 
of the art world. They also suggest some of the types of conflicts that arts organiza-
tions might face when they search for funds, since it is impossible to make every stake-
holder happy.

Another example of conflict would be the Tate Modern’s controversial sponsor-
ship relationship with the oil company BP. In 2016, BP announced that it was ending 
its twenty- seven- year sponsorship of the Tate, largely because of public protest. Art 
collectives and some members of the general public believed that oil companies giving 
sponsorship to arts organization was a way to legitimize their devastation of the en-
vironment and their reckless business practices, and that receiving funds from oil 
companies represents a serious stain on the United Kingdom’s cultural patrimony (Tate 
à Tate n.d.). Besides oil companies, other corporate sponsors have also been criticized, 
including investment banks, tobacco companies, and wines and spirits companies. 
They are believed to be participating in arts philanthropy in order to keep the policy 
environment favorable to the industry, not just simply to promote sales (Smith 2008; 
Chong 2018). In such cases, it is difficult for arts organizations not to lose credibility 
when they accept donations from questionable funding sources. At the same time, the 
arts organizations had an urgent need for funds, showing the conflicts that can exist be-
tween the market force and credibility.
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Dynamic Changes in the External Environment  
of Fundraising

The COVID- 19 pandemic was a shock to the arts and cultural field, creating challenges 
but also offering opportunities. This is an example of how a change in environment can 
lead to the adjustment of funding structures and the operation of financing mechanisms.

During COVID- 19, the arts and cultural industry faced not only the same challenges 
as other industries but also a long and unstable road to recovery. Due to the lockdowns, 
many art venues had to close down or to restrict the number of visitors per day and/ 
or per show. Since the 2008 financial crisis, arts organizations had been relying more 
on revenue from ticket and product sales to deal with the impact of the reduction of 
public funds, commercial sponsorship, and charitable donations. However, this kind 
of funding structure made arts and cultural organizations more vulnerable to the 
pandemic’s impact and in many cases has threatened the viability of the organizations.

Arts and cultural organizations sought to adjust their mode of operations and seek 
new ways of funding during and after the pandemic. These organizations were able to 
leverage information technology to spread culture and art during the outbreak of the 
pandemic in a way that had not been possible ten years earlier. According to a survey of 
19,398 cultural and art institutions conducted between March 2020 and February 2021, 
72 percent have adjusted their operations mode, and of these 73 percent chose to increase 
online content in order to compete for public attention and support (Americans for the 
Arts 2021). This example shows how the external environment influences the opera-
tional system of organizations and the forces of market and innovation, demonstrating 
the dynamic and self- adjusting nature of fundraising mechanisms.

Conclusion

This chapter has illuminated funding structures and financing mechanisms in order to help 
arts and cultural organizations move toward achieving sustainable and stable financing. Arts 
managers may use this understanding in their decision- making, and researchers may inves-
tigate this mechanism further— for example, focusing on questions such as how to target ap-
propriate funders, how to establish a hierarchy of donors by educating and cultivating them, 
and how to use driving forces in the funding structure to face risk and challenges.
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Chapter 27

Contemp orary Findings 
on Individual D onations 

and Fundraising 
Strategies

Jennifer Wiggins

The Great Recession, from December 2007 to June 2009, had a significant impact on the 
ability of nonprofit arts organizations to raise funds. In the United States, the arts sector 
experienced a decrease in assets of more than 20 percent, with a 9 percent decrease 
in revenues in 2009 alone (McCambridge and Dietz 2020). This was primarily driven 
by a drop in investment value, accompanied by smaller decreases in contributions as 
donors and corporate sponsors rethought their budgets and government funding was 
redirected toward pressing economic needs (McCambridge and Dietz 2020). In Europe, 
arts organizations that had historically relied on public funding found themselves 
struggling to shift toward private contributions in response to cuts in government sup-
port and a drop in corporate sponsorships (Krebs, Rieunier, and Urien 2015). In rec-
ognition of these struggles, academic research on charitable donations experienced a 
surge, both in mainstream journals and in journals dedicated to the nonprofit and arts 
industries.

Accompanying this growing interest was an increase in the availability of data on 
fundraising effectiveness. The Cultural Data Project, now DataArts, was founded in 
2004 with the goal of amassing a large dataset of financial information on the non-
profit arts industry in the United States (DataArts n.d.). Crowdfunding websites such as 
Kickstarter and KIVA made basic financial data on their campaigns publicly available. 
Combined with existing resources like Guidestar, now Candid, which digitizes US IRS 
990 forms for nonprofit organizations, researchers had access to better and more com-
plete data that enabled more nuanced analyses of fundraising practices and successes 
(Candid n.d.). Collectively, this has led to a wealth of new knowledge about individual 
donations and effective fundraising strategies. The goal of this chapter is to conduct a 
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review of the literature on individual donations published after the start of the Great 
Recession, combining systematic and narrative methods, with a focus on identifying 
best practices for arts organizations.

Method and Analysis

A search of the Business Source Complete database was conducted for the keyword 
“donation” with the results limited to publications between 2008 and 2021. Additional 
keyword searches were planned, but as the initial search resulted in more than seven 
thousand hits, and it is unlikely that a publication on charitable donations would not 
include the word “donation,” further searches were deemed moot. Removing duplicates 
and limiting the results to high quality international journals in English (see Appendix) 
revealed 506 articles and conference proceedings across the fields of consumer research, 
marketing strategy, nonprofit management, business ethics, accounting, advertising, 
and arts management. The sample was further refined based on the abstracts to focus 
on individual donation behavior, excluding research on corporate philanthropy, corpo-
rate social responsibility, cause- related marketing, and the development of professional 
fundraising as a field, and to focus on those findings that are most relevant to the arts 
industries, for example, excluding research on blood and organ donation or children 
in poverty, resulting in a final sample of 208 publications. This literature was reviewed 
with a goal to let the underlying themes in the literature emerge naturally to provide a 
comprehensive overview of our current understanding of individual charitable dona-
tion behavior.

The analysis revealed five primary research streams co- occurring in the literature, 
which reflect differences in the theoretical and methodological approaches taken by 
various research fields. The first stream seeks to identify antecedents and drivers that 
can explain and predict individual donation behavior. Spanning consumer research, 
marketing strategy, nonprofit management, and arts management, this research pri-
marily relies on experimental and survey methodologies to test the impact of indi-
vidual and situational factors on likelihood to donate. The second stream considers 
social influences, including social information, public recognition, and the influence of 
donors’ social networks. This research has been influenced by prior work in economics 
(Johnson and Grimm 2012) and has now been incorporated into consumer research as 
well as nonprofit and arts management. This research has primarily relied on experi-
mental methods, but more recently it has incorporated network analysis using sec-
ondary data.

While researchers looking from a psychological or sociological perspective have 
examined the individual’s donation decision and the influence of other donors in the so-
cial network, an economic perspective suggests that there are also structural dynamics 
that can have an influence on the individual’s donation behavior. Access to financial 
data enabled a revived interest in the crosswise dynamics between different sources of 
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revenue in the nonprofit management and marketing strategy fields. Researchers in 
this area have primarily used secondary datasets and econometric analyses to examine 
the interplay among different sources of funding and the impact of alternative funding 
sources on the overall amount of individual donations within an organization or in-
dustry. Research from an accounting perspective has taken a different approach to un-
derstanding the individual donor’s response to funding structure, examining the impact 
of an organization’s financial transparency and accountability on individual donation 
decisions. This stream similarly relies on secondary data and econometric analysis, with 
some use of experimental methodology. Finally, research continued to probe perhaps 
the longest- running research question in this area: how to optimize the effectiveness 
of fundraising appeals. This stream spans consumer research, marketing strategy, and 
advertising, and primarily uses experimental methods to test the effectiveness of var-
ious aspects of fundraising requests and messages. Table 27.1 provides an overview of the 
distribution of these five streams across the publication years 2008– 2021. This chapter 
reviews each of these streams in turn, followed by implications for future research on 
individual donations to the arts.

Antecedents and Drivers of  
Individual Donation Behavior

Much historical research has focused on understanding the intrinsic or altruistic 
motives for donation (Johnson and Grimm 2012). Intrinsically motivated donors 
may be driven by empathy for the beneficiaries (Ein- Gar and Levontin 2013; Verhaert 
and Van den Poel 2011a), regret over not donating in the past (Bennett 2009b), or an 
internalized norm of social responsibility (Barnes 2011). Donors may be driven by a per-
sonal connection to the cause (Lin- Healy and Small 2012), a desire to support their local 
community (Kim, Gibson, and Ko 2011), or the wish to leave an impact on the future for 
posterity (Krebs, Rieunier and Urien 2015). Donation behavior also seems to be a way 
to assuage guilt over unrelated behaviors. Consumers who have engaged in indulgent 
consumption or made an immoral choice are more likely to donate immediately after-
ward (Chatterjee, Mishra, and Mishra 2010; Gneezy, Imas, and Madarász 2014), as are 
consumers who have been exposed to appeals linking a suggested donation amount to 
the price of a hedonic product, such as a pint of gourmet ice cream (Savary, Goldsmith, 
and Dhar 2015).

Researchers have also examined donors’ responses to extrinsic incentives and 
rewards. Donor acquisition increases when fundraising appeals include low- value mon-
etary gifts (such as stamps or a coin); however, average donation amounts and return on 
investment decrease (Yin, Li, and Singh 2020). Reframing gifts as charitable purchases 
and not rewards for donations can mitigate this effect (Savary, Li, and Newman 2020). 
Adding a “bonus trigger incentive” that adds a predetermined dollar amount to gifts 
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also increases donor acquisition and willingness to donate, but only when the incentive 
is large enough to be impactful (Helms- McCarty, Diette, and Holloway 2016). Donors 
continue to be responsive to benefits offered for different donation amounts (Boenigk 
and Scherhag 2014; Scherhag and Boenigk 2013). However, emphasizing these benefits 
increases donors’ attributions of their donations to the benefits received, making 
them more likely to lapse if benefits are removed (Johnson and Ellis 2011). Similarly, 
incentivizing supporters to persuade others to donate leads to persuasion tactics that 
are perceived as less sincere, reducing their effectiveness (Barasch, Berman and Small 
2014). Interestingly, while extrinsic motivations have often been viewed as less desirable, 
intrinsically motivated donors do not donate more to the arts than their extrinsically 
motivated counterparts (Johnson and Ellis 2011). Donors evaluate rewards only after 
considering the needs of the beneficiaries, and are willing to help in the absence of a re-
ward if that need is great (Abbate and Ruggieri 2011).

Researchers have also examined the processes that donors use to decide whether 
to donate, to whom, and how much. The choice to donate tends to be determined by 
factors internal to the individual, but donation amount is more influenced by external 
factors like perceived need of the beneficiaries, effectiveness of the organization, or the 
overall economic environment (Fajardo and Townsend 2012; Osili, Ackerman, and Li 
2019). Donors to only one organization tend to select one to which they feel a personal 
connection; however, the choice of a second recipient organization is also influenced by 
self- image fit and reputation, seeing others donate, and receiving promotional materials 
(Bennett 2012; Bennett and Ali- Choudhury 2009). Donors prefer to distribute their 
donations among multiple organizations rather than concentrating on one, and do-
nate more money overall when they choose the recipient organizations before the total 
amount to be donated (Okutur and Berman 2020; Sharps and Schroeder 2019).

Attention has also been paid to the relationships that are cultivated between non-
profit organizations and potential donors. Donation intention is increased by positive 
past experiences with the organization as a customer, member, or audience member 
(Beldad, Snip, and van Hoof 2014; Kim, Gupta, and Lee 2021; Moon and Azizi 2013; 
Swanson and Davis 2012). These effects can be enhanced when the donor identifies 
strongly with the organization (Boenigk and Helmig 2013; Fang, Fombelle, and Bolton 
2021) and when they have donated to a broad variety of projects within the organiza-
tion (Khodakarami, Petersen, and Vekatesan 2015). However, strong identification with 
other members of the organization increases member retention but decreases donations 
(Fang, Fombelle, and Bolton 2021). Relationships with arts organizations have also been 
divided into exchange relationships, which assume equitable outcomes, and communal 
relationships, which do not. Arts consumers’ perceptions of whether they have an ex-
change or communal relationship with the organization does not always match how 
they are segmented by the organization, making prediction of donation behavior based 
on purchase behavior challenging (Johnson, Peck, and Schweidel 2014). Consumers can 
even perceive both exchange and communal relationships with arts organizations si-
multaneously, and both can motivate them to donate even in the absence of rewards 
(Johnson and Grimm 2010).
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Donation behavior has also been found to exhibit cross- cultural differences. 
Cultures with high individualism and low uncertainty avoidance demonstrate higher 
propensities to engage in prosocial behavior (Luria, Cnaan, and Boehm 2015). High 
power distance has been linked to lower perceptions of individual responsibility to 
help, and therefore lower donation behavior (Luria, Cnaan, and Boehm 2015; Winterich 
and Zhang 2014). Responses to donation appeals have also been shown to vary across 
cultures. Donors from tight cultures with more formal norms are more likely to respond 
to donation requests, while donors from loose cultures with less formal norms are more 
likely to donate in the presence of others (Siemens et al. 2020). Self- benefit appeals are 
more effective in individualistic cultures, while other- benefit appeals are more effective 
in collectivistic cultures (Ye et al. 2015), and donors with an independent self- construal 
are more likely to donate to charities with high rates of support, while donors with an in-
terdependent self- construal are more likely to donate to charities with low rates of sup-
port (Allen, Eilert, and Peloza 2018).

The presence of this stream in contemporary research suggests that this topic is still 
of interest to understanding individual donation behavior. However, its focus on the 
motivations and responses of individual donors suggests a limited view of the dona-
tion decision as residing only in the donor’s mind. Researchers have also begun to take 
a broader, more complex view of donation behavior, examining social, structural, and 
economic influences on individual donations.

Social Influences on Individual 
Donation Behavior

While past research on antecedents of donation behavior largely focused on intrinsic 
and extrinsic motivations, there has been increasing interest in the impact of social or 
reputational motivations (Johnson and Grimm 2012). Information about others’ do-
nation behavior positively affects donor acquisition and likelihood to donate (Shang 
and Sargeant 2016; Shang, Reed, and Croson 2008; Verhaert and Van den Poel 2011a); 
however, the impact on amount donated been mixed (Croson, Handy, and Shang 
2009; Minguez and Sese 2021). Social information influences donation decisions by 
communicating social norms, increasing awareness of need, and acting as a quality 
signal for the organization (van Teunenbroek, Bekkers, and Beersma 2020). However, 
it can also communicate that the donor’s contribution will have less impact and neg-
atively affect the donor’s identity membership esteem (Shang and Sargeant 2016; van 
Teunenbroek, Bekkers, and Beersma 2020).

The impact of social information is sensitive to the identity of the donors being used 
as examples. The positive effect is stronger when the sample donor is similar to the pro-
spective donor (James 2019; Shang, Reed, and Croson 2008; Tian and Konrath 2021), es-
pecially when the prospective donor is more collectivist or other- focused (Shang, Reed, 
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and Croson 2008). However, the effect has a limit— a sample donor who is too similar 
to the prospective donor can decrease likelihood to donate by making the prospec-
tive donor feel less unique (Tian and Konrath 2021). Prospective donors are also more 
willing to donate when the example donors come from lower- class backgrounds (Cha, 
Yi, and Lee 2020). When other donors are perceived to be wealthier, prospective donors 
“pass the buck” and donate less (Berman et al. 2020).

Current research on public recognition as a donation reward is primarily focused 
on explaining a history of mixed results. For example, public recognition is an effec-
tive reward in arts crowdfunding when there are no material rewards offered, but in 
the presence of material rewards it becomes ineffective (Boeuf, Darveau, and Legoux 
2014). Public recognition increases donation intentions and amounts donated for 
donors with an independent, but not interdependent, self- construal (Simpson, White, 
and Laran 2018) and for donors with a high, but not low, need for social approval (Denis, 
Pecheux, and Warlop 2020). Public recognition increases donations to out- groups 
but not to in- groups, because in- group donations are expected and therefore the so-
cial benefits of recognition are diminished (Han, Lee, and Winterich 2020). And public 
recognition decreases donation likelihood when it is perceived to create ambiguity in 
the attributions that will be made about the donor’s motivation (Savary and Goldsmith 
2020). This concern about attributed motivation leads donors to show an aversion to 
being required to publicize their own donations, despite receiving reputational benefits 
(Wang and Tong 2015).

Researchers have also noted donors’ tendency to communicate to others about their 
own donation behavior. Donors choose to share charity brands and donor recognitions 
on social networking sites for a variety of reasons, including self- enhancement, im-
pression management, high involvement with the cause, advocacy for the nonprofit, or 
conformity to site norms (Chell, Russell- Bennett, and Mortimer 2020; Wallace, Buil, 
and de Chernatony 2017). Promoting one’s own prosocial behavior can communicate 
good deeds, but it can also signal selfish motivations, especially if the behavior is already 
known by others (Berman et al. 2013). Interestingly, communications about donations 
of time receive greater social benefits and admiration than donations of money because 
they are more costly to the donor, even though they are perceived to be less effective 
(Johnson and Park 2021).

Researchers have also examined more general social network effects on dona-
tion behavior. Individuals are more likely to become donors, donate more frequently, 
and donate higher amounts when they have stronger social networks (Reddick and 
Ponomariov 2012; Unger, Papastamatelou, and Arpagaus 2021), are more involved 
in their civic community (Wu et al. 2018), and have more ties with organizations and 
associations in their community (Hossain and Lamb 2017). Individuals also donate 
more when their primary social network ties are also donors (Herzog and Yang 2018). 
Peer- to- peer fundraising solicitations, which rely on social ties, have been found to be 
more effective when the fundraiser emphasizes information about themselves and their 
investment in the fundraising campaign than when they emphasize information about 
the efficacy of their charity (Chapman, Masser, and Louis 2019).
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Finally, researchers have examined the practice of giving charitable donations as 
gifts. Recipients of donations as gifts are less likely to donate time or money to the or-
ganization in the future because they lack agency in the decision to donate and owner-
ship of the donation (Ok, Habib, and Aquino 2020). This is mitigated if the recipient is 
allowed to select how the funds are allocated among various charities, as this restores the 
missing sense of agency and ownership (Mulder and Joireman 2016), or if the gift was 
requested, as on a gift registry (Ok, Habib, and Aquino 2020). However, gift registries 
that ask for donations receive less money than those that ask for cash because gift- givers 
anchor the amount on a typical donation rather than a typical gift (Samper, Chan, and 
Hamilton 2017).

These findings suggest that the social dynamics among donors can have a signif-
icant impact on their decision to donate and their choices of organization and dona-
tion amount, which is not accounted for in the literature on individual antecedents and 
motivations. Donation decisions are made not in isolation but rather in the context of a 
network of social influences that can override or alter individual inclinations.

Crosswise Dynamics among  
Funding Sources

Research on the interplay between sources of funding has long focused on the inter-
play between public versus private funding, finding evidence of both crowding- out 
effects, in which government funds substitute for private donations, and crowding- in 
effects, in which government funds signal that the organization is worth supporting 
and private donations increase (Alexiou, Wiggins, and Preece 2020). Recent research 
suggests possible explanations for these conflicting findings, including the age of the 
organization (Lu 2016), the size of the organization (Hughes, Luksetich, and Rooney 
2014), the specific nonprofit sector (Lu 2016), and whether the study methodology is 
experimental or non- experimental (de Wit and Bekkers 2017). The effect of government 
funding also varies by level of government. Support from more central levels of govern-
ment increases private donations but decreases funding from more local levels of gov-
ernment, and support from multiple levels of government decreases private donations 
(de Wit and Bekkers 2017; Schatteman and Bingle 2017). Finally, recent research finds 
that the crowding- out effect of government support does not apply to volunteers. The 
presence of volunteers from national service programs has a positive effect on volunteer 
and individual donation rates (Messamore, Paxton, and Velasco 2021).

Largely using data from the Cultural Data Project, researchers have also identified po-
tential crowding out of donations by earned revenue from program activities and ticket 
sales. There appears to be a trade- off between donations and audience size, with organ-
izations that attract larger audiences and more visitors to their websites receiving fewer 
contributions from foundations (Charles and Kim 2016), and organizations that gain 
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more than 50 percent of their revenue from donations having lower attendance figures 
(Kim 2017). Charles and Kim (2016) suggest that organizations with larger audiences 
project an image of success that makes them appear less in need. The effects of revenue, 
however, may be more complex. Krawczyk, Wooddell, and Dias (2017) find that earned 
revenue is positively related to donations, but the effect sizes are so small as to be man-
agerially useless. However, Lee, Ha, and Kim (2018) find that marketing expenses used 
for programming, not fundraising, have a positive influence on donation revenue. This 
is consistent with the idea that arts organizations can be segmented into those that focus 
on engaging with audiences and those that focus on engaging with donors (Besana 
2012), but it suggests that efforts to engage with one group may spill over onto the other 
group, further complicating the dynamics between purchases and donations.

Several researchers have examined the impact of commercialization or social enter-
prise activities, again to mixed results. The initial introduction of a profit- generating 
social enterprise decreases individual donations, with the effect partially mitigated 
when the social enterprise is consistent with the organization’s mission and competently 
operated (Smith, Cronley, and Barr 2012). However, ongoing engagement with a profit- 
generating social enterprise increases donations when the profits of the enterprise are 
not distributed to owners or equity investors (Faulk et al. 2020). Consistent with these 
mixed results, a meta- analysis of nonprofit commercialization found 110 positive effects 
on donation income, 30 null effects, and 155 negative effects, with an overall small but 
significant crowding- out effect (Hung 2020a). In contrast to Smith, Cronley, and Barr’s 
(2012) findings, Hung (2020a) finds that the negative effect of commercialization on do-
nation income is greater when the commercial income is mission- related than when it 
is unrelated, and that the crowding- out effect is stronger in sectors where organizations 
rely primarily on donation revenue.

Researchers have also examined the impact of corporate sponsorship, and again the 
results have been mixed. Sponsorship reduces willingness to donate if donors perceive 
their individual contributions to matter less in light of the corporate funding (Bennett, 
Kim, and Loken 2013). The effect can be mitigated or reversed by the donor’s identifi-
cation with the sponsor, the size of the corporate donation, and the donor’s attitude to-
ward the nonprofit organization (Bennett, Kim, and Loken 2013; Kwak and Kwon 2016). 
Sponsorship crowds in individual donations if it increases the visibility of the nonprofit 
organization and signals willingness to work hard, increasing perceptions of donation 
impact (Goh, Pappu, and Chien 2021).

Researchers have also found crosswise dynamics among other sources of contributed 
income. Mio and Fasan (2015) find that museums that focus on attracting monetary 
donations have more independent boards and higher individual donation rates, while 
museums that focus on in- kind contributions have smaller boards and higher volunteer 
rates. Hung (2020b) examines the interplay between volunteerism and donation and 
finds that volunteers are only willing to donate money to the organization if they are 
satisfied with their volunteer experience. And Alexiou, Wiggins, and Preece (2020) find 
that the impact of crowdfunding campaigns on other funding depends on organization 
age. Young organizations are legitimated by a successful campaign, but funds raised in 
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the campaign substitute for other donations, while established organizations see an in-
crease in funding from other sources regardless of campaign success.

Finally, researchers have studied the competitive dynamics among organizations 
within a geographic area and found a positive effect on donations. Increased non-
profit density increases awareness of the nonprofit sector and its actions, leading to 
increased confidence in nonprofit performance among donors (McDougle and Lam 
2014). Successful capital campaigns by arts organizations also have a positive effect on 
the fundraising success of both other arts organizations (Woronkowicz and Nicholson- 
Crotty 2017) and non- arts organizations (Woronkowicz 2018) in the geographic area, 
perhaps because they increase awareness of the need for services. Interestingly, these 
same successful campaigns can decrease the size of a local nonprofit ecology because 
capital campaigns capture the core donor segment, leaving only peripheral sources of 
support for the rest of the sector (Woronkowicz 2018).

Competitive dynamics are sensitive to perceptions of equity. Equal distribution 
of revenue among organizations in the same geographic context increases overall 
donations (Ressler, Paxton, and Velasco 2021). When distribution of revenue is unequal, 
fundraising success has been linked to emphasizing connections to the local geographic 
community (Ressler, Paxton, and Velasco 2021) and to emphasizing relative need, as 
individuals who are choosing among a group of charities are more likely to donate to the 
charity with the least prior support (Bradley, Lawrence, and Ferguson 2019). Data from 
China suggests that government funding can also exhibit a crowding- in effect among a 
network of linked organizations; when one organization experiences an increase in gov-
ernment funding, neighbor organizations in the network experience a corresponding 
increase in individual donations as donors redistribute funds to even out the resources 
among the group (Ma 2020).

This research suggests that individual donation decisions are influenced not only by 
their own social networks but also by the organization’s network of funding sources and 
neighboring or competing organizations. Individual donors are aware of the overall 
structure of nonprofit funding sources and the dynamics of funding, and appear to ad-
just their donation behavior in response to changes in the donation behavior of non- 
individual entities as well as other individual donors.

Transparency and Accountability

Prospective donors are sensitive to information about an organization’s effective-
ness in fulfilling its mission (Bertacchini, Santagata, and Signorello 2011; Cryder, 
Loewenstein, and Scheines 2013; Katz 2018). Providing tangible details about organiza-
tional effectiveness increases donations by increasing perceptions of donation impact 
(Cryder, Loewenstein, and Scheines 2013) and trust in the organization (Alhidari et al. 
2018; Cheng and Wu 2021; Evers and Gesthuizen 2011; Wymer, Becker, and Boenigk 
2021) and can be more effective than tax rebates and incentives in soliciting donations 
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(Bertacchini, Santagata, and Signorello 2011). This transparency can be achieved by 
disclosing financial information to potential donors,  for example, providing web access 
to IRS 990 forms (Blouin, Lee, and Erickson 2018) or presenting detailed disclosures in 
annual financial reports (Rossi, Leardini, and Landi 2020). Donors particularly value 
indicators that provide information about medium- term outcomes over indicators of 
immediate output or long- term impact (Bodem- Schrötgens and Becker 2020).

Organizations can increase perceptions of effectiveness by promoting signals of ex-
ternal validation. For example, indicating that the organization meets the standards 
of the Better Business Bureau increases donations (Chen 2009; Sloan 2009), although 
the information primarily affects donation amount rather than donation likelihood 
(Agyemang et al. 2019). Stronger forms of voluntary nonprofit accountability, such as 
external certifications, have also been linked to higher donation amounts (Becker 2018). 
Web assurance seals, while uncommon and primarily used by large, less efficient or-
ganizations, also increase donor support (Canada and Harris 2020). Interestingly, mere 
evaluation by a third party may be enough to signal that the organization values trans-
parency and accountability. Among US nonprofit organizations, receiving a rating from 
a large charity rating organization increased donations even if the rating was negative, 
although a positive rating was more beneficial (Harris and Neely 2016).

Prospective donors are also sensitive to information about the organization’s effi-
ciency in using donated revenue. Indications of financial efficiency increase donations 
through strengthening donor confidence (Li, McDowell, and Hu 2012) and affect choice 
of organization by changing perceptions of the most and least efficient organizations in 
the group (van der Heijden 2013). Studies using Cultural Data Project data have found 
that fundraising efficiency is positively associated with both individual and foundation 
donations (Charles and Kim 2016; Grizzle 2015; Krawczyk, Wooddell, and Dias 2017). 
The role of administrative efficiency is less clear, with findings of both significant and 
non- significant effects on donations (Grizzle 2015; Krawczyk, Wooddell, and Dias 
2017). Prospective donors are not affected by the amount of debt an organization holds 
(Charles 2018; Grizzle 2015), but they are sensitive to donated revenue being used to ser-
vice interest on outstanding debt (Charles 2018). In general, arts organizations are seen 
as most efficient at creating art, followed by fundraising, and least efficient in creating 
social impact (Del Barrio- Tellado, Prieto, and Murray 2020).

Researchers have identified strategies that can mitigate the negative effect of in-
efficiency, including allowing donors to restrict how their donation can be used (Li, 
McDowell, and Hu 2012), informing donors that someone else has already covered 
overhead costs (Charles, Sloan, and Schubert 2020), and using money from “tainted” 
sources, like corporate support from a tobacco company, to cover administrative 
expenses (Bluvstein et al. 2019). Donors who are committed to the cause are more fo-
cused on outcomes than organizational intentions, and therefore more willing to ac-
cept overhead being covered from donated revenue (Newman et al. 2019). The impact 
of administrative inefficiency has also been found to be lower in the arts sector than in 
other nonprofit sectors (Jacobs and Marudas 2009) and to dissipate when expenses are 
described as building long- term organizational capacity and not as “overhead” (Qu and 
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Daniel 2021). There may also be a lower limit to “overhead aversion.” In a review of more 
than 95,000 IRS 990 forms, Ressler, Paxton, and Velasco (2021) found that organizations 
with less than 15 percent overhead received lower donations than their higher- overhead 
counterparts.

Recent findings suggest that concerns about financial inefficiency may be exaggerated. 
Donors are influenced by a variety of information disclosed by the organization, and 
they often base their decisions on nonfinancial information such as goals, outcomes, 
programs, and mission (Harris, Petrovits, and Yetman 2015; McDowell, Li, and Smith 
2013). Financial information seems to have its strongest effect on knowledgeable, so-
phisticated donors who donate larger amounts (Balsam and Harris 2014; Bourassa and 
Stang 2016). Less sophisticated donors do not judge the quality of financial information 
and are more likely to respond to media reports than to information disclosed on an IRS 
990 form (Balsam and Harris 2014; Yetman and Yetman 2013). Finally, even when infor-
mation is provided that an organization is less effective than its peers, donations are still 
likely when the cause is subjectively preferred (Berman et al. 2018).

This stream suggests that individual donation decisions are influenced by perceptions 
of the organization’s funding and administrative structure as a whole. Prospective 
donors consider the organization’s effectiveness in fulfilling its mission and efficiency 
in using donated funds as part of the decision to contribute to the organization’s efforts. 
This research suggests that the organization may be influencing donation decisions in-
directly, through their management and administrative decisions and their financial 
disclosures. While social and crosswise influences may be beyond the organization’s 
control, these dimensions represent potential areas of organizational influence. 
However, this requires organizations to recognize that fundraising is a more global 
function within the organization than previously considered.

Optimizing Fundraising Appeals

Perhaps the largest stream of research on donations continues to focus on optimizing 
the effectiveness of fundraising appeals. Researchers have tested a variety of appeal 
messages, finding success with appeals that emphasize emotional engagement, a ser-
vice orientation, a unique voice, a strong tradition (Sargeant, Ford, and Hudson 2008), 
personal nostalgia (Ford and Merchant 2010), credibility (Goering et al. 2011), and awe 
(Guan et al. 2019). Several studies have compared an altruistic or other- focused ap-
peal with an egoistic or self- focused appeal and found that altruistic appeals are more 
effective for donations of time versus money (Kim 2014), when donations are public 
versus private (White and Peloza 2009; Wu, Gao, and Mattila 2017), and for in- group 
versus out- group beneficiaries (Park and Lee 2015), with egoistic appeals exhibiting the 
opposite effects. Appeals that focus on the donor increase donation likelihood, while 
appeals that emphasize the organization increase the amount donated, with mixed ap-
peals decreasing both likelihood to donate and amount donated (Fajardo, Townsend, 
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and Bolander 2018). Messages that emphasize the organization’s successes are more ef-
fective in individualist cultures, while emphasizing donor contribution and group ef-
fort is more effective in collectivist cultures (Laufer et al. 2010). Celebrity endorsements 
can increase donations and reduce fundraising expenses (Harris and Ruth 2015), espe-
cially if the celebrity is unexpected and therefore attracts attention (Panic, Hudders, and 
Cauberghe 2016). Finally, inducing potential donors to imagine how their funds would 
be used to help beneficiaries can overcome the tendency to help in- groups more than 
out- groups (Gaesser, Shimura, and Cikara 2020) and to value in- kind donations over 
cash (Zhou and Gonçalves 2020).

Considerable research has focused on the framing of messages. Loss/ negative/ 
prevention- framed messages increase donations more than their gain/ positive/ 
promotion- framed counterparts (Bullard and Penner 2017; Cao 2016; Erlandsson, 
Nilsson, and Västfjäll 2018; Lee, Fraser, and Fillis 2017); however, a recent meta- analysis 
suggests that the overall effect may be null (Xu and Huang 2020). Promotion- framed 
messages increase donations more when a campaign has had a publicly known unsuc-
cessful start (Le, Supphellen, and Bagozzi 2021). Framing the message from the perspec-
tive of the beneficiary, as opposed to the perspective of the donor, increases donations 
and improves the effectiveness of vivid information (Hung and Wyer 2009, 2011). 
However, activating donor identity increases donations for in- group beneficiaries and 
for frequent donors (Kessler and Milkman 2018; Kwan and Wyer 2016). Mentioning or 
showing money primes a self- sufficient mindset, which reduces donation behavior, but 
this can be mitigated by efforts such as using opaque rather than transparent collection 
boxes (Ekici and Shiri 2018). Finally, framing donations as an infrequent or exceptional 
expense increases donations and decreases donors’ likelihood to consider their budgets 
in the donation decision (Sussman, Sharma, and Alter 2015).

One rich substream of message framing has examined the role of construal level 
in the processing of appeals. Messages that use concrete language or identify specific 
beneficiaries or donation targets are more effective for current fundraising campaigns, 
as opposed to campaigns in the future (Ein- Gar and Levontin 2012), when the request 
is for monetary donations, as opposed to donations of time (MacDonnell and White 
2012; Song and Kim 2020), when the psychological distance between the donor and 
the beneficiaries is low (Ein- Gar and Levontin 2013), when the donor feels closer to the 
brand (Connors et al. 2021), and when the message includes specific information about 
how the donation would be used (Gu and Chen 2021). Concrete framing also increases 
the personal happiness of the donor (Rudd, Aaker, and Norton 2013). Donations are also 
more likely when there is low geographic or psychological distance between the donor 
and the beneficiaries (Paniculangara and He 2012; Touré- Tillery and Fishbach 2017); 
however, this can be overcome when donors have a strong global identity and perceive 
themselves to be world citizens (Wang, Kirmani, and Li 2021).

A second substream has examined the “identified victim effect,” the tendency of 
donors to give more to a specifically identified beneficiary than to multiple beneficiaries. 
This effect can be overcome when the beneficiaries are viewed as entitative or forming a 
cohesive group, as long as the group is viewed as sharing positive traits (Smith, Faro, and 
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Burson 2013). However, this is more effective for donations of time than money (Liu, 
He, and Wang 2019). The negative effect of multiple beneficiaries can also be overcome 
by encouraging the donor to take the perspective of a single beneficiary prior to making 
the donation decision (Jang 2020), asking the donor how much they would donate to 
help one person before asking for the donation to help the group (Hsee et al. 2013), or 
increasing the donor’s perceived self- efficacy and therefore the perceived efficacy of 
their donation (Sharma and Morwitz 2016). Donors are also more likely to opt out of 
donating when they must choose between two similar beneficiaries, unless there is an 
option to treat them fairly (Ein- Gar, Levontin, and Kogut 2021).

Researchers have also examined the use of numerical information in appeals and the 
resulting anchoring effects. One common anchor is the use of a donation scale, which 
generally increases donation amounts and net margins but exhibits asymmetrical effects. 
A lower leftmost anchor increases donation likelihood but decreases donation amounts, 
while a steeper increase in the amounts on the scale increases donation amounts (De 
Bruyn and Prokopec 2013; De Bruyn and Prokopec 2017). A similar effect has been 
found for setting a donation amount as a default, with lower defaults increasing the do-
nation rate, but higher defaults increasing donation amounts (Goswami and Urminsky 
2016). Suggesting a personalized donation amount can be effective in increasing dona-
tion rates, but the effects of specific suggestions depend on whether the campaign goal 
is new donor acquisition, donor retention, or lapsed donor reactivation (Verhaert and 
Ven den Poel 2011b). Setting a donation goal (for example, on a tote board or “thermom-
eter”) increases donation amounts, while messages that legitimate paltry contributions 
increase the donation rate (Jensen, King, and Carcioppolo 2013). Finally, incorporating 
a “none” option into the donation scale and shifting the message from “will you give” to 
“how much will you give” increases donation rates (Moon and VanEpps 2019).

Researchers have also identified effective persuasion tactics to incorporate into ap-
peal messages, including offering to match donations either unconditionally or condi-
tioned on reaching a certain response rate (Anik, Norton, and Ariely 2014; Charness and 
Holder 2019), allowing donors to earmark their donations for specific purposes (Fuchs, 
de Jong, and Schreier 2020; Kessler, Milkman, and Zhang 2019), framing donations as 
a dollar amount per day as opposed to the total donation amount (Atlas and Bartels 
2018), including information about how past donations were used (Shehu et al. 2017), 
and allowing donors to use small donations to indicate an unrelated preference (vote for 
cats versus dogs, vanilla versus chocolate ice cream) that provides them with an oppor-
tunity for self- expression (Rifkin, Du, and Berger 2021).

Beyond message content, researchers have examined the aesthetic aspects of fund-
raising appeals. Using warm colors induces feelings of warmth and increases volun-
teerism, while cool colors induce perceptions of competence and increase monetary 
donations (Mehta et al. 2011). Congruity with the message can change this, however, 
with a negative message paired with warm colors, or a positive message paired with 
cool colors, increasing attention, emotional responses, and donations (Choi et al. 
2020). Empathy for beneficiaries, and subsequent donations, can be induced through 
incorporating rough (versus smooth) haptic elements when the beneficiaries are 
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perceived to be less fortunate (Wang, Zhu, and Handy 2016), or through displaying the 
appeal on a concave (versus convex) surface, priming a need to belong (Zhang and Wang 
2019). Caution should be used with aesthetics, however, as Townsend (2017) finds that 
only aesthetic design elements that do not have cost implications increase donations, 
while those that are perceived as costly to the organization decrease donations.

Finally, researchers have examined the impact of fundraising media. Direct mailings 
from the same organization have been found to increase donor irritation and to can-
nibalize donations; however, competitive direct mailings increase the total amount 
donated to the group of charities (van Diepen, Donkers, and Franses 2009a, 2009b). 
Direct mailings are primarily effective in increasing donation incidence for active 
donors and are somewhat effective in reviving lapsed donors; however, lapsed donors 
who received multiple direct mailings prior to lapse have a lower chance of revival (Feng 
2014; Schweidel and Knox 2013). Viewing fundraising appeals in virtual reality increases 
donations of time and money through the mechanisms of increased social presence, 
empathy, and responsibility (Yoo and Drumwright 2018; Kandaurova and Lee 2019). 
Attention has also been given to the impact of online engagement on donations, since 
organizations now obtain a significant portion of their donations from online giving 
(Bennett 2008). Organization websites that create an emotional response are more ef-
fective in eliciting small impulsive donations (Bennett 2009a), and organizations with 
stronger online social networks, greater social media engagement of their followers, and 
the ability to mobilize their online support networks receive more donations (Bhati and 
McDonnell 2020; Lee 2021; Lucas 2017; Saxton and Wang 2014).

The prevalence of this research stream suggests that the field perceives there to still be 
much to learn about how best to solicit donations from individuals. As individual dona-
tion behavior has become more complex and organizations have faced increasing com-
petition for donated funds, there persists a goal to identify a more refined or creative 
approach to donation appeals to trigger the conversion from prospect to donor.

Future Research on Individual 
Donations to the Arts

Collectively, these five research streams suggest that while there exists an under-
standing of what motivates donors and a plethora of persuasive options in designing an 
effective fundraising appeal, the interaction between a nonprofit arts organization and 
its prospective donors should not be as simple as receiving a communication from a 
development department. Donors are influenced by a wide variety of information and 
interactions with the organization, from their experience as an audience member to 
their engagement with the organization on social media to the organization’s financial 
disclosures. Their decisions to donate are influenced by the behavior of other donors to 
the organization, their own social networks, and even example donors described in the 
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organization’s fundraising appeals. They may base their donation on a long- standing 
relationship with the organization developed over time, or they may be choosing how 
to allocate their donation budget across a group of organizations that they wish to sup-
port. The decision to donate is far more complex than a response to a particular fund-
raising request.

The interplay among sources of revenue also suggests that organizations need to 
view their fundraising efforts as part of a multifaceted interaction with their donor 
community and ecological environment. Donors look to non- individual funders or 
ticket buyers to signal an organization’s effectiveness and the worthiness of its cause, 
but they can also interpret institutional support or large audiences as evidence that 
individual donations are not needed. The actions of competitor organizations can 
affect fundraising success, from siphoning off core donors in a capital campaign to 
overwhelming potential donors with direct mailings. Decisions made in one aspect 
of fundraising strategy can have a significant impact not only on the organization’s 
overall funding model but also on the fundraising success of its geographic and in-
dustry neighbors.

Future research should shift away from the approach of testing the response of an 
individual donor with a specific motivation or characteristic to a specific type of persua-
sive appeal, and instead consider fundraising as a global phenomenon that involves all 
aspects of the organization’s interactions with the prospective donor and the fundraising 
environment. Donors do not view the organization as a series of silos that interact with 
them separately, and they do not necessarily view themselves as being part of a unique 
segment, separate from audience members, volunteers, or institutional supporters. 
Their interaction with the organization is a holistic one, incorporating various aspects of 
who they perceive the organization to be, who they perceive themselves to be, and how 
they interface with all aspects of the organization.

The financial repercussions of the Great Recession spurred a great deal of valuable 
inquiry into the complexity of donation behavior, and the increased availability of data 
has enabled researchers to examine donation behavior in context, including within the 
individual’s and the organization’s social networks. This contextual approach to under-
standing donation behavior is likely to yield valuable insights for both researchers and 
arts organizations in the years to come.
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Tax Incentives for 
Arts and Cultural 

Organizations

Sigrid Hemels

Introduction

“but in this world, nothing can be said to be certain but death and taxes!” American 
founding father Benjamin Franklin wrote this in a letter to Jean- Baptiste Le Roy on 
November 13, 1789 (Franklin 1817, 266), but it is still true. Tax is a relevant and unavoid-
able factor in social and business life, including the arts. Countries do not only use tax 
as a means to fund government expenditures. Many governments use tax legislation as 
a cultural policy instrument. This includes tax benefits for arts organizations and their 
benefactors. Such benefits are commonly known as tax incentives.

This chapter analyzes what a tax incentive is, what its positive and negative sides are, 
and how it is used to support the arts and cultural organizations. Several important 
incentives for the sector are discussed: tax incentives for giving, the possibility of paying 
tax with art, value added tax exemptions, exemptions of customs duties, and reduced 
value added tax rates for art.1 This includes an analysis of these incentives in cross- 
border situations, such as cross- border fundraising and importing works of art. One 
word of warning: this chapter is not a social sciences paper, nor a US- style legal paper. It 
adheres to the continental European legal tradition of doctrinal research, taking an in-
ternal view on tax legislation (for the differences between legal scholarship in the United 
States and the European continent, refer to Schön 2016) and might therefore differ from 
what the reader is used to.

It is important that cultural organizations and researchers in the field of the arts know 
about tax incentives because of their significant impact on funding strategy and finan-
cial situations. Similarly, tax legislators and judges should acknowledge arts research. 
This chapter aims to add to mutual understanding and to exchanges of ideas between 
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arts researchers and lawyers. It intends to inspire scholars in the field of arts and cul-
tural management to include tax in their work, and to provide them with tools for this 
venture.

Concept

The primary function of taxation is to fund government expenditures. In addition, tax 
legislation may be used to promote policy goals. Given the incentivizing aim tax leg-
islation has in those cases, these benefits are called tax incentives.2 The Organisation 
for Economic Co- operation and Development (OECD 2010, 12) defined tax incentives 
as “provisions of tax law, regulation or practices that reduce or postpone revenue for a 
comparatively narrow population of taxpayers relative to a benchmark tax.”

Tax incentives can take various forms. For example, cultural organizations that are 
listed as a charity are often exempt from taxes such as corporate income tax, gift tax, or 
inheritance tax. Another example is gift deduction, when one gives to a listed museum. 
Tax incentives can also take the form of a reduced rate— for example, a reduced value 
added tax (VAT) rate for entrance tickets for theater performances.

The aim of these tax incentives is— or should be— meeting a specific cultural policy 
object.3 One example is enabling arts and cultural organizations to obtain additional 
funding or to increase consumption of cultural goods and services. Whether such a 
policy goal is achieved depends on various factors, including price elasticity. A good 
is price- elastic if, all else being equal, the quantity consumed of a good increases if its 
price decreases. For price- elastic goods, a price- reducing government policy can have 
the desired effect. For example, if giving is price- elastic, making giving cheaper through 
a gift deduction increases giving. However, if a good is price- inelastic, a change in price 
will not significantly change demand. In some cases, this might be a desired policy effect. 
For example, if the demand for opera tickets is price- inelastic, a reduction in VAT rate 
might not lead to a reduction in the ticket price. Instead, the company selling the tickets 
may keep the tax benefit. This might be a desired effect (for example, if a government 
wants opera companies selling tickets to have more funding) or an undesired one (for ex-
ample, if tickets are sold by commercial companies who use the rate decrease to increase 
their profits). Unfortunately, many governments base a tax incentive on a “gut feeling” 
that a decrease in price will increase demand without properly surveying price elasticity 
aspects and the question of who will actually benefit. This leads to failed tax incentives.

Tax incentives may be perceived as free lunches, but they are not. A tax incen-
tive reduces the tax income of a government, thus requiring either a cutback of direct 
spending or tax increases. Just like direct subsidies, tax incentives are a cost for the gov-
ernment, hence the alternative term “tax expenditures.” Government agencies some-
times prefer a tax incentive over a direct subsidy, as these do not reduce their budget, 
but only reduce the income of the ministry of finance. For a ministry of culture, a tax 
incentive might seem more attractive than a more effective direct subsidy that reduces 
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its budget. For the government as a whole, it is not desirable when a less effective tax in-
centive is introduced just because the ministry of culture does not want a more effective 
direct subsidy reducing its budget.

Pros and Cons of Tax Incentives

Many tax experts are not in favor of tax incentives. Some of their arguments apply to di-
rect subsidies as well, but others are more specific to tax incentives. The OECD (2010) 
identified several theoretical and practical allegations against tax incentives. First are 
considerations of fairness. Lobby groups can have a strong political influence when 
pleading for tax incentives. The benefit of such an incentive is big for the small group that 
benefits, and the costs are borne by a large group of anonymous taxpayers. Second, there 
may be issues with the efficiency and effectiveness of tax incentives; it is difficult to eval-
uate existing tax incentives, and there are weaknesses in reporting in the budget. Third, 
tax incentives can increase the complexity of the tax system. Fourth, it is difficult to esti-
mate the costs of tax incentives. Fifth, tax incentives tend to evade systematic and critical 
review. As a result, they can grow over time and avoid reform, reduction, or repeal.

The OECD (2010) also identified conditions under which tax incentives are most 
likely to be successful policy tools to achieve their objectives. These include adminis-
trative economies of scale and scope, as tax incentives might lead to lower administra-
tive costs than direct subsidies. In addition, where detailed verification is not necessary 
and there is a limited probability of abuse or fraud, a tax benefit can be cost- effective, 
especially as information from third sources is available that can be used to check the 
claim of the taxpayer. Furthermore, in the case of a wide range of taxpayer choice, the 
distinctions among different activities that qualify for governmental support may not 
be considered important. In such cases a simpler reporting and verification process 
through the tax system might be more efficient than a direct subsidy.

Tax incentives are not necessarily a better or worse policy instrument but must be 
considered relative to alternative policy tools such as spending programs, regulation, 
and information campaigns. Policy objects and fiscal policy considerations should deter-
mine the best instrument. In addition, tax incentives must be democratically controlled, 
accounted for, and evaluated in the same way as direct subsidies. As this is currently not 
always the case, tax incentives are, in that respect, inferior to direct subsidies.

Tax Incentives for Giving to the Arts 
and Cultural Organizations

Private gifts can have several functions for cultural institutions. First of all, these broaden 
the institution’s financial base by providing an additional source of income. Second, 
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private gifts strengthen the financial base, as this source of funding may be less sensi-
tive to political and economic changes. Third, private gifts can be used to strengthen the 
social base of cultural institutions, as private gifts provide an opportunity to create and 
foster a bond with the public.

Many governments support private donations to the arts and cultural organiza-
tions by tax incentives (OECD 2020). In addition, many governments exempt cultural 
organizations from paying gift and inheritance tax on donations they receive. This is 
the case both for countries that do not have large direct spending programs for the 
arts, such as the United States, and for countries that give substantial funding to cul-
tural organizations, such as in Europe. Tax incentives for giving are designed in various 
ways. Examples are an income deduction, such as in the United States, Germany, the 
Netherlands, and Japan; a tax credit (a deduction of tax payable), such as in Canada 
and France; and a tax refund to cultural organizations, such as the gift aid scheme in the 
United Kingdom.

Some countries apply the tax incentive both to cash gifts and to objects, while other 
countries restrict it to cash gifts. The reason for the latter is often that it is difficult to 
value works of art. The donor benefits from a valuation that is as high as possible, as 
this will significantly reduce her tax assessment. The donor might be a wealthy indi-
vidual or an artist donating her own work. If museums are involved in such valuations, 
they must ensure that they are not too obliging. They must make sure that valuations 
are reasonable. Otherwise, they might end up in the press as accomplices of tax fraud by 
overstating the value of a gift in kind.

Often, cultural organizations must meet formal and factual requirements, including 
having a charity registration, before the organization and its donors can apply tax 
incentives. Examples are the 501(c)(3) status in the United States for nonprofit organiza-
tions (named after the section of the US Internal Revenue Code in which it is included) 
or the inclusion in the charity register in the UK.

Cross- Border Charitable Giving: Problems and Solutions

Historically, countries restricted the application of tax incentives for giving to only res-
ident cultural organizations. This is still the norm outside the European Union— for 
example, in Japan, the United States, and Australia. The idea behind this restriction is 
usually that countries want tax incentives to be beneficial to their own country (Bater 
2004; Heidebauer et al. 2013; Buijze 2020).

This principle is often not applied consistently (TGE and EFC 2014). Resident charities 
are usually allowed to fund activities abroad. This has led to charities raising funds for 
foreign cultural organizations. For example, the American Friends of the Louvre is a US- 
resident charity with 501(c)(3) status.4 US donors do not get a tax benefit if they donate 
directly to the French museum. By using this intermediary, they can get a gift deduction.

Other cultural organizations have not established a charity in the United States 
themselves but make use of, for example, the King Baudouin Foundation United States 
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(KBFUS).5 KBFUS has the US 501(c)(3) status and enables US donors to obtain a tax 
benefit on their donations to cultural organizations in Europe and Africa, among other 
organizations. With an American Friends Fund at KBFUS, European and African 
nonprofits can receive tax- deductible gifts from US donors without having to set up 
and maintain their own US charity. At the time of writing, KBFUS had 199 projects in 
the “Arts, Culture and Historical Preservation” category.6 To name just a few examples 
showing the wide range of projects: the Arcangelo Recording Fund, Giving for Giotto, 
Abbaye de Sept Fons, African Burns Creative Projects, American Friends of Museo 
Egizio (just one of many museums in the list), the Bayerische Staatsoper, the English 
National Ballet, the Nordic Symphony, and the Synagogue Borculo Foundation.

Similar initiatives are KBF Canada (enabling Canadian donors to donate interna-
tionally with a tax benefit),7 Give2Asia (for US donors who want to support charities 
in twenty- three countries across the Asia- Pacific region and receive a tax benefit),8 and 
Give2Asia Foundation Ltd. (for international giving with a tax benefit for Hong Kong 
donors).9

The European Court of Justice (ECJ) made it clear in several judgments between 
2006 and 2015 that EU member states may not restrict their tax incentives for giving to 
resident cultural organizations (Hemels 2020a). However, as member states may still 
impose other requirements, including the requirement to register, there is still not a 
single market for philanthropy (Korzeniewska and Surmatz 2021). For that reason, even 
EU donors and cultural organizations make use of intermediary organizations, such 
as Transnational Giving Europe (TGE). TGE enables secure and tax- effective cross- 
border giving for charitable organizations and their donors in twenty- one European 
countries. TGE mentions museums as a specific example of organizations benefiting 
from this network, but other examples include the Gustav Mahler Jugendorchester 
(Austria), the Stichting International Theater Amsterdam (Netherlands), the Pro 
Patrimonio Foundation (Romania), the Gstaad Menuhin Festival (Switzerland), and 
the Glyndebourne Opera House (United Kingdom).10

Sometimes cultural organizations establish a joint charity in a country with signif-
icant fundraising potential. An example is the Dutch Masters Foundation.11 This is a 
London- based registered charity founded in 2011 to support three Dutch cultural organ-
izations: the Nederlands Dans Theater, the Royal Concertgebouw Orchestra, and the 
Royal Picture Gallery Mauritshuis.

Knowledge and Communication Are Key

Knowledge of tax incentives for giving is crucial for arts organizations. A donor will not 
give just because she can obtain a tax incentive. A donation will always cost money. But if 
it is correctly communicated that a tax incentive may be obtained, this might induce the 
donor to give more. Information on tax incentives is preferably included on the website 
of cultural organizations, as it is the first point of access for many donors. The informa-
tion should be clear and easy to find. For small cultural organizations, information on 
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national tax incentives will probably suffice. For large cultural organizations with an in-
ternational audience, it may be beneficial to include options for cross- border donations. 
In order to avoid legal liabilities, it is important not to make any promises about benefits 
and to emphasize that the website is not meant to, nor can be understood to, provide tax 
advice and that for the tax effects in a specific situation a potential donor should seek 
the advice of a tax specialist. Knowledge about tax incentives is relevant not only for the 
fundraising team of a cultural organization. At least some basic knowledge is expected 
from everyone in the organization who is in contact with (potential) donors, including 
employees in the management and curatorial departments.

Paying Taxes with Important Works of 
Art or Cultural Heritage

Substantial amounts of cultural heritage are in private hands. Several countries 
implemented a tax incentive to induce owners of important works of art, archives, and 
other cultural objects to transfer ownership to the state in exchange for a reduced tax lia-
bility. This may include various taxes, most dominantly inheritance tax.

In Ireland, for example, cultural heritage can be used to obtain a tax credit from in-
come tax, corporation tax, capital gains tax, gift tax, or inheritance tax liabilities. In Italy, 
an even wider range of taxes can be paid by the transfer of cultural heritage. Through 
this tax incentive, the National Library of Ireland managed to acquire a six- page James 
Joyce manuscript in spring 2006 after failing to buy it in 2004 (Murphy 2012). The Allied 
Irish Bank bought the manuscript for €1.17 million at auction to donate it to the National 
Library and credit the value against its corporation tax liabilities. Through the incentive, 
the manuscript is now available to the public and researchers.

Most countries limit the incentive to inheritance tax. They see it as a risk that at the 
death of the owner of important works of art, the heirs may want to sell the works, pos-
sibly to a foreign seller, if only to pay the inheritance tax on the whole estate. Cultural 
organizations might not be able to obtain sufficient funds in time to purchase these im-
portant works of art when they become available. This tax incentive, through which tax 
is paid by transferring the ownership of cultural heritage to the state, has the advantage 
that the budget is already there, which enables acting quickly.

The United Kingdom introduced the “acceptance in lieu” scheme in 1910 for his-
toric buildings. In 1956, it was expanded to moveable property without a link to historic 
buildings. France introduced the incentive in 1968 under the name dation en paiement. 
Other countries with such incentives include Belgium, the Netherlands, and Spain.

The European Commission (1985) suggested a European framework to settle inher-
itance tax through the transfer of important works of art. The Economic and Social 
Committee of the European Communities (1985) unanimously supported this initiative. 
However, it was withdrawn (European Commission 1991), apparently because ministers 
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of finance of the EU member states objected to it and argued that it was not within the 
competence of ministers for cultural affairs, as it had to do with taxation.

Common Features

The incentive differs between countries. A common feature is that it does not apply to all 
cultural heritage. It has to be of significant cultural or historical value. For example, the 
United Kingdom requires the item to be preeminent for its national, scientific, historic, 
or artistic interest, and in France it must have high artistic or historic value. In most 
countries moveable cultural heritage such as art, manuscripts, archives, archeological 
objects, and historic documents may qualify. In some countries, such as the United 
Kingdom and Italy, certain immovable property such as buildings and land is also ac-
ceptable. Ireland has set a minimum value threshold of €75,000. Most countries have 
special committees that advise on the acceptance (or rejection) of the cultural objects.

Usually, the state becomes the owner of the object, which can subsequently be given 
on loan to a museum, library, or archive. This is the case in France, the United Kingdom, 
and the Netherlands. In Ireland the state donates the objects to a specific museum, ar-
chive, or library. The Dutch incentive does not oblige the state to put the cultural her-
itage on public display, but it was customary to give it on loan to a museum or archive. 
However, the Dutch television program Zembla (2019) reported that the heirs of former 
Queen Juliana obtained a discount of €8.8 million through this incentive in 2004, 
without the most important work obtained, Willem van de Velde’s pen painting Vloot 
op de rede, being on public display. This painting, valued at €2.5 million, was located in 
the office of King Willem- Alexander in the Dam Square Palace in Amsterdam. This of-
fice is not open to the public even though the Dutch Advisory Committee insisted that 
the painting should be accepted only if it would be placed in a museum. After questions 
from Parliament, Prime Minister Mark Rutte (2020) stated that even though it is cus-
tomary to place the objects in a museum, this is not an obligation. This example shows 
the importance of requiring public access in the legislation. Especially in situations 
involving royals or other powerful persons, this requirement precludes public funds 
being used without the public benefiting from it.

Publicity on the Incentive Differs

The way information on objects obtained through the incentive is provided varies 
widely. In the Netherlands, nothing is systematically communicated. It depends on 
individual museums. For example, in 2009, the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam organ-
ized a special exhibition of sixteen drawings it obtained through the tax incentive. The 
amount of money involved is almost never made public in the Netherlands. When a 
citizen requested documents on the application of this incentive, the State Secretary of 
Finance (2019) partly granted it. It seems that not much has been documented on this 
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tax incentive, as only thirteen documents were found for the years 2012– 2019. These 
included the annual reviews for the years 2011– 2018 of the Advisory Commission. The 
information was very limited, as the artist, the value of the object, and the museum to 
which it was given on loan were not made public, the reason given being the obligation 
of secrecy in tax matters. The information is limited to descriptions such as “a painting,” 
“a sculpture,” “part of an archive,” and “a collection.” The lack of information means that 
neither the Dutch Parliament nor Dutch taxpayers can check how the money is spent. 
The Dutch incentive, therefore, does not meet the transparency and accountability 
requirements one would expect.

In Italy, the incentive seems to be rather unknown and is used sporadically even 
though it has existed since 1982. According to Traballi (2019) and Bisogno (2020), this is 
due to the lack of interest shown in its disclosure by the state, as well as to inconsistencies 
in the legislation and the cumbersome procedure. Traballi (2019) suggested that the state 
has little interest in acquiring works of art and prefers cash payments of taxes. Ireland is 
much more open than the Netherlands and Italy. It publishes a list with a description 
and the value of each object and the name of the receiving organization.12

The United Kingdom has the best practice on how to account for this tax incentive. 
Every year, Arts Council England publishes on its website an illustrated report with 
descriptions of the objects, the value of the tax incentive, and the receiving organi-
zation.13 Where the Netherlands is very secretive, the UK government and museums 
give substantial publicity to the incentive and its successes. The tax incentive has been 
important in acquiring major works now available to the public. For example, in the 
fiscal year 2019– 2020 were acquired, among others, a Manet painting, a Gauguin man-
uscript, a Chagall gouache, Rembrandt etchings, five antique pianos, and a Churchill 
letter (Arts Council England 2020). These items were distributed to a range of cultural 
organizations all over the United Kingdom, including museums, archives, and the Royal 
Academy of Music.

For museums, archives, and other cultural organizations that may obtain (if only on 
loan from the state) valuable cultural heritage through this incentive, it is important 
to be aware of it and its requirements. This will enable cultural organizations to intro-
duce it in their conversations with owners of such objects. They can also fulfill a role in 
increasing public awareness by giving publicity to the works acquired through this in-
centive. This is even more the case in countries such as the Netherlands and Italy, where 
the state does not communicate about the acquired works. In times of tight acquisition 
budgets, this incentive provides an interesting option, but as long as it is unknown to the 
public and cultural organizations, it remains a sleeping beauty.

Value Added Tax: Ambiguous Incentives

Many countries apply taxes on consumption. Well known is the harmonized VAT in 
the EU. EU member states must base their national VAT legislation on the EU VAT 
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Directive (EU Council 2006). VAT is collected from entrepreneurs who are taxable per-
sons for VAT purposes (a taxable person can be a natural person, a legal person, or some-
thing else such as a partnership). As entrepreneurs are obliged to include the VAT in the 
price of the goods or services they sell, the tax is, in fact, paid by consumers. This makes 
VAT an indirect tax, as the taxable person (the entrepreneur) is not the person who is 
supposed to bear the tax. Furthermore, insofar as taxable persons (entrepreneurs) use 
goods and services (inputs) for taxed transactions, they are entitled to deduct the VAT 
on supplies obtained from another taxable person (Article 168 of the VAT Directive). 
This results in a tax that is levied from entrepreneurs but in fact is a tax burden for 
consumers and other end users who are not able to get a refund, as they are not taxable 
persons for VAT. This consumption tax has been copied in many countries around the 
world. A similar tax is charged in Australia, India, Canada, New Zealand, Singapore, 
and Hong Kong under the name “goods and services tax.” The US sales tax is a different 
kind of consumption tax, as it is only collected by the retailer when the final sale in the 
supply chain is reached. VAT is collected by all sellers in each stage of the supply chain, 
but with a refund of tax for entrepreneurs. Hence the name “value added tax”; in each 
stage of the chain only the value added during that stage is taxed. As VAT is the most 
dominant consumption tax in the world, and as many countries have copied the EU 
VAT system, this chapter will focus on the EU VAT Directive to show the impact of con-
sumption taxes on the arts and cultural organizations.

Being a Taxable Person for VAT May Be Beneficial

It may be counterintuitive, but unlike with most taxes, such as corporate income tax, 
it may be beneficial for cultural organizations to be a VAT taxable person. Cultural or-
ganizations that are taxable for VAT may be able to recover VAT they paid on their 
inputs. This is especially important if such input VAT is high, as is the case, for ex-
ample, for museums and theaters that incur high costs for maintenance and renovation 
of their buildings.

In order to be a taxable person, a cultural organization has to carry out an economic 
activity (Article 9 of the VAT Directive). For the VAT concept of “economic activity,” it 
is not relevant that activities are not for profit. It includes various activities of cultural 
organizations such as ticket sales, selling goods in museum shops, and activities in re-
turn for sponsorship. If a cultural organization only provides services free of charge, it is 
not a taxable person. The same applies if a cultural organization only receives voluntary 
donations and public grants.

The fact that if a cultural organization only provides services free of charge it is not a 
taxable person caused a problem when, in 1998, the UK government restored free public 
access to the principal collections on display in museums and galleries. Having lost their 
economic activity, these museums and galleries could no longer recover (part of) the 
VAT they paid on their inputs. Insofar as they charged entry fees for special exhibitions 
or sold products in their shops, they were still taxable persons, but they could only 
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deduct the input VAT related to those activities. To compensate for this disadvantage 
of free access, in 2001 the United Kingdom introduced a special VAT refund scheme for 
museums and galleries (HM Revenue and Customs 2001) that met strict requirements 
(VAT Notice 998 [HM Revenue and Customs 2017]; Article 33A of the VAT Act 1994), 
allowing them to reclaim VAT incurred in relation to free admission. The scheme does 
not form part of the general VAT system, but certain rules in UK VAT legislation apply 
to it. It is, strictly speaking, not a tax incentive but a direct grant.

This UK example shows that policy decisions that are meant to have a positive ef-
fect (free admission to museums) can have a counteractive VAT effect (increase in 
costs because of losing the right to a VAT refund). Policymakers must take such effects 
into account. If policymakers seem to be unaware of these effects, cultural organiza-
tions should make them aware. When implementing such policies, policymakers may 
consider redressing the negative effects by direct grants, as was the case in the United 
Kingdom. As the grants are compensated for by higher VAT income because cultural or-
ganizations can no longer request a refund, the effect is neutral both for the state and for 
cultural organizations. The European Commission (2011, 10) called on member states to 
alleviate the VAT burden for nonprofit organizations by introducing such targeted com-
pensation mechanisms outside the VAT system.

VAT Exemptions May Not Always Be Beneficial

The VAT Directive includes various exemptions. In contrast with other taxes, being ex-
empt from VAT is often not beneficial. The reason for this is that insofar as a taxable 
person uses goods and services for exempt transactions, the input VAT is not deductible. 
This might be detrimental when input VAT is high. This is relevant for cultural organiza-
tions and cultural policymakers, as EU member states are allowed to exempt the supply 
of certain cultural services and the supply of goods closely linked thereto (Article 132(1)
(n) of the VAT Directive). EU member states are relatively free— within the restrictions 
of the directive and general EU law— to decide whether or not to apply such exemption 
and if so, what its scope will be. Not all cultural services that meet the requirements of 
the directive must be exempt (for more elaborate discussions and references to case law, 
see Hemels 2023).

Cultural organizations must be aware that being exempt might be a financial draw-
back. For example, in the Netherlands, museums were exempt from VAT until 1996. 
Upon the wish of the museum sector, the exemption was abolished to enable museums 
to get a refund on their input VAT.

Reduced VAT Rates for Admission to Cultural Organizations

EU member states must apply a regular VAT rate of at least 15 percent (Article 98 of the 
VAT Directive). They are allowed to apply a reduced VAT rate of, in principle, at least 
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5 percent on certain goods and services included in Annex III of the VAT Directive. 
This includes admission to shows, theaters, circuses, fairs, concerts, museums, cinemas, 
exhibitions, and similar cultural events and facilities. A reduced rate does not restrict 
the possibility of deducting input VAT irrespective of whether that input VAT was based 
on the regular rate or a reduced rate. For cultural organizations with a high input VAT, 
a reduced rate is therefore more attractive than an exemption. For that reason, Dutch 
museums preferred a reduced VAT rate applied on their entry tickets as of 1996 to an ex-
emption. The reduced rate is a tax incentive that is beneficial to cultural organizations, 
as it reduces the price of their entrance tickets.

Some member states may apply rates below 5 percent. They already had such rates be-
fore January 1, 1991, and have been “temporarily” allowed to keep them. France, for ex-
ample, applies a rate of 2.1 percent to specific tickets for certain theatrical performances 
and circus performances.14 The theatrical performances of drama, opera, music, or 
choreography must be of newly created works or of classic works in a new staging. The 
circus performances must feature exclusively original creations designed and produced 
by the company and using the regular services of a group of musicians. The rate only 
applies to the first 140 performances. This incentive keeps the refund of input VAT intact 
but reduces the tax burden on such performances.

Exemption from Customs Duties

If certain requirements are met, works of art can be imported into the EU and into 
many other countries free of customs duties— for example, by certain museums and for 
exhibitions. This exemption is a true tax incentive (as is the reduced VAT rate), as it 
makes it possible for museums to import works of art for temporary exhibitions without 
the additional costs of customs duties.

The tax incentive makes museums vulnerable to artists or major donors who want 
the museum to import works of art that are, in fact, destined not for the museum but 
for themselves. This happened to the Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam. Five works by 
Dutch artist Karel Appel, coming from the United States, had been sitting for years in 
customs at Amsterdam’s Schiphol airport. If the artist had taken these out of customs, 
he would have had to pay import duty. As they were taken out as loans to the Stedelijk 
Museum, no import duty was due. However, instead of being delivered directly to the 
museum, the works ended up in Appel’s Amsterdam residence and were only handed 
over to the museum when the museum found out that the works were not in the collec-
tion. When this came out, the museum director was dismissed. Later the public prose-
cutor acquitted him of all charges, as it turned out that he was not aware that the works 
had not been transferred to the museum. A scandal like this can do serious harm to both 
the museum and its management. It is important that museum employees who might 
have to deal with such requests from artists do not give in, instead making sure that the 
works end up in the museum in order to remain within the law and not harm the repu-
tation of the museum.
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Reduced VAT Rates for Works of Art

Not only cultural organizations but also the arts, more specifically artists and their 
heirs, can benefit from reduced VAT rates. EU member states have the option to apply a 
reduced VAT rate to the importation of works of art. In that case, the reduced rate may 
also be applied to the supply of works of art by the artist or his heirs (Article 103 and 
Annex IX of the VAT Directive). Member states may also allow art dealers to apply the 
margin scheme to works of art, meaning that instead of applying the VAT rate on the 
sales price, the VAT rate is applied on the art dealer’s margin (the difference between the 
purchase price and selling price).

These tax incentives apply only to art that meets the tax definition of “work of art.” 
For customs duties, this definition is included in Chapter 97 of the so- called Combined 
Nomenclature (CN), which is based on the internationally used Harmonized System 
run by the World Customs Organization. The works of art included in this chapter are:

 9701 Paintings, drawings, and pastels, executed entirely by hand
 9702 Original engravings, prints, and lithographs
 9703 Original sculptures and statuary, in any material

Since 1995, Article 311(2) of the VAT Directive defines “works of art” as the objects 
listed in Directive Annex IX, Part A:

 1. Pictures, collages, paintings, and drawings executed entirely by hand by the artist 
(CN code 9701)

 2. Original engravings, prints, and lithographs (impressions produced in limited 
numbers) executed entirely by hand by the artist, irrespective of the process or 
of the material employed, but not including any mechanical or photomechanical 
process (CN code 9702)

 3. Original sculptures and statuary, in any material, provided that they are executed 
entirely by the artist, including sculpture casts the production of which is limited 
to eight copies and supervised by the artist or the artist’s successors in title (CN 
code 9703)

 4. Tapestries and wall textiles made by hand from original designs provided by art-
ists, provided that there are not more than eight copies of each

 5. Individual pieces of ceramics executed entirely by the artist and signed by the artist
 6. Enamels on copper, executed entirely by hand, limited to eight numbered copies 

bearing the signature of the artist or the studio
 7. Photographs taken by the artist and printed by the artist or under the artist’s su-

pervision, signed and numbered and limited to thirty copies, all sizes and mounts 
included

Art that does not fall into one of these categories is not eligible for the VAT benefits. 
The ECJ had to interpret the definitions of “works of art” on several occasions, both 
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for customs duties and for VAT. The case law concerns works by various famous artists. 
For example, regarding a work by Claes Oldenburg (Model, Motor Section, Giant Soft 
Fan), the German customs authorities questioned whether this was a sculpture, as in 
their view only objects having a sculptural form made by traditional techniques could 
be classified as such. The ECJ disagreed and ruled that all three- dimensional artistic 
productions, irrespective of the techniques and materials used, may be sculptures.15

Similarly, the German customs found that a work by László Moholy- Nagy entitled 
Konstruktion in Emaille I (Telefonbild) was not a painting. However, the ECJ decided that 
paintings are all pictorial works executed entirely by hand on a support of any kind of ma-
terial and that for that reason the steel plate with a fused coating of enamel glaze colors was 
a painting.16 Apparently nobody had told the ECJ why the work was called Telefonbild (tel-
ephone picture). In 1922, Moholy- Nagy ordered by telephone five paintings in porcelain 
enamel from a sign factory. He had the factory’s color chart before him and he sketched 
his paintings on graph paper. At the other end of the telephone, the factory supervisor had 
the same kind of paper. He took down the dictated shapes in the correct position. Moholy- 
Nagy (1947, 79) acknowledged that these pictures do not have the quality of the “individual 
touch” (and are not, in the words of the ECJ, “executed entirely by hand”). However, he was 
of the opinion that mathematically harmonious shapes, executed precisely, are filled with 
emotional quality, and that they represent the perfect balance between feeling and intel-
lect. The effect of the judge’s mistake was that this work could, in line with how it is viewed 
by art historians, be classified as art for customs duty purposes.

On the other hand, in 1989 the ECJ observed that thirty- six photographs by Robert 
Mapplethorpe could not be brought in under any of the CN codes of Chapter 97. The 
court ruled that although the photographer may, by the choice of subject and techniques 
used, confer some artistic merit to the work, the original is always the result of a tech-
nical process consisting in fixing the image of objects on a sensitive surface by the ac-
tion of light. For that reason the court was of the opinion that the original could not be 
considered to be wholly executed by hand and held that art photographs could not be 
classified as art under the CN codes.17 Currently this is not a problem, as photographs 
can be imported duty free in the EU under CN heading 4911.

Point 7 of Annex IX to the VAT Directive does include a specific reference to 
photographs. However, the ECJ stretched this definition to any photograph that meets 
the objective requirements included in that point, including non- artistic photographs 
such as wedding photos.18

In contrast the European Commission (2010, L214/ 3) explicitly denied a work of video 
art by Bill Viola and a work of light art by Dan Flavin the art status for VAT purposes. 
Viola’s work is described as a video sound installation consisting of ten DVD players, ten 
projectors, ten loudspeakers, and twenty DVDs “containing recorded works of ‘modern 
art’ in the form of images accompanied by sound.” The work of Dan Flavin was described 
as “A so- called ‘light installation’ consisting of six circular fluorescent lighting tubes and 
six lighting fittings of plastics.” The European Commission decided that both works 
could not be classified as sculptures, notwithstanding the fact that in 2008 the London 
VAT and Duties Tribunal classified these works, which were identified by Valentin (2011) 
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as Hall of Whispers by Bill Viola and Six Alternating Cool White/ Warm White Fluorescent 
Lights Vertical and Centered (1973) by Dan Flavin, as sculptures. Before coming to this 
judgment, the UK judges heard various expert witnesses, including a museum director, 
a curator, and an art critic, to give evidence on the character of the works (Adam 2010) 
and went to the Tate Modern Museum to view a similar Flavin work (paragraph 16 of the 
judgment). The London VAT and Duties Tribunal regarded it as “absurd to classify any 
of these works as components ignoring the fact that the components together make a 
work of art” (paragraph 49 of the judgment).

These kinds of qualification problems are not new, nor are they unique to the EU. 
In 1928, the US Customs Court had to decide on whether or not various works by 
Constantin Brancusi, including the famous Bird in Space, were works of art. This court 
also heard various expert witnesses. In recognizing the “so- called new school of art,” 
the court acknowledged an art movement “whose exponents attempt to portray abstract 
ideas rather than to imitate natural objects.”19 As a result, Bird in Space was categorized 
as art and could be imported tax- free. Tischler (2012, 1688) points out that the court 
relied on the principle of “objective acceptance,” which subordinates conflicting subjec-
tive responses of the court to expert testimonials and recognizes shifting trends within 
the art world. This also seems to have been the approach of the UK Tribunal in 2008, 
which even mentioned the Brancusi case in paragraph 30 of its judgment.

It is worrying that the ECJ does not take the same approach of objective acceptance. 
The ECJ did not hear expert witnesses in any of the cases discussed. This resulted in 
a divergence between what is regarded as art in the art world and the definition of art 
for VAT and customs duties purposes. As a consequence, VAT and customs duties 
incentives favor traditional forms of art over contemporary art forms.

Conclusion

Tax incentives for arts and cultural organizations have implications for the finances 
of cultural organizations and their fundraising strategy. They provide for additional 
possibilities to increase collections and have an impact on their costs.

On the other hand, tax incentives can be a threat for cultural organizations. This may 
be the case if major donors or artists try to use cultural organizations to import art tax 
free or to obtain higher tax deductions by inflating the value of donations in kind. Such 
schemes are tax fraud, and not only illegal but also detrimental to the reputation of cul-
tural organizations.

Conversely, tax legislators and judges should be aware of the negative effect resulting 
from tax incentives being based on a rather conservative definition of art. This 
excludes various forms of contemporary art and forms a hindrance— in any case not 
an incentive— for the development of new art forms. Such disparities between the fields 
of tax and arts make it even more important that the two fields communicate and learn 
from each other, not only in daily life but also in academia.
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Notes

 1. Readers who need a wider- ranging and more in- depth discussion than is possible within 
the confines of this book chapter should see Hemels and Goto 2017.

 2. One of the alternative terms is “tax expenditure.” For a more elaborate discussion, see 
Hemels and Goto 2017), chap. 4.

 3. Tax incentives can also be a reflection of pure lobbying power.
 4. American Friends of the Louvre, https:// aflou vre.org/ about/ .
 5. King Baudouin Foundation United States, https:// kbfus.org/ .
 6. King Baudouin Foundation United States, “Find Giving Opportunities,” https:// kbfus.net 

work forg ood.com/ proje cts?utf8= %E2%9C%93&cat= 545&search _ str ing= .
 7. KBF Canada, https:// www.kbfcan ada.ca/ en/ .
 8. Give2Asia, https:// give2a sia.org/ .
 9. Give2Asia (Hong Kong), https:// give2a sia.org/ hongk ong/ .
 10. Transnational Giving Europe, https:// www.tran snat iona lgiv ing.eu/ .
 11. Dutch Masters Foundation, http:// www.dutch mast ers.org.uk/ .
 12. Department of Tourism, Culture, Arts, Gaeltacht, Sport and Media, Government of 

Ireland, “Tax Relief for Heritage Donations,” June 10, 2020, https:// www.gov.ie/ en/ publ 
icat ion/ d5404- tax- rel ief- for- herit age- donati ons/ .

 13. Arts Council England, “Acceptance in Lieu,” https:// www.arts coun cil.org.uk/ tax- inc enti 
ves/ acc epta nce- lieu.

 14. Article 281 quater, Code général des impôts, https:// www.leg ifra nce.gouv.fr/ codes/ sec tion 
_ lc/ LEGIT EXT0 0000 6069 577/ LEGIS CTA0 0000 6191 656/ #LEGIS CTA0 0000 6191 656.

 15. ECJ, May 15, 1985, Case 155/ 84, Reinhard Onnasch v. Hauptzollamt Berlin— Packhof, https:// 
eur- lex.eur opa.eu/ legal- cont ent/ en/ TXT/ ?uri= CELEX:6198 4CJ0 155.

 16. ECJ, November 8, 1990, Case C- 231/ 89, Krystyna Gmurzynska Bscher, Galerie Gmurzynska 
v. Oberfinanzdirektion Köln, https:// eur- lex.eur opa.eu/ legal- cont ent/ en/ TXT/ ?uri= CELEX: 
6198 9CJ0 231.

 17. ECJ, December 13, 1989, Case C- 1/ 89, Ingrid Raab v. Hauptzollamt Berlin Packhof, https:// 
eur- lex.eur opa.eu/ legal- cont ent/ HR/ TXT/ ?uri= CELEX:6198 9CJ0 001.

 18. ECJ, September 5, 2019, Case C- 145/ 18, Regards Photographiques SARL v. Ministre 
de l’Action et des Comptes publics, https:// eur- lex.eur opa.eu/ legal- cont ent/ en/ TXT/ ?  
uri= CELEX:6201 8CJ0 145. For an extensive discussion of this case and its implications, 
see Hemels 2020b.

 19. Brancusi v. United States, US Customs Court, November 26, 1928, T. D. 43063, 54 Treas. 
Dec. 428, p. 3, https:// www.robe rtoc aso.it/ wp- cont ent/ uplo ads/ 2020/ 04/ 54_ Tr eas._ Dec._ 
42 8_ 19 28_ C ust._ Ct_ B ranc usi- v- US.pdf.
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Chapter 29

Non- Fungible Tokens and 
Nonprofit Management

Participation, Revenue Generation,  
and Strategic Planning

Heather R. Nolin and Amy C. Whitaker

The COVID- 19 pandemic has highlighted the necessity of financial stability for arts and 
cultural institutions. According to the American Alliance of Museums’ National Survey 
of COVID- 19 Impact on United States Museums, conducted in June 2020, the vast ma-
jority (87 percent) of the 521 museum respondents reported that they had only twelve 
months or less of financial operating reserves remaining. A majority (56 percent) of 
respondents reported that if the pandemic closures had extended another six months 
and they were unable to secure additional funding— whether from governments, 
foundations, individual donors, museumgoers, shop visitors, or other means— they 
were going to have to close (AAM 2020). Fully 70 percent reported a loss of revenue of 
70 percent since the start of the COVID- 19 pandemic, highlighting that museums re-
quire ample and sustained funding to stay in operation.

At the same time that cultural institutions have faced these tough financial challenges, 
the non- fungible token (NFT) has entered the public consciousness as a new form of 
art, a rapidly evolving technology, and a sometimes profitable market phenomenon (cf. 
Nadini et al. 2021).1 From 2019 to 2021, the NFT marketplace grew from $4.6 million to 
$11.1 billion (McAndrew 2022, 14). In 2021, the artist Mike Winkelmann (known profes-
sionally as Beeple) sold an NFT at Christie’s for $69.346 million, and the State Hermitage 
Museum in St. Petersburg, Russia, sold NFTs based on five of its most prized and recog-
nizable works for a total of $440,000 (Kishkovsky 2021). Given the positive financial 
outcomes of these activities against a backdrop of financial distress, it stands to reason 
that museums and other cultural organizations may be tempted to engage with NFTs 
either as artworks or as means of revenue generation. The financial, artistic, and cul-
tural differences between the Beeple and Hermitage NFT projects highlight the critical 
question of NFT strategy in cultural institutions: if NFTs are to achieve their maximum 
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financial potential for the institution, do they need to function as unique works of art? 
Furthermore, if they function not as art but as something like postcards or souvenirs, 
how can institutions cultivate a reciprocal sense of connection with their audiences?

In this chapter, we present five case studies that explore some possible answers to 
these questions as well as various applications of NFTs to core nonprofit missions and 
activities of individual museums and the larger field. Mission- related goals of individual 
museums include collections development, policies, and care; audience engagement; 
and scholarly contribution. The mission- related goals of the museum field extend to 
the stewardship and preservation of objects and the prioritization of collective field- 
level interest over situations in which an institution has a self- interest— for instance, 
ensuring that objects are kept in publicly accessible collections or that institutions are 
not deaccessioning objects for financial gain.

The five use cases for NFTs in museums are drawn from real- world examples or fully 
developed hypotheticals. These cases include revenue generation from general and 
more specialized audiences, deaccessioning, restitution of cultural heritage, and au-
dience relationship- building and fundraising via NFTs of a cultural institution itself. 
While we focus on art museums, other collecting institutions, such as libraries and 
archives, and those that typically do not collect, such as heritage sites, Kunsthallen, and 
performing arts organizations, may find these observations and strategic planning tools 
valuable. We hope to show our readers that this new technology can function within 
the museum ecosystem as much more than a novel type of artwork or a new means of 
fundraising. NFTs can encapsulate institutional creativity in uncovering new ways of 
thinking, solving problems, and engaging audiences.

For any of these strategies or use- cases, there is no one answer or knowable outcome 
as much as there is a process of engagement with fundamentally open- ended questions 
of strategy, mission, and financial planning. To be sure, the future of NFTs changes daily. 
Even as we write, news breaks about the volatility of the value of NFTs, about museums 
selling traditional artworks to fund the purchase of NFTs, and about the rapid evolu-
tion of financial structures around cryptocurrencies.2 For any individual, whether a leg-
endary curator, tech pioneer, or someone new to NFTs, reconciling NFT futures and 
museum practices calls anyone’s bluff on believing only in their own opinion and that 
they know everything about this new digital form. Therefore, we invite the reader to 
keep an open mind and think creatively and financially about the support required to 
run twenty- first- century cultural organizations and the realities and possibilities of 
NFTs as a new, messy, evolving technology.

Are NFTs Art?

Are NFTs art, something else, or both? At least for a time, Wikipedia editors declined 
even to classify NFTs as art (Artnet News 2022), leaving record sales by the artists Beeple 
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and Pak off lists of the most expensive artworks by living artists. As recently as October 
2022, writers have suggested that NFTs are a Ponzi scheme— not artworks with aesthetic 
value but tokens to be offloaded for profit (Escalante- de Mattei 2022; Levine 2022). 
Especially given this controversy, questions of connoisseurship and the artist’s intent 
must be part of the discussion at any institution considering a strategic plan that will 
include NFTs.

NFTs present new variations on problems of connoisseurship, authenticity, and own-
ership that have long characterized a “work of art,” however defined. Consider, for ex-
ample, the difference between an NFT and works of art created for devotional rather 
than aesthetic or financial purposes. The sculpted portrait of the first Venetian Patriarch 
and later saint, Lorenzo Giustiniani (1381– 1456), once attributed to Jacopo Bellini (prob-
ably 1396– 1470/ 1471), is considered powerful and valuable to its audience because the 
artist carved Giustiniani’s image directly from the priest’s likeness. Thus the sanctity of 
the priest is transferred to the object itself, and the marble becomes imbued with the 
magical power of its subject.3 Indeed, Venetians, including the Doge (Venetian head of 
state) in 1477, prayed to this likeness, which originally crowned Giustiniani’s tomb in the 
basilica of San Pietro di Castello, to ask him to end several severe outbreaks of the plague 
that ravaged the city in the fifteenth, sixteenth, and seventeenth centuries.4 What would 
it mean to make an NFT of such an object?

In addition to considering to what degree the power of the subject is imbued in 
a work of art, one must also consider to what extent the “hand” of the artist is 
discernable and how and to what degree their “hand” needs to be present in order 
for the work of art to be regarded as an autograph work. Consider the case of Salvator 
Mundi (ca. 1500), an artwork attributed to Leonardo da Vinci (1452– 1519) when it sold 
at Christie’s in November 2017 for $450.3 million. The work was heavily restored by 
master conservator Dianne Modestini (Reyburn 2022). Even if Leonardo were the 
painter of the original, at what point would the artwork no longer be by his hand? 
Or there is the example of the Ecce Homo (Jesus Christ’s face) frescoed in 1930 on 
the wall of a church in Borja, Spain, by Elías García Martínez (1858– 1934). In 2012, in 
an attempt to preserve the work, an untrained but enthusiastic restorer rendered the 
image unrecognizable. Even though the work became a tourist attraction, specifically 
because the face of Jesus came to resemble a “blurry potato,” that notoriety does not 
cancel out the question of whether the overly restored fresco may still be considered a 
work by Martínez (Kussin 2016).

While authenticity— of the artwork, its subject, and its artist— is what tradition-
ally defines physical works of art, even for editioned works that exist in multiple 
copies, what sets NFTs apart is the question of ownership. The Beeple work exists 
in infinite high- resolution copies as a JPEG file, but because it is registered to the 
blockchain only one collector owns the $69.346 million NFT. These examples en-
capsulate, even for more recent work, the dilemma of bridging from a traditional 
work of art to its digital copy and, by extension, the tension between art’s artistic 
and financial natures.
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A Creative Approach to Strategic 
Planning: Mapping the Financial  

and Philosophical

Strategic planning is a framework for approaching institutional questions and ways of 
thinking about the organization’s future. With its focus on mission, values, goals, and 
long- view time horizons, the greatest benefit of the process— often more important than 
the final plan— is getting people to think together and to work differently, including 
realigning shared assumptions about what that future might hold.

Any initiative involving NFTs at a museum is also an exercise in strategic planning, 
and much can be learned from NFT- related strategic planning in museums. This far- 
flung and rapidly evolving topic— spoken about in grandiose terms or discussed as a 
utopian future within the hermetically sealed microcosm of pandemic Zoom calls from 
basement offices lined with apocalyptic quantities of paper towels— challenges ex-
actly this gap between the realities of institutions historically designed to care for and 
store tangible objects and a digital future of ever- changing bounds of art and finance. 
Because NFTs acutely invite institutions to balance their mission- driven priorities and 
financial requirements, we introduce here a Venn- diagramming method of strategic 
planning. As a shorthand, we call this mapping tool and process the Nolin- Whitaker 
Method (NWM).

Even without injecting NFTs into the equation, many museums and other arts and 
cultural institutions may fall flat in strategic planning processes. This could be be-
cause they rely on general, inflexible templates often used for planning in hospitals, 
universities, or for- profit organizations; they fail to implement the plan because of lack 
of leadership or cultural buy- in and engagement; or they return to methods of thinking 
and working that they had before the planning process.5 While we do not profess to offer 
a panacea for these shortfalls, we argue that the difficulty of grappling with the sheer 
newness of NFTs can offer the counterintuitive gift of leaving these templated methods 
behind and inviting cultural institutions to think about their artistic and economic lives 
in new ways. The Venn- diagramming tools, presented here for use with NFTs, also pro-
vide tools to overcome obstacles that can stymie successful strategic planning more 
generally.

The Nolin- Whitaker Method (NWM) is a visual mapping tool and conceptual frame-
work to guide strategic planning processes. Organizations may use this approach to vis-
ualize and articulate ways to balance often- competing impulses and goals: emotional 
versus intellectual, aspirational versus realistic, and right- brained versus left- brained 
ways of thinking about the future. The essence of this dual approach is the creation of 
multiple Venn- diagram overlaps that offer perspective on how museums can engage 
meaningfully and purposefully in areas of both mission- driven values and financial 
necessity.
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NFTs are unique in their peculiar tripartite nature as art, as governance and in-
vestment structures, and as potential revenue sources. As we will show, this level of 
complexity presents additional— and unusual— challenges for the future of cultural 
institutions trying to balance an aspirational vision with the realities of executing and 
sustaining that vision in the longer term. The Venn- diagramming method lends itself 
to understanding and expressing ideas visually, which can have particular resonance for 
staff working in organizations such as museums that, being dedicated to the visual arts, 
often require staff to have strong visual acuity and thinking skills.

Strategic planning in museums is itself artistic in the sense that it is a generative or-
ganizational process that requires creative thinking about how to balance care and inter-
pretation of collections that are held in the public trust with the need to leverage those 
collections in some ethical way for financial gain to cover that same care and interpreta-
tion. Rather than reducing the process to a single outcome, strategic planning is an act of 
gathering (Parker 2018), an open- ended exercise in convening people to discuss values 
and to decide what they will or will not do and how they will do it together. It is also 
a rare moment within an institution to address, navigate, and reconcile what we term 
an organization’s “financial” and “philosophical” needs and priorities (see Figure 29.1), 
which are by turns competing and overlapping.

In our model, we use “financial” to mean engaging with art markets and with the 
more fundamental operational aspects of running a museum, including the structural 
necessity or institutional algebra of covering costs and finding economic sustainability 
for the short and long term.6 These questions of the philosophical and the financial— 
that is, the relationship of art and money— map onto sociological theories of the uneasy 
intersections of art and commerce— that is, the debate between warring worldviews of 
Hostile Worlds and Nothing But (Velthuis 2005). In Hostile Worlds, art and commerce 

FinancialPhilosophical

NFT 
Strategy

Figure 29.1 The financial and the philosophical.
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must be kept apart because markets taint art. In Nothing But, markets can metabolize 
all forms of value— cultural, social, artistic— into price (Grampp 1989). The arts rely 
on “circuits of commerce” (Velthuis 2005; Zelizer 2000) in which those things that are 
most difficult to price, like art, exist in constellation with the need of art institutions, 
like museums, to sustain themselves financially. The Nolin- Whitaker Method offers one 
possible way to harmonize the two warring points of view.

As part of the strategic planning process, we encourage the reader to develop and cus-
tomize the diagrams we present to reflect their own institutional values and priorities 
and those from the field and society that they want to incorporate into their planning 
processes. While we focus here on balancing specific aspects of the philosophical and 
the financial in NFT strategies, and specifically consider novel approaches to restitution 
or to audience engagement, the diagrams could be formulated to reflect an institution’s 
desire to engage in other work, including philanthropy, open- source sharing of 
collections, or development of more representative and diverse audiences and staff.

Figure 29.2 shows an expanded version of this philosophical and financial overlap. In 
the philosophical realm, we highlight key areas that NFT strategy especially activates: 
scholarship, which includes the creation, collection, and dissemination of knowledge 
about NFTs as art and within the context of longer histories of art, both digital and an-
alog; connoisseurship, which dovetails with scholarship but focuses on ascertaining and 
then stewarding the value of art; audience engagement, which includes inviting new 
audiences into museums; and artistic practice, which includes the museum’s steward-
ship not only of objects but also of ongoing creative practice, including in the form of 
commissioning new artworks as NFTs. In the financial, we highlight three especially 
active areas: investment management, which refers primarily to the organization’s 
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endowment but also includes other assets that would be listed on a balance sheet, such 
as gift shop inventory, facilities, and grants; art markets, which mirror connoisseurship 
in the art historical sense by appraising market value and which include sales platforms 
for art such as auction houses and commercial galleries as well as online platforms for 
NFT sales; and economic sustainability, which refers to an institution’s ability to support 
itself day in, day out. In the cases we study here, we see some strategies that earn rev-
enue for direct operating expenses and others that contribute to endowments, creating 
longer- term revenue support through investment gains.

The real- world and hypothetical case studies that we workshop in this chapter show 
that the remit of a cultural institution is varied and complex and requires many forms of 
expertise and specialization. There can be a lack of consensus about what an organiza-
tion is trying to achieve by discussing NFTs. As we have seen in some of the cases below, 
NFT strategy has received more scrutiny from boards of trustees, at the same time that 
the boards generally would not oversee such operating decisions.7 In addition, NFTs are 
new and typically not well understood by stakeholders without a technical background 
in computer programming. Therefore, they add even more complexity to team discus-
sion and decision- making. What work- culture divides need to be crossed for teams 
to come together on NFT strategies? What financial and philosophical approaches 
can be melded to always keep art at the center— including finding the money to do 
so? Teams must be open to learning together the intricacies of collecting, preserving, 
and displaying this art form born in the computer age. As we hope to show in the case 
studies, for NFTs to be truly meaningful and impactful for the organization, the teams 
must also be open to new ways of implementing their strategies.

Case Studies

We now turn to cases of revenue generation and then expand to hypotheticals that ex-
tend to deaccessioning and institutional decision- making.

NFT as Revenue Generator

With the outsized market returns of NFTs, it is understandable that nonprofit 
institutions might create NFTs from their existing collections or otherwise use NFTs to 
make money. Some of these efforts seem conspicuously and primarily about revenue. 
At the same time, others have succeeded in generating revenue while also engaging in 
mission- critical activities such as conservation and acquisitions.

Case Study I: NFTs of Collection Objects for Conservation— MFA Boston
In June 2022, the Museum of Fine Arts Boston announced that the institution was 
partnering with LaCollection, a for- profit company that has cultivated relationships 
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with other encyclopedic museums, to create NFTs of a group of Impressionist pastels 
owned by the MFA Boston for buyers to “collect” (LaCollection n.d.).8 Inspired by the 
2018– 2019 exhibition “French Pastels: Treasures from the Vault,” the sale rolled out in 
two phases. In total, LaCollection offered for sale on its website roughly two thousand 
NFTs of twenty- four different pastels at €299 ($316) each (MFA Boston 2022a). The sale, 
split across two NFT issuances spaced several months apart, was designed, according 
to the museum, to benefit the needed conservation of two of their Degas paintings.9 In 
August 2022, the first group of eleven NFTs was also displayed in a digital exhibition 
at Claude Monet’s gardens in Giverny, France; the exhibition was free to anyone who 
purchased admission to the gardens.10

In the announcement of the first NFT sale, the MFA Boston spokesperson, chief op-
erating officer Eric Woods, expressed the NFT strategy in terms of audience outreach, 
saying: “There are myriad virtual outreach modalities that have really come to the fore” 
(Yerebakan 2022). When the authors subsequently interviewed Debra LaKind, senior 
director of intellectual property and business development at the MFA Boston, about 
the strategy, she stated that it was a way to expand the institution’s reach and engage 
with new audiences, and she framed the project as a “test” or experiment to see how 
NFTs benefit both the museum’s marketing strategy and collections care priorities. 
These statements highlight that the museum’s strategy was intentionally experimental 
in nature— prototyping different ways to make NFTs work within the overall strategies 
of an organization. The licensing team led the project with conservation and curato-
rial taking part in the decision- making. The reader might consider how the complexion 
of the project could have changed had a different department led the effort. The MFA 
Boston case highlights the ways in which exploratory NFT strategies serve as a lens over 
a specific intersection of the financial and the philosophical, giving the institution new 
information for future experiments. Figure 29.3 shows the philosophical and financial 
strategy areas that are activated in this case.

The MFA Boston’s efforts to raise funds for conservation are poignant in that 
collecting organizations routinely have more works in need of conservation than time, 
funds, and staff to treat them. An extreme example is the municipality of Florence, Italy. 
In the early morning of November 5, 1966, the Arno River overran its banks, flooding 
the city and inundating its streets and buildings with water and mud. More than four 
thousand works of art and four million books and manuscripts were severely damaged. 
One work symbolizes the tragedy: the fourteen- foot- high Crucifix by Cimabue (ca. 
1240– before 1302). The artist painted it in egg tempera with gold leaf on wood sometime 
before 1288 for the Franciscan friars of Santa Croce. For nearly seven hundred years the 
cross hung unmolested in various parts of the church. Once the floodwaters receded in 
the afternoon of November 5, 1966, the object, which had been submerged in water for 
hours, was caked in mud. Ultimately, almost 60 percent of the paint and gold leaf lifted 
off the wood and floated away. It took more than fifteen years to stabilize and restore the 
work. Stories like these make a clear case for the need for funds to conserve works of cul-
tural patrimony.
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Arguably, the 1966 flood example evokes an emotional resonance far greater than the 
MFA Boston case because of the epic scale and suddenness of the devastation and be-
cause it touches upon a larger collective urge to preserve our humanity alongside our 
cultural patrimony. In considering the MFA Boston’s NFT strategy, even given the clear 
need for restoration of significant works of art, one may consider the difference in feeling 
between the two cases— or, put another way, how the “philosophical” side of the Venn 
diagram is weighted in each instance. What could the MFA Boston learn from the com-
parison? Consider also that perhaps the MFA Boston was uncomfortable navigating the 
crossover of money and art, whether the institution was fearful of NFTs as a new tech-
nology or was hopeful that NFTs would be an easy source of revenue.11 In either case, 
how would a museum make decisions about partnering with a for- profit entity such as 
LaCollection, and how would any cultural organization decide which works to conserve 
or, more broadly, what part of the museum’s mission to tie to the revenue raised? The 
reader can consider whether the “philosophical” parts of this project could have been 
more authentic and robust and less shellacked onto what appears to have been primarily 
an economic motivation.

Case Study II: NFTs of Collections Objects for Revenue  
Generation— British Museum
The Boston MFA case shares a revenue- forward approach with the NFT projects of 
the British Museum.12 In fact, this approach even more strongly characterizes the 
British Museum NFT, also managed by the company LaCollection, because for the 
British Museum the revenue was not explicitly tied to a mission- centric purpose such 
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Figure 29.3 Case study I: MFA Boston.
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as conservation. Concurrent with its Katsushika Hokusai (1760– 1849) exhibition 
(“Hokusai: The Great Picture Book of Everything,” September 2021– January 2022), the 
British Museum minted an NFT of the artist’s work, which sold for $20,000 and then 
dropped to an estimated price of $5,000; Bendor Grosvenor (2022) noted, “You can 
still buy an actual Hokusai print for less.” Like the marketing for the MFA Boston sale, 
this strategy feels engineered, down to LaCollection’s offsetting the carbon footprint 
of minting the NFT by planting trees. Again, the museum’s communication strategy 
used the language of audience engagement, focusing in this case on the surprising fact 
that museum website usage had, LaCollection claimed, fallen during the pandemic.13 
Figure 29.4 shows the rather singular focus on revenue generation despite the concur-
rent timing with the museum’s exhibition program.

The reader can consider whether there are ways the British Museum could have 
engineered the strategy differently. As simple as the question seems, what might have 
been some of the museum’s underlying motivations to make an NFT? Was it out of hope-
fulness for a successful fundraising plan, an experiment with a trending technology, or 
a gambit to reach new audiences? If the purpose was to generate revenue, would there 
be ways to generate that revenue that more successfully married those economics to the 
museum’s mission?

These efforts by the MFA Boston and British Museum encapsulate a pattern of NFT 
strategy that other cultural institutions have followed with varying degrees of philo-
sophical and financial success: Take a work of art from the institution’s collection, turn it 
into a salable object, then attach the sale to a mission- centric purpose such as conserva-
tion and to positive initiatives such as exhibitions or carbon offsets. It is perhaps not sur-
prising that museums most often choose this approach when deciding to dip their toes 
into the NFT waters, as it most closely resembles how they have traditionally monetized 
their collections and justified doing so. As an example, the Metropolitan Museum’s 
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store describes the mugs, jewelry, scarves, and other goods that it sells to the public as 
“revenue- generating reproductions of works in [the Met’s] collection,” and states that 
“every purchase supports The Met’s collection, study, conservation, and presentation of 
5,000 years of art” (Metropolitan Museum of Art n.d.). Does the focus on revenue re-
duce an NFT of the masterpiece to a collectible rather than an artwork? And does that 
focus minimize the engagement of the work philosophically and the institution’s more 
nuanced responsibilities toward connoisseurship?14 Like a postcard that one brings 
home to remember highlights of a museum visit, an NFT can create visitor engagement 
outside the walls of a museum. Given that US- based museums that are structured as 
501(c)3 nonprofit organizations are tax exempt, museums have an added incentive to 
make their gift shop wares related to their mission in order to avoid paying unrelated 
business income tax (UBIT).15 Thus, sales and engagement mirror the complex overlaps 
of the philosophical and financial realms, for digital as well as analog goods.

Case Study III: NFT as New Artwork— Museum of Modern Art
Other museum revenue strategies have expanded to encompass many points of philo-
sophical as well as financial engagement. In 2021, the Museum of Modern Art in New 
York engaged with NFTs differently by commissioning well- known digital artist Refik 
Anadol (b. 1985) to create NFTs not from singular works of art but from the archive of 
digital records of artworks in the collection and from the collection’s metadata (Anadol 
et al. 2021).16 The NFTs were exhibited and sold through Feral File, an NFT curato-
rial platform that the artist Casey Reas (b. 1972) started with the company Bitmark.17 
With the support of Glenn Lowry, the museum’s director, a team comprised of Paola 
Antonelli, the senior curator of architecture and design and director of R&D; Michelle 
Kuo, the Marlene Hess Curator of Painting and Sculpture; and Jan Postma, the chief fi-
nancial officer, offered support to Anadol’s studio and Feral File with the first exhibition 
and NFT auction derived from this data.18 In describing the project, Antonelli said that 
MoMA did not intend to collect any of the works that the artist minted for this project; 
in fact, it would appear to be a conflict of interest to do so. Instead, the sale raised enough 
funding to support collections care and to endow a position for a new “web3” associate.19

This case raises interesting questions and potential models for working groups and 
strategic planning around NFTs. First, the NFTs complement the collection and are not 
weak copies of a single object. Rather than taking Vincent van Gogh’s Starry Night or an-
other well- known MoMA work and selling the equivalent of a baseball card NFT of it, 
they imagined artists making new work tied to MoMA via records of all of the museum’s 
collection. Second, the engagement of selling and collecting is noteworthy and recalls 
our discussion of art and money. The works were sold to support museum programs 
but were not collected by the museum. Selling and collecting were held apart. Similarly 
to NFT sales such as those of the MFA Boston, the work raised funds that are tied to a 
need such as conservation. However, in this case, the funds went not only to collections 
care but also to fund the larger ability of the museum to support NFT exploration going 
forward through an endowed position or investment in infrastructure such as NFT dis-
play screens. The financial engagement rises from supporting the ongoing costs of the 
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museum to the institution’s investment management via the endowment of funds to 
support ongoing operating expenses.

Antonelli described her work in design and how this project was different. Design 
typically is a less scrutinized area; in this case, everything changed because, as Antonelli 
said, “it is art and not design.” She continued, “There is more scrutiny but also more ex-
citement. . . . [T] here is more pressure, but also more participation, which is good” (au-
thor interview, August 24, 2022).

Antonelli said the project also brought in audiences “that had never been interested 
in MoMA, or maybe did not even know what MoMA was.” Because the NFT was paired 
with a membership to the museum, the project introduced these new audiences to the 
more traditional core of MoMA’s collections and other exhibitions and programs.

Figure 29.5 shows this nexus of philosophical and financial activity. By our estimates, 
based on publicly available data from Feral File, the project grossed $2,026,200 in the 
primary market, with MoMA receiving $337,700 of that in the primary market and 
$469,897 total as of January 10, 2023, with an additional $132,197 in revenue to MoMA 
from secondary- market royalties, with 3 percent of the works having been resold.20 
Philosophically, the work supports artistic practice by commissioning new work and 
generating $1.6 million in estimated revenue for the artist. Consider the contrast of this 
strategy to that of making an NFT that represents an existing object in the museum’s 
collection. By taking the MoMA collection metadata as the subject of the work, the 
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commission uniquely relates to the museum. In addition, the work supports audience 
engagement and exhibition through its successful initial sale (and museum member-
ship given to the collectors) and through a physical exhibition of the work, Refik Anadol: 
Unsupervised, that was mounted in November 2022.21 Financially, the project differs 
from the MFA Boston and British Museum cases in that it raised funds to put into an 
endowment rather than spendable income for specific projects. The endowment indi-
rectly supports annual operating expenses, in this case the staff position and collections 
care. Thus, ongoing expenses are supported but in a more holistic and long- term way, 
including the generative revenue of selling works for which the museum receives a 5 
percent royalty in any future secondary- market sales.

This case may seem unique to a well- resourced modern and contemporary art 
museum. Yet the reader may want to consider whether even more groundbreaking 
strategies are possible at long- established institutions such as the Morgan Library or 
the Opera del Duomo di Firenze, or at museums on academic campuses such as the 
Williams College Museum of Art, where robust metadata of collections exists but apart 
from a mandate to focus solely on contemporary artistic practice. There does not need 
to be like- for- like thinking in which digital sales fund digital strategy. Accordingly, 
how might an organization capture some of this creative strategizing and learn, subtly 
or structurally, from the MoMA case? For example, what staff (a new manuscripts cu-
rator, conservator, or academic outreach manager) or projects (a new facility, enhanced 
community programming, or publications) might these organizations choose to pri-
oritize over new digital team members or technology projects to benefit from money 
generated by NFT endeavors like that at MoMA and from the teaching and subsequent 
knowledge gained as a result of the process? Moreover, given academic museums’ ex-
plicit mission to engage faculty and students in interdisciplinary research, what kinds of 
cross- disciplinary projects could also emerge from enacting an NFT strategy similar to 
that of MoMA?

NFT as an Asset
Most museum NFT collaborations have been concerned with revenue from the issuance 
of NFTs, yet more insights can be gleaned from more speculative and hypothetical cases, 
which we present here. First, we consider what it would mean for a museum to sell NFTs 
that transfer partial financial ownership of works in the collection, and the applications 
of this strategy to deaccessioning and restitution. Then in the following section, we con-
sider a hypothetical in which an institution issues NFTs to grant decision- making or 
governance rights to the NFT owners.

The MFA Boston and British Museum sales did not confer public ownership of 
the artwork in the museums’ collections. Museums rarely sell art from their collec-
tion precisely because of the tensions inherent in the overlap of the financial and the 
philosophical. Typically, when a museum deaccessions— that is, sells— a work of art, 
the museum is bound, via the rules of professional bodies such as the Association of 
Art Museum Directors (AAMD), the American Alliance of Museums (AAM), or the 
International Council of Museums (ICOM), to use the proceeds of the sale only for the 
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acquisition of new works. According to AAMD, a museum may use the practice to “re-
fine and enhance the quality, use, and character of [its] holdings” and “proceeds from 
a deaccessioned work are used only [emphasis original to the source] to acquire other 
works of art” (AAMD 2011). The practice garnered particular scrutiny in 2020 after the 
AAMD shifted its policy in response to the dire financial consequences of COVID- 19 on 
museums to allow them to use sales proceeds from deaccessioned art for more broadly 
defined operating expenses and other purposes beyond acquiring new work (Gold and 
Jandl 2020). This change opened up the possibility not only of selling artworks in mu-
seum collections but also of selling fractions of them. In September 2022, after signifi-
cant backlash from the field, which most publicly resulted in the Baltimore Museum of 
Art halting its sale of three works from its collection (Jackson 2020), the AAMD clarified 
its policy to exclude salaries and other operating expenses not directly tied to collections 
and their care (Kamp 2022). In this section, however, we imagine using an NFT as an 
asset in which the financial nature of the artwork is fractionalized and sold, in order to 
explore deaccessioning and restitution.

Using blockchain, and by extension NFTs, has been proposed as a new avenue of res-
titution. This is because of blockchain’s structural nature as a record- keeping system, 
which allows for tracking of information such as provenance— that is, the history 
of ownership of the object. If traditional works of art and antiquities are linked to the 
blockchain as NFTs, we can have a publicly accessible record of the ownership and ex-
hibition of these objects. Blockchain could be used to “split the rights stack” of these 
works so that ownership could be returned to source countries. Those countries in re-
turn could decide to allow any institution to continue to exhibit and care for the work 
(Whitaker et al. 2021). In Sarr and Savoy’s (2018) report on works of African art and 
culture held in European museums— a report commissioned by French president 
Emmanuel Macron— the authors found that tens of thousands of significant objects 
were held in European museums, and over 90 percent of African cultural artifacts 
were located outside the African continent. If these African cultural objects were reg-
istered to the blockchain as NFTs then the smart contracts that govern NFTs could be 
used to codify agreements so that the terms, once agreed, can be executed automati-
cally without one party having administrative authority.22 For instance, the institution 
could send payments to a source country, to whom ownership of a work previously in 
the institution’s collection has been returned, in exchange for ongoing rights to exhibit 
or publish the work. In the case of portfolios of objects, a portion could return to the 
source country, a portion could be gifted or sold to the museum housing them, and a 
portion could be sold into the market with proceeds shared with the source country. A 
wide array of negotiated outcomes are possible.

This financialization of a work of art is markedly different from the revenue- 
generation NFTs in the MFA Boston and British Museum cases. For instance, con-
sider the difference between, hypothetically, the MoMA selling an NFT of Vincent 
van Gogh’s Starry Night and selling it as an asset token of the work that confers a per-
centage of ownership— whether 0.01 percent or 10 percent— to the holder of the token. 
Putting aside the heated deaccessioning debate that would ensue, there would be the 
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difficulty of pricing the work, since art prices are typically set through sale at auc-
tion or private gallery. This case brings together the art and money sides of a museum 
in ways that are usually firewalled— the pricelessness of the work of art. Typically, 
museums’ art and money sides are held separate: the pricelessness of the work of art 
and the necessity of funding, including the implicit and explicit expectations of finan-
cial contributions from generous donors. The fractional selling of art would be a form 
of fracking the financial structure of the museum, creating micro- financialization 
across a collection.

Case Study IV: Deaccessioning and Restitution NFTs— Hypothetical
Imagine that a museum received a donation of objects, including antiquities, from 
a now- deceased donor in the middle of the twentieth century. Years later, as the cu-
rator reviews that collection, they discover that most works need more detailed prov-
enance information. The museum then undertakes research and learns that some of 
the works were illegally removed from the source country and sold via a gray market 
for antiquities. The museum, which is obligated by the field to collect in an ethical 
and legal way, wishes to amend the situation and contacts the source country to 
offer to return the objects. Many different outcomes are possible. First, suppose the 
source country claims the works outright, and the museum returns them. In addition 
to the revised digital record of the work that will live in perpetuity in the museum’s 
collection database, the museum may choose to also register NFTs of the works on 
a blockchain as a digital record of the objects’ tenure in the museum before return. 
Second, suppose the source country appreciates the recognition but does not wish to 
accept the formal return of the objects. In this case, the blockchain can be used to reg-
ister the transfer of ownership back to the source country without the need to physi-
cally return the objects.

In addition, many other, more kaleidoscopic solutions are possible here. For in-
stance, the museum might keep physical possession (or ownership, outright or par-
tially) and return cash flows to the source country for a period of time or indefinitely. 
The source country could delimit this relationship temporally and allow the museum to 
keep the objects on display for a fixed term before returning them. The museum may be 
paying for conservation, as in the case of the Byzantine frescoes at the Menil Collection 
(Whitaker et al. 2021). Or the museum could send cash flows for this finite period. An 
NFT and its related smart (self- executing) contract (see note 1) could automate these 
payments and provide a public record. In addition, the museums could designate the 
use of funds as they saw fit, whether as spendable income for immediate projects or as 
endowment contributions for longer- term initiatives.23

This strategy dovetails with two other areas of strategic planning. The first is 
standardizing how institutions gather provenance information about works of art. 
This kind of information- gathering protocol is well- established practice at collecting 
institutions that acquire contemporary artworks with complex installation and con-
servation needs associated with their long- term preservation. For example, an artist 
questionnaire typically accompanies the acquisition of time- based media and other 

 



608   Heather R. Nolin and Amy C. Whitaker

 

works incorporating media that may become outdated, such as Betamax video tapes or 
cathode- ray tube televisions, or media that may decay or degrade, such as apples or pe-
troleum jelly.24 Museums could develop similar standards for provenance information 
gathering about antiquities in both existing and newly acquired collections. Academic 
museums may especially consider undertaking this provenance research, given their 
parallel focus on teaching and research. Second, questions of provenance and restitution 
naturally expand the philosophical side of strategy planning from the values of just the 
institution to the overall values of the field (see Figure 29.6). The stewardship of the work 
of art becomes more important than the institution’s decisions to be the specific steward, 
and the process of revisiting these works with care shifts the association of these objects 
from black- market thievery to a more positive frame of careful stewardship and trans-
parent communications.

Figure 29.6 shows this more complex dynamic in which there are the philosophical 
values of the institution but also of the field. These sometimes overlap and sometimes 
conflict, for instance, if the institution wishes to keep an object, but there is a higher 
interest in restitution. In this case, the institution is enacting the higher values of the 
field by returning the objects to the source countries. Sometimes the institution’s de-
sire to maintain possession of an object can be in tension with others who champion 
restitution.
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Figure 29.6 Deaccessioning and restitution NFTs: Hypothetical.
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While possession and restitution can be in tension as zero- sum, this line of thinking— 
and the related applications of blockchain and NFTs— opens new approaches to seem-
ingly intractable restitution problems. More broadly, this approach is a model for 
collaborative and shared solutions that merge artistic, financial, and societal values, 
even with the trade- offs of placing trust in technological infrastructure and navigating 
cultural resistance to new technology within the field. In this case, NFTs create a public 
and automated contract or governance arrangement between the institutions, source 
countries, and other parties.

NFTs as the Institution
In 2021, when the Hermitage Museum issued the NFTs mentioned earlier in this 
chapter, the offerings were signed by the Hermitage director, Mikhail Piotrovsky, as if 
he were the artist of the institution. As Piotrovsky said, the sale was “an important stage 
in the development of the relationship between person and money, person and thing” 
(Kishkovsky 2021). The sale was also important in developing relationships among an 
institution, its audiences, and its fellow institutions. How might institutions structure 
their relationships with stakeholders using blockchain registration and NFTs, and what 
are the arguments in favor of implementing such a structure?

Consider the case of two organizations thousands of miles apart that house some of 
the most important art, artifacts, and archives related to the American West. Among 
the vast holdings of the Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library at Yale University 
is the Yale Collection of Western Americana, a group of sixty- five thousand printed 
objects, four thousand manuscripts, tens of thousands of photographs, and hundreds 
of works on paper and paintings. Another institution two time zones away, the Denver 
Museum of Art, is home to the Petrie Institute of Western American Art, which oversees 
and promotes the study of the museum’s collection of two hundred years of Western 
sculpture, paintings, and works on paper. What would it mean for these institutions to 
employ NFTs as a frame for collaboration, or to assemble teams from these two organi-
zations to work on shared projects? How might they design a strategic planning process 
if the purpose was reputation- building, resource- sharing for scholars, or pedagogy and 
student learning? Recalling the relationship of blockchain and provenance, this poten-
tial collaboration involves library science, archival practice, registrars, and the manage-
rial representatives of both institutions.

Case Study V: NFTs as Administrator— Hypothetical
An institutional token can give the holder the right to participate in an organization’s 
decision- making and thus opens them up to this larger sphere of overall govern-
ance. In the case of the Beinecke Library and Petrie Institute, the partner institutions 
would make decisions about joint acquisitions or programming. However, consider a 
more speculative and potentially dangerous case in which expertise- reliant organiza-
tions issue institutional tokens to the public to allow them to vote on whatever topic 
the organization wants feedback on. In the case of museums, it could be which works 
should come out of storage or which exhibitions they want to see in the galleries. 
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While other forms of technology— for instance, Qualtrics or SurveyMonkey 
questionnaires— already allow museums to survey their audiences, in this case a 
token could give their audience actual decision- making control. One could imagine 
extreme versions of these hypotheticals that remove all reliance on subject matter 
expertise and, in the process, potentially topple the institution’s authority. What if an 
NFT allowed the public to decide on museum exhibitions or hours, like stockholders 
in a corporation?

Figure 29.7 shows this larger sphere of governance. Whereas Figure 29.6 shows 
the values of the field as larger than the values of the organization, Figure 29.7 shows 
this governance or decision- making as a larger context around the institution’s finan-
cial management. For instance, the audience is engaged with art by participating in 
decisions around what works are on view. But the audience is also engaged via partic-
ipation in managerial decision- making. Museums could decide whether participation 
is free or if audience members pay to participate, in which case the sale of these insti-
tutional or decision- making NFTs would raise revenue or also create an endowment 
for the museum, depending on how the NFT is conceived. Museums can choose to use 
smart contracts to automate these decisions, closing the gap between audience par-
ticipation and decisions taken. The reader could imagine the risks, future states, and 
uncharted legal frontiers that may unfold with NFTs that are not symbolic— as in the 
souvenir or baseball card of a masterpiece— but that are structural— as in a financial 
share or decision- making right.

FinancialPhilosophical

Investment
Management

NFT value

Audience Engagement
with art

in institutional decision-
making

Economic
sustainability
NFT sales

Figure 29.7 NFTs as administrator: Hypothetical.
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Managerial Implications

NFTs provide an interesting litmus test for cultural organizations managing their ar-
tistic programming and financial needs. In the cases we have seen, “revenue for revenue’s 
sake” might work for the bottom line but may fall short on philosophical grounds. The 
appearance of squeezing money from a lauded artwork may come at a reputational cost. 
Instead, complementary approaches to the museum’s collection have been promising— 
commissioning works by new artists based on collections, for instance. In addition, the 
speculative futures of NFTs are aligned with important values in the field, whether the 
restitution and stewardship of cultural heritage or the more fundamental aspects of a 
museum’s balancing of its focus on scholarship and its relationship to its public.

These findings likely apply to other cultural institutions such as theaters, libraries, and 
archives. Theaters may find revenue- based NFTs more successful because they can be 
paired with season tickets, and audiences have expectations of more ephemeral perfor-
mance. An NFT associated with a symphony or play has a different character than one 
associated with a painting because the former is performed in many different venues by 
many different artists and takes its own shape each time. Libraries and archives may find 
affinities with institutional NFTs and collaboration with museums and other cultural 
institutions. And museums wishing to explore NFTs around restitution can benefit from 
strategic planning collectives across institutions.

With frontier technology such as NFTs, navigating institutional strategy becomes 
something of an art project itself. Thus, museum leaders and managers of cultural 
institutions become collaborative artists, experimenting and building future systems. In 
this way, strategic planning is a creative and open- ended practice. One can learn from 
the “bright spot” examples of successful strategy and try to avoid those initiatives that 
have been read as disingenuous, but ultimately NFTs as a kind of trial- and- error ap-
proach that could risk failing in public— an especially scary prospect in the current cli-
mate of cancel culture or for those hesitant to make what they perceive to be the right 
decision for the long term that may appear to be the wrong one in the short term. These 
factors make strategic planning even more important as a process for engaging with 
both staff within the institution and the collective public. NFT strategy also uniquely 
engages the role of trustees, including those with a fiduciary duty and those who are 
advisors.25

The Nolin- Whitaker Method of Venn- diagram mapping represents this creative and 
synthesizing process of strategic planning as bringing together groups of people with 
overlapping— and not overlapping— interests, knowledge, and priorities. The method 
also brings to the surface the necessity of simultaneously thinking about mission and 
finances— the why and the how. Revenue- focused approaches may fall flat, whether out 
of sheer chance or a lack of artistic energy. Thus, this model offers an ongoing set of 
tools for managing many priorities and designing a holistic strategy that simultaneously 
serves an institution’s philosophical and financial values. The various NFT strategies and 

 



612   Heather R. Nolin and Amy C. Whitaker

 

the convening of stakeholders also raise new questions about forms of expertise needed 
on the staff and boards of organizations, whether in art, technology, or finance, and the 
strength of leadership, management, and vision needed in the heads of nonprofits, espe-
cially collecting institutions.

Conclusions

NFT strategy may allow organizations to focus on the larger societal pulls and challenges 
of the time, including navigating complex ethical and societal gray areas while envisioning 
how museums can become more than just repositories of objects. Instead, we imagine re-
silient organizations constantly engaged with making meaning and creating a purpose for 
themselves and their collections by interrupting internal stagnation and resistance and en-
gaging in larger questions of the intersections of creative, economic, and civic life.

While many avenues of research and practice will continue to unfold, perhaps the 
biggest lesson of NFTs is remembering not only the art but also the artists and the 
museums’ audiences. The most successful projects have invited engagement with 
collections by creating new work, not just technological copies of objects already in the 
collection.

Strategic planning is really a catchphrase for thinking about the future of the orga-
nization. And when confronted with thinking about that future— whether that be 
short term or long term, staffing or mission— oftentimes the strategic planning process 
assumes that everybody in the organization is in lockstep, that everybody agrees on 
what will happen and where the organization needs to go. NFTs— specifically this inter-
section of art and money— force the organization to discuss these aspects of their exist-
ence. In bringing the financial and philosophical together, NFTs hold up a mirror to the 
culture of an organization and its values. It is difficult to think of another example where 
that would be so clear and force such a reckoning of the organization.

An organization, of course, can decide not to engage with NFTs— not to collect them, 
not to issue them, or to engage with them only in certain ways— but even to arrive at this 
answer requires some investigation into the most fundamental questions philosophi-
cally and financially that the organization wrestles with. It is, therefore, useful to arm 
ourselves with conceptual frameworks around art and money that form a reckoning 
with technology, audience, and collections.

If the last five years have taught us anything, it is how big cultural shifts can happen 
with little warning and that the organizations that thrive because of these shifts are 
the ones with creative minds, solid disaster recovery plans, and usually solid financial 
reserves. These elements will undoubtedly continue to merge as society continues to 
navigate social, political, and financial upheaval, pandemics, and anything else that is 
waiting to come our way in the future. NFT strategy is emblematic of this process of de-
veloping the flexibility and resilience needed to deal with the unknown, and the clarity 
and coalition- building to confront whatever events the future may bring. Navigating 
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these intersections and constellations of the philosophical and the financial is a process 
of curiosity, collaboration, creative resourcefulness, and shared process.
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Notes

 1. An NFT is a unique digital identifier that is registered to a blockchain, creating digital prov-
enance records and digital scarcity (one unique identifier for many interchangeable copies 
of a digital file). An NFT includes a smart contract that governs actions associated with the 
token, such as paying an artist a resale royalty when ownership of a work is transferred. 
Blockchains are decentralized databases that record transactions or other pieces of in-
formation (ledgers) that exist in many interconnected digital copies. The purpose of 
interconnecting copies is to enable anyone to— in theory— trust the information without 
needing to trust a single person or entity, such as a museum, university registrar, bank, et 
cetera, to maintain and authenticate the record (Whitaker and Abrams 2023). Through their 
registry to a blockchain, NFTs share with museums an interest in provenance, that is, in 
records of ownership. For further background reading on NFTs, see Levine 2022 (general 
cryptocurrency primer), Jung 2022 (NFTs and museums), Antonelli et al. 2022 (“The Third 
Web” as subject of the MoMA R&D Salon), and and Whitaker 2022 (NFTs, the art market, 
and the larger arts ecosystem). The term “smart contract” refers to a piece of computer pro-
gramming that can automatically execute a transaction— for instance, to automatically pay 
an artist a resale royalty when an artwork is sold. The smart contract and the digital iden-
tifier or “token” come together to allow an NFT to create new models of ownership, prove-
nance, and digital record- keeping. A group of smart contracts may be put together to create 
a decentralized autonomous organization (DAO). A DAO can be thought of as a coopera-
tive governance structure that codifies a group’s decision- making agreements into an auto-
mated organizational structure.

 2. Regarding volatility of NFTs, the New York Times recently reported that in 2021 the trading 
volume in NFTs fell 97 percent (Small 2022). From 2021 to the fall of 2022, the average price 
of an art NFT fell from $3,200 to $1,200 (NonFungible 2022a, 2022b). Regarding selling tra-
ditional artworks, the Museum of Modern Art had stored the art collection of William S. 
Paley, the founder of CBS, from Paley’s death in 1990 until fall 2022. The eighty- one works 
under MoMA’s care were sold at auction at Sotheby’s, with a portion of the proceeds going to 
fund the museum’s digital initiatives (Jhala 2022). The museum received a reported $47 mil-
lion from the sale (Villa and Cassady 2022). Regarding cryptocurrency, the rapidly evolving 
financialization and potential for Ponzi schemes of some cryptocurrency structures has 
led to episodes of apparent fraud. In November 2022, around the time of this writing, FTX 
Trading Limited, a crypto exchange with 100,000 creditors and assets estimated at between 
$10 and $50 billion, filed for bankruptcy (Yaffe- Bellany 2022).
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 3. This idea of imbuing the artwork with the power of its subject is akin to the belief in the act 
of transubstantiation of the Eucharistic elements into the body and blood of Christ during 
Roman Catholic mass.

 4. The sculpted likeness of Giustiniani is still in the Venetian church of San Pietro di Castello. 
It was removed from his burial chapel and placed in the Lando family chapel off the left 
aisle around 1571. Giustiniani’s remains were transferred to a lavish silver and marble sar-
cophagus above the high chapel of San Pietro, which now celebrates the life of the saint in 
its lateral and apse frescoes, where he continues to be venerated for his healing powers.

 5. These observations stem from Nolin’s work running a strategic planning consultancy 
for museums and partnering with institutions whose teams are seeking more creative 
approaches after standard templates have failed as tools for the specific needs of arts 
organizations.

 6. Financial concerns vary substantially depending on a museum’s business model and the 
size, diversification, and management of its endowment (cf. Yermack 2017), as well as 
on market performance and public and private funding, among many other important 
factors in museum management (cf. Jung and Love 2017). Philosophical concerns vary 
widely, too: across collecting and noncollecting institutions, each organization makes 
decisions based upon its unique mission, values, history, and other attributes. But gener-
ally speaking, the sturdier the sources of accessible and unrestricted funding for any insti-
tution, the more creative and artistic risk an institution may take.

 7. Following principles of nonprofit governance, the board of trustees would typically 
not be involved in NFT strategy unless it overlapped with the organization’s fiduciary 
responsibilities, in which case at least the board’s finance committee, if not the full board, 
would be involved in the decision- making process.

 8. The pastels had recently been shown in the exhibition “French Pastels: Treasures from the 
Vault” (June 30, 2018– January 6, 2019) but had not previously been displayed publicly for 
many years. The MFA Boston pastels are by artists including Edgar Degas (1834– 1917), 
Edouard Manet (1832– 1883), Claude Monet (1840– 1926), and Camille Pissarro (1830– 
1903). The pastel medium becomes unstable when exposed to substantial light over long 
periods of time, and thus works in this medium are less frequently exhibited. Also, the 
MFA Boston’s collection consists of over half a million works (MFA Boston 2022b), only a 
fraction of which can be displayed to the public at any one time.

 9. The authors interviewed Debra LaKind, senior director of intellectual property and busi-
ness development at the MFA Boston, on January 18, 2023, after the completion of the first 
NFT sale and the announcement but not completion of the second sale. The two Degas 
paintings that benefitted from the NFT sales are Edmondo and Thérèse Morbilli, about 
1865, oil on canvas, 116.5 × 88.3 cm (45 7/ 8 × 34 3/ 4 in.), Gift of Robert Treat Paine, 2nd, 31.33 
and Degas’s Father Listening to Lorenzo Pagans Playing the Guitar, about 1869– 72, oil on 
canvas, 81.6 × 65.1 cm (32 1/ 8 × 25 5/ 8 in.), Bequest of John T. Spaulding, 48.533.

 10. In a related marketing strategy, the NFTs went on sale on July 14, Bastille Day.
 11. When asked how much revenue the MFA Boston earned from the sale of NFTs from their 

collection, LaKind replied, “We don’t share financial information.”
 12. The authors contacted the British Museum seeking more information about the museum’s 

2021 issue of NFTs of Hokusai and their more recent issue of NFTs of Piranesi prints from 
the museum’s collection. We specifically asked about their underlying motivations for 
making the NFTs, the percentage of total NFTs that were sold, and the total revenue the 
sales generated. Craig Bendle, manager of product licensing and wholesale merchandise 
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at the British Museum, replied that he was “unable to agree to an interview on this topic, 
as [they] are under strategic review for this area, as well as potentially for commercial 
reasons.”

 13. Some museums, including Tate, found unique website visitors to go up yearly from 2019 to 
2020 (Tate Gallery 2020).

 14. Perhaps the role of museums and for- profit institutions such as LaCollection and the 
Italian company Cinello explains, at least in part, the Italian government’s decision 
(Batycka 2022) to halt NFT sales by Italian museums This suspension of Italian mu-
seum NFT sales in July 2022 followed the 2021 sale by the Uffizi Gallery of an NFT of 
Michelangelo’s Doni Tondo for €240,000. Cinello, which managed the sale, split proceeds 
with the Uffizi 50- 50— after subtracting costs of production, which, including taxes, NFT 
costs, physical framing, a platform commission, and a 20 percent operating fee, totaled 
€100,000. Thus, the museum only made half of €140,000, or €70,000. In collaboration 
with London- based dealer Unit, the NFT was issued in an edition of nine (priced from 
€100,000 to €250,000), creating other revenue but still with the hefty share to Cinello 
(Batycka 2022).

 15. According to the IRS website, UBIT is “income from a trade or business, regularly carried 
on, that is not substantially related to the charitable, educational, or other purpose that 
is the basis of the organization’s exemption” (IRS 2022). An example that might compel 
a museum to pay UBIT on profits is the selling of food or coffee in its museum café or re-
ceiving revenue from a parking garage that it owns.

 16. Metadata are the descriptors that give information about other data— essentially data of 
data. Metadata of an image of a work of art typically includes the artist’s information, the 
title and medium of the work of art, copyright notices, keywords, and a description of 
the work. In 2015, MoMA posted all its metadata on Github, a platform for sharing com-
puter code.

 17. Both Reas and the co- author Whitaker are advisors to Bitmark. Whitaker was not involved 
in the MoMA project.

 18. Casey Reas, the founder of Feral File, the curatorial platform with which MoMA partnered, 
is also a professor at the University of California, Los Angeles, and the co- inventor of a 
visually driven computer programming language called Processing. Anadol, described by 
Antonelli as a protegé of Reas, created a work called Unsupervised. Anadol trained an al-
gorithm to create new artworks from metadata associated with real works of art in the 
collection. The MoMA project is part of Anadol’s larger series Machine Hallucinations, “an 
ongoing project exploring data aesthetics based on collective visual memories” (Feral File 
2021). The Feral File show consisted of three single- edition algorithmic works, which sold 
in the $300,000 to $500,000 range; nine prints, titled MoMA Dreams A through H, which 
were issued in editions of 100 for each print; and one “global AI [artificial intelligence] data 
painting” in a twenty- second video format (MP4), which was sold in an edition of 5,000, 
with a price of approximately $500 (Feral File 2021).

 19. “Web3” is the term for the new, more participatory internet that some proponents of 
NFTs and blockchain imagine, moving from the “web2” platforms of large technology 
companies to distributed ownership of data using blockchain.

 20. This estimate is based on the following: Three works were editions of one and sold for, re-
spectively, $510,000, $306,000, and $310,000. A further nine works were editions of 100 
and sold for $1,000 each (or $1,002 in the case of the “A” edition). An additional work, Data 
Universe, sold in an edition of $5,000 at a primary- market price of $100. The total revenue 
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of all of these sales was $2,026,200. In the primary market, one- sixth of the total revenue 
went to MoMA, one- sixth to Feral File, and the remaining four- sixths (two- thirds) to the 
artist’s studio. In the secondary market, 80 percent went to the collector, 10 percent to the 
artist, and 5 percent each to MoMA and to Feral File. In the secondary market, via the plat-
form OpenSea, the total sales volume up to January 10, 2023, was 1,977 ETH or $2,643,941 
(computed at an ETH- USD exchange rate of $1,337,35). The project to date has generated 
$1,615,194 for the artist and $469,897 for the Museum of Modern Art (and the same for 
Feral File). Data are available in Feral File 2023.

 21. In November 2022, the Museum of Modern Art opened a physical exhibition of Anadol’s 
project on a 24- by- 24- foot LED screen in the museum’s atrium. Through Bitmark, the 
company that hosts Feral File, gave away NFT “gifts”— not artworks— to visitors who 
scanned a QR code on the wall of the museum. The Anadol exhibition was originally 
scheduled to be on view from November 19, 2022, until March 5, 2023 (MoMA 2022) as 
was extended to an “ongoing” exhibition at the time of press.

 22. A smart contract is a piece of computer programming that can automatically execute a 
transaction— for instance, to automatically pay an artist a resale royalty when an artwork 
is sold. The smart contract and the digital identifier or “token” come together to allow 
an NFT to create new models of ownership, provenance, and digital record- keeping. 
Decentralized autonomous organizations, or DAOs, are a collection of associated smart 
contracts that can, together, function as an organization or set of automated decision- 
making. DAOs can be thought of as cooperative governance structures, or ways for people 
to agree on decision- making processes as a collective and then to execute those decisions 
automatically.

 23. While such NFT use cases are still speculative, recent creative institutional arrangements 
outside of blockchain and NFTs are noteworthy cases about which we can ask whether 
these new technologies could be helpful. For example, in 2022, the Metropolitan Museum 
of Art in New York, the Museum of Cycladic Art in Athens, Greece, the Greek state, and 
a new Delaware- based nonprofit organization, the Hellenic Ancient Culture Institute, 
entered into a novel arrangement around 161 works of ancient Cycladic art held in the col-
lection of Leonard N. Stern (Moynihan 2022). By the agreement, formal ownership of the 
works was returned to Greece, by way of a donation of the artworks by Stern to the Hellenic 
Ancient Culture Institute. In turn, a group of fifteen of the sculptures went on view at the 
Museum of Cycladic Art in Athens in November 2022, and then those works, along with 
others from the Stern collection, are to go on view at the Metropolitan Museum in January 
2024 and to stay on view for at least ten years. While blockchain may not be needed for 
such an arrangement, at the same time a public ledger could be useful in the transparency 
of the agreement. In the future, institutions entering into restitution arrangements might 
wish to automate cash flows using smart contracts or to sell related NFTs.

 24. In 1993, the Yale University Art Gallery was gifted one of five versions of Unit Bolus, a 
work Matthew Barney (b. 1967) created in 1990– 1991. The work consists of a stainless- steel 
rack, cast petroleum jelly 8- pound dumbbell, and electric freezing device. Anne Morgan, 
the gallery’s collections registrar, with whom we spoke for this chapter, said that the mu-
seum has on file interviews with the artist and his studio assistants that capture the artist’s 
intentions for the material future of his work. The gallery has a mold for replacing the 
dumbbell, because it damages easily, and protocols for tracking the original and copies.

 25. NFTs can be meaningfully explored concerning financial support, commissioning and 
collecting artworks, caring for collections, and codifying relationships with communities 
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and other institutions. In the existing research on blockchain and museums (cf. Liddell 
2021), the nature of blockchain as a registry of information dovetails with what Liddell 
calls “guardianship” of museum objects. At the same time, as Susan Taylor, director of the 
New Orleans Museum of Art, has said, “The museum field is looking at its mandate and 
approach in new ways. We are evolving from an object- centric institution to a people- 
centric institution” (Haimerl 2021). These priorities of museums— caring for objects and 
supporting their staff members and audiences— require budgetary support, regardless of 
how laudable the aims.
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Introduction

At this pivotal moment in the movement for social justice and inclusion, there exists 
a contradiction in the performing arts field. Article 27 of the United Nations Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights states that “everyone has the right freely to participate 
in the cultural life of the community, to enjoy the arts and to share in scientific ad-
vancement and its benefits” (United Nations 1948). While performing arts organiza-
tions aim to be inclusive and welcoming, there still exist many obstacles for people with 
disabilities to participate. According to the World Health Organization, 15 percent of 
the world’s population has a disability (World Health Organization 2021). Moreover, 
the United Nations notes that aging populations are increasing, and since those same 
populations have a higher risk of disability, there will likely be further increases in the 
disabled population of the world (United Nations n.d.). However, as the “world’s largest 
minority,” disabled people are one of the most marginalized groups in our society ac-
cording to metrics such as poverty, education, health, housing, and a lack of available 
services (Goodman, Morris, and Boston 2019, 21). It is also a group that any one of us 
can join at any time in our lives. Despite the significant size of this demographic, people 
with disabilities experience disproportionate barriers to participation in the performing 
arts. For example, they are the least represented on stage and screen, with 95 percent of 
roles going to able- bodied actors (Woodburn and Kopić 2016, 1). Moreover, Leahy and 
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Ferri (2022) point out that adults with disabilities had a lower rate of engagement with 
the arts than other adults and a lower rate of being an artist or cultural producer. In ad-
dition to this, there are many performing arts sites that do not offer access services for 
their content. In order to address this contradiction, the performing arts sector needs 
to engage in a major change. The first step is to move beyond a “checking- the- boxes” 
approach for providing access and inclusion for the disabled community based solely 
on what is legally required. To illustrate some of the possible changes to enact, we will 
examine the challenges and benefits of incorporating accessibility in performing arts 
organizations and offer the perspective of performing arts practitioners with disabilities 
from the United States and Spain. These perspectives will come from conducting qual-
itative surveys of performing artists with expertise in accessibility and inclusion. By 
considering access barriers, funding concerns, employment and representation issues, 
and attitudinal challenges common to the accessibility implementation process, per-
forming arts managers can improve access inclusion for people with disabilities in the 
performing arts.

Only by making structural and systematic changes in performing arts practices can 
full access and inclusion of the disabled community be achieved. Thus, in addition to 
theoretical perspectives from disability studies scholars and sector reports, this chapter 
uses interviews with arts practitioners from the disability community in the United 
States and Spain to discuss accessibility. While this research study focused on the per-
forming arts, the recommendations and results could potentially be applied across the 
rest of the arts disciplines. Through an analysis of access implementation and a study of 
the artistic, technical, organizational, and attitudinal issues that arise, this chapter can 
show potential areas for improvement that arts leaders can consider in order to achieve a 
more inclusive environment for the disabled community.

Literature Review: Highlighting  
the Contradiction

Despite the ideal of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, in reality participation 
is not possible for all due to a lack of access services provided within the arts sector and a 
lack of knowledge about accessibility and disability among arts sector leaders (Lamarre, 
Rice, and Besse 2021, 186).

Access Barriers: A Call to Disrupt Ableism

The November 2021 “Time to Act” report (Floch and Portolés 2021) surveyed European 
cultural operators from forty- two countries about disability access and inclusion. While 
57 percent of the organizations had worked to improve physical access, only 16 percent 
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of European arts sector leaders reported having a good knowledge of the work of art-
ists with disabilities and only 17 percent mentioned dedicated programming to engage 
with artists with disabilities (Floch and Portolés 2021). Furthermore, 33 percent of arts 
venues and festivals stated that they do not consider audiences with disabilities on a reg-
ular basis when determining things like programming or marketing (Floch and Portolés 
2021). The 24 percent of venues that did actively engage with audiences with disabilities 
did not have a specific strategy for doing so (Floch and Portolés 2021). Given this data, it 
appears that creators and audiences with disabilities are being left on the margins.

As reinforced by the “Time to Act” report, approaches to accessibility in the cultural 
sector often focus on structural modifications to architecture rather than centering an 
arts- going experiencing and the myriad of more complex barriers to inclusion (as stated 
by several authors such as Barton- Farcas 2018; Kleege 2018; SV Flys 2018). Disability 
rights experts advocate for thinking more creatively about access and decentering 
nondisabled persons. For example, Kelly and Orsini (2021, 293) point out that if access 
is only considered in terms of necessary “adjustments” rather than in making a patron 
with disabilities feel welcome, then the messaging is that the venue is only interested in 
the “non- disabled art consumer.” Lamarre, Rice, and Besse (2021, 188) parallel this: “We 
must interrogate access beyond making changes in spaces, policies, and procedures to 
meet legislative requirements. We might additionally consider how we can creatively re-
imagine the role of disability and of mind- body differences in enlivening public spaces.” 
Mashburn and Papalia (2019) call for arts leaders to “disrupt ableism” and be “guided by 
those at the margins” (para. 20), while the World Health Organization (2011, 169) calls 
for organizations to build a “culture of accessibility.”

Funding

Funding is an important consideration for performing arts administrators looking 
to improve access within their organizations. There are potential grants and other 
opportunities that could be accessed for organizations supporting and serving people 
with disabilities. Some foundations and grant- making organizations, such as South Arts 
in Atlanta, list access as a core value and require that grantees provide access services for 
their constituents. The Oregon Arts Commission provides funds to offset expenditures 
for specific access- related expenses. The Michigan Council for Cultural Affairs is an-
other organization that requires access as part of their funding program. Similarly, Spain 
has grants from Fundación Once, Fundación Universia, and Fundación Caixa, among 
others, that provide funds related to access and inclusion.

Although money should not be the reason behind access and inclusion, it is worth 
stating that there is a significant audience group left behind when art organizations are 
not accessible. Data from the Australian National Arts Participation Survey of 2016 
demonstrates that people with disabilities are more likely to donate money to the arts 
(21 percent compared to 9 percent donated by people without disabilities) (Australia 
Council for the Arts 2017). As noted in the introduction, since 15 percent of the 
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population has a disability and this percentage is increasing, it could be said that as the 
population with disabilities increases, the number of potential arts patrons who will re-
quire access services to engage with the arts also increases.

However, the impact of the global pandemic poses a real growth threat for audiences 
with disabilities. In the UK Disability Arts Alliance 2021 Survey, “82 percent of 
respondents expressed concern about continued provision of access for disabled 
audiences through reopening,” and the study’s author stresses that “the cultural sector 
needs to offer reassurance that access remains a top priority” (Gentry 2021, 2). The re-
port also cited “continued access provision for disabled people in general” and “failure 
to meet individual personal access needs” as some of the top concerns as the culture 
sector reopens (Gentry 2021, 4). Gentry (2021) further argues that the survey results 
suggested that disabled respondents have little faith in the arts sector’s prioritization of 
access services.

Employment: Representation in the 
Performing Arts

Just as accessibility improvements focused only on structural modifications to archi-
tecture are limiting, a focus on inclusion for audiences with disabilities while failing to 
increase the representation of people with disabilities performing onstage is also lim-
iting. Addressing this point, Sandals (2016, n.p.) quotes Eliza Chandler, the artistic 
director of the nonprofit Tangled Art +  Disability, saying that people with disabilities 
“aren’t just audiences, they are artists and creators too.” This is seen in the arguable dom-
inance of standardized aesthetic bodies on the stage and screen (Ojeda and SV Flys 
2015; Hermans 2016). To break these exclusive practices, one could argue that audience 
members, directors, and producers need to be challenged in order to deconstruct and 
embrace an aesthetic of difference. Hermans (2016, 161) speaks to the harm caused by 
omitting disabled bodies: “By opposing the disabled to the abled (the abnormal versus 
the normal), the disabled body is reduced to a thing to be looked at, even stared at. 
Under the gaze of the social other, the disabled body is constructed and filled with pre- 
existing expectations and by stereotypical thinking.” In the film sector, sixty- two actors 
have been nominated for an Oscar for playing a disabled character.1 Twenty- eight of 
those nominated for portraying a disabled character have won, but of those winners, 
only three have actually had a disability (Troy Katsur in 2022, Marlee Matlin in 1987, and 
Harold Russell in 1947; see Lopez 2023).

This lack of interpreters with disabilities portraying their own disability has also been 
pointed out by scholars such as Sandahl (2019) and Corbella and Sánchez- Guijo (2010). 
Therefore, the data shows a potential contradiction in the sector, where stories with dis-
abled characters and the act of “playing disability” are seen as award- worthy, but actors 
with the lived/ embodied experience of disability are rarely given the chance to play any 
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role at all, not even the roles in which a disability is integral to the performance. Barton- 
Farcas (2018, 4) argues that organizations fear that the work from artists with disabilities 
“won’t be good enough,” which will require them to “ask the audience to applaud sub-
standard work out of pity.” Ironically, Barton- Farcas (2018) indicates that, based on her 
experience, this type of fear usually comes specifically from those who also do not make 
efforts to be inclusive.

Attitudinal Changes: Addressing 
a Culture of Exclusion in the 

Performing Arts

Holmes (2018, 24) points out that incorporating access can be a real struggle for an or-
ganization that lacks the “full picture of how the existing culture perpetuates exclusion.” 
Considering that 15 percent of the world’s population experiences some form of disa-
bility, we could argue that this lack of awareness around the need for accessibility teeters 
on the edge of negligence and fuels a cycle of exclusion and discrimination. As an ex-
ample, Darren Walker, president of the Ford Foundation, admitted in a 2016 statement 
that the foundation had completely failed to address the disabled community (Walker 
2016). This resonates further with the earlier data presented in the “Time to Act” report, 
in which most of the managers admitted having poor to very poor knowledge of disa-
bility art and artists. As Holmes (2018) notes, those in senior leadership roles are key to 
making inclusion central in an organization’s culture; therefore, this lack of knowledge 
can potentially harm the inclusiveness of the performing arts sector.

Considering this knowledge gap around disability, Durrer and Miles (2009, 229) argue 
for arts administrators to consider their role as that of a “cultural intermediary” tasked 
with breaking down the barriers to inclusion. Similarly, Michael Achtman of Graeae 
Theatre promotes the concept of “creative enablers” (2014, 36). These are individuals 
trained to assist and facilitate disabled artists to allow more artistic autonomy (Gold 
2021, 221). For some disabled artists, these creative enablers might take the form of a 
scribe for notes or someone to help with lines, while others seek out an enabler to es-
tablish more of an artistic partnership (Gold 2021, 222). Similarly, arts administrators 
could train to become a creative enabler facilitating inclusion within their organiza-
tion. Authors such as Silverman et al. (2012), Kelly and Orsini (2021), Lamarre, Rice, 
and Besse (2021), and Garland- Thompson (2017) point out the relevance of orientation 
and training to best create accommodations to improve accessibility. They suggest en-
gaging access occupational therapists, advisors, and people with disabilities to create 
and sustain accessible practices. Moving beyond training, Walker (2016) suggests that 
arts leaders also be open to receiving negative feedback from the disabled community as 
a means to become more accountable, see missed opportunities, and be open to change.
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Research Study Methodology

Thus far we have included different perspectives and literature reviews giving an over-
view of the state of access and inclusion in the arts. Following the disability rights ral-
lying cry “Nothing About Us, Without Us” (Charlton 2000), we now provide feedback 
on access and inclusion directly from experts and arts practitioners from the disability 
community. Our goal is to compare what we have found in the literature with the experi-
ence of professionals in the field.

One of the goals of this chapter is to raise awareness about the current situation. 
In order to do so and to better understand the state of accessibility in the performing 
arts field, we conducted qualitative surveys targeting performing artists, managers, 
and leaders with expertise in accessibility and asked for recommendations to im-
prove inclusion for people with disabilities. Our objective is to compare what was 
stated in the literature review with our respondents’ opinions. Invitations to partici-
pate were sent to performing arts organizations with missions focused on disability 
as well as shared through performing arts disability affinity groups on social media. 
Respondents were screened for those who self- identified as having a disability (59.3 
percent of respondents), those who had prior experience working with individuals 
with disabilities, or those who had prior experience working at organizations with 
missions centering disability and inclusion. Interviews were conducted within the 
researchers’ home countries, the United States and Spain.2 We had thirty completed 
interviews (twenty- one from the United States and nine from Spain) during a six- 
month period in 2021. The interviews included a series of prepared questions about 
demographic data and the interviewee’s professional performing arts experiences. In 
order to have a range of accessible options, respondents could complete the interview 
questions online or choose to have a recorded Zoom interview. Recorded interviews 
were then transcribed. Due to the requirements of institutional review boards and eth-
ical committees in both countries, interviewees’ personal information was removed 
from the data and participants were coded by letter and number to maintain ano-
nymity. Besides the ethical requirements, maintaining anonymity was important for 
our participants to feel comfortable sharing their personal experiences without risk 
of potential backlash. We initially analyzed the responses using a verbatim coding 
method to find common words and phrases from the data.3 We then considered how 
these common themes in the data related to the work of performing arts managers, 
who would be responsible for accessibility implementation within their organizations. 
This resulted in the data responses being coded into the following categories addressed 
in the literature review: access barriers, funding, employment, and attitudinal changes. 
Funding and employment (human resources) are two of the main areas covered within 
the arts administration sector (as stated in textbooks and by scholars and associations),4 
and access barriers and attitudinal changes are categories highlighted by experts in 
the field of accessibility and inclusion in the cultural sector (e.g., Gallego- Noche et al. 
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2021, referencing attitudinal barriers as nonrecognition; Shevlin, Kenny, and McNeela 
2004). For reference, we present a table with participants, their job in the arts, and the 
country they reside in (see Table 30.1).

Access Barriers

The World Health Organization and World Bank World Report on Disability (WHO 
2011) describes access barriers as being physical, social, and attitudinal. The report 
recommends that initial efforts to improve access should begin with the removal of 

Table 30.1.  Interview Respondent Demographics

Person 1 US Performing arts manager
Person 2 US Arts administrator, director
Person 3 US Drama therapist, director, educator
Person 4 US Arts administrator
Person 5 US Performer, choreographer, educator
Person 6 US Student, educator
Person 7 US Performer, teaching artist
Person 8 US Theater artist and designer
Person 9 US Poet, artist
Person 10 US Theater artistic director
Person 11 Spain Director, performer
Person 12 Spain Special educator, arts administrator
Person 13 Spain Director, educator
Person 14 Spain Artist, actor
Person 15 Spain Artist, dramaturge
Person 16 Spain Actress, dancer
Person 17 Spain Director
Person 18 Spain Actress
Person 19 Spain Artist
Person 20 US Access and inclusive programs manager
Person 21 US Accessibility specialist
Person 22 US Performer, arts manager
Person 23 US Performer
Person 24 US Educator, performing arts manager
Person 25 US Educator, performer
Person 26 US Performing arts manager, performer
Person 27 US Performer, playwright
Person 28 US Performing arts manager, technician
Person 29 US Designer, educator
Person 30 US Designer, educator
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physical barriers; however, the social and attitudinal barriers must also be addressed 
because the areas are interconnected. By raising the access standards in all three areas, 
organizations can build a “culture of accessibility” for people with disabilities (WHO 
2011, 169). This sentiment is echoed in our study responses. One of the participants, a 
performing arts manager and theater technician from the United States, said that or-
ganizations that consider accessibility often provide more thoughtful experiences: “It 
is much more welcoming at every level. So, generally, the ones that have lots of accessi-
bility considerations, they thought about a lot of things to make the experience pleasur-
able for folks and entertaining and valuable for everyone that walks in the door” (Person 
28). Similarly, Person 10 said, “The focus on audience access made for a deeper artistic 
experience for both the company of performers and the audience members whether or 
not they had a disability.”

The responses also illuminated how the culture of accessibility can be broken down 
when these three areas (physical, social, and attitudinal) are not addressed. Among the 
data, there were frequent references to the inaccessibility of performing- arts- related 
spaces. Person 4 suggested that organizations should conduct “an assessment of their 
venue to ensure that it is physically accessible.” According to the participant, even when 
a space is technically accessible, it is often not a pleasant or even logical user experi-
ence. Person 26 wanted not only an “eye for access, but the eye for the nuance of access. 
It is not just ‘Can you get people in the door?’ ” and also noted, “I think there are ways 
to think about access from the ground up so that it’s not feeling like an add- on.” For ex-
ample, this person mentioned how accessible audience seating only on the perimeter 
is a “check- the- box” access failure: “What if you had the modular ability to always be 
adding wheelchair seats wherever somebody wants to sit, where any seat in the entire 
venue could be accessible to somebody in a wheelchair?” (Person 26).

Respondents also spoke of the content, quality, and frequency of access services. 
Just as access for physical spaces should be incorporated in initial building plans, 
organizations should avoid “tacking on” accessibility at the end of the process or 
only when a patron requests an accommodation. “They need to listen to disabled 
people and build it in from the very start; not try to fit it on top of something that was 
created with no consideration for inclusion” (Person 1). Respondents talked about 
the need for effective communication. For example, Person 14 mentioned offering 
sign language or captions in every performance. This participant also spoke to the 
relevance of having many of these accommodations for actors who have a disability, 
such as light warning signals backstage so that deaf actors would know when to enter 
a scene. In addition, several respondents wanted access services to be available regu-
larly and not relegated to only one or two performance dates. Person 22, for example, 
requested “video and printed social stories of every venue; large- print programs; ac-
cessible signage with pictures and words; gender- neutral restrooms; captioning and 
ASL translation at least 1×/ week rather than 1×/ run; relaxed performances of shows 
for adults, not just shows for children” as options. In other words, most performances 
could follow universal design principles, which establish how everything should be 
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created with everyone in mind from conception and not just adapted to comply with 
the law.

Funding

Funding was also important to our interviewees when considering accessibility imple-
mentation. Person 1 suggested that grantors require that a portion of larger grants be 
used for access- related expenses like sign language interpreters and audio descriptions 
for performances. Person 13 denounced organizational complaints that accessibility is 
difficult and expensive to provide: “All this is a convenient attitude” and “a regrettably 
palliative bet in the face of a lack of rigor” and “the professional need that it entails.” 
Person 1 emphasized the importance of properly budgeting for access and expressed a 
desire for the funding to be tied to inclusive practices. It was further noted that organiza-
tions “should stop making work that isn’t accessible. And if they don’t stop, they should 
stop taking public funds to make inaccessible work, at least” (Person 1). By contrast, 
Person 22 acknowledged that offering affordable, quality programming is a challenge. 
Notably, there are potential grants and targeted funding opportunities for organiza-
tions genuinely dedicated to inclusive, equitable practices for people with disabilities.5 
However, respondents (nine out of the thirty interviewed) spoke of uneven support 
for accessibility in funding models. Similarly, Person 4 wanted “to see more funding 
allocated to accessible programs, even if through grants.”

Despite the challenges, achieving inclusion for real means it is important to realize 
that access services cannot be treated as optional, nor cut as a cost- saving measure in 
austere times. Moreover, accessibility should be fundamentally integral to the program-
ming of all arts organizations and budgeted as such. “For people in management and/ or 
production training, I think it is essential to understand that inclusion can never be an 
end, but a means. We cannot continue generating inclusive spaces or inclusive projects, 
because inclusion must be an intrinsic condition and not an addition” (Person 12). 
Moreover, respondents also suggested that training in accessibility would be necessary 
for organizations not currently incorporating access into their work (seven respondents 
in total). This is reinforced by authors such as Silverman et al. (2012), Lamarre, Rice, and 
Besse (2021), and Garland- Thompson (2017), who have all pointed out the importance 
of training around access implementation by engaging accessibility advisors and hiring 
people with disabilities as consultants. Person 20, an access and inclusive programs 
manager in the United States, said, “As a result of requiring that all staff across the in-
stitution attend disability awareness training presented in partnership with community 
members with disabilities, we have noticed an increase in thinking about accessibility 
on the front end across the institution and increased requests to learn more about ac-
cessibility.” They added, “Accessibility and inclusion is the work of everyone in the or-
ganization, not just a select few individuals” supporting the organization- wide training 
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(Person 20). These comments could also be related to attitudinal barriers, which, as will 
be discussed later, could be reduced through training.

Employment

Overwhelmingly, nearly all respondents wanted to see organizations regularly em-
ploy more people with disabilities and build relationships with disabled communities. 
“Actively seek out artists with disabilities to be a part of your administration and  
stages. . . . Hire experts in disability on your staff ” (Person 2). But real inclusion seems 
to be more than just having one person from a historically marginalized community 
as a token to demonstrate the diversity of an organization. One participant defined to-
kenism as being “the practice of making only an effort to be inclusive with members 
of minority groups to give the appearance of equal rights” (Person 19). As an example, 
Person 15 shared the experience of being valued only as a “marketing object” and not for 
their talents as an artist. “People who have disabilities should not be treated like ‘team 
mascots’ but as equal artistic collaborators who have lots of great ideas” (Person 3, em-
phasis in original). Since disability is not a monolith, a multitude of voices should be 
involved in a participatory process to best establish truly inclusive practices. Holmes 
(2018, 80) argues that “unchecked assumptions about any group of people, especially 
when treated as a monolithic group, might misdirect us towards ineffective, even of-
fensive, solutions.” Thus, representation is critical for decision- making and forging 
an organization’s path. Similarly, Person 10 noted, “All presently marginalized groups, 
POC, Indigenous, LGBTQ, low- income folks need to be represented on the manage-
ment and organizational levels. Disability is often left off this list. It needs to be part of a 
social justice approach to the arts.” Person 28 echoes this: “Why are no people of X com-
munity or whatever community here?” and “Racial recognition has changed the way 
I’ve considered the spaces I’ve been. . . . With disability, just looking around the room: 
who’s here and who’s not here? And, do I really want to come back here?”

Several respondents noted that the lack of equitable pay for people with disabilities 
was an obstacle to participation in the performing arts. Hadley (2019, 349) indicated 
that while arts jobs are always financially perilous, the situation for disabled artists is 
made worse by cuts to the arts sector coinciding with cuts to financial and disability 
support systems that enable their ability to be in the workforce. Person 17 shared frus-
tration with providing expertise about disability to organizations and then not being 
compensated or even credited for that work. Person 28 agreed: “We should pay people 
for their time and their knowledge.”

Respondents also pointed out that lack of time flexibility among organizations 
presents a challenge. Therefore, it may be important that as access and inclusion ex-
pand, organizations and managers consider time flexibility, or as Jones, Changfoot, and 
Johnston call it, “crip time” (2021, 313).6 As an example, building flexibility into a rehearsal 
schedule would allow more time to make accommodations for disabled performers or 
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technicians, thus providing more space for them to do their work. Consider that a typ-
ical rehearsal break, per Actors’ Equity rules, is ten minutes. But would ten minutes be 
enough time for a performer in a wheelchair to navigate to an accessible bathroom and 
back? “Theater is a huge time commitment that needs you to function at a high level in 
many roles. . . . Even if it means a longer process, slow down and spread work more eq-
uitably” (Person 8). Moreover, rethinking long workdays has intersectional benefits that 
would increase equity for many involved in the performing arts. Flexibility in rehearsal 
could help performers who are caregivers, are parents, or have second jobs. For example, 
many theater artists are questioning the effectiveness of a standard “10 out of 12” tech-
nical rehearsal, requiring artists and crew to work for ten or more hours.7 Person 30, a 
theater designer in the United States, makes the connection between financial hardship, 
pay inequality, and poor treatment still experienced by many creatives:

We have for many years created a philosophy of self- harm when it comes to abu-
sive labor practices and the amount of hours. And so we have built this entire 
system on top of martyrdom and very real exhaustion and financial poverty at the 
expense of many. And so those who are able to financially be in theater usually 
means that they’re able to be financially anywhere they want to be. And so theater 
is a choice for them and the rest of us are trying to survive. And we’ve been forced 
to fight over scraps all these years and we’ve been fighting each other when we 
really should have been fighting the structure that was putting us in a system of 
fighting over scraps.

Just by implementing a more “humane” rehearsal schedule, an organization would put 
inclusion into practice. Relatedly, the pandemic has shown the potential of remote work 
and flexible hours. Therefore, why not consider possibilities like these that will posi-
tively impact people with diverse requirements and needs?

Person 2 questioned, “Why wouldn’t you actively choose to engage neurodiverse 
brains, physically challenged bodies, and nonverbal communicators (just to name a few) 
in the creation of new work and/ or provide a fresh take on an existing piece of work?” A 
shift in perception (Person 27) and perspective (Person 29) were also noted outcomes of 
more inclusive artistic practices and programming:

You never know what somebody else brings to the table in terms of ways of doing 
things. It’s more innovative or just interesting aesthetically, figuring out ways to do 
things faster or better. I just see it as the human capital thing that we need to include 
everybody because everybody has all these gifts that they can contribute to the whole 
situation. (Person 29)

Aichner (2021) makes a strong economic argument, noting that people with 
disabilities are highly motivated to work, promote a positive work environment, and are 
better able to identify creative solutions. Person 26 agrees: “The disability community 
is just ripe with so many different approaches simply because the work has to happen 
in a different way.” Further, a workplace that is inclusive of people with disabilities will 
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strengthen the diversity of the organization as well as broaden internal perspectives 
(Kuligowski 2020). Person 26 explains:

What we’ve seen is if you can open yourself to being inclusive of those individuals 
in those communities, it naturally pushes people out of their box and makes people 
more creative if they embrace it and if they go with it and say yes. I think it’s mostly just 
tapping into these creative assets and you have these amazing artists that too often are 
not included in spaces. They’re gonna bring something different to the work.

Similarly, lighting designer Annie Weigand, who is Deaf, gives an example of the way 
her disability brings a different perspective:

I am very visual based, very reliant on my eyes; they’re clearly my strongest tool. With 
this unique toolset, I’m able to bring a different perspective on things to the table. For 
instance, maybe there’s a part in a show that’s conveyed through sound only, and I al-
ways question whether a sound component can be supported visually. I would offer 
that perspective to the director. Changes might be made to make something more 
visual, as opposed to only audio. (Maag and Weigand 2021, 7)

Attitudinal Changes: Avoiding the 
“Check- the- Box” Mentality

Respondents cited a “check- the- box” mentality as a concern. There was frustration that 
inclusion is sometimes publicly pushed as an important organizational value even as the 
experience of actually working with the company is far from inclusive. “I work for a pro-
gram now that absolutely puts [accessibility] all on the surface and doesn’t allow this to 
be in the fabric of the program. . . . It does not actually fundamentally change the culture 
and fix the issue” (Person 24). “Culture is democratic, communal, not elitist, and a part 
of our daily life in many ways. The entire population must be proactive in its cultural 
contribution to society” (Person 11).

Relying on legislation to regulate access and inclusion within organizations often 
“causes changes to be slow and arduous” (Person 17). Person 28 lamented that “the bare 
minimum is what a lot of [organizations] hit” and asked for a “higher standard of what 
the baseline is.” In the United States, the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) was 
passed in 1990. Spanish democracy only began in 1975, with some of the first national 
disability decrees not established until 2007. Since these disability rights laws are fairly 
recent, changes made in response to these laws are still catching up. Echoing this, Person 
17 had mixed feedback about the current state of arts access and inclusion in Spain:

Honestly, I don’t think a good job is being done. In fact, I think that this work has not even 
begun seriously. . . . It is true that we are a young country, where democracy is forty years 
old, and this undoubtedly means that, in some aspects, there are things that have not even 
been tried. The good thing, without a doubt, is that everything remains to be done.
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To make a real and lasting impact, respondents desired more widely disseminated re-
sources and a higher standard for what constitutes access and inclusion. Person 28 
echoes this sentiment:

There hasn’t necessarily been an established baseline of what organizations should 
do. And with all things considered, there’s the ADA and people are not even meeting 
that. But rarely beyond the ADA. They’re trying to do their best. A lot of them are 
well- intended but everything changes every minute. So I hope that soon there will be 
some more available resources that would provide an understanding of what a base-
line is for even general accessibility.

Similarly, while anything that adds more access moves us closer to meaningful inclu-
sion, the dominant culture often prioritizes access improvements that do not disrupt 
established systems while continuing to keep disabled people on the margins (Lobel and 
Thom 2019, 250).

In response to sentiments such as these, the arts should move beyond this deficit- 
based approach to access and inclusion: “This sector offers exciting opportunities to ex-
plore how accessibility can become more than an exercise of ticking boxes in response 
to legislation by fully and artistically engaging with the idea of access” (Lamarre, Rice, 
and Besse 2021, 186). By engaging in inclusive practices that move beyond the legal min-
imum requirements, organizations that proactively integrate access into programming 
and organizational structures can create “a message of social commitment” (Person 12).

When asked how to convince managers to improve access, Person 11, an arts adminis-
trator and a disabled person, stated that “administrations must provide these accessible and 
inclusive spaces, promote and favor them, to generate a more egalitarian, non- exclusive so-
ciety,” highlighting the need for administrators to become a leading force. Person 3 spoke of 
the fundamental shifts in attitude needed in order to fully adopt inclusive practices:

Arts managers need to understand that people who have disabilities are people first 
and therefore part of the general public and deserve access to the arts. They need to 
learn how to make access available and to keep up with the latest technology that 
makes the arts accessible. . . . They also need to be willing to listen to artists, audience 
members, and arts participants who have disabilities when they have ideas of what 
would make their programming more accessible. Most importantly, the attitudes of 
all who work for the organization need to be welcoming, willing to learn more about 
how to make their classes, performances, exhibits, etc., accessible and welcoming.

Some respondents shared stronger opinions about arts leaders: “If they don’t want to 
include access and inclusion, they are terrible people. There are laws against excluding 
disabled people but clearly that isn’t enough for them” (Person 1). Considering the dis-
connect between leadership and moral/ legal access obligations, Person 3 stated, “I think 
that those who are disconnected think of people who need accommodations as burdens 
who are creating expenses for the organization that are too costly and may bankrupt 
the organization. They are thinking of artists and audience members with disabilities as 
‘other’ and not as equal humans.”
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Some respondents experienced a total failure of organizations to address any accessi-
bility needs. Person 28 noted that some have a “narrow frame of focus” on what acces-
sibility really means. As an example, they shared their experiences around accessible 
audience seating for wheelchairs being relegated to undesirable locations in the theater 
or only made available as an afterthought: “I’ve seen some really unfortunate language 
around like, ‘Well, we’ll remove chairs if we have to . . . if we must.’ ” Person 29 expressed 
frustration about organizations not taking feedback about inequitable practices: “When 
I’ve said something, because I always say something, I feel like I get blowback: ‘Well, 
that’s not in our repertory.’ I feel like I’m doing an advocacy- education thing in the mo-
ment, but with someone who has already made decisions about how things are going 
to be. I’m not talking to somebody who is open- minded about it.” Person 6 said some 
organizations focused on providing access for individuals with sensory and physical 
disabilities while failing to expand offerings for those with cognitive disabilities, and 
notes that what work is being done for neurodiverse audiences is overwhelmingly fo-
cused on children and young adults, leaving out adults entirely.

Echoing Gold’s study (2021) concerning the lack of representation of neurodivergent 
artists, Person 3, a drama therapist and educator, shared that a real change in attitude 
most strongly comes through having a connection to people with disabilities:

But I think they will only really “get it” [when] they have an immersive, creative experi-
ence with people who have disabilities so they can see that they have the same feelings, 
dreams, and creativity as anyone else. I think changes in attitude, acceptance, and value 
come only through experiences with others, not with disembodied information.

In this sense, many respondents noted the importance of seeking out regular feedback 
from participants and artists with disabilities on improving access services (Persons 1, 2, 
3, 10, and 30):

Everyone has some disability at some point in their life, whether it’s temporary or 
long- term. The disability I have in my hands was something I got as an adult, I didn’t 
start off with it. . . . How do you get people to be not only more inclusive in their 
actions, but in their philosophy and their thought process in the way they actually 
approach things? A lot of people can be more inclusive. (Person 30)

Still other respondents called for more humane treatment overall and considera-
tion when working with the disabled community. One participant said, “Above all, 
patience” (Person 19), referring to the need for people to understand diverse needs 
(e.g., needing more time, less content, etc.). For example, many asked for more time 
in art- making processes (Person 25). Others emphasized art as a human right: “Access 
and inclusion [help] people who have been marginalized to become independent and 
confident, to feel respected, accepted, and valued as equal human beings in the com-
munity” (Person 3). There also were calls for an attitudinal shift for critics considering 
works of art created by persons with disabilities (e.g., discounting work as therapeutic 
rather than artistic).
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What Does “Accessibility for Real” 
Look Like?

Based on our responses, artistic inclusion and accessibility for real will only be fully realized 
when people with disabilities are participating in the performing arts at every level within 
a performing arts organization and not just when it directly relates to disability (Persons 11, 
12, 14, and 18). For some this means removing the “inclusive” label so that access and inclu-
sion become fully normalized (Persons 11 and 12). The goal would be for organizations to 
have a dedicated accessibility coordinator/ designer on staff. Person 6 states, “I would like 
to see more companies including an access designer from the outset of a project rather than 
shoehorning in access at the very end of the process.” Echoing the need for training and 
creative enablers (Achtman 2014), Person 13 emphasized the importance of a design plan, 
trained personnel, and “a guarantee of permanent dissemination and realization” in order 
to fully integrate accessibility. This would not only benefit the organization and patrons but 
also improve the connection between access services and programming.

However, respondents noted that already successful inclusive performing arts organiza-
tions such as Graeae Theatre in the United Kingdom, Phamaly Theatre in the United States, 
and Palmyra Teatro and the Apropa Culture program in Spain can serve as models of inclu-
sion for real in the arts. These organizations implement access and inclusion not only from 
the beginning of their processes but also as an integral part of their organizational exist-
ence. In addition, all of them hire people with disabilities. For example, everyone working 
for Phamaly Theatre has a disability. Moreover, these companies are considered profes-
sional companies and not amateur. They show how inclusive work should be considered 
professional and not just tagged as a therapeutic or social service venture based on a pa-
ternalistic, condescending approach. Rather, let us redefine what meaningful inclusion 
entails by “learning, inviting, copying, and adapting the mechanisms of these companies 
that have been in business for years . . . We don’t have to ‘invent’ anything” (Person 17). This 
way, access services and inclusive practices can move beyond being just a tool and become 
a means to further explore art and content (Person 16).

Conclusion

We have presented different perspectives from research reports, disability studies theories, 
and feedback on access and inclusion directly from performing arts practitioners from the 
disability community, thereby highlighting some of the obstacles to access and inclusion in 
the performing arts. Further, we shared suggestions to improve accessibility implementation 
and considered the important role current and future performing arts administrators have 
in disrupting exclusive systems. First and foremost, we would like to remind performing arts 
administrators of the benefits of hiring people with disabilities as staff, consultants, and art-
ists who bring dynamic creativity in addition to the lived/ embodied knowledge of disability 
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into an organization. Moreover, leaders can responsibly use funding to create meaningful 
approaches to inclusion for artists and audiences with disability and not just “check the 
box” to fulfill legal requirements. We argued that arts administrators could become crea-
tive enablers who embrace inclusion and facilitate the ability for everyone to participate in 
performing arts autonomously. By acknowledging both the individual and institutional 
privilege contributing to injustice, arts administrators can serve as cultural intermediaries 
to address knowledge gaps and ignorance in order to make space for true inclusion. Given 
the limitations of legislation in guaranteeing inclusion and access, transformative change is 
needed to ensure that real inclusion is not only about fully accessible physical spaces but also 
about content and participation in performing arts being accessible to everyone.
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Notes

 1. Many professionals from the performing arts sector, such as actors or costume designers, 
will work in parallel in the film sector. That is why this chapter considers it important to 
have both fields represented.

 2. Both researchers have worked in the United States, and Elena SV Flys now works in Spain. 
The goal was to see if there were major differences between the countries.

 3. Realizing that there were no major differences between respondents in the United States and Spain.
 4. E.g., textbooks such as Rosewall 2021, Korza, Brown, and Dreeszen 2007, and Byrnes 

2014, and undergraduate/ graduate curriculum standards of the Association of Arts 
Administration Educators.

 5. The Oregon Arts Commission provides funds to offset expenditures for specific access- related 
expenses. The Michigan Council for Cultural Affairs is another organization that requires ac-
cess as part of its funding program. Similarly, Spain has grants from Fundación Once, Fundación 
Universia, and Fundación Caixa, among others, that provide funds related to access and inclusion.

 6. “A concept arising from disabled experience that addresses the ways that disabled/ chron-
ically ill and neurodivergent people experience time (and space) differently than able- 
bodyminded folk.” Critical Disability Studies Collective n.d.

 7. See the website of No More 10 Out of 12s, https:// nomor e10o utof 12s.com/ .
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Chapter 31

Performance Evaluation 
in the Arts

A Multidisciplinary Review and a New Pragmatic 
Research Agenda

Francesco Chiaravalloti

Introduction

In a context of growing government control of public expenditures, publicly funded 
arts organizations are asked to account for the value they create for their stakeholders 
(Belfiore 2004; Caust 2003; Gstraunthaler and Piber 2007; Meyrick 2016; Meyrick et al. 
2019; Oakes, Townley, and Cooper 1998; Ter Bogt and Tillema 2016 Townley 2002; Zan 
2000; Zan
et al. 2000). Consistent with both its arts advocacy mission (see Pick and Anderton 
1996; Bendixen 2000) and its largely applied nature (see Evrard and Colbert 2000), 
arts management research has promptly reacted to this practical need of arts organi-
zations by suggesting models and techniques of performance evaluation that have 
mainly been imported from the business sector, or at least inspired by those used there. 
In business management, “evaluation occurs when feedback about the system’s current 
level of performance is compared to the planned level so that any discrepancies can be 
identified and corrective action prescribed” (Atkinson, Kaplan, and Young 2004, 283). 
One well- known example concerns the models based on Kaplan and Norton’s (1992) 
Balanced Scorecard (see Weinstein and Bukovinsky 2009; Boorsma and Chiaravalloti 
2010; Zorloni 2012). In most cases, models and techniques of performance evaluation 
in the arts have been suggested without a prior in- depth empirical investigation of the 
variety of meanings attributed to performance, and of the variety of evaluative practices 
already in use in the specific contexts in which individual arts organizations operate 
(Chiaravalloti and Piber 2011). A contextual understanding of the values created by arts 
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organizations and a thorough understanding of the practice of evaluation in arts or-
ganizations are preconditions for the development and implementation of performance 
evaluation systems that are useful both for the organizations and for their stakeholders 
(Chiaravalloti 2016). A task for research is to fill this gap in understanding.

Two disciplines that have recently paid increasing attention to performance evaluation 
in the arts promise to contribute substantially to filling this gap in understanding: critical 
accounting studies and valuation studies. Accounting is the discipline in which the topic 
of performance evaluation has its roots (Kaplan 1984), and it is thus by definition a rele-
vant contributor to research on performance evaluation. In particular, critical accounting 
studies expressly focuses on understanding the impact of accounting systems on the in-
dividual, organizational, and sociopolitical levels, rather than on developing accounting 
techniques and procedures (Hopwood 1983; Roberts and Scapens 1985; Chiaravalloti 
2014). Valuation studies aim at “a better understanding of valuation and evaluative 
processes and practices” (Lamont 2012, 203) in order to find appropriate answers to some 
of the main social problems faced by contemporary societies, such as growing inequality 
in income and in cultural and political representation (Lamont 2012). As the literature 
review presented in this chapter shows, critical accounting studies on the practice of 
evaluation in the arts contribute to a better understanding of the friction between eco-
nomic and artistic logics that emerges from the implementation of the currently domi-
nant procedures of evaluation, which are inspired by new public- management- oriented 
reforms. In particular, it highlights the limits of accounting in representing the alternative 
logics and systems of evaluation applied by arts organizations in order to compensate for 
the inadequacy of those imposed by regulatory bodies. Valuation studies on the arts im-
prove our understanding of performance in arts organizations by stimulating the adop-
tion of a broader concept of value that is not limited to the dominant economic one. This 
is particularly important considering that, despite the instrumental turn in the cultural 
political debate on the values of art in Europe since the 1980s (Belfiore 2004; Vestheim 
1994; Vuyk 2010), the creation of artistic value is still considered paramount among the 
objectives of publicly funded arts organizations (Chong 2000). In addition, by valorizing 
other logics of evaluation, such as the aesthetic logic versus the scientific logic, valuation 
studies on the arts highlight forms of judgment that provide alternatives to the currently 
dominant calculative technologies of evaluation.

Despite their substantive relevance for the study of performance evaluation in the arts, 
these two disciplines have thus far largely remained outside the arts management debate 
on performance evaluation. The objective of this contribution is to bring their insights 
into the arts management debate on performance evaluation. In particular, by looking 
at differences and similarities between research motivations, topics, and methods in the 
different disciplines, an agenda for further research on performance evaluation in the 
arts will be set— one that, in line with a new pragmatic agenda (Wicks and Freeman 
1998; Chiaravalloti and Piber 2011), is able to create knowledge that is useful to indi-
vidual arts organizations and their stakeholders.

A multidisciplinary literature review forms the central section of this chapter and 
is mainly meant to introduce the contributions from critical accounting studies and 
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valuation studies, which have remained lateral to arts management research on perfor-
mance evaluation so far. The results of this review inform the new pragmatic research 
agenda on performance evaluation in the arts that is presented and discussed in the fol-
lowing section. Finally, the conclusion places this contribution within the broader en-
deavor of establishing arts management as a distinct and legitimate academic discipline, 
with its own theoretical and methodological frameworks (Chiaravalloti and Piber 2011).

Performance Evaluation in the Arts: A 
Multidisciplinary Literature Review

This section introduces two main streams of recent academic discussions on perfor-
mance evaluation in the arts: critical accounting studies and valuation studies. The topic 
of performance evaluation in the arts has only recently gained momentum in critical 
accounting studies (e.g., Mariani and Zan 2011; Nørreklit 2011; Sundström 2011; Bialecki, 
O’Leary, and Smith 2016; Coslor 2016; Crepaz, Huber, and Scheytt 2016; Donovan 
and O’Brien 2016; Ellwood and Greenwood 2016) and in sociologically informed val-
uation studies (e.g., Lamont 2012; Chong 2013, 2015; Haywood et al. 2014; Brewer 
2015; Farías 2015; Hutter 2015; Hutter and Stark 2015; Pinch 2015). By contrast, perfor-
mance evaluation has been debated for some time in arts management literature (e.g., 
Gstraunthaler and Piber 2007; Turbide and Laurin 2009; Boorsma and Chiaravalloti 
2010; Chiaravalloti and Piber 2011; Zorloni 2012; Badia and Donato 2013; Chiaravalloti 
2014; Hadida 2015; Williams- Burnett and Skinner 2017; Agostino 2018). After a con-
cise overview of the current state of arts management research on performance evalua-
tion, we turn to the new insights coming from critical accounting studies and valuation 
studies, then summarize the similarities and differences between research motivations, 
topics, and methods in the three disciplines.

The State of Arts Management Research on Performance 
Evaluation in the Arts

Arts management research deals with the organizational structures, processes, 
practices, and actors of the cultural sector and how they are influenced by cultural, so-
cial, economic, and political developments (Evrard and Colbert 2000). In a context of 
growing government control of publicly funded arts organizations based on quantitative 
indicators of performance (Zan et al. 2000; Belfiore 2004; Lindqvist 2012; Meyrick 2016; 
Meyrick et al. 2019), arts management, consistent with its arts- advocacy mission (e.g., 
Pick and Anderton 1996 and Bendixen 2000), has been the academic discipline that has 
paid most attention to performance evaluation in the arts so far (e.g., Gstraunthaler and 
Piber 2007; Turbide and Laurin 2009; Boorsma and Chiaravalloti 2010; Chiaravalloti 
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and Piber 2011; Zorloni 2012; Badia and Donato 2013; Chiaravalloti 2014; Hadida 2015; 
Williams- Burnett and Skinner 2017; Agostino 2018). Consistent with its largely ap-
plied nature (e.g., Evrard and Colbert 2000), arts management research has suggested 
a plethora of “how- to” models and techniques for the evaluation— and, in many cases, 
for the measurement— of performance in arts organizations (Gilhespy 1999, 2001; Soren 
2000; Boerner and Renz 2008; Weinstein and Bukovinsky 2009; Radbourne et al. 2009; 
Boorsma and Chiaravalloti 2010; Zorloni 2012; Badia and Donato 2013).1 By contrast, 
there is a lack of in- depth empirical investigation of the different meanings attributed 
to performance by the different evaluators (organizational actors and stakeholders; see 
Chiaravalloti and Piber 2011) and of the different evaluative practices already in use in 
arts organizations. Research on the practice of evaluation in arts organizations is mainly 
limited to inventories of performance measurement and management procedures and 
indicators, as well as how their implementation is perceived by the organizational actors 
involved in evaluation procedures (Gstraunthaler and Piber 2007, 2012; Turbide and 
Laurin 2009; Velli and Sirakoulis 2018; Alcouffe et al. 2019). Among this literature, which 
unanimously highlights the difficulty of grasping the complex range of values created by 
arts organizations through performance measurement systems, only Gstraunthaler and 
Piber (2012) research those forms of “artistic evaluation” (Chiaravalloti and Piber 2011, 
258) that are actually used by museum managers and that could consequently inspire al-
ternative systems of evaluation.

Drawing on the same field work as their 2007 work, in their 2012 article Gstraunthaler 
and Piber report that museum managers evaluate the “aesthetic and cultural quality” 
of their organization’s work using a specific “aesthetic- expressive” logic that is based on 
their own expert frames of reference and cannot “be fully explained” without difficulty 
(Gstraunthaler and Piber 2012, 38). This kind of evaluation happens outside organiza-
tional procedures; it is embedded in “everyday communication processes,” such as those 
occurring in the workday routine of museum employees, for instance during coffee 
and lunch breaks (Gstraunthaler and Piber 2012, 38). Gstraunthaler and Piber suggest 
making this expert knowledge explicit and these informal practices of evaluation “in-
stitutionalized,” in order to embed artistic language in evaluation procedures (2012, 39). 
The use of narrative forms of evaluation, such as comments by artists, curators, and other 
professionals, in communicating organizational performance to external stakeholders is 
considered necessary by museum managers for the purpose of complementing numerical 
information that would otherwise be “meaningless” (Gstraunthaler and Piber 2012, 39).

Gstraunthaler and Piber’s important beginning, focusing on the process of under-
standing the various meanings attached to performance by managers and employees 
of arts organizations, and on practices of evaluation other than merely procedural ones, 
has not found a substantial continuation in arts management research. Rather, the most 
recent discussion on performance evaluation again reflects the largely applied and often 
uncritical nature of arts management research. The focus continues to be on suggesting 
new solutions for what Zan calls the “informative premise” of accountability (Zan 2006, 
6– 7)— the need for information that is capable of representing the values that arts or-
ganizations are accountable for to their various stakeholders.
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Meyrick et al. (2019) have recently discussed the potential of narratives to commu-
nicate artistic values— a potential that, as mentioned earlier, had already emerged from 
Gstraunthaler and Piber’s field work in museums (2012). Meyrick et al. stress the ability 
of narrative to contextualize information to support understanding and, in particular, 
to grasp “long- term evaluative concepts such as heritage value, intergenerational value, 
and legacy value” (2019, 379). Considering the importance of narrative in accountability 
processes in general, they find that “intuitively, narrative presents an appropriate com-
munication tool for what cultural organizations actually do” (Meyrick et al. 2019, 379). 
However, despite their suggestion of general directions for the use of narratives in cul-
tural reporting, they recognize that the real challenge still consists in finding a language 
that is able to express the values emerging from experiences with the arts (Meyrick et 
al. 2019). Unlike Gstraunthaler and Piber (2012), who suggest facing this challenge by 
eliciting that language from the arts practitioners, Meyrick suggests a priori what such 
a language should look like (2016), falling again in the “how- to” trap that has largely 
characterized arts management research on performance evaluation to date. Belfiore 
and Bennett (2007) had already warned about the disjunction between the academic 
language of artistic values and the language required in order to describe experiences of 
and with art as they actually happen. Instead, ethnography- inspired immersive research 
techniques for the investigation of those experiences can both contribute to an under-
standing of the values of art and provide a firsthand language to communicate about 
them— the language that is used by arts practitioners, audiences, and other users, and 
that is patiently elicited from them by researchers (Chiaravalloti 2020).

For instance, Foreman- Wernet and Dervin (2017) show how an in- depth investiga-
tion of audiences’ experiences with the arts provides rich information and narratives on 
the meanings and values of art, which can be used to inform cultural policy. However, 
thus far there is a lack of similar in- depth investigation of how other internal organiza-
tional actors (e.g., arts managers) value the artistic work of their organizations. Together 
with audiences, critics, peers, government representatives or agencies, and the arts 
field in general, managers of arts organizations are fundamental actors of evaluation 
(Chiaravalloti and Piber 2011). As they are the experts in their field, the investigation of 
their subjective experiences of evaluation promises new, rich information on the values 
of art and especially on the nature of the artistic logic that is assumed to guide artistic 
evaluations (Gstraunthaler and Piber 2012). In order to collect this kind of information, 
which may inspire an alternative artistic language to communicate artistic values, arts 
management research on performance evaluation should temporarily put aside its char-
acteristically applied nature and instead patiently pursue an understanding- driven ap-
proach through “an intensive immersion in the field and the use of in- depth, mainly 
qualitative research techniques” (Chiaravalloti 2020, 136; see also Walmsley 2018).

As we will see, critical accounting studies and valuation studies share the use of im-
mersive research approaches and an understanding- driven approach. Their studies 
of the practice of evaluation in the arts thus promise to further our understanding of 
the various meanings of performance and of the different evaluative practices in arts 
organizations. This is a precondition for developing and implementing performance 
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evaluation systems that are useful both to the organizations and to their stakeholders 
(Chiaravalloti 2016).

The Contribution of Critical Accounting Studies to Our 
Understanding of Performance Evaluation in the Arts

The idea that closely investigating actors of evaluation will deliver new insights into 
evaluative practices that are alternative or at least complementary to the dominant cal-
culative ones was a chief finding of the first accounting article devoted to the arts and 
cultural sector (Mautz 1988). Mautz recommended observing how managers in not- for- 
profit arts organizations evaluate performance, what kind of information they use, and 
how they form their judgments, in order to discover new forms of performance evalua-
tion that go beyond the largely inadequate but dominant accounting- related ones.

Accounting is the discipline in which the topic of performance evaluation is rooted 
(Kaplan 1984) and is thus a relevant contributor to research on performance evaluation, 
regardless of the specific disciplinary angle from which the topic is studied. In partic-
ular, “critical accounting studies . . . share sociology’s concern with the problem of social 
order, the practical enactment of organizational and societal control and accounta-
bility, the exercise of power both through and by accounting, and accounting’s role in 
producing organizational and cultural identity” (Alvesson et al. 2011, 473– 474).

In general, accounting research developed a substantial critical stream as early as 
the 1980s, following the publication of Hopwood’s (1983) seminal article “On Trying to 
Study Accounting in the Contexts in Which It Operates.” However, with respect to the 
arts sector, such issues as processes of acceptance of, or resistance to, mandatory ac-
counting procedures and standards and how these processes are influenced by different 
logics were treated in accounting literature for the first time at the turn of the century 
(Christiansen and Skærbæk 1997; Zan 1998, 2002; Hooper, Kearins, and Green 2005). 
In particular, the topic of performance evaluation entered the critical accounting de-
bate only years later, with contributions by Mariani and Zan (2011), Nørreklit (2011), and 
Sundström (2011). These three contributions focus on the performing arts sector and 
show the importance of the evaluator’s individual subjectivity and of professional logics 
in making sense of performance; more generally, they address the importance of the 
very practice of evaluation.2

Critical accounting research’s interest in the arts has gained momentum since then. 
Between 2012 and 2017 three authoritative accounting journals devoted special issues 
to the relation between accounting and artistic and cultural practices. The special issue 
of the Accounting, Auditing and Accountability Journal on “Accounting and Popular 
Culture,” published in 2012, and the special issue of Management Accounting Research 
on “Managing Popular Culture,” published in 2017, focus on a broad meaning of cul-
ture as “the regular rituals that pervade the everyday” (Jeacle 2012, 580) and include not 
only mass culture, such as television, pop music, and blockbuster movies, but also sports 
(Jeacle 2017).3 By contrast, more traditional arts organizations and artistic objects— the 
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main domain of arts management research so far— are the chief focus of the special issue 
of Critical Perspectives on Accounting devoted to the relations between “accounting, cul-
ture and the state” and published in 2016 (Jeacle and Miller 2016); four contributions to 
this special issue deal with evaluative practices.

However, out of these four contributions only the article by Oakes and Oakes (2016) 
highlights both the possibilities offered by alternative, non- numerical forms of perfor-
mance information and the necessity to go beyond economic values while accounting 
for the complex range of values created by arts organizations. The other contributions, 
unlike what we will see with valuation studies on the arts in the next section, do not 
fully embrace the emancipatory potential of a critical approach in giving artistic values 
and logics a central role in research on evaluative practices. In fact, Donovan and 
O’Brien (2016) focus on governments’ calculative practices of valuing culture, in which 
economic value largely dominates. Even their suggested approach to the inclusion of 
non- economic aspects in the valuation of culture ultimately flows, for the sake of data 
commensurability, into a numerical operationalization of non- economic information. 
The authors mention narrative techniques that promise to contribute to a more holistic 
approach to valuation that is respectful of the nature of art and thus acceptable within 
the cultural sector. However, no detail is given on these techniques. Crepaz, Huber, 
and Scheytt (2016, 47) also observe “artistic modes of valuation” applied to balance the 
weight of accounting practices in cultural political decision- making in their case study 
of RUHR.2010, the campaign that earned the Ruhr region recognition as a European 
Capital of Culture in 2010. However, these modes are neither specified nor investigated 
further. Their main focus is on “accounting as a valuation producing machine attaching 
value to an entity,” a value that is mainly economic (Crepaz, Huber, and Scheytt 2016, 
39). Finally, Ellwood and Green (2016) deal with the capitalization of museums’ collec-
tion items in the financial statements of museums’ annual reports. Their focus is on how 
capitalization as the attribution of economic value to cultural objects also affects the 
perceived cultural value of those objects. Their case studies show that this can happen 
and even lead to undesirable loss of cultural value— for instance, in small organiza-
tions and communities, when a small economic value attributed to an object leads to its 
disposal.

It is thus mainly Oakes and Oakes (2016) who offer new insights into evalua-
tive practices that are alternative or at least complementary to the dominant calcu-
lative ones. In their study of the impact of austerity on English arts organizations 
striving to help widen arts engagement in England, they show that the managers of 
the investigated organizations find numerical indicators inadequate for capturing the 
created artistic values. Consequently, the managers try to supplement quantitative in-
formation with qualitative information of a narrative and visual nature. However, de-
spite their committed efforts to find a way to account for artistic values, the interviewed 
managers seem aware that “the essence of the arts is always out of reach” (2016, 50). On 
the one hand, these findings confirm that the scientific logic from which the “dream 
of measuring the world” (Chiaravalloti and Piber 2011, 263) originates is inade-
quate for artistic evaluations; on the other hand, they also show that the nature of the 
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alternative “artistic” logic that seems to naturally inform artistic evaluations is still far 
from being fully grasped. On a more applied level, in a previous article based on the 
same field work, Oakes and Oakes (2015) had already shown how accounting is unable 
to provide managers of arts organizations with a thorough and reflective tool for artistic 
evaluations. However, they had also pointed to a possibility for accounting to develop 
itself in new directions, “towards a broader notion of quantitative and qualitative ac-
countability” (Oakes and Oakes 2015, 756)— a possibility that they seem to give up in 
their later article.

Mautz’s (1988) invitation to observe how managers of not- for- profit arts organi-
zations actually evaluate performance, in order to discover innovative solutions to 
the problem of accounting for the performance of these organizations, is thus yet to 
be fully embraced (Chiaravalloti 2014). This can only be partially explained by the 
understanding- driven approach of critical accounting research. In fact, there seem to 
be inherent limits to accounting in its ability to look beyond accounting techniques and 
procedures. The understanding- driven endeavor of critical accounting research has 
focused on existing procedures, their perception, and their limitations, but it has not 
focused on alternative or at least complementary evaluative practices applied by arts 
organizations in order to offset the inadequacy of those imposed by regulatory bodies. 
The limits of accounting also relate to its inability to renew itself from within the dis-
cipline. Apart from Donovan and O’Brien’s (2016) suggestion of a mixed- methods 
approach to cultural political evaluation that would incorporate qualitative and quan-
titative indicators (the development of which should be, in their opinion, a main con-
cern of academics), critical accounting has not come up with suggestions for alternative 
evaluative practices. Incremental, endogenous accounting innovation seems unable to 
provide arts organizations with information and procedures that are able to mirror the 
nature of artistic logics, values, and (e)valuations. More radical, exogenous innovation 
coming from outside accounting is required, in line with Miller’s theorization of ac-
counting as a discipline and a practice that evolves mainly “at its margins” (Miller 1998, 
605); this is a challenge and, at the same time, an opportunity for the “artistic” side of 
arts management research.

The Contribution of Valuation Studies to Our Understanding 
of Performance Evaluation in the Arts

The sociopolitical concern of critical accounting studies, as described at the beginning 
of the previous section, is shared by sociologically informed valuation studies (Lamont 
2012). This gives critical accounting research an important role to play in that “good 
amalgamating arena” of disciplines from which advances in valuation studies are ex-
pected (Helgesson and Muniesa 2013, 3). Valuation studies, also known as the soci-
ology of valuation and evaluation, is a transdisciplinary, emerging field dealing with 
“any social practice where the value or values of something are established, assessed, 
negotiated, provoked, maintained, constructed and/ or contested” (Doganova et al. 2014, 
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87). The broad relevance of this emerging field of research for contemporary societies 
was clearly illustrated somewhat earlier by Lamont (2012) in her review of Western 
(North American and European) literature on the sociology of valuation and evalua-
tion. In order to find adequate answers to some of the main social problems faced by 
contemporary societies, such as growing inequality in income and in cultural and polit-
ical representation, research should focus on how dynamics of conflict and coexistence 
between different systems of values and (e)valuation emerge and shape exclusive versus 
inclusive models of social organization (Lamont 2012). The precondition for this kind 
of research is, according to Lamont, “a better understanding of valuation and evaluative 
processes and practices” (Lamont 2012, 203), as they have become focal issues within the 
current political context:

Questions of performance and its evaluation have gained greater social and schol-
arly prominence in recent years. With neoliberalism and the spread of market fun-
damentalism, governments have turned to new public management tools to ensure 
greater efficacy, with the result that quantitative measures of performance and 
benchmarking are diffusing rapidly and are having important structuring effects on 
a range of institutions and domains of human activity.

(Lamont 2012, 202)

In this political context, values “that are not based on market performance tend to lose 
their relevance” (Lamont 2012, 210), and individuals who do not meet the neoliberal 
standards of social and economic success are not considered valuable and are excluded 
from society economically, culturally, and politically.

This also applies to organizations, especially to those organizations that create values 
that have a nature different from those in business and which are thus difficult to quan-
tify. The limits of numerical forms of evaluation and the consequent necessity to rely 
on “forms of human judgments” clearly emerge from Lamont’s review (Lamont 2012, 
204). The arts offer a rich case for research on those “forms of human judgments,” be-
cause of the special role of subjectivity and the assumed relativism of taste in artistic 
evaluation (Chong 2013). As Chong states in her study of critics’ quality judgment of 
new fiction books, “subjectivity operates as an epistemic virtue in artistic evaluation” 
(Chong 2013, 265) and emerges “as a mode of knowledge making rather than as a mere 
impediment to objective evaluation” (Chong 2013, 266); “emotions, personal prefer-
ence, and taste are fundamental ways of relating to artistic objects” and assume the same 
role in “the epistemic logic of aesthetics” that objectivity and rationality have in “the 
scientific world” (Chong 2013, 276). Considering that critics’ individual perception of 
quality is influenced by the norms and practices of the literary field (Chong 2013)— in 
line with Zuckerman’s conception of evaluation practices as “products of social inter-
action” (Zuckerman 2012, 224)— Chong’s immersion in the knowledge- making sub-
jectivity of critics by means of in- depth interviews about how they evaluate new books 
contributes to our understanding of both the individual judgment of each critic and how 
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this emerges in mutual interaction with other critics’ judgments and with the norms and 
practices of the literary field.

The special role of subjectivity and the assumed relativism of taste in artistic evalu-
ation are not the only factors that make the arts an academically relevant case for re-
search on (e)valuation. Researching evaluative practices in the arts also stimulates the 
adoption of a broader concept of value— one that goes beyond economic values— and 
more creativity in developing new methodologies for valuation studies, above all with 
respect to the study of non- economic values (Haywood et al. 2014). Both elements con-
tribute to the academic and political relevance of valuation studies by pushing the focus 
of this emerging field of research beyond the calculative practices of evaluation and to-
ward those “social practices through which transcendental, moral and plural values, 
judgments and justifications are enacted” (Haywood et al. 2014, 75).

The choice to focus research on certain kinds of evaluative practices is indeed as-
sociated with the choice of the sector in which to study those practices. This becomes 
evident with the almost contemporaneous publication, in 2015, of two edited books by 
the same publisher (Oxford University Press): Making Things Valuable (Kornberger 
et al. 2015) and Moments of Valuation (Berthoin Antal, Hutter, and Stark 2015). The 
first collection of articles focuses on those calculative practices by which objects 
are made valuable— mainly in an economic sense— such as “rankings, ratings, 
reviews, standards, classifications, and categorizations” (Kornberger et al. 2015, 1). It 
investigates those practices mainly in business organizations. The second collection 
focuses on a broader spectrum of evaluative practices than on calculative practices 
only. It includes experiments, meetings, and longer periods of time in which evalu-
ation standards emerge and/ or change— what Hutter and Stark define as “moments 
of valuation” (Hutter and Stark 2015, 2). Specifically, it focuses on those “moments 
of valuation” through which something is eventually recognized as innovative and 
thus “positioned as valuable in communities, organizations, and markets”— not nec-
essarily in an economic sense. This collection gives the arts and, more generally, aes-
thetic objects a central role in the investigation of evaluative practices: synthesized 
sound (Pinch 2015), wine (Hennion 2015), creative products (Hutter 2015), paintings 
(Brewer 2015; Kharchenkova and Velthuis 2015), books (Chong 2015), architectural 
design (Farías 2015), and artistic interventions in organizations (Berthoin Antal 2015). 
In particular, the contributions on evaluative practices in the arts confirm that, in ar-
tistic evaluations, the aesthetic logic prevails over the scientific logic (Brewer 2015); 
that the emotional, cognitive, and cultural subjectivity of the evaluators is central 
(Brewer 2015; Chong 2015; Kharchenkova and Velthuis 2015); and that this develops 
and deploys in interplay with other actors and technologies of evaluation (Brewer 
2015; Pinch 2015). Finally, Chong (2015) insists on the importance of investigating the 
evaluators’ subjective experiences in order to gain a thorough understanding of eval-
uative practices, in line with valuation studies’ preference for the use of immersive 
approaches in research aimed at the understanding of alternative forms of value and 
valuations (Otto and Dalsgaard 2016).
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Comparative Summary

This multidisciplinary review shows that, despite their slightly different motivations 
for research on evaluative practices in the arts, arts management research, critical ac-
counting studies, and valuation studies largely converge on what the relevant topics and 
methods for further research are.

With regard to the slightly different motivations, arts management studies are inter-
ested in research on evaluative practices in the arts mainly from an applied perspec-
tive (Chiaravalloti and Piber 2011). As an interdisciplinary arena unified by an interest 
in the practice of arts organizations and of the cultural sector in general (Rentschler 
and Shilbury 2008), they promptly reacted to publicly funded arts organizations’ urgent 
need to adopt performance evaluation systems in order to comply with governments’ 
growing accountability requirements. However, the urgency to provide arts organiza-
tions with performance evaluation models and techniques has largely prevailed over 
the necessity to understand the meaning of performance and its evaluation in the spe-
cific contexts in which individual organizations operate (Chiaravalloti and Piber 2011). 
The latter is a precondition for the development of performance evaluation systems 
that mirror the reality of artistic work and are thus useful both for the organizations 
and for their stakeholders (Chiaravalloti 2016). In addition, a deep understanding of 
the meaning of performance and its evaluation, centered on the values emerging from 
experiences with the art, promises to contribute to an evidence base of the value that arts 
organizations contribute to society, and to inform the development of a new artistic lan-
guage of accountability (Gstraunthaler and Piber 2012; Meyrick et al. 2019) supporting a 
content- based dialogue about those values (Foreman- Wernet and Dervin 2017).

Critical accounting studies is interested in research on evaluative practices in the arts 
because publicly funded arts organizations offer a quintessential case for the investi-
gation of the consequences of the invasive spread of accounting into the management 
practices of the public sector (Zan 2006). Many arts organizations are directly a branch 
of the public sector or are substantially dependent on public funding (Zan 2006). Being 
artistic- mission- driven organizations (Boorsma and Chiaravalloti 2010), they consti-
tute a subsector of the wider public sector that possibly creates the values that are most 
difficult to operationalize— let alone quantify— for communities (Zan 1998; Boorsma 
and Chiaravalloti 2010). Consequently, they offer the ultimate case for the investi-
gation of potential conflicts between the economic logic propagated by new public- 
management- oriented reforms, mainly through the use of quantitative measures of 
performance inspired by accounting (Hood 1991), and the professional logics that have 
traditionally characterized the different subsectors of the public sector (Zan et al. 2000). 
Consistent with its intention to articulate its criticism of the intrusion of accounting in 
many domains of public life, critical accounting research on evaluative practices in pub-
licly funded arts organizations has focused on highlighting moments of friction between 
those logics in different organizational processes (Oakes and Oakes 2015, 2016) rather 
than on understanding the specific nature of “artistic” logics and their role in artistic 
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evaluation. Thus, Mautz’s (1988) invitation to draw on that understanding and to apply 
it to the development of innovative solutions to the problem that arts organizations face 
when they have to account for the value they create for the communities in which they 
operate has largely been neglected by critical accounting studies (Chiaravalloti 2014).

Valuation studies are interested in research on evaluative practices in the arts for 
three main reasons. First, research on evaluative practices in the arts highlights “forms 
of human judgment” (Lamont 2012, 204) that are alternative or at least complementary 
to the currently dominant calculative technologies of evaluation. Second, this research 
valorizes other logics of evaluation, such as the aesthetic logic, versus the scientific one 
(Chong 2013). Third, it stimulates the adoption of a broader meaning of value in so-
ciety, not limited to the dominant economic one (Haywood et al. 2014). By doing this, 
research on evaluative practices in the arts helps to rehabilitate the role in society of 
individuals, organizations, and communities that do not match the neoliberal standards 
of social economic success and fight to remain included economically, culturally, and 
politically.

With regards to topics and methods for further research on evaluative practices in the 
arts, all three literatures reviewed here converge on the importance of the evaluators’ 
subjectivity (Mariani and Zan 2011; Nørreklit 2011; Sundström 2011; Gstraunthaler and 
Piber 2012; Chong 2013; Brewer 2015; Chong 2015; Kharchenkova and Velthuis 2015) and 
of a not yet further specified aesthetic logic in forming judgments on artistic perfor-
mance (Mariani and Zan 2011; Nørreklit 2011; Sundström 2011; Gstraunthaler and Piber 
2012; Chong 2013; Brewer 2015). While for an understanding of evaluative practices in 
general case studies are the most- used research approach (e.g. Gstraunthaler and Piber 
2012; Crepaz, Huber, and Scheytt 2016), in- depth interviews with the different actors in-
volved in evaluation— for example, artists, managers, audiences, and administrators— 
appear to be the most promising technique for gaining insights into evaluators’ 
subjective experiences (e.g., Chong 2015; Oakes and Oakes 2015, 2016; Foreman- Wernet 
and Dervin 2017). This is also the case because this form of immersive qualitative re-
search provides narrative accounts of the values of art that can immediately inform a 
new, artistic language to account for the complex range of values that arts organizations 
contribute to society (Foreman- Wernet and Dervin 2017).

Performance Evaluation in the Arts:  
A New Pragmatic Research Agenda

A thorough understanding of the actual practice of evaluation in individual organ-
izations and subsectors of the arts sector is a precondition for developing evaluation 
procedures that reflect the organizational and institutional reality in which these organ-
izations operate (Chiaravalloti 2016). This includes the understanding of the different 
meanings of performance and forms of evaluation in the specific contexts in which 
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individual organizations operate. Arts management research has made a beginning 
with this endeavor (Gstraunthaler and Piber 2007, 2012); critical accounting studies 
and valuation studies can further it, by offering insights that are peculiar to their disci-
plinary motivation for research on evaluative practices in the arts. With their focus on 
processes of acceptance of, or resistance to, the application of mandatory performance 
evaluation systems, critical accounting studies can substantially improve our under-
standing of what new performance evaluation systems for arts organizations should 
not look like. This refers not only to the technical aspects of the systems but also to the 
organizational process of adoption and implementation of those systems. With their 
focus on non- calculative forms of evaluation and on non- economic logics and values, 
valuation studies offer an alternative way to look at performance and its evaluation in 
arts organizations. In particular, their in- depth investigation of the subjectivity of the 
different actors involved in evaluation can both improve our understanding of artistic 
logics and provide inspiration for alternative artistic systems of evaluation— that is, sys-
tems that mirror the logic, content, and language of evaluation of the investigated ac-
tors. Performance evaluation systems that mirror the reality of artistic work promise 
to be more useful for arts organizations and their stakeholders, evaluating the actual 
work of the organization, than the managerial ones inspired by the business sector and 
imposed by new public- management- oriented reforms.

Recognizing the necessity to fill the understanding gap in arts management research 
on performance evaluation does not mean neglecting the arts- advocacy mission and 
the largely applied nature of the discipline. In line with Wicks and Freeman’s new prag-
matic approach to organization studies (1998), a deep and thorough understanding of 
the practice of evaluation is not an endeavor to be pursued for its own sake. The purpose 
is to develop and implement new systems of evaluation that would be useful for those 
involved in arts organizations and for their wider communities:

Pragmatism allows researchers to . . . develop research that is focused on serving 
human purposes— i.e., both morally rich and useful to organizations and the 
communities in which they operate. . . . Researchers doing this type of work would 
see organization studies as a vehicle to help people lead better lives. It would be 
characterized by a focus on the practical relevance of research as well as a desire to 
search for novel and innovative approaches (“experimentation”) that may help serve 
human purposes.

(Wicks and Freeman 1998, 123– 124)

A new pragmatic approach to the study of performance evaluation in the arts thus 
means that a deep understanding of the practice of evaluation is only a first step, though 
a necessary one, toward the formulation of contextually useful solutions for the different 
kinds of organizations within the arts sector (see also Scapens 2006). However, as we 
have seen, the completion of this first step is still far from being reached. In fact, the pro-
cess of understanding the practice of evaluation in arts organizations is just beginning. 
Much more research is required in order to answer fundamental understanding- driven 
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questions: What does performance mean according to the different actors of evaluation 
in arts organizations and the communities in which they operate? What are the forms 
of human judgments (Chong 2013) adopted by actors of evaluation in the arts? What is 
an artistic logic? What and whom is the evaluation for? Immersive research techniques 
inspired by ethnography (Chiaravalloti 2020; Walmsley 2018) should be applied to an-
swer these questions with respect to the different subsectors of the arts (e.g., orchestras, 
theaters, museums, media, popular music, film).

Within a new pragmatic research agenda that is respectful of the arts- advocacy mis-
sion and the largely applied nature of arts management research, the next step would 
be to use the gathered knowledge to develop and implement new and better— or, in 
other words, useful— performance evaluation systems. While the reviewed litera-
ture recognizes the existence and use of alternative, artistic information regarding 
performance— information that is able to represent the values for which arts organiza-
tions have to account to their different stakeholders, or what Zan (2006) defines as the 
informative premise of accountability— it does not suggest how such alternative infor-
mation could be translated into a usable form (e.g., a language) in order to be integrated 
into existing performance evaluation systems or shape new ones.

Considering that the pressure for accountability to external stakeholders is unlikely 
to diminish in the near future, arts organizations will need to find effective ways to ex-
plain their value to external stakeholders. Consequently, a key challenge will be to trans-
late that alternative, artistic information about performance into a form that can be 
used to communicate to both internal and external stakeholders of the organization. As 
seen in the review, quantitative indicators of performance do not fit within the aesthetic 
epistemology of artistic evaluations; by contrast, a richer and deeper artistic language 
of evaluation capable of supporting a content- oriented dialogue between the organiza-
tions and their external environment probably would.

For this scope, an important role is left to the humanistic side of arts management 
research (Sicca 1997). It is unlikely that accounting and organization studies, and per-
haps even valuation studies, will provide a language that is capable of explaining the 
substantive aspects and criteria used for artistic evaluation. This should be a concern 
of the humanities. If the arts world justifiably refuses to conceive of its value only in the 
economic terms provided by the mainstream language of business and neoliberalism, 
then it should be a task for arts- related disciplines to offer arts organizations a richer and 
deeper language to support a content- oriented dialogue about their organizational per-
formance with the external environment. The new pragmatic approach offers the right 
epistemological framework for bringing together social sciences and humanities know-
ledge, despite their different research traditions and methodologies. Wicks and Freeman 
(1998, 137– 138) call for “theoretical integration: . . . a detailed rationale for researchers to 
reject the separate but (un)equal view of normative and empirical research . . . and to 
work systematically for, at a minimum, various forms of symbiosis.” With respect to the 
search for a new, artistic language of evaluation, systematic reviews of the academic lit-
erature in specific artistic disciplines offer a useful method for exploiting existing nor-
mative knowledge. In- depth interviews with all those directly involved in the processes 
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of programming, production, and reception of the arts— artists, managers, audiences— 
offer the possibility of eliciting new, empirical knowledge about the unwritten and tacit 
ways these actors of evaluation make sense of artistic performance.

When the potential offered by systematic literature reviews and in- depth interviews 
for the identification of a new, artistic language of evaluation has been exploited, in line 
with Wicks and Freeman’s call for “experimentation” (1998, 124), participatory action 
research could be used to test the contextual usefulness of this newly developed artistic 
language for individual arts organizations and their communities. That is, does the new 
artistic language help the organizations to effectively account for the value they create 
for the communities in which they operate?

Conclusion

While this multidisciplinary review contributes to closing the current understanding 
gap in arts management research on performance evaluation (which forms the first step 
in the suggested new pragmatic agenda for research on performance evaluation in the 
arts), there is a more general consideration that deserves attention, especially among 
those researchers who are interested in establishing arts management as a distinct dis-
cipline (Evrard and Colbert 2000). The new pragmatic agenda for research on perfor-
mance evaluation offers an important road map for the development of arts management 
as a distinct and legitimate academic discipline. Researching performance evaluation in 
the arts, not just as the application of a predefined set of more or less sophisticated man-
agerial and political procedures but as the exploration of an unelicited set of practices 
that are naturally embedded in the artistic work of arts organizations, makes clear how 
these organizations actually work. Artistic processes are a neglected research topic in 
arts management research, as the focus has mainly been on the import and applica-
tion of management techniques from business in an attempt to improve the supporting 
processes of arts organizations. If it only maintains this focus, arts management cannot 
become a distinct discipline, and will remain an application of existing management 
knowledge. Understanding what management means in the arts and cultural sector 
and whether there is a special way of managing arts and cultural organizations— and 
thus focusing on what management means in respect of artistic processes— should pro-
duce management knowledge that can emerge only from the arts and cultural sector 
with its specific characteristics (e.g., Zan 2006, 2012). Consequently, this arts manage-
ment knowledge might also add to management studies in general, and even to other 
disciplines (e.g., cultural economics, sociology of arts, cultural studies, cultural policy 
studies), thereby legitimating the ambition of arts management to become a distinct 
academic discipline (Evrard and Colbert 2000). A new pragmatic research agenda 
supports this endeavor. First, it shifts the focus of arts management research away from 
the application of standardized managerial models and techniques and toward the un-
derstanding of actual practices of management in individual arts organizations. Second, 
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it promotes a respectful integration of the specific artistic knowledge involved in man-
aging arts organizations, both the practical knowledge of the arts practitioners and the 
academic knowledge of the scholars in the respective artistic disciplines. Third, it tests 
the validity of the created knowledge in terms of its usefulness for creating better arts or-
ganizations and better communities. Ultimately, a new pragmatic research agenda will 
help to establish arts management as a distinct discipline by supporting a shift in focus 
from the managerial to the artistic in managing arts organizations.

Notes

 1. For a detailed overview and analysis of different performance evaluation models for arts or-
ganizations, see Chiaravalloti and Piber 2011.

 2. For a thorough, systematic literature review of accounting literature on the arts and cultural 
sector until 2014, see Chiaravalloti 2014.

 3. In doing so, they reflect not only the broader notion of popular culture and the cultural 
policy shift toward everyday creativity but also the critical approach to the very definition of 
culture that characterizes cultural studies.
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Chapter 32

Evaluating  
Cultural Value

The Quintessential Wicked Problem

Ben Walmsley

Introduction

Cultural value is a notoriously elusive concept. It is also a notoriously political con-
struct. These two characteristics combined make it what I have previously termed a 
“wicked problem” for scholars and practitioners alike (Walmsley 2019, 91). Rittel and 
Webber (1973) were the first scholars to fully formalize a theory of wicked problems, de-
fining them as problems that lack a definitive formulation, are unique, lack an enumer-
able set of potential solutions and evade testable solutions, exist as symptoms of other 
problems, and have no “stopping rule.” In the course of this chapter, I will argue that all 
of these characterizations apply to questions of cultural value and that this presents a 
number of significant but nonetheless fascinating and resolvable challenges for cultural 
evaluation.

As both an academic field and as an area of cultural policy and practice, cultural value 
is a particularly interdisciplinary endeavor, and alongside the hotly contested notions of 
cultural versus economic and social value, this is one of the main sources of its inherent 
tensions. However, the contested and interdisciplinarity nature of cultural value also 
presents a range of opportunities to arts managers and to the field of arts management 
more broadly; when co- created in a spirit of honesty, curiosity, and empathy, cultural 
evaluation can offer valuable insights into the immediate and cumulative impacts that 
engaging with the arts and culture can have on people’s lives and into the broader social 
and economic benefits of cultural activity. This is why it remains a live and hotly debated 
issue for artists, producers, managers, and policymakers all over the world.

This chapter begins by synthesizing the core tensions that underlie discussions about 
cultural value. It then explores the meaning and etymology of evaluation. Following an 
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in- depth application of the different qualities of a wicked problem onto cultural value 
and evaluation, the chapter reviews the policy and methodological tensions that have 
consistently plagued attempts to value and evaluate cultural participation and engage-
ment. It illustrates these attempts through a series of examples and case studies drawn 
from England and Canada— two countries with starkly contrasting policy approaches 
to understanding and evaluating cultural value. Finally, the chapter offers a critical ap-
praisal of competing and complementary approaches to cultural evaluation and makes 
the case for a creative, people- centered, mixed- methods, and multidimensional ap-
proach that places audiences and participants at the heart of evaluation and addresses 
the needs and interests of arts and cultural managers, producers, marketers, scholars, 
funders, and policymakers alike.

Cultural Value

Debates about cultural value are beset with a number of tensions and abstractions that 
appear to have effected a damaging epistemological stasis. Philosophical debates about 
cultural value have been hampered by the dualistic separation between economics 
and aesthetics exacerbated by the rise of utilitarianism (Taylor 2015). Policy debates 
are often obstructed by the false dichotomization of intrinsic and instrumental value 
(Belfiore and Bennett 2008) and reduced by the cynical prioritization of quantitative 
data over qualitative insights. In the global North, the instrumental quantification of 
culture has arisen from decades of neoliberal attempts to co- opt economic logic into 
the public policy case for arts and culture (Taylor 2015). Although debates about cul-
tural value are certainly not new, they have recently been hijacked by vain attempts 
of politicians, civil servants, policymakers, and academics to measure cultural value 
for the purposes of calculating return on public investment to inform future funding 
decisions.

Despite the political pressure to measure cultural value, myriad academic studies 
have challenged the premise of trying to quantify cultural value (e.g., Matarasso 1996; 
Walmsley 2012; Vuyk 2010; Walmsley and Meyrick 2022). Leading cultural economists 
such as Throsby (2006) and Klamer (2017) also concede that certain expressions of cul-
tural value transcend valuation, as they are rooted in shared social experiences; as Nye 
(2009, 11) contends, culture is the manifestation of “values and practices that create 
meaning for a society.” A broad conclusion of the growing number of critical qualita-
tive studies on this topic is that attempts to quantify the effects of the arts at the level 
of social impact (e.g., through Subjective Wellbeing or Social Return on Investment 
methods) are flawed and deeply problematic, essentially because they are neither so-
phisticated nor reflexive enough to account for the immeasurable realms of emotion 
and spirituality (Holden 2012) nor for the vital notions of context and praxis (Oliver and 
Walmsley 2011). The benefits of a reflexive approach to exploring cultural value are also 
championed by Scott (2010, 2), who warns that when public funding decisions rely on 
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measurable results rather than complex outcomes, cultural policy becomes stuck in “the 
bind of instrumentality.”

Mindful of the fact that none of the recent attempts to capture cultural value 
“commanded widespread confidence,” the United Kingdom’s Arts and Humanities 
Research Council (AHRC) put out a call in 2013 to fund a series of ambitious new re-
search projects to advance discussions on cultural value and develop the range of 
methods deployed to evaluate it (Arts and Humanities Research Council 2013). In 
foregrounding the subjective and intersubjective experiences of cultural audiences and 
participants, the Cultural Value Project represented an open challenge to the Green and 
Magenta Book approaches that had been championed and/ or adopted in recent UK 
studies on cultural value (e.g., O’Brien 2010; EPPI Centre 2010).1

The diverse and comprehensive responses that this call produced constituted a rich, 
polyvocal, and critical account of the impacts of arts and culture on individuals and 
communities. Despite highlighting the significant and growing body of evidence to sup-
port the positive impacts of arts and culture on society, the authors of the summative 
report ultimately called for more mixed- methods and longitudinal studies of value and 
impact to support or challenge existing claims of cultural value and for the establish-
ment of a new center dedicated to this endeavor (Crossick and Kaszynska 2016). One 
of the key roles of this new center would be to advance thinking and practices related to 
cultural evaluation.

Defining Evaluation

At first sight, evaluation appears to be an accessible, if not self- explanatory, concept. It 
is not only an everyday term, meaning “to judge the value or condition of (someone 
or something) in a careful and thoughtful way” (as the Merriam- Webster dictionary 
defines it); it is also deployed widely in the arts and cultural sector to refer to activities 
that reflect back on a project or program, consulting with key stakeholders, analyzing 
key data, and ultimately making judgments about an activity’s relative success. So far, 
so good. But there is an acknowledged crisis in evaluation (Walmsley and Meyrick 
2022), and in particular with regard to its relationship with cultural value (Holden 
2006). This crisis has several underlying causes. First, there is confusion among cultural 
practitioners, and sometimes a deliberate blurring, regarding processes of monitoring, 
reporting, advocacy, and evaluation. Although these processes should absolutely be 
complementary and conjoined, they should also be discrete and independent. Second, 
there is a widespread reticence across the cultural sector to acknowledge failure, driven 
by a fear of alienating or upsetting funders. This creates “a cultural policy landscape that 
is not conducive to honesty or critical reflection” (Jancovich and Stevenson 2021) and 
ultimately affects a sector- wide knowledge management problem (Brown 2017), where 
seemingly negative findings are not shared, lessons are not learned, and wheels are con-
stantly reinvented. Third, there is currently a disproportionate amount of evaluation in 
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the cultural sector, which means that practitioners generally lack the time or resources 
to undertake it properly and funders lack the time or resources to engage with it prop-
erly. Fourth, there are significant skills gaps across the sector that lead to methods being 
poorly or inappropriately applied, ethical standards being compromised, and analyses 
often being deeply flawed. This in turn produces a problem of legitimacy, whereby eval-
uation is often not taken seriously: “The arts and cultural sector struggles to provide 
arguments about the overall quality of its work in a way that both has credibility with 
funders and other stakeholders, and has the support of the arts sector” (Bunting and 
Knell 2014, 4). Finally, there are structural issues at the policy level, including the false 
prioritization of econometric methods (Scott 2010; Galloway et al. 2005), the prevalence 
of vested interests, and inevitable imbalances of power. Combined, these factors create 
a dysfunctional evaluation culture where valid learning often goes unheeded, where the 
voices of audiences and participants are seldom heard, and where the potential to de-
velop a meaningful knowledge and evidence base is generally missed.

The etymology of the term “evaluation” is significant, but it is often forgotten or 
disregarded entirely in discussions and applications of the practice. According to the 
Online Etymology Dictionary, the term derives from the Latin verb valere, which means 
to “be strong, be well; be of value, be worth.” Matarasso (1996, 3) accordingly reminds us 
that value lies at the heart of evaluation, and defines evaluation as a value- based “pro-
cess of calculating worth.” The essential challenge with evaluation is implicit within this 
definition, and as Matarasso (1996, 3) points out, difficulties arise from the “essentially 
relative nature of worth.” Similarly, Vecco (2018) asserts that values attributed to cultural 
heritage are contingent and dependent on their social, historical, political, and cultural 
context. Returning to the word’s Latin roots, the other potential definition of “evalua-
tion”— "to be strong or well”— is often overlooked. This is a damaging oversight, as this 
alternative understanding offers an important insight into the overarching purpose 
of evaluation, which is to become better or stronger by fostering better practice. This 
connection is suggested by Robinson (2010, 13), who discusses resilience in terms of an 
organization’s capacity for “learning and adaptation” and ultimately its capacity to adapt 
and change.

Following this review of the literature, we might therefore define evaluation as an 
honest and open process of reflective learning and analysis that engages with key data and 
stakeholders to calculate worth, promote resilience, and drive positive change. Prima facie, 
this would seem to offer a comprehensive definition that captures the core processes and 
intended outcomes of rigorous evaluation. However, it still leaves us with the contested 
issue of “worth,” an issue that infuses any discussion about cultural value.

A Wicked Problem

Even when stakeholders accept a common definition of evaluation, attempts to evaluate 
culture are beset with a number of further research, policy, and management- related 
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challenges. Drawing on Rittel and Webber (1973), I earlier defined a wicked problem 
as one that lacks a definitive formulation, is unique, lacks an enumerable set of poten-
tial solutions and evades testable solutions, exists as a symptom of other problems, and/ 
or has no “stopping rule.” Let’s now take these characteristics in order to illuminate the 
complex and contested nature of evaluation even further.

The first issue to explore is the extent to which cultural value lacks a definitive for
mulation. We have already seen the definitional tensions and ambiguities that plague 
the evaluation of cultural value, and these highlight the complexities involved in accu-
rately formulating the nature of the problem at hand. But over and above the problems 
of how to evaluate cultural value there are of course more fundamental questions of 
what the term “culture” means. What do we mean by “culture”? Whose culture? Do we 
mean everyday cultural activities like drinking tea (Williams 1958) or Culture with a 
capital C— so- called high culture, such as opera and ballet? Should we take an “omniv-
orous” approach to cultural engagement (Peterson and Simkus 1992)? How might we 
reflect timely questions of cultural democracy and diversity in our understanding of 
cultural value?

Then we have the definitional problem of “value,” which is certainly no less complex. 
As Matarasso observes in relation to evaluation: “The important, and essentially polit-
ical, question about evaluation is which value system is used to provide benchmarks 
against which work will be measured— in other words, who defines value” (1996, 2). As 
we saw earlier, value can only ever be relative, and value systems are inherently subjec-
tive and political: Who decides what is valuable or worthy and what isn’t? What kind of 
value is at play— social, cultural, educational, economic . . . ? On which bases or criteria 
are judgments about worth and value made? Some of these questions might be answered 
by an organization’s mission. In the context of arts and cultural evaluation, this would 
generally entail placing the artistic mission at the center (Boorsma and Chiaravalloti 
2010) and so prioritizing cultural or artistic value. Other answers might be found in a 
cultural project or program’s core strategic objectives, which might target local eco-
nomic growth and regeneration, for example. However, although this approach could 
offer a neat strategic management solution by basing key performance indicators (KPIs) 
for evaluation on the underlying strategic purpose of an activity, it does not circum-
navigate the inherently political nature of evaluation and the tensions that often spring 
up between cultural funders, producers, artists, audiences, and policymakers. In other 
words, there remain “fundamental tensions and contradictions inherent in the strategic 
convergence of the social, the cultural . . . and the economic” (Stevenson, Rowe, and 
McKay 2010, 249). In short, even if we could define “culture” and “value” objectively and 
as independent terms, which of course we never really could (or even should), as a com-
posite entity or concept cultural value resists systematic analyses and ultimately evades 
any exhaustive formulation.

Second is the question of whether cultural value is an essentially unique “problem.” 
Rittel and Webber (1973, 165) describe a unique problem as one whose “particulars” 
override its “commonalities with other problems already dealt with.” In this sense we 
might ask ourselves whether questions related to cultural value are replicable in other 
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contexts and whether they can be formulated into a family of related concepts. While 
we might productively align cultural value with other complex areas of public policy 
such as poverty or environmentalism, cultural value’s roots and conditions undoubtedly 
present a sufficient number of “additional distinguishing properties of overriding im-
portance” (Rittel and Webber 1973, 164) to classify it as a wicked problem. Examples here 
include cultural value’s epistemological grounding in philosophy, arts, and aesthetics, 
and its specific application to the idiosyncratic cultural and creative industries.

Third, we should determine whether cultural value lacks an enumerable (or an ex
haustively describable) set of potential solutions and evades testable solutions. Rittel and 
Webber (1973, 164) fortuitously answer the first question for us:

Chess has a finite set of rules, accounting for all situations that can occur. In mathe-
matics, the tool chest of operations is also explicit; so, too, although less rigorously, in 
chemistry. But not so in the world of social policy.

Connected as it is to questions of cultural democracy and policy, cultural value is 
a heterogenous and amorphous construct, comprising infinite questions that have 
preoccupied philosophers since at least the days of Plato. So to that extent it again 
emerges as a wicked problem. But does it evade testable solutions? Attempted solutions 
to wicked problems “generate waves of consequences over an extended— virtually an 
unbounded— period of time” and “may yield utterly undesirable repercussions which 
outweigh the intended advantages” (Rittel and Webber 1973, 163). The fact that artists, 
arts managers, academics, philosophers, funders, and policymakers have been arguing 
about cultural value for decades, if not centuries, suggests that testable solutions will al-
ways prove elusive. We must conclude, therefore, that cultural value does indeed evade 
testable solutions and once again presents as a wicked problem.

Fourth, we need to reflect on the extent to which questions of cultural value exist as 
symptoms of other problems. If we consider cultural value as a contested area of policy, 
then we can appreciate how it might be symptomatic of higher- level problems such as 
public engagement, participation, co- creation, poverty, education, and health. In epis-
temological terms, it is similarly a subdiscipline of higher- level questions related to phi-
losophy, ethics, sociology, and aesthetics. So even if we could “solve” the “problem” of 
cultural value, its higher- level problems would remain unsolved, and attempts to cure 
the symptom would ultimately prove futile.

Finally, if we want to understand the extent to which it might be described as a wicked 
problem, we must investigate the hypothesis that cultural value has no “stopping rule.” In 
other words, following Rittel and Webber (1973), the question here is whether attempts 
to “solve the problem” of cultural value can ever be deemed to be complete. According 
to the “no stopping rule” definition, we would once again have to conclude that cultural 
value is indeed a wicked problem because there are no ends to the “causal chains” that 
connect its constituent parts and any “additional investment of effort” would not neces-
sarily “increase the chances of finding a better solution” (Rittel and Webber 1973, 162). 
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In other words, the problem characterizing cultural value is certainly not that it has not 
been sufficiently debated, investigated, and researched.

In summary, cultural value represents a wicked problem on all counts and attempts 
to evaluate it are beset with a number of intractable challenges. Rittel and Webber’s 
thesis on the nature of social policy problems encapsulates the implications of these 
challenges.

The search for scientific bases for confronting problems of social policy is bound to 
fail, because of the nature of these problems. They are “wicked” problems, whereas 
science has developed to deal with “tame” problems. Policy problems cannot be 
definitively described. Moreover, in a pluralistic society there is nothing like the 
undisputable public good; there is no objective definition of equity; policies that re-
spond to social problems cannot be meaningfully correct or false; and it makes no 
sense to talk about ‘optimal solutions’ to social problems unless severe qualifications 
are imposed first. Even worse, there are no ‘solutions’ in the sense of definitive and 
objective answers. (1973, 155)

The nature of cultural value evaluation, as exposed brutally here (albeit in the broader 
context of social policy) by Rittel and Webber, means that attempts to provide objective, 
scientific, or calculable “solutions” to it can only ever be both reductive and disingen-
uous. This does not imply, of course, that we should abandon cultural value evaluation 
altogether; rather, we must embrace its plurality and messiness in order to really get 
under the skin of the fundamental issues at stake. In order to assess the feasibility of 
applying this challenge in practice, in the following sections we will explore contrasting 
approaches to developing frameworks to evaluate cultural value.

Evaluation Frameworks

It is widely acknowledged that current methods for evaluating the impact of the arts and 
culture are based on “a fragmented and incomplete understanding of the cognitive, psy-
chological and socio- cultural dynamics that govern the aesthetic experience” (Belfiore 
and Bennett 2007, 225). It is worth pausing at this point in the chapter to dissect the var-
ious rationales for this “incomplete understanding” and assess the respective outcomes 
of different methodological approaches to developing new evaluation frameworks. 
English cultural policy offers a revelatory case study (Yin 2009) of the limited, instru-
mental approach.

Although often praised for their sophisticated approach to arts marketing, audience 
research, and cultural evaluation, English institutions have actually been the biggest 
proponent of quantitative methodologies over the past two decades— probably largely a 
result of their early adoption of the new public management principles advocated by the 
New Labour government post- 1997 (O’Brien 2013). Two recent examples of reductionist 
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cultural evaluation frameworks are Arts Council England’s (2021a) Impact and Insight 
Toolkit and the Department for Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS)’s Valuing Culture 
and Heritage Capital framework (Sagger, Philips, and Haque 2021). The Impact and 
Insight Toolkit is a metrics- based framework that combines self- assessment with 
assessments from peers and audiences based on a series of artistic criteria: concept, pre-
sentation, distinctiveness, challenge, captivation, enthusiasm, local impact, relevance, 
rigor, originality, risk, and excellence. The toolkit is mandatory for larger regularly 
funded organizations because according to the arts council, the framework helps to en-
sure that arts and cultural organizations “are using consistent metrics to collect their 
data, making it easier to measure and demonstrate the value of the whole arts and cul-
ture sector” (Arts Council England 2021a).

Although the framework has been championed by a small number of consultants and 
arts funders, it has equally been subjected to fierce criticism and rejected by the Canada 
Council for the Arts as well as the Australian state funding body Creative Victoria. The 
main critique leveled at the framework is that it offers a time- consuming and reduc-
tive proxy for artistic value that is open to political abuse: “Metrics- based approaches to 
understanding the value of culture imply homogeneity of artistic purpose, invite polit-
ical manipulation and demand time, money and attention from cultural organisations 
without proven benefit” (Phiddian et al. 2017, 174). The framework was developed over 
time from significant empirical research with both arts organizations and audiences, 
and although it offers a relatively complex and multidimensional evaluation system that 
triangulates the perspectives of three core stakeholder groups, the framework has also 
been criticized for its “unemotional and cognitive bias” (Walmsley 2019, 103).

DCMS recently took a very different approach to evaluating cultural value based 
on the econometric methods (notably the Social Cost Benefit Analysis principles) 
advocated in the Treasury’s Green Book. The Valuing Culture and Heritage Capital 
framework reflects DCMS’s ambition “to develop a formal approach to value cul-
ture and heritage assets [and] to create publicly available statistics and guidance that 
will allow for improved articulation of the value of the culture and heritage sectors in 
decision making” (Sagger, Philips, and Haque 2021, 2). Significantly, the framework 
acknowledges the limitations of economic and quantitative methods in providing a 
complete understanding of cultural value:

Economic methodology should be used alongside other information, both quantita-
tive and qualitative, to create a robust evidence base for decision making. Therefore, 
while economic methodologies will take centre stage, a cross- disciplinary approach 
is needed, for example linking economic valuation methodologies to heritage 
science.

(Sagger, Philips, and Haque 2021, 2)

While the recognition of the need for a mixed- methods and cross- disciplinary ap-
proach represents a welcome addition to the UK government’s traditional approaches to 
evaluating public spending, in the “wicked” context of culture, which, as we have seen, 
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is characterized by competing and contested notions and systems of value, DCMS’s in-
sistence on prioritizing economic methodologies appears at best arbitrary and at worst 
ideological. As Throsby (2020, 169) argues, cultural capital must also encapsulate assets 
that “embody, store or give rise to cultural value” over and above any economic value 
they may possess. It is also worth noting that this initial framework only focuses on tan
gible cultural assets, relegating the more complex evaluation of intangible assets, intel-
lectual property, and soft power to a subsequent study.

The DCMS framework acknowledges that in order to estimate the value of a cul-
ture and heritage asset to an individual, “we must look beyond market prices” (Sagger, 
Philips, and Haque 2021, 15). It cites three reasons for this: first, admission to cultural 
venues is often free or subsidized; second, culture is often “consumable without entry”; 
and third, “people attribute value to culture and heritage without directly consuming 
it themselves (non- use value)” (Sagger, Philips, and Haque 2021, 15). In lieu of market 
price, the framework advocates assessing the value of a cultural asset according to the 
following criteria: asset life, usage, service quality, the length of the policy or interven-
tion, and discount rate.2 What the framework fails to recognize is the growing body of 
evidence demonstrating that audiences (beneficiaries) do not perceive culture in mon-
etary or economic terms and that market price is therefore one of the least apposite 
means of evaluating cultural value. Moreover, the assessment criteria are uniquely in-
strumental, failing to capture the breadth and diversity of cultural value on any intrinsic 
terms or to account for the fact that many cultural and heritage assets actually appreciate 
(rather than depreciate) over time.

These two contrasting attempts to construct a national evaluation framework for 
culture reflect attempts to solve the problem of cultural value from two very different 
perspectives (audience- based versus asset- based) and methodologies (survey- based 
versus econometric). Although both of the frameworks have certainly advanced know-
ledge of cultural value in very different ways and opened up a generally constructive 
critical debate about cultural value and evaluation, it is clear that neither approach has 
managed to produce an overarching measurement of the value of culture to society, nor 
even garner a critical mass of support from key stakeholders, including arts and cultural 
organizations themselves. As Rittel and Webber (1973, 157) note, “attempts to build sys-
tems of social indicators . . . are in effect surrogates for statements of desired conditions. 
As we all now know, it has turned out to be terribly difficult, if not impossible, to make 
either of these systems operational.”

A Multidimensional Approach

Reflecting the limitations of the two frameworks explored above, Piber and Chiaravalloti 
(2011, 242) argue that most approaches to evaluation “fail to make sense of the contex-
tual complexity of artistic activities, overestimating the general validity of methods 
and underestimating the richness and diversity of the contexts in which they might be 

 



672   Ben Walmsley

 

applied.” This view is supported by Jancovich and Stevenson (2021), who distinguish 
between two often competing types of evaluation: evaluation for accountability and 
evaluation for improvement. The former, they argue, encourages a positivist monitoring 
of KPIs to support evidence- based policymaking, while the latter encourages com-
plexity and learning throughout the process, based on an interpretative philosophy 
that “any knowledge (or evidence) is both constructed and contingent” (Jancovich and 
Stevenson 2021, 968).

In relation to this latter mode, Matarasso proposes that arts evaluation needs to adopt 
“sensitive, creative, people- centred approaches” that focus on outcomes rather than 
outputs (1996, 13). This people- centered approach reflects the general direction of travel 
in public (including cultural) policy toward participatory and co- creative practices. 
Within the English context explored above, it also reflects Arts Council England’s “Let’s 
Create” strategy, which represents a significant policy turn toward amateur culture and 
everyday creativity: “By 2030, we want England to be a country in which the creativity of 
each of us is valued and given the chance to flourish” (Arts Council England 2021b, 15).

There is growing consensus among cultural policymakers, funders, and evaluators 
that mixed- methods, multidimensional models offer the most rigorous, sensitive, and 
apposite means of evaluating cultural value and impact. As we have seen, England offers 
a particularly fruitful context for exploring how cultural evaluation is applied in practice, 
essentially because it has highly instrumentalized and deeply embedded mechanisms of 
policy evaluation. Canada offers the perfect antidote to the English model, as Canadian 
cultural policymakers have resisted the instrumental approach and opted for a deeply 
intrinsic model. In order to illustrate these divergent approaches, the following section 
presents three short case studies of cultural evaluation frameworks that take a people- 
centered, mixed- methods, and multidimensional approach. Following Yin (2009), 
they therefore represent contrasting case studies to the two examples presented above. 
However, they also act as revelatory case studies (Yin 2009), neatly illustrating the 
contrasting cultural policy contexts of the two countries in scope.

Case Study 1: Impacts 08

A good example of a mixed- methods, creative, and people- centered approach is the 
Impacts 08 evaluation of Liverpool’s year as European Capital of Culture. The evaluation 
comprised over thirty qualitative and quantitative research projects and incorporated 
a range of longitudinal evaluation methodologies, including stakeholder analysis, eco-
nomic impact analysis, media impact analysis, business impact analysis, demographic 
analysis, and social anthropology. The evaluation was based on a highly complex mul-
tidimensional framework designed to develop an enhanced evidence base for the mul-
tiple impacts of culture, including the lived experiences of residents. It aimed to explore 
processes as well as outcomes of different cultural impact activities and to contextualize 
impact data by assessing surrounding narratives (Garcia, Melville, and Cox 2010).
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The evaluation analyzed the impact of the year of culture on aspects of access and 
inclusion, images and perceptions of Liverpool, governance and delivery, cultural vi-
brancy, social capital, physical infrastructure, the local economy, and tourism (Garcia, 
Melville, and Cox 2010). In order to address these diverse objectives and stakeholders, 
the evaluation methods deployed by the research team included depth interviews, 
focus groups and community workshops, participant observation, cognitive map-
ping, surveys, questionnaires, and economic impact assessment. The framework 
incorporated analysis of longitudinal impact and has left the legacy of a replicable re-
search framework, which can be (and indeed has been) used to explore the impacts of 
future culture- led regeneration.3 The framework offers a starkly contrasting model to 
the limited quantitative approaches and methods proposed by Arts Council England 
and DCMS. By taking a radically mixed- methods and cross- disciplinary approach, the 
Impacts 08 framework addressed both the accountability and reflective learning aspects 
of cultural evaluation identified by Jancovich and Stevenson (2021). It also incorporated 
the sensitive, creative, and people- centered approaches advocated by Matarasso and 
embraced the contextual complexity highlighted by Piber and Chiaravalloti.

Case Study 2: Canada Council  
for the Arts

In 2017, Canada Council for the Arts commissioned the US arts consultancy firm 
WolfBrown to develop a bespoke qualitative impact framework that would reflect “the 
complexity of the Canadian arts ecology” and enable it “to better articulate the many 
ways in which Canadians’ lives are enhanced by the arts” (Canada Council for the 
Arts 2019). The research team behind the framework explained their methodology 
and rationale as follows: “Our focus on intrinsic impacts and qualitative methods will 
complement the well- established quantitative measures of economic impact, health 
benefits, and other so- called ‘instrumental’ impacts . . . [and] tell a richly textured and 
rigorously researched story about how its [Canada Council’s] investments . . . ben-
efit the breadth and diversity of the Canadian public” (Brown, Carnwath, and Doeser 
2019, 4). This focus on the breadth, diversity, and complexity afforded by a bespoke 
and deeply qualitative approach marks a stark contrast to the English models explored 
in the previous section, which prioritized the quantitative evaluation of tangible cul-
tural value.

The Canada Council’s focus on the cultural ecology incorporates both the “upstream” 
and “downstream” impacts of arts funding. The framework thus explores the impact of 
public investment on direct beneficiaries (such as artists and arts organizations) and in-
direct beneficiaries (such as audiences, cultural participants, and wider communities). 
It attempts to afford a meaningful voice to these key stakeholder groups and to reflect 
value in their own terms rather than via proxy measures such as contingent valuation 
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or subjective wellbeing and encompasses tangible as well as intangible culture. This 
culminates in the evaluation of a rich range of cultural and social outcomes, ranging 
from changes to artistic practice to the relationship between creative engagement and 
social cohesion or community development. As the framework is implemented across 
Canada’s arts sector over the coming years, the council is planning to fund a number of 
research projects to explore how the organizations it funds can articulate the broader 
impacts they have on their communities.

Case Study 3: Centre for Cultural Value

A recent UK- wide cultural sector survey on evaluation undertaken by the Centre for 
Cultural Value highlighted the mismatched priorities in evaluation practice between the 
cultural sector and its funders as well as the significant skills gaps in evaluation practice, 
in particular with regard to analysis and mixed- methods practice (McDowell 2020). 
When asked to define evaluation, most respondents connected the activity to processes 
of assessing success, evidencing impact, deepening understanding, and enhancing prac-
tice (McDowell 2020, 12ff.) and 73 percent of respondents believed that “explaining ac-
tivity and impact to funders” was an “extremely important” priority when determining 
their evaluation aims (19). Overall, the survey revealed a deep sense of insecurity across 
the UK cultural sector about the purpose and process of evaluation alongside an ina-
bility to equate it with reflective learning.

In response to this baseline research, in 2021 the Centre for Cultural Value 
collaborated with an expert working group of forty- six academics, funders, cultural 
leaders, and consultants to co- create a new set of principles to guide cultural evalua-
tion. After a series of interactive discussions and workshops, the group cohered around 
four key principles: that evaluation should be beneficial, robust, people centered, and 
connected (Centre for Cultural Value 2021). As illustrated in Table 32.1, a set of twelve 
subprinciples lies beneath these core values to offer the nuance required of cultural 
evaluation.

Table 32.1.  Cultural Evaluation Principles
Beneficial Robust

People-centred Connected

Committed to learning and/or change
Ethical
Applicable

Rigorous
Open-minded
Proportionate

Empathetic Transparent
Many-voiced
Socially engaged

Aware
Shared

Source: Centre for Cultural Value (2021, 5)
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Collectively, these interconnected principles represent a new way of thinking about 
evaluation that places audiences and participants at its heart. While fully cognizant of 
the need for rigorous assessment of strategic objectives, as set by cultural funders and 
by artists and organizations themselves, the principles privilege meaningful learning, 
reflection, and positive change over empty justification and advocacy. Like the Impact 
08 model, the principles respond to Matarasso’s appeal for a sensitive, creative, and 
values- based approach to evaluation, and to Piber and Chiaravalloti’s call to make sense 
of the contextual complexity of arts and cultural activity. They encompass both intrinsic 
and instrumental impacts and aim to move beyond the false dichotomy between these 
two approaches by synthesizing different types of data and by deliberately blurring the 
boundaries between what have traditionally been presented as discrete benefits. Like the 
Canada Council framework, the principles prioritize social over economic impact, but 
the model is much more open and loosely structured, based on a set of ethical and meth-
odological principles designed to be adaptable to the evolving and unique contexts of 
artists, cultural programs, and organizations.

Conclusion

We have seen in this chapter that the task of evaluating cultural activity is beset by a 
range of seemingly intractable challenges, ranging from agreeing on a common defi-
nition, methodology, and approach to understanding the nature of the problem to be 
solved in the first place. As Rittel and Webber conclude:

One of the most intractable problems is that of defining problems (of knowing 
what distinguishes an observed condition from a desired condition) and of locating 
problems (finding where in the complex causal networks the trouble really lies). In 
turn, and equally intractable, is the problem of identifying the actions that might ef-
fectively narrow the gap between what- is and what- ought- to- be. (1973, 159)

While we can relatively easily establish broad consensus on a definition of cultural 
evaluation— based on accepted notions and principles of reflective learning, data anal-
ysis, stakeholder engagement, calculating worth, and promoting positive change— a 
definition of cultural value ultimately proves elusive. This is essentially because cul-
tural value is a quintessentially wicked problem— particularly, it seems, in the context 
of English cultural policy— that lacks a definitive formulation, is unique, exists as a 
symptom of other problems, lacks an enumerable set of potential solutions and evades 
testable solutions, and has no stopping rule.

Consensus on questions of cultural value presupposes the existence of an agreed 
value system, but the politics inherent to cultural value highlight the contested nature of 
“worth” and the intractable tensions between social, cultural, and economic value. This 
is evident in the contrasting approaches to developing frameworks to evaluate cultural 
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value that we have reviewed in the chapter. Ultimately, we must concur with Rittel and 
Webber that in a pluralistic society there is no indisputable public good, nor any objec-
tive definition of equity. We might even go further and contend that in a diverse and plu-
ralistic society there is no objective definition of value. As Rittel and Webber conclude 
themselves, it therefore becomes “morally objectionable . . . to tame a wicked problem 
prematurely, or to refuse to recognize the inherent wickedness of social problems” 
(1973, 161).

Despite the contested nature of cultural value, we have seen in this chapter how phil-
osophical, epistemological, and methodological approaches to cultural evaluation are 
evolving. Frameworks and principles such as those advanced by the Canada Council 
for the Arts and the Centre for Cultural Value advocate multidimensional, people- 
centered models of cultural evaluation that combine intrinsic and instrumental 
benefits, encompass diversity and polyvocalism, and embrace complexity. Such 
models aim to capture the processes as well as the diverse and contested outcomes 
of arts and cultural engagement; they prioritize reflective learning, acknowledge 
constructive failure, and generate meaningful narratives rather than simply meas-
uring outputs and outcomes and reducing them to quantitative data. This evolution 
represents a quiet revolution in cultural and wider public policy, a rejection of new 
public management and its obsession with preordained targets and measurable social 
outcomes and a return to the “policy ambiguity” (Gray 2015) advocated back in 1973 
by Rittel and Webber, who assert in their final analysis that “there are no value- free, 
true- false answers to any of the wicked problems governments must deal with” (169). 
We have perhaps, then, come full circle.

Notes

 1. The Green Book is produced for the UK Government by HM Treasury to provide guidance 
for public sector bodies on how to appraise proposals before committing funds to a policy, 
program, or project. The Magenta Book provides complementary guidance on the evalua-
tion of ensuing policies, programs, and projects.

 2. Discounting is an accounting method used to compare costs and benefits occurring over 
different periods of time to convert costs and benefits into present values while accounting 
for depreciation.

 3. Evaluation of the impacts of Liverpool 2008 was revisited by the research project Impacts 
18, funded by the UK’s Arts and Humanities Research Council.
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Chapter 33

Measuring Customer 
Multisensory Experience 

in Live Music

Manuel Cuadrado- García,  
Juan D. Montoro- Pons, and  

Claudia E. Goyes- Yepez

Introduction

Live music had been notably evolving for a decade, until the arrival of the COVID- 
19 pandemic, as a result of several changes in the music industry. Specifically, in the 
case of Spain, a wide and varied offering of live events, including music festivals, has 
consolidated itself. This showed that live music, as an industry with a high volume of 
business, not only was generating knock- on effects in other sectors, such as hospi-
tality and tourism (Cuadrado- García, Miquel- Romero, and Montoro- Pons 2019) but 
also was attracting large audiences. Although the number of concerts and spectators 
has been fluctuating during the last decade (Table 33.1), revenues have been going up 
(SGAE 2021), and Spaniards’ interest in live music concerts remains high: on a scale of 
1 to 10, 70.4 percent of the population rate their interest at a 7 or above, 39.5 percent 
have attended a live concert, and 87.2 percent listen to music (with that being the most 
frequent cultural activity) (Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes 2019). The main motives 
for attending live shows are joy, experiences, and emotions (Cuadrado- García and 
Montoro- Pons 2021), proving that individuals are increasingly seeking experiences 
and immersion when attending these types of events. In this regard, some festivals and 
music promotors are gradually introducing new efforts to make the attendee experience 
multisensory, which enables them to reach new audiences, including those with visual 
or auditory impairments.
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An experience is a personal event with an important emotional meaning. It 
is produced by a person’s interaction with the stimuli consumed (Hoolbrok and 
Hirschman 1982)— that is, both the service (core product) and goods (peripheral 
products). The aim, according to Pine and Gilmore (1998), is to create a memorable 
event. This has led to studying people’s experiences, as well as their motivations and cog-
nitive processes (Malter et al. 2020), in order to improve both the marketing strategy 
of companies and consumer welfare. Within the marketing discipline, experience has 
been discussed from different approaches, such as the consumer experience, experien-
tial marketing, and the brand experience.

The concept of consumer experience— initially introduced by Hirschman and 
Holbrook (1982) in relation to hedonic products, that is, those associated with pleasure, 
excitement, and satisfaction— contemplated multisensory, fantasy, and emotional 
aspects. This, together with the increasing personalization of products and the devel-
opment of relationship marketing (Addis and Holbrook 2001), has emphasized the 
importance of considering customers as interlocutors and involving them in the pro-
duction process, which entails greater applicability of the experiential perspective. In 
this sense, subjectivity becomes important, but also important is considering each ex-
perience as extraordinary (Carù and Cova 2003), as well as the notion that immer-
sion in a consumer experience is not an immediate phenomenon but rather something 
more progressive (Carù and Cova 2006).

Schmitt’s (1999) experiential marketing perspective contemplates experiences 
through a model that designs, manages, and integrates five relevant dimensions: 
sensory (sense); affective (feel); physical, behavioral, and lifestyle (act); cognitive- 
creative (think); and social identity (relate). Specifically, the sensory dimension 
refers to creating sensory experiences through sight, hearing, smell, taste, and touch. 
The affective dimension contemplates the consumer’s internal feelings and emotions 
with the aim of creating experiences; that is, it emphasizes the hedonic and pleasure- 
seeking aspects of moods, emotions, or other affective responses. The physical, be
havioral, and lifetsyle dimension refers to a wide spectrum of activities related to 
lifestyle. The cognitive creative dimension appeals to the intellect in order to create 
cognitive and problem- solving experiences to engage consumers creatively. And the 
social identity dimension contains aspects of the previous dimensions and expands 
beyond the individual and their personal and private feelings, relating a person to 
society.

From the above, it can be inferred that experience together with perception and sat-
isfaction are key factors in the live music context. The central aim of this study is to 
analyze the consumer experience from the perspective of multisensory perception. To 
do so, this chapter begins by describing multisensory perception and consumer ex-
perience and their relationship, proposing a theoretical model. Next, the empirical 
research conducted to test the model is described, both the objectives and the method-
ology. This chapter continues with the description of the main results and ends with a 
section discussing the conclusions.
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Multisensory Perception

Perception, the awareness of sensory information and sensation that occurs when a 
stimulus affects the receptor cells of an organ (Krishna 2012), has been widely analyzed 
in literature, both from a reductionist approach, considering just one or two senses, 
and a holistic approach, integrating the five senses (Fenko, Schifferstein, and Hekkert 
2010; Krishna 2012; Haase and Wiedmann 2018; Haase, Wiedmann, and Labenz 2018; 
Wiedmann et al. 2018). The holistic approach refers to multisensory perception, which 
considers the joint analysis of the visual, auditory, olfactory, gustatory and tactile 
dimensions. This implies a total and global integration of perception with the senses.

In addition, according to Haase, Wiedmann, and Labenz (2018), multisensory per-
ception refers to the evaluation of an object by the consumer, which determines the 
degree of attractiveness of that object to the five human senses. A high evaluation 
represents a positive sensory perception, while a low evaluation indicates a negative 
sensory perception. In this context, Haase and Wiedmann (2018) construct and vali-
date a multisensory perception scale considering the previous five dimensions, noting 
that they can have different levels of importance depending on the product. In other 
words, there is a dominant sensory dimension, according to Fenko, Schifferstein, and 
Hekkert (2010), that depends on the period of use and the type of product. When 
buying a physical product, vision is initially the most important dimension; after one 
month of use, touch becomes dominant; and after one year, vision, touch, and hearing 
become equally important. In addition, Helmefalk and Hultén (2017) consider that 
visual, acoustic, olfactory, gustatory, and tactile dimensions have positive effects on 
shopper emotions and purchasing behavior in a retail environment. Similarly, the 
common theory of two systems of cognitive psychology (Neys 2006; Sloman 2002; 
Stanovich and West 2002) suggests that consumers evaluate the results of cognitive in-
formation processing through the subconscious (implicit system) and consciousness 
(explicit system). In this regard, live music could be perceived by consumers through 
their five senses if those senses are activated in the performance. Otherwise, only sight 
and hearing would be involved.

Sensory perception was measured by Haase and Wiedmann (2018), who constructed 
and validated a scale composed of twenty adjectives (four per sense), resulting in a re-
liable and consistent measurement tool for the five sensory dimensions. This scale was 
validated by Haase, Wiedmann, and Labenz (2018) and Wiedmann et al. (2018). The 
former show that the brand experience plays an important role as a mediator between 
sensory perception and consumer responses. The latter confirm the significative and 
positive relationship between multisensory marketing and the brand experience. In 
addition, Iglesias, Markovic, and Rialp (2019) determine that multisensory percep-
tion is positively related to consumer experience: the higher the multisensory percep-
tion, the better the experience perceived by the consumer.
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Customer Experience

Experience has become increasingly relevant as customers seek pleasurable and multi-
sensory experiences (Schmitt 1999). According to Brakus, Schmitt, and Zarantonello 
(2009), experience refers to consumers’ internal subjective responses (sensations, 
feelings, and cognitions) and behavioral responses provoked by the stimulus of the 
product— responses that are essential to make customers happy (Schmitt, Brakus, and 
Zarantonello 2014). Specifically, Pine and Gilmore (1998) state that an experience occurs 
when a company intentionally uses services as a central element and goods as accessories 
to attract individual customers in a way that creates a memorable event. This entails 
considering experience as a multidimensional construct that can be multisensory. The 
more senses that are developed in an experience, the more effective and memorable it 
can be. Experiential marketing is based on strategic experiential dimensions: sensory 
(sense), affective (feel), cognitive- creative (think), physical, behavioral, and lifestyle 
(act), and social identity (relate), as determined by Schmitt (1999). Gentile, Spiller, and 
Noci (2007) add a pragmatic component.

The literature has studied experience in relation to brands (Khan and Rahman 
2015), events (Zarantonello and Schmitt 2013), and consumers (Holbrook and 
Hirschman 1982). Numerous empirical studies have been carried out in different 
industries (food and beverages, automobile, electronics, footwear, clothing, tourism 
and hospitality, financial services, telecommunications, retail, media, and entertain-
ment). Consumers look for brands that offer attractive and engaging experiences to 
which they can relate and which they can incorporate into their lifestyles; they ex-
pect something different that dazzles their senses, touches their hearts, and stimulates 
their minds (Schmitt 1999).

But how has experience been measured? Some authors have considered customer 
experience as consisting of four dimensions: sensory, affective, cognitive, and behav-
ioral (Brakus, Schmitt, and Zarantonello 2009; Tsai, Chang, and Ho 2015; Xie, Poon, 
and Zhang 2017). For example, Brakus, Schmitt, and Zarantonello (2009) constructed a 
scale of experience that originally considered five dimensions (sensory, affective, behav-
ioral, intellectual, and relational), but these authors were able to confirm the existence of 
just four of them, eliminating the relational dimension. Several authors then took this 
four- dimensional scale as a reference and validated it in different product and service 
environments. For instance, Iglesias, Singh, and Batista- Foguet (2011) empirically show 
that affective commitment completely mediates the relationship between brand expe-
rience and brand loyalty. Zarantonello and Schmitt (2013) confirm that attendance at 
events has an impact on the brand experience. Lin (2015) reveals that brand experience 
has a positive impact on brand equity and satisfaction. Moreira, Fortes, and Santiago 
(2017) show that the use of multisensory stimulation has positive effects on customers’ 
brand experiences, brand equity, and purchase intentions. And Xie, Poon, and Zhang 
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(2017) reveal that brand quality has a mediating effect between the brand experience 
and aspects of customer behavior toward other customers and toward the organiza-
tion; in addition, they point out that the strongest impact is in the behavioral dimension, 
followed by the affective one. Finally, Wiedmann et al. (2018) conducted an empirical 
study in a service industry (luxury hotels) and showed that multisensory marketing 
notably influences the brand experience, the value perceived by the customer, and the 
construction of brand strength. These findings provided interesting clues for designing 
experiential marketing.

Other researchers consider five dimensions of experience, adding the relational di-
mension (based on the experiential marketing model in Schmitt 1999). Nysveen, 
Pedersen, and Skard (2013) point out that experience dimensions had not been em-
pirically studied as individual variables in prior research. Their research shows the 
individual effects of each dimension of brand experience, contributing to a deeper un-
derstanding of the complexity of the experience construct. Cleff, Walter, and Xie. (2018) 
demonstrate a positive effect of online brand experience on brand loyalty. They high-
light that the affective and behavioral brand experiences have a high impact on brand 
loyalty. Hultén (2011) determines that the sensory dimension is intended to charac-
terize the identity of a brand in relation to each of the five senses, and also notes that a 
multisensory brand experience offers behavioral, emotional, cognitive, sensory, or sym-
bolic value at a more internal level. In this regard, a smell, sound, sight, taste, or touch 
can reinforce a positive feeling, which generates value for individuals and, in particular, 
creates a brand image. Cleff, Lin, and Walter (2014) find that experiences create sensory 
stimulation through the senses of sight, hearing, smell, taste, and touch and play a cen-
tral role in creating brand equity.

Some studies have focused on the sensory experience. Iglesias, Markovic, and Rialp 
(2019) confirm that multisensory perception is positively related to consumer ex-
perience. That is, the higher the multisensory perception, the better the experience 
perceived by the consumer. The existing research in this context also analyzes the 
effects of the experience on other variables, mainly satisfaction (Brakus, Schmitt, and 
Zarantonello 2009; Iglesias, Markovic, and Rialp 2019) and loyalty (Brakus, Schmitt, and 
Zarantonello 2009; Iglesias, Singh, and Batista- Foguet 2011; Mukerjee 2018). Nysveen, 
Pedersen, and Skard (2013) demonstrate that the five dimensions of experience are im-
portant predictors of customer satisfaction and loyalty.

With the aim of measuring multisensory perception and consumer experience, we 
will adapt the five- dimensional construct to the music context. Live music is consumed 
in groups and so should be analyzed considering the five experiential dimensions (in-
cluding the social dimension of the relations among attendees). We propose the fol-
lowing two hypotheses:

H1: Multisensory perception has a positive effect on customer experience

H2: Customer experience has a positive effect on satisfaction

From these two hypotheses, a theoretical model is proposed (Figure 33.1).
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Empirical Research: Objectives and 
Methodology

Empirical research was undertaken to test the theoretical model and hypotheses. The 
central aim of this research was to analyze the consumer experience in the context of live 
music from a multisensory approach. The specific objectives were the following:

 • Analyze the multisensory perception and experience among subsamples (gender, 
level of education, family situation, and disability).

 • Validate the five dimensions of the multisensory perception scale: visual, acoustic, 
olfactory, gustatory, and tactile.

 • Validate the five dimensions of the consumer experience scale: sensory, affective, 
behavioral, intellectual, and relational.

 • Analyze the effects of visual, auditory, olfactory, taste and tactile perception in 
multisensory perception.

 • Analyze the effects of sensory, affective, behavioral, intellectual, and relational ex-
perience on the consumer experience.

 • Study the relationship among multisensory perception, consumer experience, and 
satisfaction.

To collect the data, we conducted a self- administered survey through a structured ques-
tionnaire handed out to the attendees of a multisensory concert, expressly produced for 
the occasion, as explained next. The design of the questionnaire was based on an anal-
ysis of the literature, a review by three academic experts in consumer behavior and ex-
periential marketing, and a pre- test carried out with a group of ten individuals. The final 
questionnaire was divided into three parts: (1) habits of attendance at music shows (type, 
frequency, sources of information, and motives for attendance), (2) scales (multisensory 
perception, customer experience, and satisfaction), and (3) sociodemographic variables 
(age, gender, level of education, occupation, and disability).

The main variables were measured through multi- item (Table 33.2) and five- point 
Likert scales (1 =  strongly disagree to 5 =  strongly agree).
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MULTI-SENSORY
PERCEPTION
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Figure 33.1 Theoretical model and hypotheses.
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Table 33.2.  Scales of Measurement

Variable/ Dimensions Items Source

Multisensory perception Adapted from Haase 
and Wiedmann 2018Visual perception  1. What I saw was unique

 2. What I saw was attractive
 3. What I saw was impressive
 4. What I saw seemed nice to me

Acoustic perception  5. The sound was nice
 6. The music sounded good
 7. The voices were melodic
 8. The sound was of good quality

Olfactory perception  9. The room smelled good
 10. The smell was pleasant
 11. I liked the scent of the environment
 12. I perceived a good scent

Gustatory perception  13. What I ate tasted good
 14. What I ate was nice
 15. What I ate had a special flavor
 16. What I ate was delicious

Tactile perception  17. I was comfortable with the physical contact 
from the artists

 18. I found the physical contact from the artists 
pleasant

 19. The physical contact generated well- being
 20. I liked the physical contact on my body

Customer experience Adapted from 
Schmitt 1999 and 
Brakus, Schmitt, and 
Zarantonello 2009

Sensory experience  1. It made a strong impression on my senses
 2. It was interesting for my senses
 3. It was attractive to my senses

Affective experience  4. It generated feelings in me
 5. It generated strong emotions in me
 6. It was very emotional

Behavioral experience  7. It allowed me to let myself be carried away by 
my senses

 8. It made me to do things
 9. It led me to want to see it again

Intellectual experience  10. It made me think
 11. I was curious
 12. It can help me solve problems

Relational experience  13. It made me feel accompanied
 14. It made me feel part of a community
 15. It made me feel part of a family

Satisfaction

 1. It made me feel satisfied
 2. It met my expectations

Adapted from  
Oliver 1980
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A descriptive statistical analysis was undertaken to determine the differences among 
subsamples. Then, to confirm the model, the SmartPLS3 software (Ringle, Wende, and 
Becker 2015) was used through a structural equation model (SEM) based on the vari-
ance through partial least squares (PLS- SEM). First the reflective measurement model 
was solved, then the path of coefficients in the structural model was calculated, and fi-
nally the global analysis was done.

The Multisensory Musical Concert

The empirical research was carried out among attendees to a multisensory concert 
expressly produced for the occasion. The event, for which a low admission fee was 
charged, was performed for people both with and without aural and/ or visual im-
pairment. Some were relatives and friends of the university students responsible for 
organizing the event. Others came because of the promotion of the concert among 
local organizations for disabled people. The concert was called Concierto Sentido— a 
pun in Spanish, because not only does concierto mean “concert” and sentido mean 
“sense” (in other words, a concert for the senses) but con cierto, “with a certain,” used 
before sentido, “sense,” means “meaningful”— so it is not only a concert for the senses 
but also evocative.

The concert was a song recital performed by Las Reinas Magas (The Wise 
Women), composed of eight women: four instrumentalists (harp, accordion, guitar 
and clarinet) and four voices. The performance consisted of a series of versions of 
well- known songs but in a multisensory way: the voices and music (acoustic), the  
sight of the performers (visual), the scents of the aromatic plants distributed at the 
entrance and the essential oils that emanated from different spots in the venue (ol-
factory), the flavors of seasonal fruits and vegetables (gustatory), and the vibration of 
the voices as the singers placed their hands on people´s heads or shoulders (tactile). 
The concert was performed twice in the Matilde Salvador Auditorium at the Arts 
Center La Nau (Universitat de València, Spain) in November 2019, with a total of 196 
attendees.

Fieldwork was performed by students at the University of Valencia. They handed 
the questionnaires out to all the spectators once the concert was over, helping those 
with disabilities. In the case of those visually impaired, fieldworkers asked them every 
single question orally, subsequently registering their answers. Questions and answers 
were transformed into variables and data producing a dataset.

Participants’ Profiles

The sociodemographic profile of attendees to the multisensory concert is presented 
in Table 33.3. The mean age of participants, who range from fourteen to seventy- nine 
years old, was 35.53 years. Regarding gender, 34.4 percent were men and 65.6 percent 
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were women. In addition, 50.8 percent of those attending the concert were students, and 
53.6 percent had studied at the university level. Those without a partner and children 
accounted for 43.4 percent, and those with Spanish nationality for 87.7 percent. Finally, 
the population with disabilities was 29.58 percent of the total number of interviewees. 
This last figure refers not only to those who came because they had heard about the con-
cert through an organization for disabled persons but also to those with some form of 
visual impairment (e.g., wearing glasses).

Results

As stated previously, a descriptive analysis was first undertaken in relation to the main 
variables considered: multisensory perception and customer experience. Then, in order 
to confirm the model (namely, the relationship among these two variables plus satisfac-
tion), a structural equation model was created, and its results described.

Table 33.3.  Sociodemographic Profile of the Sample

Variables N %

Age 14– 31 107 54.6
32– 49 37 18.9
> 50 52 26.5

Gender Men 68 34.4
Women 128 65.6

Level of education No education 2 1.0
Primary- secondary 14 7.1
High school 75 38.3
University 105 53.6

Family status No partner/ no children 85 43.4
No partner/ children 10 5.1
Partner/ no children 55 28.1
Partner/ children 45 23.0

Occupational status Student 99 50.5
Employed 48 24.5
Self- employed 11 5.6
Unemployed 10 5.1
Retired 20 10.2
Housework 7 3.6

Disability Yes 58 29.58
No 138 70.41
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Multisensory Perception and Experience:  
Values and Differences

In relation to multisensory perception, all the items in the scale got scores higher than 4, 
meaning the perception was very positive (Table 33.4). Specifically, the four most highly 
valued items were the ones linked to the acoustic sense: “The music sounded good” 
(4.71), “The sound was pleasant” (4.65), “The voices were melodic” (4.64), and “The 
sound was of good quality” (4.57). On the other hand, a couple of items linked to taste 
got the lowest scores, although they were above the midpoint of the scale: “What I ate 
had a special flavor” (3.56) and “What I ate was delicious” (3.62).

Statistical tests were conducted to identify differences among sociodemographic 
groups. The variables “gender” and “level of education” only showed statistically sig-
nificant differences in the item “What I ate was delicious,” with women and those with 
less education giving it a higher assessment. “What I saw was impressive” scored higher 
among those with lower education levels. Surprisingly, those with children (whether 
partnered or not) and those having a disability gave higher assessments to the four items 
of the tactile dimension: “I was comfortable with the physical contact from the artists,” 
“I found the physical contact from the artists pleasant,” “The physical contact generated 
well- being,” and “I liked the physical contact on my body.”

Regarding the experience by attendees (Table 33.4), all the items of the scale were 
above the midpoint of the scale but lower than 4 except “It was interesting for my senses” 
(4.03), “It was attractive for my senses” (4.00)— with those two items linked to the sen-
sory dimension— and “I was curious” (4.02), which scored greater than 4.

The experience was also different by group. Women gave higher values to different 
items than men did, especially those connected to the cognitive experience. However, 
those with a lower level of education seemed to have a better experience, as almost all 
the items were scored higher. Similarly, those with children gave higher values to almost 
all the items in the scale than those without children did, except “I was curious” and “It 
made me think.” Finally, impaired people assessed the behavioral, intellectual, and rela-
tional dimensions of the experience much higher than those not having any disability.

The Relationship among Multisensory Perception, 
Experience, and Satisfaction

To test the model and the hypotheses, the measurement model was first evaluated with 
the corresponding criteria: Cronbach’s alpha (CA), composite reliability (CR), conver-
gent validity (AVE), discriminant validity, and cross loads. As shown in Tables 33.5 and 
33.6, all of these criteria confirmed that the measurement was satisfactory.

Once we had verified that the measurement model was satisfactory, we moved on 
to the structural model. According to Hair, Ringle, and Sarstedt (2017), it should be 
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Table 33.4.  Multisensory Perception and Experience

Variable/ Dimensions Min. Max. Mean St. dev.

Multisensory perception
Visual perception 1. What I saw was unique 1 5 4.40 0.894

2. What I saw was attractive 1 5 4.30 0.848
3. What I saw was impressive 1 5 4.16 0.900

4. What I saw seemed nice to me 1 5 4.53 0.699

Acoustic perception 5. The sound was nice 2 5 4.65 0.628
6. The music sounded good 1 5 4.71 0.636
7. The voices were melodic 1 5 4.64 0.669

8. The sound was of good quality 1 5 4.57 0.736

Olfactory perception 9. The room smelled good 1 5 4.27 0.848
10. The smell was pleasant 1 5 4.31 0.805
11. I liked the scent of the environment 1 5 4.13 0.926

12. I perceived a good scent 1 5 4.14 0.906

Gustatory perception 13. What I ate tasted good 1 5 4.26 0.900
14. What I ate was nice 1 5 4.31 0.848
15. What I ate had a special flavor 1 5 3.56 1.141

16. What I ate was delicious 1 5 3.62 1.068

Tactile perception 17. I was comfortable with the physical 
contact from the artists

1 4 4.02 1.201

18. I found the physical contact from 
the artists pleasant

1 5 4.01 1.211

19. The physical contact generated 
well- being

1 5 4.00 1.218

20. I liked the physical contact on my body 1 5 3.91 1.244

Customer experience
Sensory experience 1. It made a strong impression on  

my senses
1 5 3.81 0.881

2. It was interesting for my senses 1 5 4.03 0.896
3. It was attractive to my senses 1 5 4.00 0.923

Affective experience 4. It generated feelings in me 1 5 3.99 0.966
5. It generated strong emotions in me 1 5 3.61 1.083
6. It was very emotional 1 5 3.81 1.009

Behavioral experience 7. It allowed me to let myself be 
carried away by my senses

1 5 3.73 1.006

8. It made me to do things 1 5 3.36 1.226
9. It led me to want to see it again 1 5 3.66 1.144

Intellectual experience 10. It made me think 1 5 3.77 1.026
11. I was curious 1 5 4.02 0.870
12. It can help me solve problems 1 5 2.99 1.225

Relational experience 13. It made me feel accompanied 1 5 3.74 1.061
14. It made me feel part of a community 1 5 3.46 1.139
15. It made me feel part of a family 1 5 3.13 1.169



Measuring Customer Multisensory Experience in Live Music   693

 

evaluated based on the following criteria: (1) size and significance of path coefficients, 
(2) coefficients of determination R2, (3) predictive relevance Q2, (4) effect size f2, and (5) 
effect size q2. As shown in Table 33.7, bootstrapping was used, indicating that the path 
coefficient between the multisensory perception construct (MP) and the consumer ex-
perience construct (CE) is 0.701, which confirms hypothesis H1. Similarly, the relation-
ship between the consumer experience construct (CE) and the satisfaction construct (S) 
demonstrated a path coefficient of 0.823, confirming hypothesis H2.

The effect of the dimensions in their respective constructs was also calculated, al-
though for the sake of clarity tables are not provided.

Table 33.5.  Reliability and Convergent Validity of the Measurement 
Instrument

Factor Indicator Load t Value CA (0.7) CR (0.8) AVE (0.5)

Multisensory 
perception

VP 0.815*** 29.054 0.919 0.929 0.522
AP 0.785*** 23.851
OP 0.625*** 9.525
GP 0.623*** 11.134
TP 0.741*** 13.543

Customer 
experience

SE 0.886*** 50.634 0.954 0.959 0.942

AE 0.917*** 81.555
CE 0.908*** 76.326
IE 0.863*** 38.338
RE 0.820*** 26.214

Satisfaction PP 0.917*** 19.498 0.791 0.905 0.827
EA 0.902*** 35.501

CA =  Cronbach’s alpha; CR =  composite reliability; AVE =  average extracted variance; 
VP =  visual perception; AP =  acoustic perception; OP =  olfactory perception; GP =  
gustatory perception; TP =  tactile perception; SE =  sensory experience; AE =  affective 
experience; CE =  cognitive experience; IE =  intellectual experience; RE =  relational 
experience; PP =  product performance; EA =  expectations accomplishment

*** p < 0.01

Table 33.6.  Discriminant Validity

MP CE S

Multisensory perception (MP) 0.722 0.731 0.767

Customer experience (CE) 0.701 0.97 0.944

Satisfaction (S) 0.67 0.823 0.91

MP =  multi- sensory perception; CE =  customer experience; S =  satisfaction
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Based on the results obtained and the analysis of previous studies in the literature, 
several relevant contributions to this field of research can be highlighted. To begin with, 
this study has validated the scale of the five dimensions of multisensory perception 
(visual, acoustic, olfactory, gustatory, and tactile) proposed by Haase and Wiedmann 
(2018) and endorsed by Haase, Wiedmann, and Labenz (2018) and Wiedmann et al. 
(2018). In addition, the five- dimensional consumer experience scale (sensory, affective, 
behavioral, intellectual, and relational) by Brakus, Schmitt, and Zarantonello (2009) 
was also validated, as ratified by Nysveen, Pedersen, and Skard (2013) and Cleff, Walter, 
and Xie (2018).

Furthermore, the effects of visual, auditory, olfactory, gustatory, and tactile percep-
tion on multisensory perception were analyzed, as well as the effects of sensory, affective, 
behavioral, intellectual, and relational experience as measures of the explanatory and 
predictive power of the structural model. It was found that visual, acoustic, and tactile 
perception have a large effect on multisensory perception, or high explanatory power, 
while olfactory and gustatory perception have a medium effect. The affective and be-
havioral experiences have a large effect on the consumer experience, while the sensory,  
intellectual, and relational experiences have a medium effect on the consumer ex-
perience. Consumer experience has a large explanatory effect on satisfaction, and 
multisensory perception has a medium explanatory effect on consumer experience. 
With regard to the effects as a measure of predictive power, it was found that tactile 
perception has a large effect on multisensory perception, auditory and visual percep-
tion a medium effect, and olfactory perception a small effect. Affective experience has 
a large predictive effect on consumer experience, sensory experience a medium effect, 
and relational and behavioral experience a small effect. Taste perception and intellectual 
experiences have a negative effect on endogenous constructs.

Finally, the structural equation model analysis empirically tested the direct rela-
tionship between multisensory perception, consumer experience, and satisfac-
tion in the context of live music. The findings are consistent with existing research, 
highlighting the positive relationship between these variables. Specifically, the results 
indicate that multisensory perception is a strong predictor of the consumer expe-
rience (Hultén 2011; Brakus, Schmitt, and Zarantonello 2009; Haase, Wiedmann, 
and Labenz 2018; Haase and Wiedmann 2018; Iglesias, Markovic, and Rialp 2019; 

Table 33.7.  Structural Model Measurements

Hypotheses
Path 
coefficient

t Value 
(bootstrap)

Confidence level Dependent 
construct 
R2

Predictive 
relevance Q22.5% 97.5%

H1: MP— CE 0.701** 19.498 0.621 0.770 0.491 0.298

H2: CE— S 0.823** 35.501 0.778 0.866 0.677 0.554

** p < 0.01
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Wiedmann et al. 2018). Likewise, consumer experience shows a strong and highly sig-
nificant effect on satisfaction (Brakus, Schmitt, and Zarantonello 2009; De Oliveira et 
al. 2018; Ha and Perks 2005; Haase, Wiedmann, and Labenz 2018; Lin 2015; Nysveen, 
Pedersen, and Skard 2013). In detail, visual, auditory, and tactile perceptions are the 
most important dimensions (they have the highest loads), followed by olfactory 
and taste perceptions, which also play a significant role but are less important in 
multisensory perception. These findings are consistent with the results of research by 
Haase, Wiedmann, and Labenz (2018) and Krishna (2012), in which visual perception 
has one of the greatest weights in the construct of multisensory perception. Similarly, 
affective and behavioral experiences are the most important dimensions in the con-
sumer experience (they have the highest loads), followed by the sensory, intellectual, 
and relational dimensions. These findings are in line with the study proposed by Xie, 
Poon, and Zhang (2017).

Conclusions

The main contribution of this study is to provide empirical evidence regarding the causal 
relationships involving multisensory perception, consumer experience, and satisfac-
tion. Results support the two research hypotheses described in the conceptual model, 
indicating a causal chain of direct effects between the three latent dimensions. The five 
dimensions of the multisensory perception scale were validated (visual, acoustic, ol-
factory, gustatory, and tactile), as were the five dimensions of the consumer experience 
scale (sensory, affective, behavioral, intellectual, and relational).

This chapter provides valuable information on the importance of multisensory per-
ception in creating unique consumer experiences. The main focus of marketing practice 
is still on visual stimuli. However, this study provides empirical evidence of the impor-
tance of an integrated approach in addressing all the senses. In the case of live music, the 
potential lies especially in the visual, acoustic, and tactile senses, which generate signif-
icant affective and cognitive experiences and, therefore, satisfaction in the consumer. 
At an applied level, sensory stimuli could be established through the five senses, thus 
giving rise to a positive multisensory perception and, therefore, to greater success in 
the market. Other practitioners could also benefit from the research model by adapting 
it to other contexts. The results have implications as well for music organizations and 
those creating and performing music. Knowing that multisensory perception— namely, 
activating more than the traditional two senses (visual and acoustic)— can lead to 
a greater customer experience and satisfaction within the context of live music could 
lead to different decisions being made. In this regard, implementation of experiential 
marketing, as the use of different peripheral sensory attributes and tools, could produce 
more intense and satisfactory experiences for attendees. This could enlarge audiences, 
as such experiences target impaired people, who tend to have difficulty finding enjoy-
ment at these types of events and so attend them less often. And consumers who are 
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more satisfied, because of having experienced and enjoyed a different, more intense, and 
multisensory experience— both people with disabilities and those without disabilities— 
are likely to become more loyal and eager to act as ambassadors, spreading their enthu-
siasm among other potential attendees.

Finally, this study has some limitations that offer possible starting points for fu-
ture research. The model was tested on a limited and relatively homogeneous sample. 
Therefore, new research should use more heterogeneous and representative samples 
of the population. Additionally, the data presented here are related to the specificity of 
the live music context, and findings could be different for other areas. Therefore, future 
research could analyze these relationships in different areas within the cultural sector. 
On the other hand, data analysis has focused on causal relationships through structural 
equation models. To gain a better understanding of the effects of sensory marketing ac-
tivities, one could examine the moderating effects of sociodemographic aspects (such as 
gender, age, and people with or without functional diversity).
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Concepts, Perspectives, Success Factors

Elmar D. Konrad and Marilena Vecco

 Introduction

Private cultural enterprises are measured not only by the quality of their artistic 
offerings and social impact but also by their economic success. Particularly in view of 
tight public budgets and the increasing number of start- ups and project initiatives in the 
cultural sector, interaction of and a synthesis between artistic output and economic effi-
ciency are desirable. Entrepreneurship and culture and not mutually incompatible. This 
was reinforced all the more by the COVID- 19 pandemic from 2020 onward (Harper 
2020; Betzler et al. 2021; Khlystova, Kalyuzhnovac, and Beltiski 2022).

In this context, private cultural enterprises are understood as comprising both for- 
profit and nonprofit organizations. These differ from purely publicly financed cultural 
institutions in Europe, especially in Germany. Founders and managers of such private 
cultural enterprises therefore increasingly refer to, and apply, entrepreneurial measures 
of success to assess their status. In this chapter, the influence of entrepreneurial beha-
vior on success in the private cultural sector is analyzed by using tools of entrepreneur-
ship research (Gehman and Soublière 2017; Klamer 2011). The focus on private cultural 
enterprises is justified by the increasing importance that such kinds of enterprises are 
currently assuming in supporting and developing initiatives in the cultural sphere in 
local, regional respectively rural and urban contexts (Konrad and Höllen 2021; Vecco 
and Srakar 2020).

By relying on cultural management and entrepreneurship, we extend the entrepre-
neurial excellence model (EEM; Gemünden, Salomo, and Müller 2005) to the cultural 
sector, in what we call the cultural entrepreneurship excellence model (CEEM). The pre-
sent study shows that the presence of entrepreneurial competences and entrepreneurial 
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behavior by the founders and managers of private cultural enterprises are indeed funda-
mental to success in the cultural sector.

The chapter is structured as follows. The next section reviews the main concepts of 
cultural management and entrepreneurship relevant to the EEM. The following section 
introduces the CEEM and presents various hypotheses developed on the basis of the ex-
isting literature. Next, the chapter presents an empirical verification of the hypotheses 
previously developed. The final section provides the conclusions and discusses some 
implications and limitations of our research.

Conceptual Basics

Aspects of Cultural Management

For a considerable time, management and entrepreneurship research has been inten-
sively focused on the question of what distinguishes successful from unsuccessful busi-
ness start- ups (Keane and Chen 2019; Spiegel et al. 2016; Konrad 2013). The academic 
knowledge gained from study of the management of commercial enterprises was partly 
transferred to the cultural sector, which led to a wealth of specialist literature on sub- 
areas of cultural management with a more practical orientation, such as sponsorship, 
patronage, nonprofit marketing, event marketing, and festivalization. Disciplines such 
as marketing and financial management had wide application in the arts and cultural 
sectors. Research on the formation of a cultural management theory has so far been only 
rudimentary. According to Bendixen (1996), a good theory of cultural management 
should examine the gap between the traditional profit- oriented and entrepreneurial 
economy and the traditional cameralistically managed public cultural sector committed 
to an idealistic concept of culture; it should also treat the social and historical back-
ground and, above all, the economic energies that drive events. The insights provided 
by such a theory should then be passed on to cultural practitioners. Moreover, cultural 
management is not merely the application of management to culture in the same way 
that cultural entrepreneurship is not just the application of entrepreneurship to culture; 
it should also identify and valorize the specificities of culture (Colbert 2003; Evard and 
Colbert 2000).

In terms of business management, existing cultural management theoretical 
approaches focus almost exclusively on publicly owned cultural enterprises, even 
though by far the largest part of the turnover generated is in the private cultural sector. 
The content- related objectives of privately run cultural institutions are usually different 
from those of public institutions (Birnkraut 2019), which means that the resulting pro-
gram decisions have different contours. These privately run organizations, as well as 
their founders and leaders, need functioning tools of organizational management and 
marketing suited to them, rather than those more appropriate for public institutions, 
which are often embedded in a bureaucratic structure. Theories and constructs of 
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cultural management should include tools that can effectively and efficiently address 
communication, technological, organizational, social, legal, and economic tasks and 
challenges. Despite various scholars’ attempts, no significant studies or results are yet 
available for the development of a general, robust, cultural management theory.

Aspects of Entrepreneurship

Economic theories often have widely differing views of the role of the entrepreneur and 
entrepreneurship; this is particularly the case for cultural entrepreneurship (Gartner 
et al. 1994). To overcome this potential fragmentation of the discipline, Vecco (2020) 
proposed a model to connect cultural entrepreneurship to entrepreneurship more 
broadly conceived. The underlying principle was to focus on entrepreneurship as a 
behavior, a mindset, a process, and skills that can be applied in different contexts and 
environments, with different goals and values. Despite the diversity of approaches, 
common ground can be found in the definition provided by Bygrave and Hofer (1991, 
12), who define an entrepreneur as someone “who perceives an opportunity and creates 
an organization to pursue it.” In addition to simply recognizing opportunities, creating 
opportunities is an important impetus for entrepreneurs (Suddaby, Bruton, and Si 
2015). This approach is applicable to the creation of both for- profit and nonprofit cul-
tural enterprises. It also applies to arts entrepreneurship, in the sense of the realization 
of an artistic or creative project; art entrepreneurs, like other entrepreneurs, need to 
build networks, tap resources, and develop strategies. We believe this definition is appli-
cable to almost all cultural entrepreneurs, who see possibilities— opportunities as well 
as market niches— for concrete cultural work and create a suitable organization, such as 
an association, with which to realize these opportunities (Kirzner 1997). However, the 
focus in the remainder of this chapter will be more on the creation and buildup of cul-
tural enterprises comparable to emerging organizations (Katz and Gartner 1988).

The organizational elements in entrepreneurship models can essentially be 
summarized under the terms strategy, culture (in the sense of organizational culture), 
structure, and networks. For the start- up and establishment phases of enterprises, 
strategy was found to be a success- promoting influence, particularly when it features 
a balance of proactive and reactive principles of action. With regard to the (organ-
izational) culture of start- ups, entrepreneurship research favors an open organiza-
tional culture that emphasizes growth, risk- taking, and flexibility (Wasserman 2012; 
Gregoire, Shepherd, and Schurer Lambert 2010). The intensity and quality of the 
interconnectedness of different tasks and functions are assumed to have a positive influ-
ence on the growth and survival of a company.

The literature on entrepreneurship research contains numerous proposals for meas-
uring the success of (young) companies (Vecco and Srakar 2018, 2020). A distinction 
is frequently made between subjective and objective measures of success. When meas-
uring subjective success, the issue at hand is the achievement of the company’s goals 
(for example, planned sales growth, customer loyalty, or expected cost advantages over 
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competitors). By contrast, objective measures of success are economic variables such as 
turnover, profit, profitability, employment figures, and growth. The present study takes 
into account both these objective measures as well as other operationalized measures 
of success, such as the degree of establishment inside the creative sector or cultural net-
work and level of awareness among the population and in the media.

Entrepreneurial Excellence 
Model (EEM)

In this section, the core framework of the entrepreneurial excellence model (EEM) 
is outlined and developed on the basis of the existing literature (Viedma Marti & do 
Rosário Cabrita 2012; Grichnik, Baierl, and Faschingbauer 2016). Since the cultural 
and creative sector can be regarded as highly innovative (O’Connor 2000), our devel-
opment of the model incorporates research findings on entrepreneurial behavior as a 
significant success factor in another innovative industry, technology- oriented start- ups 
(Gemünden and Konrad 2000). In a second step, the EEM is expanded to include specific 
prerequisites for cultural entrepreneurs (Gemünden, Salomo, and Müller 2005). These 
prerequisites, derived from innovation and entrepreneurship research (Gemünden and 
Konrad 2000), include competences (particularly social competences), experience (es-
pecially cultural sector knowledge), methodological competences (especially manage-
ment skills), and motivation (in particular, the need for achievement). These elements 
will be incorporated into the hypotheses we will develop and test.

In the standard framework, processes and structures are understood as frames within 
which leading individuals in the cultural sector recognize an opportunity to establish a 
business, create an organization, or shape an existing business or organization (Figure 34.1). 
Such organizations are not necessarily traditional profit- oriented companies. Many of 
them are private companies, but their nonprofit legal status excludes profit as an objec-
tive. Seen in this light, other criteria of success, such as image and reputation, may be rele-
vant. However, these criteria are also relevant for profit- oriented cultural enterprises. The 
leaders of these organizations act as cultural entrepreneurs.

Core Model of Cultural Entrepreneurship Excellence

Personal behavior and a specific entrepreneurial attitude are important variables 
influencing the success of a company. As Slevin and Covin (1995) demonstrate, a pro-
nounced entrepreneurial attitude— comprising initiative and proactivity, market ori-
entation, and a growth- oriented mindset— prevails among successful entrepreneurs 
(Wales et al. 2021; Mendy 2021; Jiang et al. 2018; Lurtz and Kreutzer 2017). An enterprise- 
oriented leadership style and risk- taking behavior that emerges from critical thinking 
and calculation of risk (McMullen and Shepherd 2006) are also key factors in success.
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Private cultural enterprises, whether for- profit or nonprofit, are usually very small or-
ganizations. The leaders are often also the founders and owners of the organization. In 
such small structures, the transition from entrepreneurial decisions to management ac-
tivities is fluid, and oftentimes the two can hardly be separated. In cultural enterprises, 
a major factor in direct economic success is the personal strategic actions of the cul-
tural entrepreneur. For example, cultural entrepreneurs act and make decisions faster 
and more innovatively than managers in the publicly funded cultural sector (Höllen, 
Lengfeld, and Konrad 2020). Another direct pathway from a cultural entrepreneur’s 
entrepreneurial performance to corporate success is associated with how management 
tasks are carried out (Konrad 2010). Cultural entrepreneurs are confronted with a va-
riety of different tasks and duties within their business, which may be sporadic or per-
manent, procedural or behavioral, and entrepreneurs must be flexible, effective, and 
efficient. These characteristics also rely on the cultural entrepreneur’s access to and effi-
cient utilization of resources.

A central factor in the cultural entrepreneurship excellence model (CEEM) is the en-
trepreneurial performance of the cultural entrepreneur or the leader of a private cul-
tural organization. This performance consists of several entrepreneurial elements: (1) 
relationship management, (2) design and management of networks, (3) functional- 
operational tasks, and (4) procedures for entrepreneurial- strategic decision- making 
(Konrad 2013; Santos, Marques, and Ferreira 2020).1

Network- specific and relationship- specific activities and actions, particularly those 
directed toward identifying and solving problems, are outstanding contributors to op-
erational success. By appropriately initiating and maintaining personal relationships 
with opinion leaders and decision- makers in the cultural field, a cultural entrepreneur 
can obtain important information that permits the entrepreneur to handle problems 
and tasks more quickly and effectively. In addition, building a network of relationships 
with potent partners can help the entrepreneur overcome serious barriers by tapping 
into necessary resources and gaining support. Intensive exercise of relationship- specific 

Personal
Conditions

Processes and
Structures

Core Model

Success

Figure 34.1 Standard framework of cultural entrepreneurship excellence.
Source: Created by the authors based on Konrad 2010, 100– 101.
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functions in the cultural sector, which can be seen as strategic cooperation and interac-
tion within a network of actors, increases the efficiency of resource exploitation.

These considerations regarding the relationship of entrepreneurial performance to 
the success of the cultural enterprise can be summarized in the following hypothesis:

H1: The stronger the entrepreneurial elements in the cultural entrepreneur’s contri-
bution to performance (entrepreneurial performance contribution), the greater and 
more sustainable the success of their cultural enterprise.

In addition to the process construct of entrepreneurial performance, which 
is shaped by the behavior and activities of the entrepreneur, structure- related 
constructs, such as the quality of the relationship portfolio and the characteristics 
of the internal organizational culture, have an influence on success. These structure- 
related factors are also directly influenced by the cultural entrepreneur. In the CCEM, 
therefore, a relationship portfolio includes contacts and connections with organiza-
tions and third parties that have resources relevant to cultural entrepreneurs, such 
as financial resources, information, power, and further contacts (Konrad and Vecco 
2020). A cultural entrepreneur in possession of a comprehensive, balanced relation-
ship portfolio can efficiently seek out, bring together, and influence important actors 
across organizational boundaries in ways that benefit the entrepreneur’s projects and 
activities (Vecco and Konrad 2018; Hausmann and Heinze 2016; Walter 1999). Good 
personal relationships help a cultural entrepreneur to move in the desired direction 
and to gain support (Konrad 2013). The quality of a relationship portfolio is essen-
tially based on the type and cultivation of the resources of the respective partners, as 
well as the character of the personal relationships with these actors.2 Operating in a 
web of social relationships, these actors can control resources relevant to themselves 
and to their direct and indirect network partners. This means that they may have ac-
cess to important resources themselves, are able to open up those resources to others, 
or may block others from accessing those resources. Such resources— including 
public funding, financial sponsorships, and audience growth through media reports, 
recommendations by influencers and statements by public opinion leaders— have a 
direct effect not only on a cultural enterprise’s economic success but also on its level 
of awareness and degree of establishment. For this reason, the second hypothesis re-
garding success can be formulated as follows:

H2: As the quality of the cultural entrepreneur’s relationship portfolio increases, so 
does the success of their enterprise.

In addition to these structural influences, the characteristics and performance of the 
cultural enterprise as a whole must of course also be taken into account. One yardstick 
for this is the typology of the enterprise’s organizational culture, with an entrepreneurial, 
innovative, and market- oriented organizational culture tending to promote success.
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Privately owned cultural enterprises are typically small to very small organiza-
tions (Thorsby 2008), and so management— that is, the cultural entrepreneur— has an 
outsized influence on organizational culture, both directly and indirectly (Konrad 2013; 
Kuratko et al. 1993). Because most tasks within the enterprise must be carried out by a 
small group of people, fostering entrepreneurial thinking leads to more effective perfor-
mance of those tasks and the ability to recognize market potential in the cultural sector.3 
Entrepreneurial thinking, whether across levels or within a group of equals, is more 
likely if employees have decision- making powers and are willing to take risks.

Such an orientation toward innovation, recognizing and taking advantage of market 
opportunities, entrepreneurship, and risk- taking, coupled with the will to perform and 
succeed (assessed in terms of measurable goals), increases the social skills of staff by 
fostering an environment in which information is shared constantly, spontaneously, in-
tentionally, and comprehensively. Further development and goal achievement are cen-
tral elements of an entrepreneurial, market- oriented organizational culture.4 Therefore:

H3: The more entrepreneurial and market- oriented the organizational culture (en-
trepreneurial corporate culture), the greater the success of the cultural enterprise.

In order to have a balanced, well- developed relationship portfolio that can assist in the 
achievement of these strategic considerations, it is important for the cultural entrepre-
neur to initiate and cultivate personal relationships and to engage in network- shaping 
activities. Walter’s (1999) and Konrad’s (2013) findings on relationship promoters high-
light the influence of these activities on the relationship portfolio. The process- oriented 
approaches of the various promoter models allow us to recognize the effect of entrepre-
neurial performance contribution on the quality of the relationship portfolio.

Beyond purely relationship-  and network- specific activities, organizational and func-
tional duties and tasks also have an influence on the quality of the relationship port-
folio. Thus:

H4: The stronger the entrepreneurial elements in the cultural entrepreneur’s con-
tribution (entrepreneurial performance contribution), the better the quality of their 
relationship portfolio.

As already mentioned, private cultural enterprises are usually very small and thus 
very strongly shaped by the cultural entrepreneurs themselves. Whether the enter-
prise involves creating a new business, making a new entry into an existing market, 
or moving into a new market, it can be assumed that the cultural entrepreneur’s 
performance contribution has a direct influence on organizational culture— the 
strategic content and form of the entrepreneur’s actions help to anchor the entrepre-
neurial, market- oriented organizational culture in the employees, and thus promote 
dynamic- entrepreneurial as well as competitive and performance- oriented behavior. 
The entrepreneur’s performance contribution also helps to set the innovation and 
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risk levels of market orientation strategies. Thus, the final impact hypothesis can be 
formulated as follows:

H5: As the entrepreneurial contribution of the cultural entrepreneur increases 
(entrepreneurial performance contribution), so does the entrepreneurial- market- 
oriented organizational culture of their cultural enterprise (entrepreneurial corpo-
rate culture).

Figure 34.2 summarizes the cultural entrepreneurship excellence model, including 
the core hypotheses and effects on success. The construct of the entrepreneurial per-
formance contribution is seen as a process- oriented variable, and the constructs of the 
relationship portfolio and the organizational culture are structure- oriented variables.

Extended Cultural Entrepreneurship Excellence Model

The core model presented previously is expanded in the following sections to include 
four explanatory variables: social competence, cultural knowledge, business knowledge, 
and entrepreneurial motivation. It can be assumed for all variables that they positively 
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+ H4 + H2

+ H3

+ H1

+ H5

Figure 34.2 Standard hypotheses on cultural entrepreneurship excellence (core model).
Source: Created by the authors based on Konrad 2010, 125.
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influence the entrepreneurial activities of the individual in question (Gemünden and 
Konrad 2000). Motivations are relatively stable drivers of human behavior. And the es-
tablishment of good personal relationships with partners relevant to cultural enterprises 
depends on social skills such as communication, sociability, empathy, coordination, and 
flexibility, which help cultural entrepreneurs to deal appropriately and effectively with 
partners (Konrad 2017; Goleman 2000; Walter 1999).5

Social Competence
Since it can be very difficult to fully grasp the complexity of a situation, possible courses 
of action, related consequences, and their probabilities, cultural entrepreneurs fre-
quently resort to standardized rules of conduct and everyday knowledge in order to 
reduce complexity. But entrepreneurs must therefore be very attentive to their environ-
ment; keeping an ear open to the ideas and wishes of their partners in the cultural sector 
is of major importance, allowing them to react quickly and effectively to any emerging 
changes. Various elements of social competence (Timmons and Spinelli 2004), such as 
empathy, sociability, and the ability to coordinate, are crucial prerequisites for shaping 
the relationship portfolio as well as for acting within the personal network. Within the 
organization, the presence of strong social competences is also vital, so that when it 
comes to functional tasks and duties the concerns of staff, partners, and clients can be 
identified and responded to positively. The above connections are summarized in the 
following hypothesis:

H6: The more pronounced the social competences of the cultural entrepreneur, the 
more positive the effect on the entrepreneurial performance contribution of the cul-
tural entrepreneur.

Cultural Knowledge
Cultural knowledge can be regarded as a part of human capital. Thus, cultural know-
ledge can be interpreted as a manifestation of industry- specific experience and profes-
sional competences or knowledge.6 Industry- related experience is particularly relevant 
to start- ups, as it helps with information procurement and strategic planning. This 
specific knowledge, whether acquired theoretically or through practical experience, 
reduces the barriers to accessing a market and increases the probability that a newly 
founded company will survive. Knowledge of the cultural sphere allows the cultural 
entrepreneur to orient themselves within the cultural sphere and identify important 
individuals, both of which have a direct, positive effect on their relationship- specific 
performance contribution.

Similarly, people who have a high level of knowledge of culture and the general 
cultural scene, as well as professional competence in cultural practice, are attrac-
tive partners for other actors in the cultural sector and thus more likely to be sought 
out. This makes it easier to initiate and maintain relationships with important people 
in the cultural sector, which then has a direct, positive impact on the subconstructs of 
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maintaining and shaping personal relationships and networks. Furthermore, cultural 
knowledge creates a certain security in strategic decision- making processes, and thus 
favors proactive and risky actions— in other words, cultural knowledge promotes an 
orientation toward entrepreneurial action.

From the previous arguments, the influence of cultural knowledge can thus be 
summarized in the following hypothesis:

H7: The higher the cultural knowledge (expertise) of the cultural entrepreneur, the 
more positive the effect on their entrepreneurial performance contribution.

Business Knowledge
The presence of organizational skills and competences in leadership- oriented tasks 
must be considered as prerequisites for effective and efficient network management; by 
helping the enterprise avoid mistakes and execute tasks more efficiently and effectively, 
they have a direct effect on the cultural entrepreneur’s network- specific performance 
contributions. Knowledge of marketing policy, experience in public relations, and know-
ledge of relevant legal and financial aspects facilitate the recognition of problems, and 
thus facilitate problem- solving (Konrad and Höllen 2021). We can assume that someone 
who has a high level of professional competences and experience, as well as realistic ideas 
of personal and entrepreneurial goals, can afford to concentrate on the essential strategic 
planning and market concepts, and thereby also optimize the activities and performance 
of the enterprise. And the personal objectives of entrepreneurs are strongly related to the 
knowledge of how to achieve their goals. For example, the personal goal of presenting an 
innovative product within the cultural sector gives rise to a strategy for developing and 
facilitating a good cultural program. Taken together, all these elements of business know-
ledge offer the entrepreneur a sound base from which to make strategic decisions, and 
so favor proactive and risky actions. In other words, business knowledge, like cultural 
knowledge, promotes the orientation of entrepreneurial action.7

In summary, these arguments regarding the interdependencies of business know-
ledge and the entrepreneur’s contribution of entrepreneurial performance lead to the 
following hypothesis:

H8: The greater the cultural entrepreneur’s business knowledge and management 
know- how, the more positive the effect will be of their entrepreneurial performance 
contribution.

Motivation
In entrepreneurship research, the explanatory construct of motivation is not necessarily 
sufficient to establish a direct link to the success of an enterprise. Rather, the concept 
of motivation is a way to account for why someone does something, and possibly to 
account for how intensively, persistently, or frequently they do it. Motivation therefore 
serves as a partial explanatory construct for activities and modes of action. In the lit-
erature, two motives in particular have emerged to explain entrepreneurial behavior, 
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action patterns, and performance contributions: performance motivation and feasi-
bility thinking.

An essential prerequisite to entrepreneurial action is the will to perform. This 
achievement motivation is based on the work of McClelland (1966) and has been em-
pirically tested by several scholars (among others, Smith and Karaman 2019). It can be 
described as striving for efficient performance. Highly motivated people prefer goals 
that are high but achievable, and they avoid ones that are unrealistically high. Thus, 
the achievement of realistically high goals is largely dependent on commitment, risk 
awareness, and a sense of one’s own efficiency (process- oriented activity variables); 
it is less dependent on external circumstances. Money is not a motivation for action, 
but rather a measure of one’s own performance in terms of performance contribution. 
Furthermore, the desire for autonomy, self- realization, and self- sufficiency— in other 
words, the desire to take responsibility for oneself— is a vital motive in the decision to 
become self- employed or to act entrepreneurially. Since the construct of the cultural 
entrepreneur’s entrepreneurial contribution is composed of entrepreneurial activi-
ties, tasks, and orientation of actions, we can establish a direct, positive impact of these 
entrepreneurial motives. We can now expect that classical entrepreneurial motives 
such as achievement motivation, striving for autonomy or self- realization, willing-
ness to take risks and striving for power are also important prerequisites for the spe-
cific activities of a cultural entrepreneur. Making decisions and acting under uncertain 
conditions and under the pressure of a highly competitive environment require a cer-
tain willingness to take risks (Antoncic et al. 2018).

In conclusion, these arguments regarding the interdependencies of entrepreneurial 
motivation and the cultural entrepreneur’s entrepreneurial performance contribution 
can be presented in the following final hypothesis:8

H9: The more pronounced the entrepreneurial motivation of the cultural entre-
preneur, the more positive the effect it has on their entrepreneurial performance 
contribution.

The overall hypotheses of the extended model are once again graphically presented in 
Figure 34.3.

Empirical Verification

In order to empirically confirm the CEEM, we draw on a large- scale study of cultural en-
trepreneurship from Germany. This study began in the early 2000s and was completed 
in 2009 with wave- like follow- up and control surveys (Konrad 2010). Since the focus 
was on private cultural enterprises nationwide, both nonprofit and for- profit, this 
study can be considered representative of the European cultural sector. For the present 
chapter, we will mainly refer to the first wave of the survey.
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Data Collection and Sample

To gain a better understanding of cultural entrepreneurship excellence and the per-
sonality of the cultural entrepreneur, a qualitative preliminary study was conducted. 
Intensive interviews in the form of guided discussions were conducted with nine 
managers and directors of selected German cultural enterprises, as well as with four 
senior editors of regional cultural magazines, in seven different cities in Germany 
during the first six months of 2000. In one important result of this preliminary investi-
gation, we found that the characteristics of the relevant determinants of success varied 
considerably between the cultural enterprises. We also were able to determine that the 
managers of such private cultural enterprises were suitable key informants.

A total of 167 successful face- to- face interviews were conducted on- site at private cul-
tural enterprises throughout Germany, using a highly standardized interview guide. 
Three companies from France were also included in the sample. About 80 percent of 
the companies in the sample were located in urban areas; the rest were in rural areas. 
Of the 167 cultural enterprises, 76 had a profit- oriented legal form and 91 of them had a 
nonprofit- oriented legal form. Of all the respondents, 52.7 percent described themselves 
as founders and another 34.7 percent as sole directors from the beginning of the venture. 
The remainder of the respondents work on a management team or were chairpersons of 
a cultural association. The vast majority of the organizations in the sample had eight to 
ten employees. The mean age of the cultural enterprises was ten years; about 25 percent 
had been founded around three years prior to the time of the survey. It is also interesting 
to note that about 80 percent of the respondents were male.

Core Model

Entrepreneurial
Performance
Contribution

Success of the
Cultural

Enterprise

Quality of the
Relationship

Portfolio

Entrepreneurial
Corporate
Culture

+ H4
+ H7

+ H6

+ H8

+ H9

+ H2

+ H3

+ H1

+ H5

Social
Competence

Cultural
Knowledge
(Expertise)

Business
Knowldge

(Management
Know-how)

Entrepreneurial
Motivation

Figure 34.3 All hypotheses for the CEEM (extended model).
Source: Created by the authors based on Konrad 2010, 132.
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In addition to the main investigation with the founders and managers of the cultural 
enterprises, brief interview guidelines were developed for external experts, so as to be 
able to include an independent assessment of the success of the cultural enterprises. 
In addition to purely economic success data such as profitability and sales growth, 
factors such as image, degree of establishment, and name recognition were also taken 
into account. To ensure a valid assessment, the enterprises would be evaluated in terms 
of these success measures by external respondents, not by the cultural enterprises 
themselves. Senior representatives of local cultural administrations and authorita-
tive media representatives from feature pages and cultural departments were selected 
by telephone to serve as external experts on the degree of establishment of the cul-
tural institutions. The respondents assessed the success of the cultural enterprises 
on a seven- point Likert scale. A total of eighty- one representatives from the cultural 
administrations and eighty- six media representatives were successfully interviewed in 
the period 2000– 2001. Thus, it was possible to assess the success of each cultural en-
terprise especially in terms of its degree of establishment by consulting at least one ex-
ternal expert representative.9

Testing the Hypotheses

We find it logical to adopt an external validation of the degree of establishment as a 
separate measure of success, since such an evaluation cannot be verified by objective, 
concrete facts; a self- assessment by the cultural entrepreneur themselves might well be 
distorted by wishful thinking or a lack of objective distance. The external media repre-
sentatives or representatives of cultural administrations were interviewed by telephone 
after the main investigation had been completed. The economic measures of success 
were not taken into account here, as the preliminary study had established that the ex-
ternal experts usually had no insight in this regard.

A series of multiple regression analyses were conducted to test the CEEM. The re-
gression findings confirmed all the identified relationships. The entrepreneurial per-
formance contribution has a highly significant effect on the success of the cultural 
enterprise (.287; p < .001), the quality of the relationship portfolio (.641; p <. 001), and 
the entrepreneurial, market- oriented organizational culture (.683; p < .001). Overall, 
37.4 percent of the variance in the cultural entrepreneur’s success, 40.8 percent of the 
variance in the quality of the cultural entrepreneur’s personal relationship portfolio, 
and 46.3 percent of the variance in the entrepreneurial market- oriented organiza-
tional culture are explained. Figure 34.4 summarizes the regression coefficients and the 
corrected coefficients of determination of all the final and intermediate constructs of 
the cultural entrepreneurship model. In this study, the self- assessment of success by the 
cultural entrepreneur can be considered representative, as shown by the relatively high 
agreement between self- assessment of the degree of establishment and the external ass
essments.

 



716   Elmar D. Konrad and Marilena Vecco

 

Concluding Remarks

Summary of Findings

The main goal of this chapter was to show how entrepreneurship can explain and even 
promote the success of private cultural enterprises. Private cultural enterprises are usu-
ally very small organizations, which means that the entrepreneurial and strategic activi-
ties of their leaders and managers, who are usually also the founders and owners, have a 
direct impact. With the development of the cultural entrepreneurship excellence model, 
these effects on success can be put on a theoretical level and empirically tested. This 
chapter aims to contribute to the further development of a cultural management theory 
by establishing the significance of entrepreneurship within private cultural enterprises, 
using the instruments of entrepreneurship research.

In brief, the conclusion to be drawn is that entrepreneurial action and behavior, by 
founders and owners as well as managers and directors of cultural enterprises, repre-
sent important prerequisites for economic success. In addition to the purely economic 
effects, this type of entrepreneurship has a strong influence on these companies’ de-
gree of establishment and level of awareness. More specifically, we note the following 
findings.

Leaders and founders of cultural enterprises operate in a network of relationships. 
Successful cultural entrepreneurs seek out and maintain these relationships, thus 
forming a personal portfolio of relationships. The relationships of individual actors 
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Figure 34.4 Results for the CEEM (extended model).
Source: Created by the authors based on Konrad 2010, 163.
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to each other within this portfolio can influence further relationships of other actors. 
But they are also influenced by the cultural entrepreneurs themselves through system- 
oriented and relationship- specific actions and activities. This network- specific behavior 
represents an important part of the entrepreneurial performance contribution. On the 
one hand, determinants of successful cultural entrepreneurs coming from outside can 
be compensated for by appropriate entrepreneurial measures and networking if these 
influences have a negative impact on the results of the cultural enterprise. On the other 
hand, these can also be promoted and used and thus strengthened if they have positive 
effects. These network-  and relationship- oriented activities within the entrepreneurial 
performance contribution offer important advantages to cultural entrepreneurs.

The quality of the cultural entrepreneur’s relationship portfolio has a very positive 
influence on success. Because cultural enterprises are usually small, the personality 
of the cultural entrepreneur is the linchpin of the relationship network. Moreover, the 
indirect influence of the cultural entrepreneur’s performance contribution to success 
is enhanced by his or her network-  and relationship- specific actions and activities. 
Therefore, cultural entrepreneurs should build and maintain strong relationships with 
relevant people in the cultural sector.

Because most private cultural enterprises are small, the cultural entrepreneur’s per-
formance contribution has a strong influence on the form and reach of the organiza-
tional culture. One can certainly speak meaningfully of the organizational culture as 
an extended arm of the cultural entrepreneur within their company. Entrepreneurial 
decisions and the way they are implemented in terms of strategy, personnel matters, 
programming, and management are very important elements of the performance con-
tribution. An organizational culture oriented toward entrepreneurship, innovation, and 
marketing has a strong positive effect on the success of the cultural enterprise. Because 
of this indirect effect, the cultural entrepreneur’s entrepreneurial contribution to the 
organization’s success has an even higher value.

In the private cultural sector in particular, it is evident that the motives, knowledge, 
and experience of cultural entrepreneurs have a strong influence on their activities and 
entrepreneurial decisions, as is the case with innovation- oriented start- ups in other 
industries. These factors have the same or similar effects in both for- profit and nonprofit 
private cultural enterprises.

Implications and Limitations

Of course, the CEEM presented in this chapter also has some weaknesses. It can be 
assumed that the model represents a very basic and also quite comprehensive frame-
work that explains and allows us to measure the success of cultural enterprises in relation 
to the characteristics and behavior of cultural entrepreneurs. However, the difficulty is 
how one determines what “success” means in the cultural sector. Particularly in the case 
of private nonprofit cultural organizations, classic economic measures of success such as 
profit and growth are rarely applicable. Image, reputation, level of awareness, and degree 
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of establishment are usually much more important measures of success, but evaluating 
them is difficult. Evaluation by external experts and those familiar with an organization’s 
local or regional cultural scene should help circumvent this dilemma. However, this 
can also be viewed critically, since in the end, despite standardized Likert- scale- based 
questions, they are subjective assessments. A comprehensive, generally valid measure-
ment of success in the cultural sector is and remains a challenge.

Finally, another limitation is that the model has a very Central European, especially 
German, perspective. It would be interesting to see whether the model could also be ap-
plied to an Anglo- American or Asian context and lead to similar results.

In principle, however, we are convinced that the CEEM can map basic impacts quite 
well and can also be expanded or varied to study other areas of the cultural and crea-
tive sector. For example, many artists and creative professionals are self- employed— that 
is, artistic entrepreneurs (Vakharia 2016). For them, many factors of successful artistic 
and professional work are the same or similar to those of private cultural enterprises. 
Another field would be publicly funded cultural institutions. So far, entrepreneurship 
research has not dealt with this issue in detail. Sometimes the research refers to certain 
branches, like theaters or museums, or uses entrepreneurship aspects as an approach 
to or underpinning for marketing concepts or innovation drivers in such cultural 
institutions (Fillis and Lehman 2021). However, cultural management research and 
research on the arts is increasingly beginning to deal with entrepreneurial aspects in 
these sectors (Callander and Cummings 2021). Therefore, it would be worth considering 
whether the CEEM could be varied to apply to this context, specifically management 
personnel such as museum, theater, and opera directors.

Furthermore, the cultural entrepreneurship excellence model can provide a good 
basis for funding guidelines, assessment of personal success, strategic planning 
decisions, teaching, and educational programs relevant to the cultural sector, and even 
for the further development of a new approach to cultural management. The develop-
ment of such a new approach to cultural management should make it clear that without 
artists and cultural workers operating as cultural entrepreneurs, there is no need for the 
profession of arts manager. After all, first come the cultural entrepreneurs, who build 
something creative or artistic; then come the arts managers, who operationally and stra-
tegically manage what has already been created (Konrad 2006).

The present findings can help founders of cultural organizations and aspiring cul-
tural entrepreneurs to do business successfully. Likewise, public authorities can provide 
recommendations for effective support and advice for promising entrepreneurial activi-
ties. If satisfactory answers can be found to the question of what factors promote success 
in the cultural sector, public funds can be used in a much more targeted way to promote 
start- ups and cultural entrepreneurial activities. Similarly, specific tools can be created 
or adapted to promote, advise, and develop economically and culturally interesting cul-
tural businesses. This will improve their position in their locale and allow them to hold 
their own in the market. Diverse and attractive cultural offerings sustainably improve an 
area’s quality of life.
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Notes

 1. The entrepreneurial performance contribution consists of four subconstructs. The 
subconstruct “relationship management activities” consists of five items as factor 
loadings. “Design and management of networks” also consists of five items, as does 
“functional- operational tasks.” The fourth subconstruct, “procedures for entrepreneurial- 
strategic decision- making,” is based on three items. A lower limit of .50 was set as a min-
imum requirement for the factor loadings of an indicator. High factor loadings of the 
individual indicators as well as a high variance of all indicators explained by the extracted 
factor form a measure of the internal consistency of the item group. A minimum value 
of 50 percent was set as the lower limit for the variance explained by the factor for the 
present investigation. All further analyses of this study are based on the extracted factor 
values. For a detailed description of all items, see Konrad 2010, 148– 150.

 2. The construct quality of the relationship portfolio was determined based on the quality of 
relationships (assessed on a seven- point Likert scale) with the following groups: (1) rep-
resentatives and decision- makers in cultural policy, (2) representatives of the media, (3) 
people in business, (4) important people in cultural life, and (5) other opinion leaders. For a 
detailed description of all items, see Konrad 2010, 151– 152.

 3. In the present case, the focus is primarily how the cultural entrepreneurs influence 
the acting team in terms of organizational structure and culture. In very small cultural 
enterprises, team- based work is always present. A dedicated examination of teamwork 
quality and teamwork performance was not undertaken.

 4. The construct of organizational culture is based on Cameron and Freeman’s (1991) charac-
terization of the four types of organizational culture. According to Minzberg (1991), the ad-
hocracy culture and the market culture in particular are crucial for an entrepreneurial and 
market- oriented organizational culture. Therefore, two factors with four items each were 
included in the assessment. For a description of all items, see Konrad 2010, 154.

 5. The social competence construct consists of three factors: empathy (five items), sociability (five 
items), and coordination skills (six items). For a description of all items, see Konrad 2010, 151.

 6. The cultural knowledge construct consists of knowledge and experience in the cultural sector, 
knowledge regarding cultural policy and administration, and knowledge of media and public 
relations in the cultural sector. For a description of all items, see Konrad 2010, 151– 152.

 7. The business knowledge (or management know- how) construct consists of items that measure 
knowledge and understanding of financing issues, legal issues, accounting, marketing, human 
resources, and business skills. For a description of all items, see Konrad 2010, 152.

 8. The entrepreneurial motivation construct takes as its basis the six motive bundles described 
by McClelland (1965, 1966). For a description of all items, see Konrad 2010, 152– 153.

 9. The external performance measurement construct— assessed once from the perspective of 
representatives of cultural policy and once from the perspective of media representatives— 
consists of seven items. For a description of all items, see Konrad 2010, 158.
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Chapter 35

Engaged Dissent
Entrepreneurship and Critique in the Institutional 

Practice of Three Contemporary Artists

Adrienne Callander

Introduction

Defined broadly, institutions are socially constructed environments that shape in-
dividual and collective action and belief (Thornton, Ocasio, and Lounsbury 2012; 
Besharov and Smith 2014). Deviation from institutional rules and norms exacts a toll 
on individuals and organizations, most notably a reduction in legitimacy and in access 
to the resources that legitimacy can engender (DiMaggio and Powell 1983; Lawrence, 
Suddaby, and Leca 2009; Suddaby, Bitektine, and Haack 2017). A degree of leeway to 
interrogate and dissent from normative pressures is a defining feature of both entre-
preneurship and art (Callander and Cummings 2021) and their respective subfields, in-
stitutional entrepreneurship and institutional critique. Institutional entrepreneurship, 
concerned with the emergence, alteration, and erosion of institutions (DiMaggio 1988), 
permits its practitioners a de facto degree of divergence from the status quo as they 
actively seek a structural transformation (Misangyi, Weaver, and Elms 2008; Hjorth 
2011; McMullen, Brownell, and Adams 2021). Similarly, in art, in the practice of institu-
tional critique, artists are “critically distanced from the status quo both politically and 
aesthetically” (Piper 1992, 5). They resist a dominant practice in order to speak truth 
to power or to opt out of artistic restriction (Adorno 1945; Piper 1992; Schaefer 2002; 
Faris 2004; Dodd 2014; Heffernan 2015). Remarkably, however, while both fields offer 
strategies and tactics for navigating the peril of subversion, their synergistic relationship 
in this regard is underexplored in the art, entrepreneurship, and arts entrepreneurship 
literatures (Bureau and Zander 2014). This chapter addresses that gap by examining how 
key theories and methods of entrepreneurship and art operated and interacted with one 
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another in the institutional practice of visual artists Nan Goldin, Theaster Gates, and 
Yayoi Kusama.

These artists, recognized internationally for their artistic accomplishment and for 
their institutional impact within and beyond art, challenged the status quo. At the 
same time, they remained deeply invested in the structural shapes and outcomes of 
the institutions they challenged. Goldin founded an organization to expose and trans-
form art museums inured to the opioid plague that fueled their funding. Gates formed a 
Chicago- based network of nonprofits to support and promote Black art and enterprise 
effaced by the art establishment. Kusama synthesized commercial and artistic practices 
to both provoke and command an art market that would have otherwise marginalized 
her. While their strategy varied according to their goals and contexts, all three borrowed 
from entrepreneurship and art as they acted to both subvert an established practice and 
introduce a new one. They differed from those who merely reinforce institutional norms 
or those who reject them in that they answered authority not with conformity or simple 
protest but with an alternative: a form of refusal that remained engaged.

The multiple- case study that follows examines the specific ways that Goldin, Gates, 
and Kusama acted to transform norms in the social environments within which they 
and their work operated. Case analysis narrows its focus to each artist’s exercise of eman-
cipatory, public, or effectual models of entrepreneurship within aesthetic frameworks 
informed by art practices ranging from punk to performance to social practice to Pop 
Art, in tandem with a lived experience of marginalization. As backdrop to the cases, 
this chapter bridges institutional entrepreneurship and institutional critique to estab-
lish a transdisciplinary theoretical baseline for agency: the capacity to make “critical 
interventions that set the course of institutional development” (DiMaggio and Powell 
1991, 9). In the process, it discerns the potential for entrepreneurship studies to bolster 
and renew institutional practice in art.

Methodology

The transdisciplinary focus of this chapter warranted bridging the literatures of insti-
tutional entrepreneurship and institutional critique to establish a theoretical baseline 
(Eisenhardt and Graebner 2007) for agency. Against this backdrop, descriptive in-  and 
cross- case analysis (Miles and Huberman 1994) of the institutional practice of three in-
ternational visual artists was conducted. Given the complex relational processes that in-
stitutional change entails (Garud and Karnøe 2001; Hardy and Maguire 2008; Seo and 
Creed 2002), the “real- world context” (Eisenhardt and Graebner 2007, 25) of artists’ insti-
tutional practice, and the theory- driven nature of this study (Lee and Sabylinski 1999), the 
multiple- case study was selected for its potential to support the discovery of unexpected 
and divergent phenomena that characterizes theory building (King, Felin, and Whetten 
2009). The nested nature of individual experience and action within organization-  and 
system- level interactions supports individual- level analysis of the tension between agency 
and institutional structure (Battilana 2006; Lawrence, Suddaby, and Leca 2011).
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Merging the selection criteria of Csikszentmihalyi (1996) and Bureau and Zander’s 
(2014) conditions for subversive power in art and in entrepreneurship, the selection of 
case subjects relied on three main criteria: first, selected artists needed to be recognized 
in their field and beyond for artistic achievement; second, selected artists needed to be 
recognized in their field and beyond for institutional impact; and third, the subjects’ 
reflections on their own artistic and institutional practice needed to be accessible. All 
three artists studied here— Nan Goldin, Theaster Gates, and Yayoi Kusama— have been 
internationally profiled in academic and popular journals and/ or filmed documentaries 
about their artistic and institutional impact, and each has spoken publicly and/ or 
written extensively on the intersection of art and institutional work in their respective 
practices. Variation in case study subjects’ age, gender, sexual orientation, race, and na-
tional identity enhanced the scope of the study, while restriction to the visual arts pro-
ductively limited analysis and discussion of the findings.

Three models of entrepreneurship— emancipation (Rindova, Barry, and Ketchen 
2009), emphasizing change creation over wealth creation; public entrepreneurship 
(Hjorth and Bjerke 2006; Hjorth 2013), increasing social exchange between people 
in public spaces; and effectuation (Sarasvathy 2001), privileging creative over causal 
approaches to venturing— were observed across all three cases. To productively limit 
the scope of analysis, a single entrepreneurship model was isolated and analyzed within 
each case. While each case was analyzed through the lens of a single entrepreneurship 
model, the full range of each artist’s art practice was examined, in tandem with their re-
spective lived experiences, to support comparison of the aesthetic frameworks they em-
ployed in their respective approaches to institutional practice.

Bridging Institutional 
Entrepreneurship and  
Institutional Critique

The philosopher Theodor Adorno writes that art “was, and is, a force of protest of the hu-
mane against the pressure of domineering institutions” (Adorno 1945, 237). Lawrence, 
Suddaby, and Leca (2011) offer a conceptualization of institutional work as a more quo-
tidian process that captures “the efforts of individuals and collective actors to cope with, 
keep up with, shore up, tear down, tinker with, transform, or create anew the institu-
tional structures within which they live, work, and play” (53). Thus, the intersection of 
art and entrepreneurship in the realm of institutional practice might call for a balance 
between heroic resistance to the forces of structuration and a continuous relinquishing 
of the sense of arrival, stability, or finality as one structure gives way to another. In that 
same vein, what follows is not an exhaustive review of institutional entrepreneurship 
and institutional critique scholarship that culminates in a definitive stance but a carving 
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out of key theories of agency and an examination of the contours of their operation in 
successive waves of institutional critique practice.

Interrogating the position that organizations passively accept institutional pressures 
and norms (Suddaby 2010) and the parallel position that organizations are “unaffected 
by the particular interests of politically conceived actors” (DiMaggio 1988, 4), the in-
stitutional entrepreneurship literature emerged as scholars began to analyze insti-
tutional change and the exercise of individual and collective agency. Agency, defined 
in the entrepreneurship literature as the capacity to disrupt, alter, or maintain institu-
tional structures (DiMaggio 1988; Beckert 1999; Battilana and D’Aunno 2009) and in 
the art literature as transformative, constitutive, or institutive power (Sedgwick 2003; 
Ahmed 2004; Peltomäki 2007), sparks a constructivist concern: how do institutional 
actors “enact change within a context that theoretically determines their values and 
behaviors” (McMullen, Brownell, and Adams 2021, 1208)? How do they escape— in 
order to reshape— the social structures that seek to bind them? Alternately, how do they 
penetrate— in order to reshape— the social structures that seek to exclude them? In en-
trepreneurship and in art, practitioners who dissent from established norms, “in some 
cases out of necessity, but in others as a strategy for horizontal resistance to vertical con-
solidation of both economic power and cultural pluralities” (Callander and Cummings 
2021, 749), enact a legitimating condition of the field (Butler 2009) that sanctions re-
sistance to the pressure to conform. Adrian Piper, an artist associated with institutional 
critique, situates this critical distance in the margin, where artists “see the mainstream 
clearly because they’ve been excluded from it while having to navigate through it” 
(Piper 1992, 5). The entrepreneurship literature cautions against overromanticization of 
resource- poor margins (Dodd, Prett, and Shaw 2016) but nonetheless urges considera-
tion of the political, artistic, or economic periphery as a staging ground for meaningful 
challenges to institutional norms (Dodd 2014). Greenwood and Suddaby (2006) note, 
“New ideas occur at the margins of a field because it is there that organizations are less 
embedded, less privileged, and more exposed to institutional contradictions” (30). In 
condoning dissent and activation of the margin, institutional entrepreneurship and in-
stitutional critique grant sufficient latitude— or degrees of agency— for the development 
of “attitudes, dispositions, or strategies that immunize individuals to the action- adverse 
conditions” (McMullen, Brownell, and Adams 2021, 1214) of institutional environments.

Not all challenges to institutional norms prove impactful. Transformation of in-
stitutional structures is possible to the extent that those who would defend a system’s 
norms believe the challenge to the status quo will benefit the institution and its actors 
(Goddard 2020; Wijnberg and Gemser 2000; McMullen, Brownell, and Adams 2021). 
Cultures morph as new perspectives are introduced and eventually accepted by estab-
lished systems, but not all are eager to cross the value boundary (Groys 2014) between 
sanctioned and unsanctioned ideas to engage in cultural revision (Sturken 1997). The 
mobilization of allies in support of institutional change extends beyond those already 
invested in a course of action to those who might still need convincing (Battilana, Leca, 
and Boxenbaum 2009). Bureau and Zander (2014) capture this tension: “If subver-
sive attitudes and activities are needed to launch and develop new ideas and projects, 
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whether in art or entrepreneurship, resistance is found on the other side of the coin” 
(125). Thus, negotiation between the familiar and the unfamiliar and the ability to stra-
tegically “engage others in collective action” (Fligstein 2001 105) are fundamental to in-
stitutional change (DiMaggio 1988; Alvarez et al. 2005; Henfridsson and Yoo 2014; Zhao 
et al. 2018).

The paradox of embedded agency (Seo and Creed 2002; Greenwood and Suddaby 
2006; Battilana 2006; Mutch 2007; Garudy, Hardy, and Maguire 2007; Battilana and 
D’Aunno 2009) frames agency as an inter- actor (Hardy and Maguire 2008) process of 
negotiation in which change agents navigate familiar systems to reshape the larger so-
cial structures to which they belong. It acknowledges that individuals and organizations 
remain implicated in the institutional spaces they seek to change. Thus, institutional 
entrepreneurs must calibrate their own marginality in order to act with and within a 
structure even as they leverage resources to counter and change it. Institutional cri-
tique contends with this paradox. It recognizes the making of art as inseparable from 
the institutional spaces within which it is “produced, presented, and circulated” (MTL 
Collective 2018, 194). At the same time, it articulates a distance between agent and struc-
ture, between artist and the administration of art.

Operating as both “critical method and artistic practice” (Sheikh 2009, 29), first- wave 
institutional critique arose in the late 1960s and early 1970s in artworks, performative 
interventions, publications, and “(art- )political activism” (Sheikh 2009, 29) that took 
an antagonistic stance toward art museums and “white box” gallery spaces perceived 
as practicing cultural confinement (Smithson 1972) in what art critic Lucy Lippard 
refers to as “the sacrosanct ivory walls and heroic, patriarchal mythologies with which 
the 1960s opened” (Lippard 1973, vii). This antagonism toward art world gatekeepers 
did not constitute support for wholesale detachment from the art world. Rather, it 
called for a new kind of artwork, one that resisted hegemonic cultural determinism 
(Raunig 2009). Artists critiqued and evaded institutional intermediaries and controls 
by eschewing traditional modes of production and exhibition that could be captured, 
cataloged, or otherwise enclosed by the curatorial class (Lippard 1973; Alberro 2012). 
However, subversions could elicit institutional penalty. Hans Haacke’s Shapolsky et al. 
Manhattan Real Estate Holdings, a Real- Time Social System, as of May 1, 1971 (1971)— a 
series of photographs coupled with data pulled from public records— exposed, as art-
work, a New York City slumlord’s decades- long fraud. Deemed “incompatible with the 
functions of a prestigious art institution” (Deutsche 1996, 159), Haacke’s 1971 solo ex-
hibition at the Guggenheim Museum of Art— which would have debuted Shapolsky et 
al.— was canceled before it opened (Hileman 2010).

By the late 1980s and early 1990s, a “second wave” of institutional critique moved from 
frontal antagonism and separation from institutional spaces to a deeper acceptance of 
the artist as problematic participant in systems of cultural confinement. Artists Andrea 
Fraser and Fred Wilson, both of whom created works in which they performed as art the 
duties of a museum guide or guard, interrogated and attempted to negotiate the condi-
tion of their own institutionalization (Fraser 2005; Holms 2009). Fraser dismissed the 
idea that there could be any distance between artist and institution: “It’s not a question 



728   Adrienne Callander

 

of being against the institution: We are the institution. It’s a question of what kind of 
institution we are” (Fraser 2005, 105). As artists expanded the framework for institu-
tional critique to include a critique of the role of the artist (Sheikh 2009), emergent 
strategies included integration of non- art practices and communal and collaborative 
approaches to the production of art (Bishop 2004). The artist, an extension of the insti-
tution, performed a refusal of art world norms by crossing into non- art realms. The ex-
ercise of agency in this new landscape entailed deemphasis of the role of the artist— now 
complicit in the structures being critiqued— in favor of a more community- oriented 
approach not only to art viewing but also to art making. Rirkrit Tiravanija, an artist as-
sociated with Relational Aesthetics (Bourriaud 1998; Dezeuze 2006)— socially oriented 
artwork that is “openended, interactive, and resistant to closure” (Bishop 2004, 52)— 
turned 303 Gallery in New York City into a kitchen that served visitors free Thai curry. 
This performative installation, Untitled (Free) (1992), did not disavow the art world so 
much as intervene in its operations by disrupting the concepts of “gallery,” “art,” and 
“audience.” Artists’ transfiguration of the commonplace (Danto 1981; Bourriaud 1998; 
Dezeuze 2006) elevated familiar acts like cooking and eating to the status of art while 
handing activation and completion of the artwork to the audience. In such ways, insti-
tutional critique came to operate inside institutional spaces, where it was accepted as an 
art practice.

By the late 1990s and early 2000s, institutional critique sought new modes for escape 
from and resistance to institutional pressures. One tactic was to transfer the strategy 
of communal and collaborative art making and the elevated status of everyday actions 
and materials to the emerging context of global art fairs and biennials. For Documenta 
11, Cildo Meireles’s Disappearing Element/ Disappeared Element (Imminent Past) 
(2002) entailed street vendors selling flavorless water popsicles throughout the fes-
tival host city of Kassel, Germany. The words “Disappeared Element” became legible 
on the sticks as festival goers— consumers of the popsicles, the festival, contemporary 
art, and its critique— licked and dissolved (and transformed) the work (Brett 2008; 
Castellano 2018). Engaging “the relationship between art prestige, economics and 
ecology,” Castellano writes, “[Disappearing Element/ Disappeared Element] denounces 
the volatility of a globalised and biennial- driven art world” (Castellano 2018, 60) while, 
nonetheless, participating in it. The rise in popularity of international art fairs and 
biennials initially stemmed, in part, from the impulse to dissolve museums’ national— 
and nationalistic— identities (Kastner 2009; Castellano 2018). But this tactic would 
inevitably be criticized for its complicity in global systems of disparity and exclusion 
(Brett 2008; Castellano 2018). The perennial dilemma was renewed: how to calibrate 
embeddedness in order to work within institutional structures without sacrificing 
agency.

Inherently political, institutional entrepreneurship is a discursive and collective 
(Seo and Creed 2002; Hardy and Maguire 2008) process that aims to “dislodge existing 
practices . . . introduce new ones, and then ensure that these become widely adopted 
and taken for granted by other actors in the field” (Hardy and Maguire 2008, 204). By 
this definition, institutional entrepreneurs seek to stabilize the structural changes they 



Engaged Dissent   729

 

instigate and, ultimately, to institutionalize new norms. However, the relational na-
ture of institutional entrepreneurship continuously invites new actors to institute new 
forms and practices in social structures that then morph in response, only to elicit new 
refusals and trajectory shifts (Henfridsson and Yoo 2014) in an ongoing process that 
staves off institutional ossification or authoritarian pressure. Citing Foucault’s 1978 lec-
ture “What Is Critique?,” Raunig (2009) frames institutional critique as “a permanent 
process of instituting” (4). The instituent practice “does not oppose the institution, but 
it does flee from institutionalization” (Raunig and Ray 2009, xvii). As institutional cri-
tique evolves new modes of art making and new formats for delivery to evade capture by 
art world structures that seek to catalog and enclose its outputs, its practitioners remain 
vigilant to the peril of embedding “only into the surface of the institution without mate-
rially altering the institution or its organization in any deeper sense” (Steyerl 2009, 17). 
To avoid having institutional critique become subject to the very rules and pressures it 
seeks to resist, Raunig (2009) calls for it to “link up with other forms of critique both 
within and outside the art field” (3). This strategy opens the door for institutional cri-
tique to closely consider entrepreneurship and its tactics for navigating the peril of sub-
version in acts of dissension from and transformation of established systems. What 
follows is a multiple- case study of the “linking up” of art with entrepreneurship in the 
institutional practice of three visual artists as they acted to transform the status quo.

Case Analysis

The following cases examine the ways that visual artists Nan Goldin, Theaster Gates, and 
Yayoi Kusama navigated the dynamic tension between agency and the isomorphic pres-
sure to conform that is central to structuration (Greenwood and Suddaby 2006; Garudy, 
Hardy, and Maguire 2007; Lawrence, Suddaby, and Leca 2011). In their efforts to effect 
institutional change, all three artists relied on their extensive knowledge of art world op-
erations and their connections in and beyond art as they leaned into their respective art 
practices and the lived experience that informed those practices to uniquely craft an ap-
proach to instigating change. Overlaps between cases highlight performance art, sector 
spanning, and marginalization as factors in all three artists’ instigation of institutional 
change, while the exercise of emancipatory, public, or effectual principles of entrepre-
neurship demonstrates the synergistic potential for impact that entrepreneurship offers 
institutional practice in art.

Nan Goldin

A fierce empathy is discernible in Nan Goldin’s activism and artwork; in both, the body 
is a battleground. Described as a “punk- sex” photographer and a documentary re-
alist (Qualls 1995, 26), Goldin photographed, and photographed from within, a social 
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fringe where she and her close circle of friends— her chosen family (Als 2016)— cele-
brated (and mourned) one another, together. Goldin’s influential early collection of 
photographs, The Ballad of Sexual Dependency (1979– 86), looks intimately at addiction, 
domestic violence, sexual vulnerability, and the toll of AIDS on her close- knit com-
munity on Manhattan’s Lower East Side. The Ballad of Sexual Dependency, exhibited 
as a slide show of images projected on the wall with the whir of the projector’s lamp 
and the clatter of the carousel advancing each slide in the background, ported easily 
between punk clubs on New York City’s Lower East Side (Ruddy 2009). Exemplifying 
the mid- 1970s to mid- 1980s punk and post- punk era’s “powerful insertion of the queer 
body into contemporary art,” Ballad expressed Goldin’s subcultural community’s rejec-
tion of “binaries and their reach into the politics of race, gender, sexuality, class and the 
segregation of urban space” (Hart 2008). As a participant- observer (Edmonston 1983; 
Yi 2013; Cook 2015), Goldin captured “the random gestures and colors of the universe 
of sex and dreams, longing and breakups” (Als 2016). Of the work and its “emotional 
swells of existence” (LaForce 2018), Goldin explains, “It’s not about a style or a look or a 
setup. It’s about emotional obsession and empathy” (O’Brien 2011). Qualls (1995) argues 
that in documenting her own experience of domestic abuse Goldin transitioned from 
participant- observer (Edmonston 1983; Yi 2013; Cook 2015) to photographic performer, 
“defining herself not just as a journalist- chronicler of the scene in which she was in-
volved but also as a performer . . . not an actor analyzing another’s text, but one using 
their own lives as the canvas” (Qualls 1995, 31).

Decades later, with her formation of the organization Prescription Addiction 
Intervention Now (P.A.I.N.), Goldin’s artistic impulse to make visible the vulnerable, 
including herself, took an entrepreneurial turn. Goldin formed P.A.I.N. to challenge 
museum funding practices, specifically museums’ ties to the Sackler family, major mu-
seum patrons implicated in the US opioid epidemic (Jobey 2019; di Liscia 2020; Viveros- 
Fauné 2021). In “Nan Goldin Gets Your P.A.I.N.,” Viveros- Fauné (2021) describes the 
scope of Goldin’s impact:

The activist group she founded . . . has drawn a bead on the numbered Swiss bank 
accounts of pharmaceutical giant Purdue Pharma, along with those of its owners, 
the billionaire Sackler family, unrepentant profiteers of the Oxycontin scourge. The 
“most evil family in America”— according to Tennessee Congressman Jim Cooper— 
is currently mired in bankruptcy court, thanks in no small part to Goldin.

Artist- led calls for change tend to be radical in nature, provocative in their affect, and im-
pactful (Serafini 2018; Jobey 2019; di Liscia 2021). In her organized resistance to museum 
funding strategies that relied on the Sackler family’s philanthropy, Goldin activated 
principles of emancipatory entrepreneurship (Rindova, Barry, and Ketchen 2009). The 
emancipation model, emphasizing change creation over wealth creation, destabilizes 
the narrow view that entrepreneurship is merely a free- market weapon for dismantling 
social safety nets (Bonin- Rodriguez 2012). In emancipatory entrepreneuring, the act 
of making declarations works in tandem with the principles of seeking autonomy and 
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authoring to create new norms. Seeking autonomy describes the dual action of not only 
breaking free of an authority but also breaking up an operational status quo to en-
able others to join in the shaping of new institutional forms and practices. Authoring 
describes an alliance between the entrepreneur and “high- status actors who increase le-
gitimacy and survival chances” (Rindova, Barry, and Ketchen 2009, 480) while sharing 
in the mission to enact meaningful change. Practicing an “aesthetics of tactical embar-
rassment” (Sholette 2003), Goldin made declarations by participating in on- site protests 
in which members of P.A.I.N. performed “die- ins” in museum lobbies and on front 
steps, scattering pill bottles and lying prone as if dead (Jobey 2019). In an open letter in 
Artforum Goldin declared: “I’ve started a group . . . to hold [the Sacklers] accountable. 
To get their ear, we will target their philanthropy. They have washed their blood money 
through the halls of museums and universities around the world” (Goldin 2018). Goldin 
authored with political leaders seeking to hold the Sacklers accountable by testifying be-
fore the US Congress about the impact of her own addiction to Oxycontin. And she 
sought autonomy for herself and others via her organization’s campaign to change major 
arts institutions’ funding methods.

A participant- observer in her photographic work (Edmonston 1983; Yi 2013; Cook 
2015), with deep knowledge of art world operations and firsthand experience of opioid 
addiction, Goldin formed an organization to expose an abuse, build support for its 
address, and pressure arts administrators, as financial agents (Férnandez- Blanco and 
Prieto- Rodriguez 2020), to calculate their own risks and uncertainties (McMullen and 
Shepherd 2006) in their decision to perpetuate or end a moral hazard. She did this while 
maintaining a sense of allegiance to the very system she critiqued. Walking through the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art soon after the removal of the Sackler family name from 
its walls, Goldin noted that museums collect “the spoils of civilization” and then added, 
“But I still love them” (Schulman 2022).

Theaster Gates

In 2007, Theaster Gates— a sculptor, ceramicist, musician, and installation artist 
whose social practice entails performance, community organizing, and “large- scale 
urban intervention” (Austen 2013)— delivered a performance at Chicago’s Hyde Park 
Art Center that resonates today throughout his multivalent practice (McGraw 2012; 
Mannes- Abbott 2013). Plate Convergence (2007), curated by Gates, presented the work 
of Japanese master potter Shoji Yamaguchi. Gates described how Yamaguchi had “fled 
Hiroshima, married a black civil rights activist, and instituted a ritual called Plate 
Convergences” that gathered people together to discuss “race, political difference and 
inequity” (Wei 2011). The exhibition consisted of long ceramic plates; a video of the 
plates in use at a series of community dinners; wall vinyl that provided a timeline for the 
“Yamaguchi Institute”; and a recreation of one of the community dinners for those in 
attendance. In reality, Yamaguchi was a fiction. The works in the exhibition, the dinner, 
the institute, and Yamaguchi himself were all Gates’s creations. Gates explained that he 
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invented Yamaguchi as an alter ego to help him navigate the marginalization he expe-
rienced as a Black artist (Austen 2013). Through Yamaguchi, Gates performed tropes 
of tradition, gathering, craft, and exoticism to reject the curatorial exclusion that he 
himself experienced while, at the same time, transforming perceptions of what— and 
whom— curatorial practice could entail (Reinhardt 2015).

With Plate Convergence, Gates performed a blueprint for the intersection of com-
munity engagement and artistic practice and “the ethical impact of the discursive 
interactions and the social work they perform” (Reinhardt 2015). He would unfold this 
blueprint across the city of Chicago over the next fifteen years. Gates’s drive to pre-
serve, protect, and promote Black culture and enterprise, and by extension his own 
practice, led to Dorchester Projects (2009), “an artwork open to the public” (Adams 
2015), which gathered people together to share meals and exchange with one an-
other, engage with and support Black culture, and strengthen the economic health 
of the project’s predominantly Black neighborhood on Chicago’s South Side without 
gentrifying it. Gates established the Rebuild Foundation— “a platform for art, cul-
tural development, and neighborhood transformation” (Gates n.d.)— to support his 
community- building efforts. By 2022, Rebuild Foundation’s network had expanded 
to include Black Cinema House, Stony Island Arts Bank, Dorchester Industries, Black 
Artists Retreat, and Dorchester Art +  Housing Collaborative. McGraw (2012) writes, 
“Under Gates’s framework, cultural institutions are part of the problem— they adhere 
to systemic inequities— and one must either remake them from within or invent new 
forms” (McGraw 2012, 91). With Rebuild Foundation, Gates did not depart the art 
world; rather, he created a parallel system, one from which he influenced the art estab-
lishment and the philanthropic and political elite, in and beyond Chicago. In an inter-
view with Art in America, Gates explained, “I realized that if I had the courage to make 
work outside the institution, then institutions might actually be interested in the work” 
(Wei 2011).

Gates’s community- building ethos enacted principles of public entrepreneurship, a 
model of entrepreneurship that aims to increase opportunities for exchange between 
people in public spaces (Hjorth and Bjerke 2006). Pushing back against the characteri-
zation of social problems— such as precarity induced by marginalization— as “economic 
problems in need of ‘better management’ ” (Hjorth and Bjerke 2006, 119), public en-
trepreneurship counters the prevalent reduction of social concerns to merely a “form 
of the economic” (103) with a conceptualization of entrepreneurship as a “sociality- 
creating force” (109). Sociality, a collective form of engagement, emphasizes belonging 
and positions the entrepreneur as a citizen- actor “relationally defined by an ethics of 
responsibility for the creation and re- creation of the public” (Hjorth 2013, 44). Beyes 
(2015) notes that public entrepreneurship, concerned with social transformation, 
resonates in contemporary art’s attention to “socio- political effects” (445). In “The 
Artist Corporation and the Collective” (2014), Gates writes, “Collectivity, collections, 
collectives, those things for me have everything to do with our willingness to under-
stand the economies between political space and people” (Gates 2014, 78). Thus, Gates 
bridged art making and the making of a public sphere.
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Gates, not averse to making a profit, exercised a hybrid form of public entrepre-
neurship in which he leveraged public and private resources to bolster a social practice 
(McGraw 2012; Adams 2015; Reinhardt 2015) that in turn supported Black art, artists, 
and community. Speaking with Chicago mayor Rahm Emanuel in 2019, Gates spoke of 
the potential for artists who know how a city works to advance equity (Emanuel 2019). 
Despite his degree in urban development, Gates eschewed the title of developer: “What 
I am is really just an expanded individual, a complicated individual that both wants for 
himself and wants for the world” (Gates 2014, 78).

Yayoi Kusama

Nonagenarian visual artist and fashion icon Yayoi Kusama, the “world’s top- selling 
living female artist” (Allen 2020), first demonstrated her capacity for cross- boundary 
disruption (Burgelman and Grove 2007) sixty years ago by embracing the commercial 
transaction as an artistic gesture. Kusama’s early practice, influenced by “happenings” 
and Pop Art, offers insight into her later address of the art world’s systems of selection 
and control of distribution. Happenings, which emerged in the late 1950s as improvi-
sational precursors to performance art, were inherently cross- disciplinary, drawing on 
theater, visual art, music, and poetry. At the same time, they were ephemeral and time- 
based and thus resisted commodification. Happenings also broke the traditional artist- 
audience divide. For Kusama’s Anatomic Explosions (1968– 69), a series of happenings 
staged throughout Manhattan, “participants stripped naked and donned an assort-
ment of masks while Kusama painted polka dots on their bodies” (Kennell 2019, 202). 
The polka dot, Kusama’s obsessive motif adorning her sculptures and installations, be-
came a hallmark of her collaboration with the Louis Vuitton fashion brand, but Kusama 
attributes her use of polka dots to hallucinations she first experienced as a child. In her 
own writings, Kusama describes the depersonalization she experienced as a result of her 
neurodivergence: “I don’t consider myself an artist; I am pursuing art in order to correct 
the disability which began in my childhood” (Pollock 2006, 133).

Kusama’s early practice also drew on Pop Art’s embrace of consumer culture to un-
dermine perceptions that the art object was precious or unique. Of her guerrilla perfor-
mance Narcissus Garden, performed outside the 1966 Venice Biennale, she says, “What 
was most important. . . was my action of selling the mirror balls on the site, as if I were 
selling hot dogs or ice cream cones” (Artspace 2017). “Lampooning the art market” 
(Selvin 2020), Kusama used “performance art as her business model” (Allen 2020) as she 
implemented the aesthetics of advertising and the mechanics of retail as tools of provoca-
tion that challenged the role of art’s institutional intermediaries. In her fusion of Pop Art 
and happenings, Kusama blurred the line between fine art and consumer culture and di-
minished the boundary between artist and audience. With Narcissus Garden, the business 
transaction became an artistic medium (Callander 2019). Kusama challenged cultural 
confinement (Smithson 1972) by eliminating the fine art “middleman” and centered the 
artist in both creative and commercial components of cultural production. At the same 
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time, Kusama aggressively pursued inclusion by leading galleries, collectors, and critics. 
Kusama worked to expand the institutional environment to make room for her avant- 
garde experiments within central art world structures, entry to which Kusama, an Asian 
woman in a male- dominated Eurocentric selection system, was frequently denied.

In her challenge to institutional norms, Kusama practiced the improvisational model 
of effectual entrepreneurship. Effectuation seeks to “control an unpredictable future rather 
than predict an uncertain one” (Sarasvathy 2001, 259) through principles of affordable loss, 
exploitation of contingencies, strategic alliance, and control of an unpredictable future. In ef-
fectual entrepreneuring, the entrepreneur leverages available resources, welcomes unex-
pected events, and prioritizes networking over competitive analysis. These principles were 
evident in Kusama’s embrace of experimentation, flexibility, and collaboration not only 
within established art circles but also across sectors. Kusama’s involvement with fashion 
is popularly chronicled as beginning in 2006 when Louis Vuitton artistic director Marc 
Jacobs visited her in her Tokyo studio, but she first experimented with fashion in her 1960s 
New York City boutique, where she staged shows featuring clothing with erotic cutouts. 
When her fashion experiments attracted mainstream commercial attention, Kusama 
negotiated her way into a central channel of commercial distribution by collaborating with 
the company she suspected of stealing her designs (Artspace 2017).

Of her provocations, Kusama says, “I wanted to overturn the conventions” (Artspace 
2017). An “eminently pragmatic upstart” and a “networking warrior” (Swanson 2012) 
who “long had viral ambitions” (Allen 2020), Kusama balanced her capacity for upending 
norms with a keen awareness of market operations to establish optimal distinctiveness 
(Alvarez et al. 2005; Zhao et al. 2018), wherein inclusion (allowing the artist to obtain re-
sources) and differentiation (allowing the artist to attain recognition) are achieved via the 
breaking of conventions and the maintaining of control over the “coupling of art and busi-
ness” (Alvarez et al. 2005, 864). Kusama challenged art world brokers and assumed their 
role herself to bridge the divide between art and its commercialization.

Kusama’s involvement with fashion is popularly chronicled as beginning in 2006 
when Louis Vuitton artistic director Marc Jacobs visited her in her Tokyo studio, but she 
first experimented with fashion in her 1960s New York City boutique, where she staged 
shows featuring clothing with erotic cutouts. When her fashion experiments attracted 
mainstream commercial attention, Kusama negotiated her way into a central channel 
of commercial distribution by collaborating with the company she suspected of stealing 
her designs (Artspace 2017).

Concluding Discussion

The main motivation of this study was to examine the synergistic relationship between 
entrepreneurship and art in the institutional practice of Nan Goldin, Theaster Gates, 
and Yayoi Kusama, artists recognized internationally for their artistic accomplish-
ment and institutional impact in and beyond art. All three artists exercised degrees 
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of agency to effectively manage a highly relational process (Fligstein 2001; Garud and 
Karnøe 2001; Hardy and Maguire 2008) that required, at once, a degree of immuniza-
tion against the pressure to conform, knowledge of the systems to be impacted, and a 
facility in negotiating the social networks that would oppose or support their structural 
interventions (McMullen, Brownell, and Adams 2021). As they defined the terms of their 
relationship to the social structures they navigated, in ways exemplary or adversarial 
(Finkelpearl 2013), Goldin, Gates, and Kusama activated principles of emancipatory, 
public, and effectual entrepreneurship in their pursuit of institutional interventions and 
the fomenting of structural change. In all three cases, the artists confronted the admin-
istration of art: Goldin challenged museum funding practices, Gates rejected curatorial 
exclusion, and Kusama questioned the role of brokers.

As they activated a degree of immunity against isomorphic pressures, tapped their 
knowledge of the system(s) they hoped to influence, and built alliances across a range 
of competing interests and investments, Goldin, Gates, and Kusama exercised, and 
extended, temporal agency (Mead 1932; Emirbayer and Mische 1998; Battilanan and 
D’Aunno 2009; Garud, Kumaraswamy, and Karnøe 2010), a process of social engagement 
informed by the past, oriented toward the future, and sensitive to present contingencies 
(Emirbayer and Mische 1998). For artists, present actions and future projections are in-
formed by pasts spent developing aesthetic frameworks that are, in turn, informed by 
their practice of art— in both its material and philosophical considerations— and the 
lived experience that informs that practice. This aesthetic dimension of temporal agency, 
derived from the “interplay of our sensory and evaluative capacities” (Creed, Taylor, and 
Hudson 2020, 416), posits that in the attempt to “contextualize past habits and future 
projects within the contingencies of the moment” (Emirbayer and Mische 1998, 963), 
artists as institutional entrepreneurs implement a distinct interpretive framework. 
Goldin’s emancipatory challenge (Rindova, Barry, and Ketchen 2009) to art museums’ 
embrace of predatory philanthropy referenced the punk, performative, and documen-
tary aspects of a photography practice that responded to and captured Goldin’s experi-
ence of queerness, addiction, and subcultural solidarity. Gates’s public entrepreneuring 
(Hjorth and Bjerke 2006) in response to the exclusion of Black culture and enterprise 
mirrored a social practice that propelled Gates’s harnessing of craft, commerce, and 
community building to counter the effects of racist marginalization. Kusama’s early ef-
fectual command (Sarasvathy 2001) of the crossover between art and its commercializa-
tion as she navigated the sexism and xenophobia that contributed to her socioeconomic 
exclusion reflected the influence of an improvisational practice characterized by street- 
level performance and Pop Art’s “vernacular of consumer culture” (Callander 2019, 64). 
It is beyond the scope of this study to fully consider the implications of the extension of 
temporal agency via the aesthetic frameworks of artists who engage institutional prac-
tice, but the role of performance art, cross- sector activity, and social marginalization are 
factors worth exploring in any future examination of the impact of artistic practice on 
the mechanics of agency, a core concern for institutional entrepreneurship studies.

Mindful that institutional critique seeks its own continuous renewal, this study narrows 
its focus to the potential impact institutional entrepreneurship studies offers institutional 
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practice in art. The subject of this study has been artists who mitigated risk and uncer-
tainty (McMullen and Shepherd 2006) as they deployed degrees of iteration, projection, 
and practical evaluation (Battilana and D’Aunno 2009; Kier and McMullen 2018) in the 
instigation of trajectory shifts (Henfridsson and Yoo 2014) that transformed institutional 
norms. Each practiced an engaged form of dissent to challenge the art world, a system in 
which they remained deeply invested. Callander and Cummings (2021) note that an em-
phasis on “renewal” characterizes the dominant conceptualization of entrepreneurship in 
the arts management literature, “which seeks not the formation of ventures so much as the 
reorganization or redirection of established entities” (747). The framing of entrepreneur-
ship as an intrapreneurial pursuit (Antoncic and Hisrich 2003), wherein administrators 
merely seek “to maintain or grow the financial health of an organization as it encounters 
changing market demands and shifting policy environments” (Callander and Cummings 
2021, 747), limits the full potential of entrepreneurship in the administration of the arts. 
Possibly, a more porous membrane exists between the arts and their administration— one 
in which there is not only a synergy between artist and administrator but even a symbiosis 
or a changing of the guard, or no guard at all. Not every artist makes for an administrator, 
but the administrator who can dial up creative, social, and practical imaginativeness (Kier 
and McMullen 2018) might view management as a medium for the shaping and reshaping 
of the structures within which art operates, thus blurring the line between entrepreneur-
ship and management in the administration of art.
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Introduction

European Capital of Culture (ECoC) is one of the European Union’s most highly 
praised initiatives. The initiative’s aim is to bring fresh life to the city chosen as ECoC 
and boost its cultural, social, and economic development. The city nominated ECoC has 
a full year to celebrate arts and the great cultural diversity that characterizes European 
countries. It designs and develops a cultural program with a solid European dimen-
sion that involves citizens living in the city and its surroundings and those from else-
where. Broad citizen participation in the ECoC program is a key factor in the success 
of an ECoC year. Citizens should be actively engaged throughout the entire process, 
from the bidding phase through the implementation and ending with evaluating the 
mega- event’s legacy. Creative and cultural organizations are crucial in engaging citizens, 
creating opportunities for a wide range of people to proactively and actively participate 
in the development of cultural projects and events included in the program. Boosting 
and widening access to culture, they act as a powerful engine of the ECoC initiative.
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In recent years there has been an interesting debate regarding the role that ECoCs 
play in the development and growth of creative and cultural organizations operating 
in designated capital cities, their region, and beyond (e.g., Campbell 2011; Garcia et al. 
2009 b; Garcia, Melville, and Cox 2010; Langen and Garcia 2009). Palmer (2004) stated 
that most ECoC cities consider the expansion of creative industries to be one of their 
economic priorities. The United Kingdom’s Department for Culture, Media and Sport 
(2008) claimed that the increased level of activity within creative industries associated 
with ECoC status can assist in the revitalization of the city.

Examining the long- term impacts of the ECoC program over the past thirty years and 
exploring successful strategies and best practices, Garcia and Cox (2013, 113) pointed 
out that the “impacts upon the host city’s existing cultural system and plans for cultural 
activity are the most prolific areas of reported beneficial impact from ECoCs. Benefits 
include projects that continue beyond the hosting year, increased collaboration and net-
working between cultural providers, and increased capacity and ambition within the 
sector.” However, the same scholars also highlighted that “even with sustained and tan-
gible plans, there is unlikely to be a strong legacy of creative industries’ development 
resulting from the recent ECoC programs” (143). Campbell (2011) argued that there is 
no strong evidence of linkage between cultural initiatives in the ECoC setting and crea-
tive industry development.

So while the ECoC designation of a city has a broader impact on the city’s profile and 
potentially increases the credibility of its creative and cultural offerings, there are dif-
ferent experiences regarding the impact on creative and cultural organizations directly 
involved in the project (Campbell 2011; Garcia et al. 2009 a), and additional research on 
ECoC’s impact on creative and cultural industries would be of benefit.

This chapter attempts to contribute to the debate on the effects of ECoC events on 
creative and cultural organizations participating in the ECoC program. The focus is 
on the impacts on such organizations’ business models. The study used an exploratory 
research and qualitative approach, focusing on the ECOC program of Matera, Italy, 
that is one of the two cities named ECOC in 2019. Extensive documentary research 
was done, along with in- depth interviews conducted with creative practitioners ac-
tively engaged in the Matera ECOC program. Interviews were conducted a few 
months before and shortly after the 2019 ECoC program was complete. They involved 
project and cultural managers of five local creative and cultural organizations that 
implemented large cultural projects as part of the program. The research attempted to 
capture and analyze the effects of the Matera 2019 experience on how the investigated 
creative and cultural organizations create, distribute, and capture value. Particular at-
tention was paid to changes of their business model. These effects were explored and 
analyzed through the lenses of the Business Model Prism (Schiuma and Lerro 2017), 
a multidimensional framework describing the structure and logic of the business 
model of a creative and cultural organization. Specifically, we asked: Has developing 
big projects included in the ECoC program produced some changes in how the examined 
organizations translate resources into projects and results and create value? What kind 
of changes occurred?
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The remainder of the chapter is organized as follows. First the chapter provides a view 
of the evaluation of ECoC impacts. Then it addresses some critical issues regarding the 
business modeling of creative and cultural organizations and describes the Business 
Model Prism. After that, the chapter illustrates the research method and the findings 
of the case studies analysis. Finally, concluding remarks and suggestions for future re-
search work are presented.

Evaluating the Impacts of ECoC

The European Capital of Culture program was born in 1985, thanks to Greek minister of 
culture Melina Mercouri. Her idea was to designate a city as an ECoC to celebrate arts 
and culture throughout the year and highlight the richness of the great cultural diver-
sity that characterizes the European countries. According to the European Union (2015), 
the ECoC program has grown yearly, becoming the most significant European cultural 
event. It impacts the cultural sphere of each city designated as an ECoC and has social, 
educational, urban planning, and economic impacts on the surrounding region.

The mega- event acts as a catalyst that fosters a changed perception of the European 
image and serves as an engine of development. ECoC, initially seen as a celebratory 
event, is nowadays considered a transformational process for the hosting city, part of 
a long- term culture- based development strategy designed to improve the hosting city’s 
international profile, enhance its residents’ pride and self- confidence, and produce sus-
tainable socioeconomic impacts (Burksiene, Dvorak, and Burbulyte- Tsiskarishvili 2018; 
European Union 2015; Fox and Rampton 2016; Garcia 1990; Rampton et al. 2011). The 
cities chosen as ECoCs have an excellent opportunity to reinvent themselves, starting 
from their cultural resources and investing in new growth paths. Each city exploits 
this advantage by designing its cultural program to take advantage of its features and 
strengths. Over the years the cities have assessed the impacts of such events in heteroge-
neous ways (Ebejer, Xuereb, and Avellino 2021).

Most of the evaluation studies were final reports written by the staff members of the 
organization responsible for ECoC implementation or studies commissioned by inde-
pendent bodies or developed by research centers (e.g., Liu 2019b; Palmer and Richard 
2004; Steiner, Frey, and Hotz 2015; Van der Steen and Richards 2021). Several ECoCs 
(e.g., Luxembourg in 2007, Liverpool in 2008, Essen in 2010, and Mons in 2015) devel-
oped indicators and methodologies to assess the event’s impacts across different areas, 
including culture, the economy, image, the environment, and policies. Recently, the 
European Commission introduced new assessment requirements for ECoCs post- 2019. 
From 2020 to 2033, each city will be responsible for evaluating the results of its year 
as ECoC.

Great attention has been paid to macro effects of the ECoC designation. Some 
scholars (e.g., Ebejer, Xuereb, and Avellino 2021; Liu 2019 a; Nobili 2005; Richard and 
Wilson 2004; Turșie and Perrin 2020) analyzed the impacts of the mega- event in terms 
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of image branding and repositioning as well as in terms of the social and sustainability 
effects. Srakar and Vecco (2017) and Gomes and Librero- Cano (2018) applied, respec-
tively, an econometric model and a difference- in- differences approach to measuring 
the effects of cultural events on GDP, the employment growth, and other economic 
dimensions. Several scholars investigated ECoC impacts in terms of tourism and eco-
nomic growth, image and perceptions, social goals, sustainability, and urban and po-
litical facets (e.g., Garcia et al. 2008; Garcia et al. 2009 b, 2010; Garcia and Cox 2013; 
Hughes 2003; Myerscough 1994; Palmer and Richard 2004; Richards and Wilson 2004; 
Richards, Hitters, and Fernandes 2002).

The studied impacts have both common and unique traits. This is understandable 
given the differences in the sixty cities that received the ECoC designation between 
1985 and 2019. Investigating success strategies and long- term effects of ECoCs in three 
decades, Garcia and Cox (2013) and Garcia (2019) examined the published material 
produced by ECoC host cities. They reviewed the evidence of impacts and long- term 
effects from cultural, economic, social, and policy viewpoints. The scholars highlighted 
that after three decades, the ECoC is a crucial platform for city positioning and a catalyst 
for economic and cultural regeneration (Balsas 2004). They have identified some areas 
of positive impact for which evidence is relatively robust: cultural and image impacts, 
economic impacts, and social impacts.

Cultural and image impacts. ECoC produced substantial effects on a city’s cultural 
vibrancy by reinforcing formal and informal networks, creating opportunities for new 
collaborations and new work, and nurturing the capacity and ambition of the cultural 
sector. Hosting ECoC also produced an image renaissance for low- profile (or negative- 
profile) cities by attracting considerable media attention and improving local, national 
and international perceptions.

Economic impacts. ECoC produced a substantial immediate to medium- term ef-
fect on tourism development. Regarding long- term effects, scholars have concluded 
that cities undergoing major repositioning during or post- ECoC can sustain growth in 
tourism visits and expenditures in the long term. However, cities’ assertions of positive 
economic impacts have been overinflated or are lacking in robust evidence, particularly 
in terms of job creation.

Social impacts. Hosting ECoC improved local perceptions of the city. Many recent 
ECoCs claim that 50 to 90 percent of their local population feel that their city is a “better 
place” after hosting the mega- event. Hosting ECoC fostered local pride and a can- do 
attitude and produced an increase in the volume and diversity of cultural audiences 
during the ECoC year. Some cities declared that over half of their local population en-
gaged with their ECoC program.

About other areas of impact, from physical to policy and political effects, it is harder 
to prove the added value of the ECoC program, due to the complexity of methodologies 
required for capturing such effects.

The literature review on the impacts of ECoC shows that in most cases, studies pro-
vided a macro- scale analysis of the cultural, social, and economic impacts of ECoC. This 
is reasonable, as the ECoC title is perceived as an essential part of a local development 
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strategy pursuing mainly socioeconomic growth. However, it is equally important to 
understand the micro- level effects that such an event produces on citizens and organi-
zations experiencing ECoC and directly involved in its implementation. In this regard, 
Fišer and Kožuh (2019) and Steen and Richards (2021), focusing respectively on Maribor 
ECoC 2012 and La Valletta ECoC 2018, analyzed the impact on feelings of community 
reputation and pride. Garcia et al. (2009 a) and the investigated the impacts of Liverpool 
ECoC on residents, artists, and creative and cultural organizations. Stipanović, Rudan, 
and Zubović (2019) analyzed the role of cultural and creative industries in creating inno-
vative urban tourism, considering them as critical stakeholders in transforming Rijeka 
from an industrial city into a city with a strong cultural identity. Boyko (2007) examined 
the impact of the ECoC program on place meanings for the local community in the city 
of Bruges, focusing mainly on the event’s social, physical, and psychological effects on 
the resident population.

Understanding the impacts of an ECoC on its key actors such as citizens and cre-
ative and cultural organizations is crucial. The effects and lasting legacy of an ECoC 
depend indeed on solid, continuous, and participation by citizens in the cultural life 
of the city. They depend as well on capacity building in cultural and creative organiza-
tions to increase their sustainability and competitiveness. We next explore how devel-
oping an ECoC program can lead such organizations to modify the ways they combine 
their assets and activities to create and deliver social, economic, and cultural value for 
individuals, groups, and society as a whole.

Grasping the Business Model in 
Creative and Cultural Organizations: 

The Business Model Prism

The Business Model in Creative and Cultural Organizations

Given their intrinsic orientation toward value creation in terms of social impacts rather 
than profits, creative and cultural organizations are reluctant to consider themselves as 
organizations doing some form of business. Undoubtedly, there are differences between 
the main concerns and scopes of a creative and cultural organization and those of a for- 
profit business, even though both have to achieve financial viability. However, business 
modeling remains fundamental for creative and cultural organizations that aim to re-
main competitive and deliver sustainable value over time (Laasch 2018; Schiuma and 
Lerro 2017).

The literature on business models in the arts and cultural sector is still fragmented 
and embryonic. This is probably due to the heterogeneity of the creative and cultural 
sector, which includes several types of organizations with specific missions, aims, and 
orientations toward the market.
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Focusing on museums, Falk and Sheppard (2006) highlight the importance of a rad-
ical new business model for these organizations to survive the transition into the know-
ledge age. The scholars offer insights for planning a business model to preserve museums’ 
financial viability and artistic integrity. Referring again to museums, Decker- Lange, 
Singer, and Schrander (2019) illustrate how stakeholders’ fluctuating emphasis on ec-
onomic, cultural, and political logics influences the content, structure, and govern-
ance of the activities constituting the business models of research museums. For visual 
arts organizations, Royce (2011, 32) highlights the necessary traits of a robust business 
model, including “financial viability, sound managerial systems and human resource 
practices, good leadership and clear governance, a sound knowledge of present and fu-
ture audiences, participants and customers, strong networks and good relationships 
with stakeholders, customers and suppliers.” Rodríguez (2016) argues that there is a 
need to eradicate false distinctions between business and the arts and cultural sector, 
and provides some ideas from management studies that may lead arts managers to adopt 
more strategic approaches for their organizations. Li (2020) focuses on business model 
innovation in creative industries, and argues that such innovations are primarily digital.

Despite the heterogeneity of studies, it is clear that business modeling is a valuable 
means for creative and cultural organizations to articulate their values and objectives 
and connect them to their customers, suppliers, and partners through proper exploita-
tion of organizational assets and processes.

By modeling their business, creative and cultural organizations can describe how 
they create, deliver, and capture value (Osterwalder and Pigneur 2010) and update their 
strategy to consider socioeconomic challenges and trends.

The Business Model Prism

Business modeling is increasingly acknowledged as essential to creative and cultural or-
ganization success. It allows such organizations to understand better how they create, 
deliver, and capture value. This is particularly relevant since today creative and cul-
tural organizations are challenged to achieve financial viability without compromising 
their mission and not- for- profit values, to spur social innovation, and to serve as a cat-
alyst for change for organizations operating in other traditional sectors (Schiuma and 
Lerro 2017). The methods and tools for describing and managing tailor- made business 
models in the creative and cultural sectors are still being studied (Dümcke 2015; Li 2020; 
Munoz- Seca 2011; Schiuma and Lerro 2017).

Recently, Schiuma and Lerro (2017) proposed a multidimensional framework, the 
Business Model Prism (BMP), as a way to map the structure and logic of creative and 
cultural organizations’ business models. Built on the findings of a comprehensive re-
view of the literature concerning business models in the creative and cultural sector, 
the BMP describes the business model of a creative and cultural organization through 
seven facets, shown in Figure 36.1. The upper facet refers to social and cultural value 
and impact; the lower facet refers to funding and financial resilience. The other five 
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facets describe the remaining critical dimensions of a business model: stakeholders, 
strategies, processes, organizational resources, and partnerships. The seven facets are 
interrelated and provide an organization with lenses through which to think about the 
critical questions it wants to address when seeking to manage its activities. Each facet is 
described by specific questions that allow us to fully understand a creative and cultural 
organization’s internal working mechanisms and value creation dynamics:

Social and Cultural Value and Impact. Why do we exist? What impact do we want to 
have? Which values do we wish to propose and offer? What are our mission and 
vision?

Stakeholders. Who are our key stakeholders? What are their wants, needs, expecta-
tions, and dreams?

Strategies. What are we doing to satisfy our stakeholders and deliver value for them? 
What are the leading products and services we offer? What is our legal structure? 
What is our current organizational structure?

Processes. What are our existing processes? How do we manage our projects and 
programs? What are the characteristics of our productions? How do we generate 
and sustain demand? How do we carry out research and development?

Organizational Resources. What resources do we need in order to implement, ex-
ploit, and enhance our processes?
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Figure 36.1 The Business Model Prism.
Source: Schiuma and Lerro 2017, 8, Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License.
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Partnerships. What partnerships do we need to build and enhance in order to imple-
ment our strategy, communicate our social and cultural values, and guarantee our 
impact?

Funding and Financial Resilience. What are our current costs and incomes? What is 
our financial status?

According to Schiuma and Lerro (2017, 9), these “key questions define the main issues 
to be addressed and managed to support the development of the fundamental theoret-
ical pillars distinguishing the business model of an arts/ culture organization.” The basic 
assumption of the BMP is that a creative and cultural organization must have a clear 
picture of its value creation dynamics to be sustainable and successful in the long term. 
It must define what social and cultural value and impact it will deliver and for whom; 
consequently, it has to define its mission, vision, and strategies. To accomplish this, an 
organization has to identify its key stakeholders. Schiuma and Lerro (2017) identify 
the following critical categories of stakeholders for creative and cultural organizations: 
users, artists, members, staff, volunteers, other arts and cultural organizations, public 
administration and institutions, communities, and society.

Once the most influential key stakeholders are identified, along with their pri-
mary wants, needs, expectations, and dreams, an organization can focus on designing 
its strategy. The organization must translate its key stakeholders’ requirements into 
pragmatic objectives and outputs to be delivered. The identification of these strategic 
objectives can be complemented with an analysis of the products and services the or-
ganization is delivering or developing. In addition, the strategy should encompass the 
organization’s legal structure and its organizational chart.

Next, the organization must undertake an analysis of the processes needed to achieve 
the targeted strategic objectives: creating and offering value, reaching audiences 
and users, supporting audience development, managing stakeholder relationships, 
generating revenues, and controlling costs. The analysis of such processes must be 
complemented with an understanding of the organizational resources available and 
needed for their implementation. Organizational resources include people, practices, 
technologies, and infrastructures.

Then the partners playing a pivotal role in successful strategy implementation must 
be identified. Creative and cultural organizations can create partnerships to optimize 
operations and better allocate resources; reduce risk and uncertainty; acquire specific 
resources, knowledge, and licenses; or explore new opportunities and potential markets. 
Four main types of partnerships have been identified: partnerships with other arts and 
cultural organizations, partnerships with businesses, partnerships with communities 
and nongovernmental organizations, and partnerships with public authorities.

Finally, the business model requires an understanding of the organization’s economic 
and financial sustainability, specifically in terms of funding and financial resilience.

BMP is a multidimensional framework that encourages managers to think through 
the links between the strategy, resources, and activities that underpin value creation.
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Discerning the Effects of ECoC on 
Creative and Cultural Organizations’ 
Business Models Through the Lens of 

the Business Model Prism

Methods

This research used a case study approach to investigate the effects of ECoC on the busi-
ness model of the creative and cultural organizations leading the ECoC projects. The 
case study method was applied since it is the most appropriate one for probing beneath 
the surface of a situation and producing a rich context for deep understanding of the 
investigated phenomenon. It enriches the empirical base, especially when quantitative 
or statistical data are difficult to extract (Robinson and Shumar 2014).

Extensive documentary research and a series of semistructured research interviews 
were carried out with creative practitioners actively involved in implementing the ECoC 
program in Matera in 2019. The interviews were conducted from September 2019 to 
early March 2020, before the outbreak of the COVID- 19 pandemic. They involved pro-
ject and cultural managers of five creative and cultural organizations that implemented 
big cultural projects in the Matera 2019 program. The Matera Basilicata 2019 Foundation 
suggested the organizations, with the idea of ensuring, through the proposed sample, a 
sort of representativeness of all organizations involved in the program (in terms of or-
ganizational configuration, site of operation, and sector). Therefore, the analyzed or-
ganizations have different organizational configurations (one social cooperative, one 
theater company, and three cultural associations), come from different territories (two 
from Matera, two from Potenza, and one from Pisticci), and operate in various creative- 
cultural sectors (two in theater, one in visual arts and education, one in audiovisual, and 
one in the integration of migrants and disabled individuals). Together with other crea-
tive and cultural organizations, these organizations developed a remarkable part of the 
Matera 2019 cultural program. From a total of eighty- one applicants that responded to a 
public call in 2017, twenty- seven local creative and cultural organizations were selected 
and named project leaders (PLs).

The development of these projects proceeded in two phases. In the first phase, the 
selected PLs attended a capacity- building program (the Build Up project) that focused 
on several themes: the European dimension, the artistic facet, management, production 
of outputs for the audience, and production sustainability. During the Build Up project, 
the PLs had the chance to collaborate, share experiences, and plan an in- depth executive 
project. Next, in 2018, the PLs had the opportunity to meet the public and evaluate their 
projects’ technical and economic feasibility through so- called crash tests. This allowed 
them to refine and calibrate their projects’ objectives and activities. Overall, then, the 
PLs embarked on a two- year journey that included capacity- building activities, project 
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co- creation paths, tests, and finally the accomplishment of cultural productions that in-
volved local communities and large interested audiences. During this journey, the PLs 
got involved in an experimental process of artistic and cultural production and social 
innovation, working for and with citizens and collaborating with other local, national 
and international institutions and organizations.

Through a series of meetings and semistructured interviews, the scholars probed dif-
ferent facets of interviewees’ experiences of Matera 2019, capturing their perceptions 
about the changes in their business model against their participation in the mega event. 
All the interviews were— with the consent of the PLs— recorded and transcribed. This 
provided a reliable information base that accurately reflected the interviewees’ thoughts. 
Each interview had an average duration of four hours. Manual coding was used for 
analyzing data. The interview guide was designed in such a way as to allow analysis of 
changes in business model as described in the BMP. The BMP was chosen as a lens to 
investigate the effects of Matera 2019 on organizations’ business models since it allows 
for a deep analysis from multiple angles. The interviews helped produce reasonably ac-
curate data concerning the interviewees’ perceptions of the changes in their business 
model a few months after the conclusion of their projects and Matera 2019.

Findings

The projects developed by the investigated organizations were original productions in 
which citizens became actors and co- authors themselves. Citizens had the opportunity 
to play an active role in the project development and choose their engagement level. 
This was intended to accomplish one of the main aims of Matera ECoC 2019: stimu-
lating social innovation in the community. Table 36.1 shows a summary of the projects 
developed by the five PLs.

Designing and managing a big project for Matera 2019 forced the studied organiza-
tions to reflect on their value proposition and strategic objectives as well as on the use of 
organizational resources, the development of activities and relationships, and the man-
agement of financial resources.

In the following, the main findings from the joint analysis of the five case studies are 
described through the seven dimensions of the BMP.

Social and Cultural Value and Impact

The Matera 2019 experience corroborated the social and cultural value proposition 
of each PL. All the interviewed managers emphasized that developing a big project 
for Matera 2019 confirmed their aim to use art in multiple ways: as a social activator; 
as a tool for connecting people; as a means of dialogue with reality, the city, and its 
inhabitants; as a way of promoting the cultural regeneration of communities; as a way of 
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Table 36.1.  Projects Developed by the Examined Project Leaders

Organization Project

A A traveling theater recalling an abandoned ship that traveled through five 
peripheral communities by narrating stories extrapolated from the experiences 
of people living in the peripheral areas. The project aimed to communicate the 
identity of the peripheral region of Basilicata all over Europe and ignite social 
activation and innovation.

B Approximately 300 Matera inhabitants co- created an emotional map with 
the project leader, illustrating their most beloved places. The project aimed 
to promote a different way to live in the city and unveil the soul of the places 
through the soul of the person who generously shared their story. The map has 
been presented as a multisensory installation piece and in several other ways.

C The project leader shared and gave voice to immigrants’ talent through 
workshops and events. The project aimed to stimulate inclusion and social 
integration through work and art.

D A traveling museum that exhibits fragments, traces, and small items collected 
during a journey in Mediterranean areas. Retracing the stories contained within 
the recovered objects offered an opportunity for reflection on the relationships 
among the people, places, and cultures within which these things were born, 
exchanged, handled, and experienced. The project leader wanted to provide a 
space for reflection on places and people’s identity.

E A film highlighting some big issues of the peripheral European areas, involving 
the community in the content production and the cinematographic work. The 
project aimed to promote a cinematographic language, stimulate audience 
development, and give voice to territories and local realities.

increasing and strengthening the identity of the places where people live; and as a means 
of giving life to peripheral areas.

Strategies

Analyzing the effects of Matera 2019 revealed a common tendency of the PLs to define 
new strategic objectives or to remodel existing ones to capitalize on their ECoC experi-
ence. The specificity of each project experience led each PL to formulate some specific 
objectives. However, it is possible to identify some macro strategic objectives common 
to all the interviewees. These macro objectives can be grouped into three main areas. 
The first area concerns openness to collaborations at the national/ international level. 
The analyzed organizations aim to establish and strengthen their collaboration at the 
national/ international level and to participate in international (European) networks. 
The second area has to do with capitalizing on the project: (1) scaling up and capitalizing 
on the methodological framework underlying the project carried out for Matera 2019, 
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(2) ensuring continuity of the project carried out for Matera 2019 at regional, national, 
and international levels, and (3) expanding and further improving the project carried 
out for Matera 2019 by involving old and new audiences. Finally, the third area concerns 
the financial dimension. All the organizations declared the objective of achieving finan-
cial sustainability in the medium and long terms. This sustainability has to be increas-
ingly independent of public funds.

Processes

The joint analysis of the case studies highlighted some improvements common to the 
interviewed PLs regarding project management, communication, and marketing activi-
ties. Designing and managing significant projects for Matera 2019 allowed organizations 
to improve the management of complex projects (with particular reference to cost and 
time management dimensions), to increase their commitment to achieving the projects’ 
objectives (paying particular attention to efficiency and time management), and to im-
prove the selection and planning of projects as well as the simultaneous administration 
of parallel processes and activities. Regarding communication and marketing activities, 
from the interviews it emerged that all the PLs experienced an improvement in planning 
and management of advertising/ promotion/ marketing activities as well as of commu-
nication activities, primarily through more comprehensive and effective exploitation of 
social media.

Organizational Resources

PLs increased their tangible assets by producing physical project outputs (e.g., artistic 
works, film productions, books, games) and developing specific technological equip-
ment and improved communication sites and channels (e.g., apps, technologies for aug-
mented reality, advanced equipment for filming).

Further impacts on organizational resources concerned improvements in intan-
gible resources, such as organizational reputation and image. Moreover, managing 
big cultural projects characterized by a certain level of complexity and budget size, 
forced the PLs to improve their managerial, communication, accounting, and digital 
competencies.

The Build Up project was an essential step in developing organizational resources. 
The PLs perceived it as a practice that, appropriately revised, can represent a legacy for 
the next ECoCs. However, the PLs had different opinions of its efficacy. Generally, the 
Build Up helped organizations develop, to some extent, skills related to communication, 
event planning, and digital content management. Furthermore, the Build Up acted as 
a turbo boost for developing the PLs’ projects. However, the PLs claimed that they had 
improved their skills mainly autonomously, according to a “learning by doing” logic.
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Partnerships

For all the PLs, carrying out a big project for Matera 2019 allowed them to expand their 
network, getting in touch with others operating in the creative and cultural sector and 
with public and private organizations operating in other sectors at local, national, and 
international levels. However, with some exceptions, the impact on partnership devel-
opment was limited. Specifically, there was an increase in contacts with artists and other 
organizations. However, at the time of the interviews, the expansion of the network did 
not mean the growth of stable partnerships. Moreover, the forms of cooperation mainly 
involved the PLs and an artist or an organization in a narrow collaboration. However, 
these relationships and embryonic partnerships have great value for the PLs and repre-
sent a seed to nurture through new projects.

Stakeholders

Matera 2019’s effect on the stakeholder dimension of the business model was, to a certain 
extent, different for each PL. All the PLs expanded their stakeholder networks. In par-
ticular, the PLs improved their relationships with their stakeholders and enhanced their 
reputation and image at local and national levels. At the local level, the changes included 
strengthening and expanding relationships with public organizations (e.g., schools and 
universities) and private organizations (e.g., companies involved in the project’s im-
plementation) as well as with local communities and with public bodies (even though 
some PLs described the relations with local public bodies as a factor hindering agile 
project development). On the other side, the PLs noticed a marginal improvement in 
the relationships among organizations operating in the creative and cultural sector at 
the local level and a limited strengthening of the networking among the PLs involved 
in the Matera 2019 program. According to most of the interviewed PLs, this had to do 
with two factors: the absence of clear programmatic lines aimed at driving all the PLs 
toward a shared vision, mission, and network activity, and structural characteristics of 
the local creative and cultural sector (e.g., management style, a low propensity to share 
information). At the national level, participating in ECoC allowed the PLs to establish 
or consolidate relationships with well- known associations and organizations operating 
in the creative and cultural sector and with public schools. Finally, the PLs have started 
to create and reinforce relationships with artists and organizations to develop specific or 
European projects at the international level.

Funding and Financial Resilience

Funding and financial resilience represent a tricky facet of the business model of cre-
ative and cultural organizations. Developing a big project for Matera 2019 generated 
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exposure to debt situations, albeit temporary (PLs had to advance one part of the capital 
required by the project). This produced a certain level of apprehension, amplified by 
the fact that the financial reporting mechanisms and rules were changed several times 
during the project. The changes in the reporting system made some PLs uneasy. Indeed, 
most of the examined organizations did not have employees adequately skilled in man-
aging economic/ financial matters and able to respond promptly to changes in reporting 
requirements.

The interviews highlighted some critical concerns regarding the financial and ec-
onomic dimension after the ECoC year. The PLs were worried about the absence of 
public policies and programs to guarantee the continuation and enhancement of the 
implemented projects after 2019 and the existence of proper financial resources for 
capitalizing on artistic and cultural outputs and tangible and intangible organizational 
heritage built through Matera 2019 projects. Beyond these concerns, the ECoC expe-
rience ignited new intentions and actions. From the interviews, it emerged that PLs 
were working to rely less and less on public funds in favor of seeking private funds (e.g., 
sponsors) and identifying new ways of financially exploiting the outputs from projects 
developed for Matera 2019.

Conclusions

Evaluating the impacts of an ECoC is still a challenging task. Assessing such a big event 
against its set goals and the program’s objectives through several perspectives— cultural, 
social, economic, and environmental— is difficult (Gomez and Librero- Cano 2018; Langen 
and Garcia 2009). This is in part because of the lack of shared and well- founded methods 
for getting evidence of short-  and long- term effects after the event has been hosted.

The evaluation has to encompass both a macro- scale analysis of the cultural, social, 
and economic impacts of ECoC and an understanding of the effects that such an event 
produces at the micro level— that is, on citizens and organizations experiencing ECoC 
directly involved in its implementation.

Most of the studies done to date adopt a macro scale to investigate the impact of 
ECoC. This is understandable, as hosting this mega- event is seen as an opportunity for 
urban regeneration and a catalyst for social, cultural, and economic development. But 
micro- scale lenses enrich the understanding of the impacts generated by this peculiar 
event on its participants. They shed more light on participants’ experiences of ECoC 
and can highlight issues regarding the context- specific effects of the event. This research 
adopted micro- scale lenses to explore the experiences of some creative and cultural or-
ganizations during Matera’s year as ECoC in 2019. Specifically, it looked at how partic-
ipation in the event impacted their business model. To the best of our knowledge, this 
area of exploration is still insufficiently investigated. We propose using the BMP frame-
work to comprehensively analyze the effects of ECoC on the business model of creative 
and cultural organizations actively involved in the program.
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Several clear findings emerged from this research that may have particular relevance 
to cultural policymakers in the hosting city and region. These results suggest key subjects 
for building an environment that nurtures future creative and cultural practices.

The joint analysis of the case studies revealed that each PL had strengthened its value 
proposition, defined new strategic objectives to be pursued in the near future, enriched 
its wealth of tangible and intangible assets, partially modified its processes, woven new 
partnerships (albeit in a very limited way), and strengthened its relationships with 
stakeholders. The project implementation generated an exposure of the PLs to debt 
situations, although temporary. This produced a certain level of apprehension among 
the organizations, amplified by the fact that the reporting mechanisms and rules 
changed several times during the project. On the other hand, the ECoC experience re-
inforced the PLs’ desire to acquire greater financial resilience by relying less on public 
funding and developing projects/ activities that contribute to achieving greater eco-
nomic sustainability.

Overall, Matera 2019 was a transformational event for the analyzed PLs. It pushed 
them to rethink and improve their business model and, in line with the “Open Future” 
slogan of Matera 2019, to project themselves into the future. Developing big cultural 
projects provided them with new strengths to leverage for future growth from an entre-
preneurial point of view.

The study contributes to the broader research puzzle on evaluating ECoC impacts 
by offering a fresh perspective on the effects of this event. It is crucial to understand 
the influence of the ECoC on the value creation dynamics of the creative and cul-
tural organizations that serve as a major pillar of the mega- event. The success and 
lasting legacy of an ECoC depend on the capacity of local creative and cultural organ-
izations to remain competitive and continue to create and deliver value beyond the 
hosting year.

Further development of the study could include increasing the number of creative and 
cultural organizations examined as well as investigating and differentiating the impacts 
in various creative and cultural sectors. Moreover, it would be interesting to monitor the 
impacts over time. This would allow an assessment of the medium and long- term legacy 
of the ECoC program.

The main limitation of the study concerns the generalizability of the results. The 
researchers had the opportunity to examine only a sample of the PLs involved in 
realizing the Matera 2019 program. Moreover, the findings reflect the managers’ percep-
tion of the impacts on the business model at the time of the interviews. A longitudinal 
study would further enrich the knowledge of the effects generated over time.
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Introduction

Entrepreneurship is commonly seen as an important driver of economic develop-
ment, employment, and growth. This belief is grounded on an extensive body of litera-
ture that addresses both the determinants and outcomes of entrepreneurship at different 
levels of analysis (Wennekers and Thurik 1999). It is recognized that entrepreneurship is 
a complex phenomenon that is driven by individuals but embedded in a wider economic 
and societal context; the wider regional context regulates the quality and outcomes of 
this process (Acs, Autio, and Szerb 2014).

While there is no generally accepted definition of entrepreneurship that covers all 
levels of analysis, there is broad agreement that entrepreneurial behaviors and actions 
comprise multiple dimensions, such as opportunity recognition, risk- taking, re-
source mobilization, innovation, and the creation of new organizations (Autio 2005, 
2007; Praag and Versloot 2007). The range of different activities and outcomes as-
sociated with entrepreneurship suggests that a multidimensional definition of en-
trepreneurship is probably more suited to understanding the economic and societal 
benefits generated by entrepreneurs (Gartner 1985; Cooper and Dunkelberg 1986; Acs, 
Audretsch, and Evans 1994; Blanchflower, Oswald, and Stutzer 2001; Carree et al. 2002; 
Reynolds et al. 2005; Acs, Arenius, and Minniti 2005; Grilo and Thurik 2005; Bosma et 
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al. 2009). In recent years, cultural and/ or creative entrepreneurship has been presented 
as a specific research and practice field (e.g., Lindqvist 2011; Meisiek and Haefliger 
2011). The definition of cultural entrepreneurship adopted within this article draws on 
the insight, first introduced by DiMaggio (1982), that actively maintaining a network 
of contacts, seeking ways to stimulate the interest of curators and critics, engaging in 
self- marketing activities such as branding, and proactively seeking to increase sales as 
opposed to waiting for the tide constitutes a form of entrepreneurship (Klamer 2011).1 
Scherdin and Zander (2011, 3) define cultural entrepreneurship as “the discovery and 
pursuit of new art ideas, using a multitude of artistic expressions and organizational 
forms as vehicles by which to express and convey these ideas to the public.” The pres-
ence of micro- enterprises in the art sector gives an extended meaning to entrepre-
neurship, related to the parallelism between arts organizations and small and medium 
enterprises (SMEs) (Moureau and Sagot- Duvaroux 2010; Fillis and Rentschler 2005; 
Fillis 2000, 2004). The main difference between an entrepreneur and a cultural entre-
preneur is the difference in the roles of profit and the creation of wealth: profit is not 
the main drive behind a cultural entrepreneur’s activity. Despite embracing one defi-
nition of and approach to cultural entrepreneurship, we strongly think that there is a 
clear need to more deeply investigate how and why cultural and creative entrepreneur-
ship is assumed to be different from other varieties of entrepreneurship (Vecco 2020). 
Entrepreneurship is considered one of the most crucial factors in economic progress. 
The establishment of new firms and enterprises may play a significant role in regional 
economies because of the knowledge and novelties that they bring to the market. 
Several studies proved that entrepreneurship has a positive effect on economic growth 
in developed countries (Acs and Audretsch 1988; Acs and Varga 2005; van Stel, Carree, 
and Thurik 2005; Acs and Szerb 2007).

It is commonly recognized that although individuals’ motivations drive the entre-
preneurial process, the environment regulates the quality and outcomes of this pro-
cess (Shane, Locke, and Christopher 2003). In this chapter, the focus is on the regional 
dimension of entrepreneurship in the cultural sector in Europe. An important issue 
to guide the development of the hypotheses of this study is the influence of entrepre-
neurial development on organizational performance at the European regional level. 
Our contribution to literature is twofold. First, as the topic of empirical research in cul-
tural entrepreneurship is still underresearched, we decided to measure and evaluate the 
performance of cultural firms by using some objective and direct metrics. Second, we 
provide evidence of the role played by cultural firms in regional development in 2013, 
showing the relevance of the regional level.

The chapter is structured as follows. The following section introduces the literature 
review and the hypotheses developed for the present study. The next section describes 
our database and the methodological approach adopted. The third section outlines 
the results, tested for robustness, while the last section discusses the hypotheses with 
the support of the results and concludes by providing some policy implications of 
the study.
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Literature Review

As Audretsch and Thurik (2001) stated, changes in economic theories about entre-
preneurship have been supported by the shift in the broader economic environment. 
Specifically, they identified fourteen trade- offs concerning the differences between the 
“managed economy” and the “entrepreneurial economy.” If the blueprints of the “man-
aged economy” were capital, labor, the concentration of big and dominant enterprises, 
mass production, and economies of scale, the entrepreneurial economy has been 
characterized by small and medium firms adopting a strategy of diversification and flex-
ibility. In this context, the role of local policies, as well as that of the local and regional 
space, became more significant than in the managed economy (Audretsch and Thurik 
2001; Audretsch 2009).

For a more complete understanding of how entrepreneurship contributes to ec-
onomic and societal development, it is important to recognize the contextually 
embedded quality of entrepreneurial actions and behaviors in national- , regional- , and 
city- level contexts (Szerb et al. 2013). In this analysis, the focus is on the regional dimen-
sion. This is a useful level of analysis for three reasons (Szerb et al. 2013). First, most en-
trepreneurial businesses operate locally or regionally and are therefore subject to local 
or regional contextual influences. Second, particularly in larger countries, there could 
be significant variations in industry structure and economic base across regions. Third, 
as a practical issue, the EU systematically collects harmonized data across EU regions.

Our focus on regions also resonates with a substantial body of literature on the in-
tersection of regional economic development and entrepreneurship (Baumgartner, 
Pütz, and Seidl 2013; Trettin and Welter 2011; Acs and Szerb 2009, 2010, 2011; Acs, Autio, 
and Szerb 2014), which started to emerge as central areas of inquiry in the early 1990s 
(Sternberg 2009). In this study, the Regional Entrepreneurship and Development Index 
(REDI) as developed in the European Commission report of Szerb et al. (2013) is used. 
The REDI is assumed to capture the quality of entrepreneurial ecosystems in European 
regions, specifically its systemic nature in the context of entrepreneurship. Moreover, 
it seeks to capture the ability of the regional entrepreneurial ecosystem to support eco-
nomic regional development (Szerb, Vörös, et al. 2017).

The main idea of the REDI is that system performance at the regional level is 
co- produced by its constituent elements. This assumes that the fourteen pillars 
are interrelated and act as complements to one another. The combination of pillar 
components shows whether the entrepreneurial ecosystem of a region functions 
well or not. The REDI incorporates three sub- indices, fourteen pillars, twenty- eight 
variables (divided into fourteen that are institutional and fourteen that are individual), 
forty- four indicators, and sixty sub- indicators (Table 37.1). The structure of the index, 
created by the Global Entrepreneurship Development Institute, is based on the Global 
Entrepreneurship and Development Index (GEDI). The GEDI relies on a composite 
index that measures productive entrepreneurship in a multidimensional way.
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An important question to guide the development of the hypotheses of this study is 
the influence of entrepreneurial development on organizational performance. Studies 
in entrepreneurial orientation (individual aspects of the REDI) began in the early 
1980s, and researchers continually found that it has a significant effect on firm perfor-
mance (Covin and Slevin 1991; Zahra and Covin 1995; Dess, Lumpkin, and Covin 1997; 
Lumpkin and Dess 1996). Kreiser and colleagues found a positive relationship between 
high innovativeness and proactiveness and organizational performance in terms of 

Table 37.1.  The Structure of the Regional Entrepreneurship and 
Development Index

Regional Entrepreneurship Index

Sub- indexes Pillars Variables (Ind./ Inst.) Entrepreneurship 
attributes

Attitudes 
Sub-Index

Opportunity perception Opportunity recognition Market and regulation

Market agglomeration

Start- up skills Skill perception Human capital/ education
Quality of education

Risk acceptance Risk perception Cultural, regulation
Business risk

Networking Know entrepreneur Networks
Social capital

Cultural support Career status Cultural
Open society

Abilities 
Sub-Index

Opportunity start- up Opportunity motivation Regulation
Business environment

Technology adoption Technology level Knowledge creation/ 
disseminationAbsorptive capacity

Human capital Educational level Human capital/ education
Education and training

Competition Competitors Infrastructure
Business strategy

Aspiration 
Sub-Index

Product innovation New product Knowledge creation/ 
disseminationTechnology transfer

Process innovation New technology Knowledge creation/ 
disseminationTechnology development

High growth Gazelle Infrastructure and finance
clustering

Globalization Export Market
Connectivity

Financing Informal investment Finance
Financial institutions
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sales level, sales growth, and gross profit (Kreiser, Marino, and Weaver 2002; see also 
Lumpkin and Dess 2001). Awang et al. (2009) found that different entrepreneurial ori-
entation dimensions (autonomy, innovativeness, proactiveness, and risk- taking) con-
tribute independently to explaining organizational performance. Slater and Narver 
(2000), Pulendran, Speed, and Widing (2000), and Tay and Morgan (2002) identified 
significant, positive links between market orientation and organizational performance, 
and Subramanian and Nilakanta (1996) and Tidd, Bessant, and Pavitt (2001) found a 
relationship between innovativeness and better organizational performance. Van Praag 
and Versloot (2007) demonstrate the value of entrepreneurship in terms of employment 
generation and dynamics, innovation, productivity and growth, and individuals’ utility. 
The impacts of entrepreneurship can also include knowledge spillovers and “creative 
destruction” (Autio 2005, 2007). The existing literature has argued that many of the 
characteristics of the entrepreneurial process are locally inherent (see Müller 2016 for 
an exhaustive literature review). For example, regional specificities related to firms’ ac-
cessibility to financing and innovation needs or the proximity to scientific and techno-
logical infrastructures are among the most important characteristics that shape regional 
entrepreneurial and innovative climates (Audretsch and Feldman 1996; Boschma and 
Lambooy 1999; Feldman 2001; Andersson, Quigley, and Wilhelmsson 2005).

Previous research showed that regional conditions may influence firm start- up rates 
and that the local social and economic milieu is fundamental in fostering entrepreneur-
ship (Garofoli 1994), whereas entrepreneurship also had a positive impact on regional 
development in terms of growth and job creation (Dejardin and Fritsch 2011). This 
suggests that regional structural conditions influence entrepreneurial activities, and 
that, in turn, entrepreneurial activities influence regional structures in terms of devel-
opment. The literature shows a positive effect of different dimensions of entrepreneurial 
orientation on organizational performance on the national and regional levels. To the 
best of our knowledge, no such study has been done before focusing solely on cultural 
firms. Related to cultural firms, we would expect to find significant heterogeneity, as we 
include in the analysis both “core” arts organizations and cultural and creative industries 
(Throsby 2001; Hesmondhalgh 2002; Miller 2009; Mato 2009). Furthermore, significant 
differences in terms of observing individual and institutional REDI indicators might 
be expected. Some of the differences are in the measurement, as individual indicators 
are unidimensional measures while institutional indicators are mainly composite. 
Moreover, individual indicators do not take into account the different environmental 
factors, efficiency, and quality of an institutional setup, which can have a major influ-
ence on the quality of entrepreneurship and on the economic and societal impact even-
tually realized through entrepreneurial action (Szerb et al. 2013).

As the topic of empirical research in cultural entrepreneurship is still underresearched, 
we decided to measure and evaluate the performance of cultural firms by using some 
objective and direct metrics. According to Song, Di Benedetto, and Nason (2007), meas-
ures like turnover, profit, productivity, size, age, social capital, and so on can be used to 
define the performance and growth of firms. The performance assessment used within 
this study is based on management- driven indicators: capital, level of debt, size in terms 
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of employees, and stability of operating revenues. Based on the previous literature re-
view, we expect that regional entrepreneurial development as a value- enhancing in-
strument would have an ambiguous but likely positive effect on the size of the firm (in 
terms of employment) and a negative effect on the instability of revenues. Although the 
evidence is mixed, a firm’s mode of financing may have some effects as well. For ex-
ample, Modigliani and Miller (1958) examine the effect of capital structure on firm value 
and propose that firms should employ as much debt as possible given the limits of their 
finances (Modigliani and Miller 1963). Recent studies also showed a shift in focus, from 
the trade- off theory to the pecking order theory (Quan 2002; Mazur 2007); the latter 
suggests that firms have a particular preference order for capital used to finance their 
businesses (Myers and Majluf 1984). Owing to the information asymmetries between a 
firm and potential investors, a firm will prefer retained earnings to debt, short- term debt 
over long- term debt, and debt over equity (Chen and Chen 2011).

Following this literature, we assume some positive effects and benefits of debt fi-
nancing and therefore expect to find positive effects of regional entrepreneurial de-
velopment on the level of debt and negative on the level of capital. Considering the 
abovementioned firm measures, the two following hypotheses (with subhypotheses) 
have been developed:

 H1: The Regional Entrepreneurship and Development Index has a significant effect 
on the performance of cultural firms.

 H1a: A higher REDI is correlated with lower instability of revenues for cultural firms.
 H1b: A higher REDI is correlated with a higher number of employees in cul-

tural firms.
 H1c: A higher REDI is correlated with a higher level of debt financing for cul-

tural firms.
 H1d: A higher REDI is correlated with a lower level of capital financing for cul-

tural firms.
 H2: The relationship between REDI and the performance of cultural firms is 

moderated by the sector of the cultural firm and by the dimension (individual/ 
institutional) of the index.

Data and Method

This analysis is developed using Amadeus, which is a database of comparable financial 
information for public and private firms covering forty- three countries. It presents com-
prehensive information on Europe’s largest 500,000 public and private firms by total as-
sets. In our analysis, we use thirteen selected European countries: the United Kingdom, 
Sweden, Slovenia, Slovakia, Poland, Lithuania, Latvia, Italy, Hungary, Germany, 
France, Estonia, and the Czech Republic.2 To discern the firms working in the cultural 
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and creative sector, we use a detailed NACE II classification.3 We organized the firms 
under three main categories (following the original classification in Söndermann 2010): 
the market- oriented class comprises commercial, for- profit activities; the mixed class 
covers firms that are both market- oriented and non- market- oriented (activities that 
are nonprofit, publicly financed, or funded by private donations), and the third class 
encompasses “firms that carry out related or partly cultural activities” (Table 37.2).

Because the REDI is of a cross- sectional nature (only one time value is calculated for 
each unit and variable), the data we used is for the most recent year of this index, 2013, 
and collects a sample of 41,119 firms from the thirteen European countries mentioned 
previously. In total, 1,623 firms— representing 3.95 percent of the total firms— were cul-
tural firms. These firms represent our final sample in the analysis. Some basic descrip-
tive characteristics of the dataset are presented below (Table 37.3).

The main independent variable of interest is the Regional Entrepreneurship and 
Development Index, which serves as proxy for the development of entrepreneurship 
in a region. The REDI (Szerb et al. 2013) introduces a new approach to measuring en-
trepreneurship in EU regions. As noted earlier, the REDI consists of three sub- indices 
(measuring entrepreneurial attitudes, abilities, and aspirations), fourteen pillars, and 
twenty- eight variables, and while the individual variables are mainly unidimensional, 
the institutional indicators are mostly composites. The index- building logic differs from 
other widely applied indices in three respects. First, it combines individual- level variables 
with institutional variables to capture contextual influences. Second, it equates the four-
teen pillar values by equalizing their marginal effects. Third, it allows index pillars to “co- 
produce” system performance. These features set the REDI apart from simple summative 
indices that assume full substitutability between system components, making it uniquely 
suited to profiling regional systems of entrepreneurship in EU regions (Szerb et al. 2013).

As an econometric tool, we used generalized linear mixed models (GLMMs). In ge-
neral, mixed- effect models are generalizations of linear models, including additional 
random- effect terms, and are often appropriate for representing clustered dependent 
data— arising, for example, when data are collected hierarchically, when observations 
are taken on related individuals, or when data are gathered over time on the same 
individuals (see Galwey 2014. GLMMs allow for non- normal distribution of the error 
term in the mixed effects regression. In our case we have (non- negative) continuous 
dependent variables with a positive skew in distribution; hence we use gamma re-
gression with an inverse Gaussian link function. In generalized linear models (linear 
regression models that allow an arbitrary distribution for the standard error), a link 
function maps a nonlinear relationship to a linear one, which means you can fit a linear 
model to the data. More specifically, it connects the predictors in a model with the ex-
pected value of the dependent variable in a linear way. An inverse Gaussian link func-
tion uses normal distribution for the error term but with inverse values (instead of x it 
uses 1/ x) for dependent variables and/ or predictors. For each variable, we estimate two 
different models: first, the reduced model without interaction variables; and second, 
the full model, including all the relevant interactions. In this way we are also able to 
verify hypothesis H2.
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Table 37.2.  Classification of the Activities in the Three Classes

Market- oriented class Mixed- orientation class
Related or partly cultural 
activities class

47.61 Retail sale of books in 
specialized stores

60.10 Radio broadcasting 18.11 Printers of daily 
newspapers

47.62 Retail sale of newspapers 
and stationery in specialized stores

60.20 Television programming 
and broadcasting activities

18.12 Other printers

47.63 Retail sale of music and video 
recordings in specialized stores

85.52 Cultural education 18.20 Reproduction of 
recorded media

58.11 Book publishing 90.01 Performing arts 32.20 Manufacture of musical 
instruments

58.13 Publishing of newspapers 90.03 Artistic creation 47.78 Other retail sale of new 
goods in specialized stores

58.14 Publishing of journals and 
periodicals

91.01 Library and archives 
activities

47.79 Retail sale of 
secondhand goods

58.21 Publishing of computer 
games

91.02 Museums activities 47.89 Retail sale via stalls and 
markets of other goods

59.11 Motion picture, video, and 
television program production 
activities

91.03 Operation of historical 
sites and buildings and similar 
visitor attractions

47.91 Retail sale via mail order 
houses or via Internet

59.12 Motion picture, video, and TV 
program postproduction activities

59.13 Motion picture, video, and 
television program distribution 
activities

59.14 Motion picture projection 
activities

59.20 Sound recording and music 
publishing activities

63.91 News agency activities

71.11 Architectural activities

73.11 Advertising agencies

74.10 Specialized design activities

74.20 Photographic activities

74.30 Translation and 
interpretation activities

77.22 Renting of videotapes and 
disks

90.02 Support activities for 
performing arts

90.04 Operation of arts facilities

Source: Elaboration based on classification in Söndermann 2010.
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The reduced model reads as follows:

 y f yi i~ ( ; , )µ φ  

 g i i( )µ η=  

 η βi ix= ′  

 1
1 2 2 3 3 1 1µ

η α β β β
i

i ij ij ij i ijdepvar REDI X Z b country





= = = + + + + ++ +b regioni ij ij2 2 ε  

xi is a vector of values of the predictor variables, β is a vector of regression coefficients, 

and f y y ei

y

( ; , )
( )

µ φ
φ µφ

φ µ= −
−1 1

Γ
 is a gamma distribution with Γ( ).  the gamma func-

tion; depvar  is the dependent variable: stability of operating revenues (measured as 
the variance of the operating revenues of past three years); employment (in number of 
employees); firm’s capital (in logarithms); and firm’s level of debt (in logarithms) for firm  
i in group j; REDI  is the value of the Regional Entrepreneurship and Development Index;  
X  is a vector of additional variables, encompassing (logarithm of) GDP per capita, 
sector variables and their interactions with REDI  variables; Z  is a vector of control 
variables, encompassing, among others, balance sheet items, profit and loss account 
items, current, monthly and annual market capitalisation figures and ownership 
variables; country  and region are the random effect regressors; εit  is the random error 
component.

Table 37.3.  Descriptive Statistics of the Main Variables in the Studied 
Sample of Cultural and Creative Firms

Sector % N

Market- oriented firms 68.02 1,104

Mixed- orientation firms 13.37 217

Related or partly cultural activities’ firms 18.61 302

Total 1,623

Dependent variables Average Median N

Operating revenues (in Euros) 219,563.00 71,081.00 1,281
Number of employees 12.93 5.02 1,173
Capital financing 191,506.91 2,403.00 1,090
Level of debt 181,056.09 11,102.00 1,054

Source: Authors’ calculations.
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Results

The main results of this chapter are presented in the following tables. Table 37.4 shows 
the results of generalized linear mixed modeling of the influence of the independent 
variable of REDI and other main independent variables on the performance measures 
of the firms. First, we can observe that the main relevant variable is a country- level one: 
GDP per capita (which we model on level 1 and not as part of random effects). Here, 
a higher value is related to lower instability of revenues, higher number of employees, 
lower capital, and debt financing. For the level of capital, we also find a relationship 
with REDI: the mixed- orientation firms have in general a higher level of capital than 
firms carrying out related or partly cultural activities (the reference group). However, 
the ones located in regions with a higher level of regional entrepreneurial development 
tend to have an additional and strongly statistically significant negative relationship 
with the level of capital financing. Based on the financial theory previously mentioned 
(Modigliani and Miller 1958, 1963), we would assume that, at least to a certain extent, 
debt financing is preferred over capital financing.4 Therefore, this can be interpreted as 
a sign of a firm’s sound financial policy related to higher regional entrepreneurial de-
velopment; that is, in regions with a higher regional entrepreneurial development, the 
entrepreneurs and firms follow what the finance literature acknowledges to be good 
practices (debt financing is preferred over capital). Furthermore, firms located in re-
gions with a higher REDI have higher instability of firm revenues and a higher level of 
debt financing. None of those results is moderated by the effects of the cultural sector, 
which means that all cultural firms regardless of their specific cultural sector have equal 
results in this aspect.

Table 37.5 displays the results obtained by including the individual and institutional 
dimensions of the REDI. Again, one of the main predictors is the level of GDP per 
capita, which is related to the performance measures in broadly the same manner as in  
Table 37.4. Noticeably, there is a difference between the two dimensions of the REDI 
index in terms of instability of revenues. Firms in countries with a higher institu-
tional and lower individual REDI have higher instability of revenues, which broadens 
the results of Table 37.4. The mixed- orientation firms with a better institutional REDI 
have a slightly higher number of employees than the firms that carry out related or 
partly cultural activities. In previous work, the authors attributed the higher number 
of employees found in cultural firms to the firms’ inefficiency (see Vecco and Srakar 
2018a). In this manner, the findings can be explained as the mixed firms exploiting the 
institutional environment for enhancing their employment, but with some expected 
drawbacks in terms of efficiency of production. Additionally, the results show that the 
mixed- orientation firms tend to have higher capital on average. Finally, there is a strong 
(positive) relationship of the REDI to debt financing, with firms with higher individual 
and institutional REDI having higher levels of debt financing.
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Discussion and Conclusion

In this section, the findings are presented and discussed according to our hypotheses 
stated above.

 H1a: A higher REDI is correlated with lower instability of revenues of the cultural firms.

We have found strong evidence to reject subhypothesis H1a. Higher levels of entrepre-
neurship are related to higher instability of firm revenues. We explain this finding in light 
of cultural firm characteristics— they have lower revenues and are substantially younger 
than firms in the economy in general. As stated by Katherine Lucas McKay, “Lower in-
stability of firm revenues is often the consequence of their low savings. Remarkably low 
savings levels create financial uncertainty and instability at both the business and house-
hold levels. Businesses with no savings tend to be younger, have lower revenues, and 
have lower total household incomes” (Lucas McKay 2014).

 H1b: A higher REDI is correlated with higher number of employees in cultural firms.

Likewise, no evidence for H1b has been identified. As previously noted, GDP per capita 
was a stronger predictor than REDI for this performance measure. We interpreted this in 
light of previous findings (see, e.g., Vecco and Srakar 2018a; 2018b). A higher number of 
employees is not always associated with good firm performance, and in the future, addi-
tional mediating and moderating relationships could provide more explanation of this 
finding and whether it is related to a relationship we did not control for in our model.

 H1c: A higher REDI is correlated with a higher level of debt financing.
 H1d: A higher REDI is correlated with a lower level of capital financing for cultural  

firms.

We found positive evidence for H1c, H1d, and H2, specifically for the level of capital (the 
mixed- orientation firms have in general a higher level of capital than the firms that carry 
out related or partly cultural activities firms with partly cultural activities, while the ones 
with a higher level of regional entrepreneurial development tend to have an additional and 
strongly significant lower level of capital than those firms) and debt financing (countries 
with a higher level of entrepreneurship have higher levels of debt financing, a finding that 
holds for both individual and institutional REDI). Findings can be explained by referring 
to previous literature in finance, specifically the capital structure irrelevance principle (the 
so- called Modigliani- Miller theorems; for more, see Modigliani and Miller 1958, 1963).

 H2: The relationship between REDI and the performance of cultural firms is 
moderated by the sector of the cultural firm and by the dimension (individual/ 
institutional) of the index.
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We have found that none of the results is moderated by the effects of the cultural 
sector, which means that all cultural firms regardless of their specific cultural sector have 
equal results in this aspect. But we have found evidence of moderating relationships of 
the dimensions of the REDI index, as related to instability of revenues, capital, and debt 
financing. Firms in countries with a higher institutional and lower individual REDI have 
higher instability of revenues. The mixed- orientation firms with a better institutional 
REDI index have a slightly higher number of employees than firms with partly cultural 
activities As noted previously, earlier work by the authors linked a higher number of 
employees of cultural firms with inefficiency, and so the findings can be explained as 
the mixed firms (which include public sources of funds in their financing) exploiting 
the institutional environment for enhancing their employment, but with some expected 
drawbacks in efficiency of production. Additionally, as said earlier, the results show that 
mixed- orientation firms tend to have higher capital on average, and there is a strong 
(positive) relationship of the REDI to debt financing, with firms in both countries with 
higher individual and institutional REDI having higher levels of debt financing.

To strengthen these results, we performed a sensitivity analysis, which we do not pre-
sent here in detail due to limited space. First, we performed the basic correlations and 
linear (OLS) regressions using the same variables as in Tables 37.3 and 37.4. Findings 
were in line with the above. It would be interesting to implement the analysis also on 
the full set of the EU countries to get better insights into this observation in the future. 
Additionally, we performed the analysis using different combinations of independent 
variables, a superior hierarchical level of the entrepreneurial regime (following, e.g., 
Dilli and Elert 2016), and a more common welfare regime typology (following Esping- 
Andersen 1990). Not many different results were found. More research is needed to 
clarify entrepreneurial regime classifications (Vecco and Srakar 2018a; 2018b; Srakar 
and Vecco 2021).

Some limitations of the present study can be identified in the composition of the 
REDI, as the component collection is rather ad hoc (Szerb, Lafuente, et al. 2017). Some 
important attributes of entrepreneurial ecosystems may be added to the REDI sub- 
indicators, in particular in terms of number of variables used and their time dimension. 
If the market, the regulatory environment, human capital and education, knowledge 
creation and dissemination, and the financial and infrastructure dimensions are com-
prehensively captured, specific indicators for supporting services and leadership would 
be included. Other limitations refer to the sample selected, for, as we have mentioned, 
the study uses thirteen of the twenty- eight European countries in the year 2013 without 
taking into account how the economic and political regimes of the different countries 
could affect the regional growth and performance of the firms under examination.

Some policy recommendations are relevant here. Through this analysis, we were un-
able to confirm that the regional dimension is very strongly related to the performance 
of cultural firms. Nevertheless, the relationship to the type of financing has been con-
firmed. To stimulate cultural entrepreneurship at the European level, policymakers 
should focus on the regional dimension more in terms of the modes of firm financing. 
This may imply the identification of better measures of performance success; in our 
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study we have included only the broadest ones. Firm success can be measured by many 
criteria, and measures should be chosen based on the policy objective (by referring, for 
example, to the renowned Du Pont scheme of performance indicators; see, e.g., Bodie, 
Kane, and Marcus 2004).

On the firm level, cultural firms should choose the location of their activities based on 
both the development of the local business environment (the entrepreneurial dimen-
sion) and the general welfare of the location (the gross domestic product dimension). 
We were not able to find sufficient evidence to claim that the regional entrepreneur-
ship development dimension is sufficiently important to merit firms’ singular attention; 
rather, it has to be combined with other factors important for selecting the location of 
activity. Firms could also exploit policy factors related to stimulating the development 
of entrepreneurship based on the regional structure, in particular as related to measures 
to stimulate different forms of firm financing (by, for example, choosing the location of 
their activity based on those factors, applying for government funds as appropriate, and 
cooperating with governmental authorities on the appropriate level).

Future research can focus on localized entrepreneurship: how entrepreneurs are 
embedded in and interact with their immediate spatial context and use existing re-
sources. This will allow a better understanding of why some places are more entre-
preneurial than others, and why certain types of entrepreneurship prevail in specific 
regions. Furthermore, future research could explore the genesis and dynamics of the 
diversity of regional entrepreneurship. Adopting a micro approach, we may see that al-
though the entrepreneurial activity may statistically be lower in some regions, a spe-
cific entrepreneurial activity linked and embodied in that specific region can emerge by 
utilizing and valorizing place- specific resources (Korsgaard and Anderson 2011). To be 
effective, policies have to abandon the best- practice approach of replicating what other 
regions or countries do, in order to develop their own context- specific, tailor- made pro-
gram (Huggins and Williams 2011). The specificities of the capabilities and structures of 
spatial contexts and entrepreneurial culture have to be taken into account (North and 
Smallbone 2006; Venkataraman 2004) to develop effective policies to foster local entre-
preneurial intentions, attitudes, and activity (Bosma and Schutjens 2011).

Notes

 1. Throughout the article we use “cultural entrepreneurship” to refer both to firms in the cul-
tural sector and to firms in the creative sector.

 2. The choice of the countries was guided by data availability and geographic representation of 
the European countries.

 3. NACE II is the revised Nomenclature of Economic Activities (NACE), used for the 
European statistical classification of economic activities.

 4. Related to the topic, we could also mention the works of DeAngelo and Masulis (1980); 
Taggart (1985); Ashton (1989); Adedeji (1998); Klapper, Saria- Allende, and Sulla (2002); 
Graham (2003); and Frank and Goyal (2005).
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Introduction: The Post- Pandemic Era 
as a Point of No Return for Cultural 

and Creative Sectors

The global COVID- 19 pandemic has had an enormous impact on all spheres of human 
activity at the economic, social, and environmental levels (Rahman et al. 2021), and 
likely also at the sociocultural level, although a clear understanding of such changes will 
only become possible in a medium-  to long- term perspective (Sacco and De Domenico 
2021). In this general context of large- scale system disruption, the cultural and crea-
tive sectors have been struck with particular intensity (OECD 2020). At the root of this 
problem are the high levels of fragmentation and the extreme incidence of very small 
and micro firms (Gundolf, Jaouen, and Gast 2018) and individual freelance professionals 
(Mould, Vorley, and Liu 2014) across such sectors (Comunian and England 2020). Due 
to this extreme heterogeneity, policymakers often lack a deep understanding of the com-
plex functioning of cultural production systems (Pratt 2009), and consequently of the 
specific needs and characteristics of cultural and creative activities and jobs (Markusen 
2006). The actual levels of welfare protection and economic support provided by dif-
ferent countries have therefore depended upon the specific structure of local crea-
tive economies, the relative importance of market- mediated sustainability strategies 
compared to government- funded ones, and the actual characteristics of relief packages 
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(Betzler et al. 2021). Moreover, sectoral statistics are often incomplete and flawed by se-
rious definitional and methodological issues (Foord 2008), making it difficult to acquire 
an accurate and reliable picture of the status quo.

However, the overall impact of the pandemic on cultural and creative sectors has 
not been entirely negative. Some important positive effects are also emerging, partly 
as a result of an imposed service innovation effect, which emerged in several different 
sectors as a response to the pandemic shock (Heihonen and Strandvik 2021). More 
specifically, those sectors whose value creation relies, or can be quickly redesigned 
to rely, on digital platforms and remote access have responded well and even thrived, 
whereas those whose value creation depends on access in the physical space have 
struggled (Jeannotte 2021). Such tendencies are not likely to exert only temporary 
effects but will also characterize future trends in the medium to long run, so each 
sector’s specific capacity to integrate digital elements and to monetize remote ac-
cess will play an important role in their future evolution (Khlystova, Kalyuzhnova, 
and Belitski 2022). The future evolution of cultural and creative sectors will there-
fore be characterized by an increasing complementarity between physical and digital 
dimensions of production and access.

As already remarked, this tendency is clearly being amplified by the pandemic crisis, 
but it was already ongoing before the pandemic shock, so the latter compounds with 
other, important drivers that push in the same direction. There is reason to believe that 
the current transitional phase is not temporary but marks a point of no return with re-
spect to the pre- pandemic status quo, so the pandemic can be retrospectively interpreted 
as the triggering shock that moved the system across the threshold of change toward 
which it was already heading. Putting such drivers into focus and understanding the 
general picture that results from their complex interaction is therefore key to figuring 
out the future post- pandemic scenarios of cultural and creative production at the global 
scale. This is the purpose of the present chapter. There are at least four different drivers 
that need to be considered in this regard: the shifting global geography of cultural pro-
duction and access; the advent of participatory, decentralized content creation; the con-
solidation and evolution of digital content mega- platforms; and the tension between 
democratic and authoritarian forces in the shaping of global cultural conversations. We 
will briefly explore them one by one in the following sections.

The Shifting Global Geography of 
Cultural Production and Access

Between the end of World War II and the early 2000s, the global geography of cultural 
production and access was firmly controlled, both economically and symbolically, by 
Western countries, and in particular by the United States and Europe (O’Connor 2020). 
As a result of a peculiar constellation of sociopolitical and cultural conditions (Wilson 
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2000; Bowditch 2001), Europe has been, historically, the cradle of the patronage re-
gime of cultural production in its full- fledged form (Bullard 2002). Patronage, in turn, 
has been essential for the development of the notion of highbrow culture and of cul-
tural institutions such as the museum, the theater, and the library in their modern form 
(Fischer- Lichte 1997; Battles 2003; Abt 2006). The global diffusion of such institutions 
has been crucially enabled by European colonial empires, as part of a political strategy 
aimed at establishing the Western models of socioeconomic organization as the bench-
mark of human civilization (Bowden 2019) and, consequently, at imposing European 
values, social norms and lifestyles as an ideal model to be imitated, and to some extent 
customized, by non- European societies, with culture as a key symbolic marker of this 
process of assimilation (Bernal 1994).

The advent of the cultural industry at the transition between the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries has further consolidated Western supremacy (Jenkins 2003). There 
has been, however, a significant shift of the key momentum from Europe to the United 
States. Somewhat ironically, Europe had developed both the social conditions and the 
technology for the cultural industry revolution (Sassoon 2006), but the new produc-
tion regime was basically challenging the vested interests related to the incumbent pa-
tronage regime, and primarily those of the cultural gatekeepers who administered it 
(Shrum 1996).

The idea of a mass cultural production where the standards of success and legitimi-
zation were determined by box office response rather than by critical appreciation was 
shaking the patronage regime at its foundations. In particular, it was overturning the 
principle that the experts know better than anyone else what kind of culture should be 
accessed— and produced with public money (Bourdieu 1996). For this reason, Europe 
essentially handed over the innovation leadership in the cultural industry to the United 
States (Trumpbour 2002). The emerging North American global power was ideally 
qualified not only to embrace and develop the new production regime but also to make 
it a quintessential element of its own cultural identity.

The new cultural regime allowed the United States to build an idiosyncratic national 
culture that was not derivative of the European one but rather was built upon dialecti-
cally opposite principles (Huyssen 1986). At the same time, it was also reshaping the very 
notion of patronage in new, different forms (Mulcahy 2003). Moreover, being a cauldron 
of different ethnicities and mostly European cultures, the new cultural industry allowed 
the United States to construct a new shared imagery that could at the same time repre-
sent, and offer convenient cultural niches to, all of them at the same time (Powell 2000), 
shaping a national cultural identity that avoided the consolidation of an archipelago of 
culturally parochial, ethnoculturally centered subcultures. Furthermore, the cultural 
industry provided the United States with an ideal solution to the issue of creating a na-
tional culture in a geographically vast and dispersed country where technologically re-
producible content could circulate much more quickly than nonreproducible content 
and live performances. A further advantage was that of ensuring that even relatively re-
mote centers lacking major museums or theaters could nevertheless gain timely access 
to new cultural content (Tapia 1997).
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In addition, the “spectacle culture” of the emerging cultural industry, tapping into 
preexisting visual tropes, transformed the American landscape itself into a new cul-
tural landmark, strongly identified with American cultural identity (Tenneriello 2013). 
Finally, the emerging American business culture could be seamlessly applied to the nas-
cent cultural industry, providing it with sophisticated business models. This helped the 
American cultural industry to quickly grow to become the undisputed global content 
leader (Gomery 2005).

From a European perspective rooted in the patronage system, a business- driven 
logic of cultural production was highly controversial; in a sense, the basic rationale 
of patronage is exactly that of enabling cultural producers to create without having to 
accommodate the compromises of market demand and to maintain their creative in-
dependence and integrity (Bowditch 2001). Rather than challenging the United States 
on the new ground, Europe therefore did not fully compete for it, only to regain in-
terest in cultural and creative industry and entrepreneurship as an economic growth 
driver from the early 1980s onward (Lee et al. 2014). This does not mean, of course, that 
Europe didn’t develop its own cultural industry— it rather means that the European cul-
tural industry has traditionally been, unlike its American counterpart, very sensitive 
to the standards and criteria of the highbrow culture typical of the patronage regime 
(de Valck 2016). In European cinema, music, or literature, with the partial exception 
of the United Kingdom, which has built a cultural industry that has a closer exchange 
with the American one for clear linguistic and sociocultural reasons, critical acclaim 
counts as much as box office returns, and sometimes more. Excessive market success 
may be accordingly regarded by peers as suspicious, in that it signals an excessive con-
cession to the demands and expectations of an unsophisticated mass demand (Bauman 
2008). Even today, when cultural industries are in a mature stage of development, these 
dialectical tensions are still very strong in the European Union, which maintains a dis-
tinctive positioning with respect to the American cultural industry. Rather than directly 
challenging its leadership in global mass content markets except for specific, some-
what isolated attempts, European cultural industries are consolidating their occupation 
of content niches that are mostly amenable to well- educated, culturally cosmopolitan 
global audiences (Lewis and Canning 2020).

This combination of factors provides an explanation of why Europe, despite its social 
and technological leadership at the turn of the century, handed over to the United States 
the global leadership in the industrial production of cultural and creative content— a 
crucial turn that is at the root of American soft power in the second half of the twentieth 
century (Nolan 2015).

Although the “Western” cultural sphere is much less compact than one would think, 
and despite the clear gulf between the European and the American production systems, 
up until very recently the conventional wisdom has been that the West basically ruled 
the global cultural ecosystem— Europe primarily in its highbrow dimension, the United 
States primarily in the mass culture dimension. Which, in practical terms, given the rel-
ative size and economic impact of highbrow and mass culture, amounted to recognizing 
the United States as the global cultural leader and Europe as its learned appendix (with a 
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correspondingly intermediate positioning for other Western countries, mostly from the 
British Commonwealth, such as Canada and Australia).

This is not to say that non- Western cultures have been generally deemed irrelevant. 
In his global survey of cultural and creative ecosystems, Martel (2011) documented how 
new cultural production hubs had been blossoming practically everywhere, and in 
some cases, such as India’s Bollywood and Nigeria’s Nollywood, not to speak of the pan- 
Arabic content empire built by the Rotana Group, they were quickly becoming major 
economic powerhouses. However, Martel concluded that all such new hubs, however 
impressive in their scale and speed of development, were eminently local in scope and 
would hardly be able to compete with the United States for global leadership. A partic-
ularly telling example is the brief coverage, and somewhat condescending comments, 
that Martel devotes to one such instance of a local emerging cultural powerhouse, South 
Korea. This is a clear example of how the “conventional wisdom” approach to global 
content ecosystems has considered non- Western cultural production as local phe-
nomena that could only be appealing to culturally homogeneous neighbors and whose 
role in Western cultural palimpsests could be that of (orientalist?) curiosities (Gaupp 
2020), with the United States as the sole cultural superpower that could successfully 
reach a truly global audience. The only partial exception at the end of the 2010s could 
be considered to be Japan, with the global explosion of the manga and anime culture— 
once again, however, a niche phenomenon, although very successful with the younger 
generations, and not a truly alternative cultural industry paradigm in the global context 
(Kawashima 2018).

However, the case of South Korea is precisely the example that shows how narrow that 
view was. Today, South Korea is rapidly ascending to the status of a global cultural and 
creative powerhouse (Lee and Nornes 2015), with big American studios such as Disney 
and key digital platforms such as Netflix opening their Korean studios and produc-
tion lines— as business partners rather than as “cultural colonizers” (Jin 2021; Ju 2022), 
though Korea has long been sensitive to the cultural dominance exerted by the US cul-
tural industry (Jin 2007). A more recent, partial analogue to Martel’s book, Pecqueur’s 
(2020) Atlas de la culture, draws a very different global picture only ten years after. One 
witnesses a steep transition from the essentially unipolar vision of Martel to an essen-
tially multipolar vision in which the Far East, and increasingly the global South, move 
toward the center of the scene, being limited more by the current availability of finan-
cial resources (with notable exceptions such as China— where, however, the main lim-
itation comes from political constraints to free expression) than from the appeal and 
vibrancy of their creative production. The creative contents from the emerging hubs 
look particularly “fresh” and attractive if compared to the increasingly repetitive and 
predictable products of the mainstream cultural industry, which unsurprisingly system-
atically “borrows” new ideas and languages from what it considers the cultural fringe, 
repackaging them in its traditional formats and narratives (Bustamante 2004).

What is particularly telling is that in the 2010s, when Martel was conducting his global 
survey, South Korea was already a booming cultural powerhouse, and the Hallyu (the 
“Korean Wave”) was clearly the coolest new trend in Asian culture. However, that trend 
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was dismissed as local, like the others examined in Martel’s book, because there was no 
reason to expect that audiences outside of Asia would find that kind of content of any 
interest, no more than they did for Bollywood movies. In an irony of history— which 
is, however, not difficult to rationalize— the West has been in fact the last geocultural 
area to be taken over by the latest waves of the Hallyu, with the Muslim world widely 
embracing Korean content when in Europe it was still a niche trend (Elaskary 2018). The 
Muslim world offered to Korean content a vast new audience that resonated with many 
aspects of its value systems and was especially interested in exploring content other than 
mere local remixing of the Western mainstream (Kaptan and Tutucu 2022).

Although at face value Korean content could be easily mistaken as essentially 
complying with the Western values of individualistic consumption, as a matter of fact it 
develops a critical attitude toward the West and positions itself as a counterhegemonic 
cultural force (Kim 2021). Now, however, Hallyu is getting very popular across Western 
audiences as well, and has become a real global sensation, to the point of having K- pop 
bands such as BTS topping Billboard charts and co- featuring big Western bands like 
Coldplay, and Korean movies winning the Oscar for Best Film (and not just Best Foreign 
Film), as in the case of Parasite (Kim 2022).

It is likely that, despite its exceptional speed and scale of success, South Korea will be 
not an isolated example of a non- Western country making it to the global mainstream 
but rather a pioneer of a new phase in which geographically and culturally diverse voices 
take center stage. This is mainly, and somewhat inevitably, due to the increasing role of 
digital channels of content dissemination, and this trend is likely to be further acceler-
ated in the post- pandemic scenario, where digital access has become, even more than 
before, the “new normal” (or at least a substantial part of it).

We must therefore be prepared for a new global scenario of cultural and crea-
tive production in which Western culture is no longer the default choice of most 
audiences, and where Western notions of cultural relevance (Rad, Martingano, and 
Ginges 2018) and creativity (Sundararajan and Raina 2015) are no longer neces-
sarily naturalized. The West is demographically declining, whereas the global South 
is rising, and even though financial resources, and thus production capacity, are still 
mostly concentrated in the West, global audiences are increasingly non- Western. 
There is therefore a clear competitive push toward broadening the spectrum of con-
tent away from Western- centrism (Sommer and Sacco 2019). Despite the fact that for 
the moment most of the platforms offering them are Western and could consequently 
appropriate culturally diverse content as a mere form of product diversification, 
the projected growth rates of emerging economies from Asia, and in the future also 
Africa, suggest that the entrance of big, non- Western digital content platforms in the 
global arena is only a matter of time (Miller 2012). The pandemic crisis contributed 
to a substantial extent to new habits of digitally mediated access to content in market 
segments that were previously mostly focused on physical access, and this has created 
new opportunities of exposure for culturally and geographically peripheral voices 
(Vlassis 2021). This will likely accelerate the consolidation of a multipolar structure of 
the global arena of cultural content.
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The Advent of Participatory, 
Decentralized Content Creation

One of the most important innovations related to the digital revolution is the possi-
bility of new forms of increasingly participatory and decentralized content creation 
(Jenkins, Ito, and boyd 2015). While this possibility is clearly enabled by digital tech-
nology, it would be misleading to think that such a social trend is the product of digital 
technologies. A social demand for increased social agency in creative content pro-
duction and dissemination has emerged and has been steadily building up from the 
countercultural revolutions of the late 1950s and 1960s onward, and with the consequent 
flourishing of subcultures (Jenks 2005). The typical small- group dynamic that is char-
acteristic of the core members of a new subculture makes it inevitable that all involved 
subjects share a possibility of, and an aspiration to, contributing to the definition of the 
subculture’s aesthetics, language, and semantics (Fine 2012). Therefore, in the subcul-
tural context the usual partition between “producers” and “audience” blurs, and as the 
subculture expands its social reach through gradual processes of co- optation and affili-
ation, this horizontal logic of content creation persists, only to vanish when the scale of 
diffusion turns it into a commodified mass phenomenon (Schiele and Venkatesh 2016). 
But the crucial contribution of the digital revolution has been exactly preserving this 
possibility of decentralized contribution even at large scale (Lin and de Kloet 2019)— an 
option that would be impossible through nondigital tools of content creation and access.

The proliferation of digital content “bubbles” enabled by the digital revolution is 
therefore an evolution of the pre- digital logic of self- identity building through subcul-
tural creation and participation (Chen 2016), with the important difference that the in-
trinsically fluid character of digital interaction makes such bubbles more volatile than 
traditional, pre- digital subcultural movements, while at the same time allowing mul-
tiple, parallel affiliations to different bubbles, favoring the development of potentially 
“multiple digital personalities” (Jain et al. 2021).

However, the promise of a massively decentralized active digital participation is still 
unfulfilled to a large extent. Preliminary analyses show that having the possibility to en-
gage in content creation does not necessarily amount to exploiting such opportunity. 
Online communities are still mostly populated by total or partial “lurkers” who absorb 
content produced by others, with a very basic personal contribution or reaction in the 
form of likes, resharing, minimal comments, and so on.

Most of the content created and shared online is still produced by a relatively small 
group of digital influencers who are able to shape and orientate global conversations 
(Sacco et al. 2021). Of course, the actual social dynamics may be extremely complex 
and difficult to predict without a sophisticated toolbox of nonlinear modeling and 
simulation tools, so the importance of the choices of relatively non- active users in the 
access and dissemination of content should not be overlooked. However, it is undeni-
able that the potentially disruptive agenda- setting capacity of massively decentralized 

 



792   Pier Luigi Sacco

 

digital participation has been only minimally exploited so far, and this is the result of 
our still limited capability to use digital tools to their full capacity, even at the current 
state of technological advancement (Bosello and van den Haak 2022). Moreover, while 
there is a tendency to think that we have gained a solid proficiency with digital tools and 
platforms, we still largely ignore the long- term effects of digital participation both at 
the micro scale of human cognition, affect, and motivation (Firth et al. 2019) and at the 
macro scale of the social dynamics of attitudinal and behavioral change (Chayko 2008).

The most important critical factors in this context are therefore digital capability 
building and empowerment. In a digitally powered knowledge society, even basic dig-
ital literacy is not enough to acquire real citizenship. It is, moreover, necessary to de-
velop the capacity to become part of an increasingly diverse number of conversations 
and processes of collective deliberation as new, emerging forms of social governance 
(Mäkinen 2006). Human development has been made possible by the social orientation 
of our brains (Muthukrishna and Heinrich 2016), which supports the crucial processes 
of cumulative culture. Being kept out of such social conversations means being excluded 
from key resources and opportunities to improve one’s sense of meaning in life, well- 
being, education, access to social and economic processes, and political representation.

The pandemic crisis has clearly exposed some critical points in this regard. The first 
is the still dramatic inequality of opportunity of digital connectivity: from remote 
schooling to access to all kinds of knowledge and social resources from home during 
lockdowns, the social divide between those who have regular and safe access to high- 
quality, high- speed digital connectivity and those who don’t has never been so evident 
in its social consequences (Katz, Jordan, and Ognyanova 2021). Consequently, there is 
now a growing conviction that fair digital access should be added to the list of basic 
human rights (Von Braun, Zamagni, and Sánchez- Sorondo 2020). The second is that, 
even in the presence of digital access of good quality, differences in digital capabilities 
have further widened the gap between those who were able to access crucial resources to 
cope with the psychosocial effects of the pandemic (for instance, access to quality con-
tent to manage emotional overload and mood instability in a situation of constant stress 
and alert) and those who didn’t (Henry, Kayser, and Egermann 2021). Epidemiologists 
have clearly warned us that the current global pandemic, even when it is (hopefully) def-
initely over, is likely not the last, and that similar crises will have to be faced in the future, 
in addition to the likely crises related to the consequences of climate change. Therefore, 
digital access and literacy should be seen as a critical precondition to a suitably updated 
notion of welfare, and as an important factor to improve the resilience of our socio- 
sanitary systems in response to major structural crises.

Once again, we witness major differences at the global scale in terms of quality of dig-
ital access and of development of basic digital capabilities, and especially so between 
the global North and South. However, it is also interesting to stress that it is especially 
in socioeconomically deprived areas, such as in most of Africa, that new forms of frugal 
technological innovation are quickly emerging, developing ingenious solutions to im-
portant social challenges but also testing radically new approaches to the building of 
inclusive content platforms (Madichie and Hinson 2022).
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In the future, however, we can expect an increase in decentralized forms of crea-
tivity, where individual authorship will be gradually complemented by collective au-
thorship (Bantinaki 2016); the more this is the case, the more digital capability- building 
and empowerment goals will be reached at all territorial scales. We already have in-
teresting signs of this new trend in traditional, vertical cultural production arenas: 
for instance, the 2021 Turner Prize shortlisted artists were all art collectives, and the 
curators of Documenta 15 are an Indonesian artist collective, ruangrupa, who invited 
mostly artist collectives— a clear sign that there is a fundamental shift in perspective as 
to the relevance of collective artistic agency in the new sociocultural context (Zarobell 
2022). The passage from the institutionalized artistic sphere to the domain of massively 
decentralized cultural production is neither easy nor obvious, but the trend is set, and it 
is likely a long- term one.

The Consolidation and Evolution of 
Digital Content Mega- Platforms

The digital mega- platforms play a central role in the new global ecosystem of cultural 
and creative content, and it could be natural to think of them as the frontier of innova-
tion in the field. However, this intuition suffers from a lack of historical perspective. In 
the past, the countries that have been leading the technological innovation behind the 
emergence of a new regime have not been the ones that became the innovation leaders 
in content production, as was the case for the emergence of the cultural and creative 
industries. This could happen again, and the real content innovation could rather be 
driven by the latecomers, not the incumbents. Let us see why.

Somewhat ironically, the rapid escalation of the new non- Western cultural 
superpowers such as South Korea reflects, mutatis mutandis, the same deep logic that 
brought the US takeover of the global cultural industry. The United States benefited from 
Europe’s unwillingness to tap into the world of opportunity they crucially contributed to 
create with the industrial revolution and with technological innovations in content re-
production such as cinema, photography, and the radio, to cite a few obvious examples. 
Europe clearly made use of such technologies and developed a mass culture, but without 
bringing it to its most innovative and transformational consequences, preferring to pre-
serve its leadership in the preexisting patronage regime, which evolved into the public 
patronage of twentieth- century public cultural policy (Sacco, Ferilli, and Tavano Blessi 
2018). Likewise, the United States has been the major force behind the development of 
the digital content economy. However, one of the key features of digital content is its 
fluid character, which fits poorly into the straitjacket of the intellectual property system 
that has been created for, and tailored around, pre- digital media. As a consequence, to 
preserve the profitability of its cultural industry, the United States has severely limited 
the development of post- copyright business models and has tried to remodel as much as 
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possible the developmental strategy of the new digital content platforms in terms of the 
well- established models of twentieth- century cultural industry (Fuchs 2011).

Because of this, the business model of virtually all of the digital mega- platforms is 
based on the extractive exploitation of digital participation. The more people use the 
platform and provide content, the greater the value of the eyeballs, customer profiling, 
social trend analysis, and so on that can be monetized on the respective markets (Barns 
2019). What is actually shared on the platform makes no difference insofar as it generates 
traffic (Myllylahti 2018). However, it was inevitable that some restriction on content 
had to be introduced in view of the concerning implications of the proliferation of fake, 
deceiving, and manipulative content of all sorts (Wingfield, Isaac, and Benner 2016)— 
but once again, only as a way of maximizing traffic flows under viability constraints. 
This means that, essentially, the mega- platforms of today are not interested in becoming 
enablers of collective action but rather function as all- purpose containers for individual 
ego- casting— in a nutshell, the extension of the familiar principle of pre- digital media 
such as television, where the real restriction that is now lifted is that everybody can have 
their own bundle of “channels” to broadcast their daily life, travels, creations, thought, 
and just about anything else, and interact (i.e., create traffic) with those of others (Leask, 
Fyall, and Barron 2014). But any real attempt at using the platform in a massively co-
ordinated, socially transformational way would be immediately seen as a threat, as a 
potential hijacking of the control over the platform itself. Any kind of transformational 
collective coordination may only happen at the scale and under the forms decided by 
the platform designers and administrators.

This is perfectly consequential, but on the other hand it is more of a digital upscaling 
of the logic of the cultural and creative industries production regime than a real de-
ployment of the potential of digital platforms, where what makes the difference with 
respect to the past is exactly the power of societal transformation that emerges from 
decentralized production and dissemination of content. An immediate corollary of 
this logic is the questioning of intellectual property as the basic principle of governance 
of content production and dissemination (Menell 2015)— that is, the very foundation 
of the value chain of traditional cultural and creative industries. The current mega- 
platforms have no interest in dismantling intellectual property even when they do not 
sell the streaming of copyrighted material, insofar as they can provide their users with 
alternative material that is explicitly engineered to circulate as shareable items (such as 
memes and user- generated content).

This focus on preserving the status quo as much as possible in terms of the logic of 
value creation is what prevents the United States from being the innovation leader for 
the next regime, and what is empowering new players such as South Korea to occupy the 
space that is left available by the United States’ defense of its incumbent advantage in the 
old regime. In the case of South Korea, as its emergence as a global content leader has 
largely coincided with the digital revolution, business models and the organizational 
logic of the respective content ecosystems have evolved accordingly. There are in par-
ticular two features among many that make a difference with respect to the currently 
prevailing models. The first is the development of what we could call post- copyright 
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business models. The Korean cultural industry is obviously profiting from the moneti-
zation of intellectual property, but strategically one of the main drivers of the global pop-
ularity of Korean content is the fact that they are freely available (or almost so) online 
(Hassim, Jayasainan, and Khalid 2019). K- dramas are freely accessible and download-
able hours after their broadcast on Korean TV, professionally subtitled in English and 
often in other languages. Other forms of content are directly designed for value creation 
on digital platforms, rather than to deploy digital platforms as a distributional channel, 
as happens in the readaptation of pre- digital business models (Jin 2018). K- pop bands 
are not simply selling music. They are part of an experience industry that responds to 
the logic and criteria of digital fandom (Parc and Kawashima 2018), which offers plenty 
of opportunities for monetization without the need to enforce intellectual property: 
live and online concerts, merchandising (fans would not be interested in counterfeited 
merchandise, they want the original), product placement, et cetera. Likewise for online 
gaming and so on.

Being freely distributed online, Korean content has a wide global circulation that 
facilitates the creation of large national and regional fan bases, paving the way to other-
wise implausible business opportunities such as selling of broadcast rights and increased 
value of product placement for artists, TV series, and so forth. Without this free on-
line circulation, Korean content would have never scaled globally. Moreover, the high 
levels of digital literacy in Korean society allow a strong interaction between cultural 
producers and fans. For instance, in the case of K- dramas, thanks to the adoption of the 
live shoot system, which allows a partial overlap between the shooting and broadcasting 
phases, it becomes possible to take into account direct feedback from viewers in fine- 
tuning the storyline, the construction and evolution of characters, the emotional va-
lence of the story, and so on, leading to a real process of content co- creation that has had 
a profound impact on the evolution of the topics, tropes, style, and aesthetics of Korean 
TV series (Lucchi Basili and Sacco 2020). The combination of these two elements (post- 
copyright business model and content co- creation with users) is a clear example of the 
innovation frontier on which the American cultural industry is not just lagging behind 
but not even trying, with the result that North American audiences are now being in-
creasingly attracted by natively digital, non- Western content ecosystems such as the 
Korean one (Jin 2016).

However, somewhat paradoxically, now that the American cultural industry has 
recognized Korea as a cultural powerhouse that deserves direct investment, it is trying 
to push Korean content production models back on the familiar track (Ju 2020). For in-
stance, K- dramas produced by Netflix are entirely shot before broadcasting, and their 
free availability online is being progressively restricted. If Korea adapts to the new rules, 
despite the possible short- term advantages, it also possibly gives up some of the key 
elements that make Korean content globally attractive in the first place, so that, in the 
long term, abandoning the most innovative features of the current model could back-
fire. Had Korea adopted the mainstream model from the beginning, a partnership with 
Netflix or Disney would have likely produced a temporary burst of global coolness but 
little more than that, with the mega- platform moving on to appropriate and maximize 
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value from another source of “local cool,” extending the extractive logic to the content 
sourcing sphere. Now that Korea has already gained global traction, it could probably 
maintain it even if folding back to more traditional productive models, at least in the 
medium term. However, whether or not Korea will persist in the development of its own 
model rather than complying with the mainstream one, it is highly likely that the next 
emerging cultural powerhouses will follow the original Korean model rather than the 
current mainstream one, as this would be much more effective in the global positioning 
of the country as a source of fresh, interesting content rather than as a local thematic 
entry in the catalog of the mega- platforms.

In the full- fledged version of the new, massively decentralized cultural production 
regime driven by content co- creation, it can be expected that the innovation leaders will 
be different from the incumbent ones, and there is reason to expect that they could come 
from the Far East and from the global South. Once again, the acceleration of online ac-
cess to content sparked by the global pandemic is already promoting the development of 
digital content industries in several countries from these regions, and such trends could 
start becoming globally visible in the next few years.

Another important driver of change in this regard is the increasingly hybrid digital- 
physical environments that are being developed in the post- pandemic scenario (Sui and 
Shaw 2022). Despite the big ongoing investments in the mainstreaming of the meta-
verse as the new enabling platform for cultural ecosystems, the role of physical spaces 
and places remains crucial, as many experiences (such as those involving smell, taste, 
or touch, for instance) cannot be fully enjoyed in a purely digital context (Harley et al. 
2018). For this reason, it is likely that the hybridization of digital and physical reality will 
become another important driver for the consolidation of a multipolar geography of 
cultural production in which the attractiveness/ meaningfulness of physical locations is 
strategically complementary to digital platformization and identity.

Democratic versus Authoritarian 
Approaches to Global Cultural 

Conversations

A last, crucial element of the future scenario is the dialectical tension between dem-
ocratic and authoritarian regimes in the shaping of global cultural conversations. 
Countries like China are natural candidates to emerge as future cultural powerhouses, 
and China’s focus on soft power clearly points in this direction (Shambaugh 2015). 
However, it is still controversial whether countries that substantially constrain freedom 
of expression can produce appealing content outside of their closer geographical sphere 
of sociopolitical influence. So far, China is essentially producing content for its internal 
market, which, however big and quickly growing (Shan 2014), does not make it much 
different from the equally large but regional Indian content ecosystem.
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As the incumbent mega- platforms are facing a dilemma in terms of maintaining and 
consolidating their control of the digital space, there is a parallel dilemma in terms of 
making content accessible online in a free or restricted way for political- ideological 
reasons. China clearly has the potential to build a giant content ecosystem at the national 
scale (Chang 2009), but its cultural and ideological homogeneity would fatally impov-
erish content innovation, which essentially thrives upon diversity, not homogeneity. 
Therefore, maintaining authoritarian control over content production could imply the 
impossibility of scaling up as a global cultural powerhouse, apart from the possibility of 
delivering content to other authoritarian governments that restrict choice according to 
a similar logic. And this would imply, in turn, giving up one of the most powerful, if not 
the most powerful, drivers of soft power. This is of course a problem for all authoritarian 
governments, and even more so for smaller countries that cannot rely upon an internal 
market as large as the Chinese one. For some emerging cultural powerhouses such as 
Turkey that are at a crossroads between authoritarianism and democracy, this choice 
may be especially crucial in terms of their future opportunities in the global creative 
arena (Cevik 2019).

On the other hand, given the emerging configuration of the new, multipolar world 
order in which there is an increasingly clearer contraposition between a democratic bloc 
and an authoritarian bloc, one cannot take for granted that democracy can be taken as 
the implicit benchmark of global governance systems. If the conflict further escalates, 
we could even witness a strong weaponization of culture as an ideological tool of persua-
sion and mobilization, in which political goals take over economic ones, let alone cre-
ative and expressive ones. And therefore, in spite of all the promise of future scenarios 
of massive, horizontal co- creation of cultural content, we could also land in a dystopian 
scenario in which culture is recruited by propaganda in a context of global conflict, as 
has happened for significant portions of the past century.

Conclusions

We are living in a very turbulent and uncertain historical moment, in which many pos-
sible future scenarios could materialize. Global pandemics, climate change, and a return 
of a possible cold war logic in international relations are rapidly and strongly reshaping 
our societies and economies, and are changing perceptions, expectations, and behaviors 
in many domains. Culture makes no exception, and it is possibly among the most af-
fected. There is a possible scenario characterized by a multipolar arena of cultural 
powerhouses, by massively decentralized processes of cultural co- creation, by next- 
generation digital platforms whose business models and organizational principles are 
designed around the native characteristics of digital content creation processes rather 
than upon adaptations of pre- digital cultural industry models, and by a democratic and 
inclusive global governance that favors cultural dialogue and hybridization guaranteed 
by free cultural expression and respect of basic human rights. This is to some extent 
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the promise behind emerging Web3 models (Voshmgir 2020), although a full under-
standing and assessment of these dynamics is not possible yet.

But we could also face a future scenario in which the development of new, emergent 
cultural powerhouses is thwarted by neocolonial forms of political and military con-
quest and control by a small number of superpowers, where cultural participation is 
organized by extractive digital platforms to favor commodification and monetization of 
experiences and collective action is practically impeded, and where authoritarian polit-
ical models embrace an essentially anti- democratic policy of suppression of free cultural 
expression and appreciation of critical thinking and diversity.

There is much at stake. And, possibly now more than ever, culture might make a dif-
ference. From the viewpoint of the shifting geography of cultural production, we may 
expect that multipolarism may favor the emergence of a less centralized and more in-
clusive global cultural ecosystem (Collective Eye 2022). From the point of view of par-
ticipatory, decentralized content creation, we may expect that moving beyond content 
creation informed by intellectual property and by the enforcement of individual author-
ship will favor the development of radically innovative forms of collective intelligence 
that could improve human capacities to address societal challenges more creatively and 
effectively (Jones 2016). From the viewpoint of the evolution of digital mega- platforms, 
we may expect that the possible emergence of nonextractive, decentralized platforms 
where users become more aware of the costs and social implications of profiling and 
digital exploitation will favor more democratic digital governance systems and more 
inclusive ownership (Cammaerts and Mansell 2020). And finally, from the point 
of view of democratic versus authoritarian forces, we may expect that a more demo-
cratic, inclusive, active, and purposeful digital participation may favor the transition 
toward democratic peace as the overarching governance principle of human societies 
(Richmond 2020).

Such engrossing, constructive perspectives are, however, far from given or simple 
to attain. The future is still very open and uncertain. But the fact that cultural produc-
tion, in and of itself, is a very important angle from which to analyze and interpret such 
trends and the underlying key issues testifies to the increasing relevance that this once 
neglected dimension is assuming in the current policy agendas. And this is a first, im-
portant milestone in its own right.
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Chapter 39

Aligning Arts Research 
with Practitioner Needs

Beyond Generalizations

Sunil Iyengar

Overview

Among policymakers and philanthropic funders in the United States, it is a common-
place that COVID- 19 heightened public awareness about social, racial, and economic 
disparities that existed long before the pandemic. “Disparities,” in this context, signifies 
differential access to health and educational services, as well as diverse outcomes for 
population subgroups. In the United States, growing recognition of these factors 
coincided with a nation’s public reckoning over traumas from racially or ethnically 
motivated violence and related injustices.

For many arts organizations and their funders, there has been a parallel process of 
awakening. At different stages during the pandemic, and with varying levels of inten-
sity, the field has rallied to three imperatives: (1) reengaging artists, audiences, and 
learners through a combination of in- person and digital experiences, (2) embracing 
practices that more fully reflect the values of diversity, equity, inclusion, and accessi-
bility (DEIA), and (3) reorienting the arts as an opportunity for community healing and 
transformation.

These themes are not mutually exclusive, and not all arts managers will view them 
in the same terms or give them equal weight. As this chapter will show, however, each 
theme has roots in arts management research and cultural policy discourses going back 
at least a decade. By the same token, each theme not only suggests new research topics 
for arts management and cultural policy but also shifts the burden of any prospective 
research agenda from studies gathering empirical insights about why the arts matter— 
findings that can be used for case- making and advocacy purposes— to studies that can 
guide evidence- based practice for greater societal impacts.
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This subtle shift of emphasis is displayed in the National Endowment for the Arts 
(NEA) research agenda for 2022– 2026. A relatively small agency of the US govern-
ment, the NEA nonetheless remains the nation’s flagship entity for supporting arts and 
cultural research. To that extent, the agency’s five- year research agenda can be seen as 
broadly representative of US cultural researchers’ current patterns of engagement with 
the themes given above. As the NEA’s research agenda suggests, the study topics that 
correspond with these themes increasingly will require more qualitative approaches, 
including community participatory research methods (NEA 2021b). Along with such 
studies, steady curation of key statistical indicators in the arts— again, supported by 
NEA research— will help US arts managers better anticipate and address trends af-
fecting their sector.

Before tracing the development of the three themes listed above, and showing how 
they track with needs of the sector and with ongoing programs at the NEA, it will be 
helpful in each case to review a brief history of relevant research investments by the 
United States’ premier arts agency.

Reengaging Artists, Audiences,  
and Learners

The NEA launched a research function in 1975, a decade after the agency’s own estab-
lishment. Initial research reports included descriptive statistics about US artists, arts 
institutions, and arts participation.

Early in its career, the entity that would come to be known as the NEA’s Office of 
Research and Analysis initiated the mining of US Census Bureau datasets for many of 
these analyses— a pattern that persists today. A landmark research initiative for the of-
fice has been the cultivation of a data partnership with the Census Bureau, resulting in 
a periodic, nationally representative survey of arts participation. Since 1982, the NEA 
has conducted seven waves of the Survey of Public Participation in the Arts (SPPA) as 
supplements to questionnaires fielded by the Census Bureau.

More recently, the NEA has introduced a short- form version of the SPPA, the Arts 
Basic Survey (ABS). The ABS, too, is conducted in partnership with the Census Bureau. 
Complementing these data collections is a NEA- designed module of the General 
Social Survey (GSS), administered by NORC at the University of Chicago. Past survey 
questions on this module have focused on motivations and barriers affecting public 
participation in the arts. Throughout the evolution of these instruments, there has 
been a tension between the desire to preserve question items so that responses can be 
compared across survey years and the need to accommodate new items that account for 
demographic, cultural, and technological shifts affecting arts participation.

In June 2014, the NEA and the United Kingdom’s Arts and Humanities Research 
Council hosted a joint research symposium at the Gallup headquarters in Washington, 
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DC. At the event, researchers, policymakers, and arts practitioners interrogated the 
strengths and weaknesses of common methods, cultural data sources, and variables used 
to report statistics about who participates in the arts, how so, and how often (NEA 2014). 
Roughly a year later, NORC and the James Irvine Foundation issued “The Cultural Lives 
of Californians,” a report that challenged a conventional narrative of declining partici-
pation in the arts, as measured by attendance at art museums or performing arts events.

The NORC/ Irvine survey used a “larger aperture” than afforded by the NEA’s own 
surveys. The California survey began, for instance, with “an open- ended question about 
respondents’ own description of their creative, cultural, and artistic activities.” Also, in 
inquiring about participation habits, the survey placed less emphasis on specific arts 
genres than did past versions of the SPPA, and it offered examples from a range of cul-
tural activities in an effort to elicit more “inclusive” responses (Novak- Leonard et al. 
2015, 8, 11).

The Gallup event and the NORC/ Irvine report reinforced the NEA’s commitment to 
ensuring that its own surveys about arts participation capture the full array of arts and 
cultural experiences in the United States. This commitment took the form of substantial 
revisions to the 2012 and 2017 SPPA instruments. Since the 2012 SPPA report, moreover, 
the NEA has used a different slate of metrics for reporting on arts participation.

These metrics consider the total universe of participants not only in terms of arts at-
tendance but also by their reported levels of engagement with art making, arts learning, 
and digital consumption of the arts. In previous decades, for example, the national dis-
course around arts participation— with reference to the NEA statistics— focused on de-
clining attendance rates for various art forms. The NEA’s 2008 SPPA report noted that 
35 percent of adults had visited an art museum or gallery or attended one of six types 
of “benchmark” arts activities in the preceding year (NEA 2009). This share of adults 
contrasted with the 39 percent who had attended such activities four years earlier.

By contrast, the 2017 SPPA report found that 54 percent of the US adult population 
had attended any number of “artistic, creative, or cultural activities,” not limited to the 
previous benchmark items (NEA 2019). Also reported were the 74 percent who used 
media to consume artistic or arts- related content; the 57 percent who read novels or 
short stories, poetry, plays, or books in general; the 54 percent who created or performed 
art; the 17 percent who learned an art form informally; and the 9.5 percent who took 
formal classes or lessons in the arts.

For a national public funder of the arts, the single most important reason for 
tracking arts participation trends is to understand how best to enable people from all 
demographic, geographic, and socioeconomic backgrounds to take part in these life- 
affirming experiences. In particular, the SPPA data can and does reveal large subgroups 
for whom arts participation— even when broader measures are applied— does not reg-
ister as highly as it does with other, often more socioeconomically privileged subgroups. 
These equity- related considerations will resurface in the next section of this chapter.

For now, let us assume access to a far more dynamic and capacious framework than 
is often used in representing arts participation as a human activity. When, in early 
2020, the sector ground to a halt because of the COVID- 19 pandemic, managers were 
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pressed to reach into their communities and identify other ways of engaging them with 
arts offerings. The most common of these strategies has been virtual engagement— 
whether with live or archived content— but the general effect of this disruption to arts 
administration was to accelerate learning about audience development models “beyond 
attendance.”

The phrase comes from the title of a NEA research report dating nearly ten years 
prior to the pandemic. The report, subtitled “A Multi- Modal Understanding of Arts 
Participation,” examined how different routes of arts participation— for example, at-
tendance, creation and performance, and digital media consumption— correspond with 
one another, and it urged arts organizations to address this plurality in their own pro-
gramming (NEA 2011).

Other pre- pandemic reports from the NEA also had compared audiences for visual 
and performing arts events with those consuming the arts through digital media 
and with participants in “informal” arts activities. More than a decade ago, the NEA 
published a two- volume study of outdoor arts festivals, noting that young adults, in par-
ticular, “crave a new level of interactivity, they value personal creation and performance 
as part of the overall arts experience, and they appear to prefer those activities in in-
formal settings” (NEA 2010, 7).

Now, in the wake of the pandemic, it is worth asking whether such demands and 
opportunities still motivate arts participation in the United States. Two NEA research 
reports in 2020 anticipated this question for arts managers in a post- COVID- 19 environ-
ment. Although each report relied on 2016– 2017 survey data, the findings still can guide 
organizations seeking to reengage with in- person and virtual audiences or learners.

One report noted that the desire to socialize with family and friends remained a 
top driver for adults’ participation in most types of arts activities (NEA 2020b). For 
Generation Z adults (those born after 1997), “an inability to find someone to go with” 
was the most commonly reported barrier to arts attendance. Members of racial or ethnic 
minority groups, meanwhile, were significantly more likely than most whites to identify 
“celebrating their cultural heritage” as a reason for arts participation (NEA 2020b).

The other research report, titled “Paths to Participation: Understanding How Art 
Forms and Activities Intersect” (NEA 2020a), highlighted correlations among various 
modes of arts participation. It found that adults who used media to consume visual art 
or music, dance, or theater performances were at least five times as likely as other adults 
to attend in- person arts events. (In arriving at this ratio, the researchers accounted 
for differences in the race, ethnicity, gender, age, and educational background of 
participants.)

Researchers also learned that adults who did theater activities (e.g., attended theater 
live or virtually, or did acting) were four times as likely as other adults to participate in 
visual art activities (e.g., attending an exhibit or creating artwork). Further, adults who 
participated in literary arts activities (e.g., read or listened to books or literature or went 
to book clubs) were two to three times as likely as other adults to do one of the following 
activities: attend an arts event, create or perform art, take arts- related classes or lessons, 
or use media to consume art.
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The mutually reinforcing relationships of these different forms of arts participation 
can give hope to organizations seeking to rebuild audiences after the pandemic. But 
the data also tells arts managers that values such as socialization and pride in one’s cul-
tural heritage are, and likely will remain, integral to different demographic subgroups, 
depending on the art form or activity type.

Beyond awaiting results from periodic surveys such as the SPPA, the ABS, and 
the GSS, managers can benefit from hypothesis- driven studies about processes and 
practices that improve the quality of arts organizations’ engagement with audiences and 
learners. The NEA’s research agenda for 2022– 2026 will incentivize such studies, along 
with the development of evidence- based guides and tools, not only for arts audience 
engagement but also for the purpose of better understanding the rapidly evolving “arts 
ecology” in the United States— as represented also by artists, arts and cultural workers, 
arts organizations, and venues (NEA 2021b, 10).

In the NEA’s new research agenda, the precise wording for this topic area is:

How is the U.S. arts ecosystem (e.g., arts organizations and venues, artists and arts 
workers, and participants and learners) adapting and responding to social, eco-
nomic, and technological changes and challenges to the sector, including trends 
accelerated by the COVID- 19 pandemic? What are promising practices and/ or rep-
licable strategies for responding to such forces, for different segments of the arts 
ecosystem?

(NEA 2021b, 1)

Regarding research topics specific to artists, arts audiences, arts learners, and arts organ-
izations, the document lists sample questions for each category. The agency’s primary 
engine for driving this work will be two research funding programs: Research Grants 
in the Arts and NEA Research Labs. Concurrently, the NEA will establish a National 
Arts Statistics and Evidence Reporting Center (NASERC) to complement its National 
Archive of Data on Arts and Culture (NADAC).

NASERC will work with a diverse pool of arts practitioners, funders, and 
policymakers to identify key indicators that can be created through national statistics, 
including some of the data sources already mentioned. The indicators will guide a pe-
riodic schedule of reporting so that the sector can anticipate the release of these data 
points and more clearly perceive their relevance to questions and challenges it is facing. 
Alongside these indicators will be a series of evidence- based reports (including field 
scans) on topics deemed useful to the broader arts field.

The need for a user- friendly statistical framework for the routine measurement of 
variables pertaining to the US arts ecology was revealed in the first few months after 
COVID- 19 struck the United States. In that tumultuous period, analysts, arts funders, 
and journalists struggled to obtain real- time facts and figures about how the sector was 
being affected.

Surveys or analyses by organizations such as LaPlaca Cohen and Slover Linett (2020), 
WolfBrown (2020), SMU DataArts and TRG Arts (SMU/ TRG 2020), and Americans 
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for the Arts (n.d.) all contributed snapshots of this impact. The NEA also fielded surveys 
of national arts service organizations and conducted interviews with arts leaders and 
researchers- consultants to learn about trends in reopening (NEA 2021a). In addition, 
the agency supported a “COVID- 19 sector benchmark dashboard” that TRG Arts de-
veloped as a tool for performing arts managers (SMU/ TRG n.d.). The scramble for data 
suggested that a statistical clearinghouse for arts practitioners— if not quite a rapid sur-
veillance reporting center— would be a welcome new resource.

Ultimately, the NEA collaborated with the Federal Emergency Management Agency 
(FEMA) and Argonne National Laboratory to produce a white paper about the impacts 
of COVID- 19 on the arts sector (Guibert and Hyde 2021). In blogs and presentations, 
NEA researchers also reported data from the US Census Bureau’s Small Business Pulse 
Survey and the Current Population Survey, and from the Bureau of Economic Analysis, 
to describe factors such as artist unemployment rates, revenue losses to arts businesses, 
and consumer spending on the arts (Iyengar 2020). Ideally, NASERC will help arts 
managers better to understand how such different data sources relate to each other, and 
which statistics will be useful under which circumstances.

Statistics about artists and their conditions have not been discussed in this chapter— 
but ongoing curation of these data, too, will be critical to NASERC. Curation of US data 
about “arts learners,” however, is complicated by a variety of state educational systems, 
policies, and data reporting requirements.

In 2020, in partnership with the Education Commission of the States, the NEA 
unveiled the State Data Infrastructure Project for Arts Education: a suite of resources 
to help organizations request, extract, and report state data about arts education access 
and enrollment levels in public elementary, middle, and high schools (ECS n.d.). Thus, 
in scenarios when it is not feasible routinely to report arts data at the national level, it 
remains possible for the NEA to develop guidance and tool kits for communities, arts 
practitioners, and local policymakers to help themselves.

Embracing Practices That More Fully 
Reflect the Values of DEIA

In 2011, the National Committee for Responsive Philanthropy published the report 
“Fusing Arts, Culture and Social Change: High Impact Strategies for Philanthropy.” 
Authored by Holly Sidford, the president of Helicon Collaborative, the critique 
prompted greater reflection among funders about the degree to which arts grantmaking 
practices account for “the country’s [United States] evolving cultural landscape and . . . 
changing demographics” (Sidford 2011, 1). Subsequent research reports and articles have 
improved the state of evidence on this topic, not only for arts funders but also for arts 
managers and cultural policymakers.
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At the NEA, a comprehensive approach for promoting equity, and DEIA practices in 
general, has been directed by the highest levels of government. As one of his first presi-
dential actions, Joe Biden announced the executive order “Advancing Racial Equity and 
Support for Underserved Communities Throughout the Federal Government” (White 
House 2021).

For the NEA, the call has spurred reexamination of the agency’s administrative data 
fields and forms for collecting information from prospective grant applicants and from 
grantees. This assessment is still under way, but it will be guided and strengthened by 
the NEA’s new strategic plan, which carries a “cross- cutting objective”: “The NEA will 
model diversity, equity, inclusion, and accessibility in the arts through all of its activi-
ties and operations” (NEA 2022c, 3). Accordingly, the agency has designed metrics for 
monitoring its performance on this objective.

Changes to these administrative data fields and forms may permit better tracking 
of the racial/ ethnic characteristics of those benefiting from NEA grants, even as such 
data will improve the agency’s capacity to reach organizations working with historically 
underserved groups. Yet one already can make a few generalizations about racial/ ethnic 
equity and the arts in the United States, based on nationally representative data on arts 
participation and the arts and cultural workforce. Here are some relevant findings:

 • Based on the NEA’s Survey of Public Participation in the Arts, African American, 
Hispanic, and Asian adults repeatedly show lower rates of arts attendance 
compared with non- Hispanic whites. Yet differences in venue type (e.g., formal 
versus informal) and art form or genre (e.g., culturally specific forms of arts par-
ticipation, such as Latin/ Spanish/ salsa music events) can narrow these differences 
considerably (NEA 2019).

 • The 2017 SPPA data revealed that African Americans and Hispanics were less 
likely than whites to report the availability of arts and cultural activities in their 
neighborhoods, opportunities to take part, and access to information about those 
opportunities (NEA 2019).

 • As a whole, artists in the United States are less diverse than the workforce in ge-
neral. For the period covering 2015– 2019, American Community Survey data show 
that 38 percent of US workers were nonwhite or Hispanic, while among artists the 
share was just under 27 percent. However, the finding does not apply evenly to 
artist occupations. For example, 44 percent of dancers and choreographers and 36 
percent of announcers were nonwhite or Hispanic (NEA 2022a).

All these observations stem from self- reported data, but they are consistent with larger 
structural inequities that have shown up elsewhere in the social impact sector. As with 
education and public health, for example, it is necessary to understand the distinctive 
needs of communities that are targeted through public policy and grant opportunities 
in the arts, so that funders can avoid making unwarranted assumptions about which 
programs and interventions to support.
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One recent attempt by the NEA to arrive at a better understanding of culturally 
specific needs is demonstrated by a partnership with the Native Arts and Cultures 
Foundation. In 2021, the organizations published “Native Arts and Culture: Resilience, 
Reclamation, and Relevance,” a report summarizing proceedings from a historic gath-
ering at the NEA. Participants included members from more than forty tribal nations, 
Native artists and students, government agency representatives, nonprofit professionals, 
and funders (Native Arts and Cultures Foundation 2021).

Subsequently, in May 2021, the NEA joined the Association of Tribal Archives, 
Libraries, and Museums to host a Native Artists Summit, titled “Sustaining and 
Advancing Indigenous Cultures.” Most recently, the NEA has announced a tribal con-
sultation policy (NEA 2021c), responding to President Biden’s “Memorandum on Tribal 
Consultation and Strengthening Nation- to- Nations Relationships.”

Apart from using surveys and administrative data— and the power of convening— to 
identify and address inequities in the US arts ecosystem, the NEA has begun to con-
tribute to a body of evidence about (1) how the arts themselves can be used to address 
racial/ ethnic biases in the public sphere and (2) positive outcomes resulting from suc-
cessful integration of race/ ethnicity- specific factors in art making or arts education.

Following are examples of NEA- funded grant projects that have supported this 
research.

 • At George Mason University in Fairfax, Virginia, researchers are examining the 
longitudinal effects of marching band participation on university students from 
different racial/ ethnic backgrounds. The study will assess student outcomes 
across three types of institutions: an institution representing historically black 
colleges and universities (HBCUs), a university with a racially/ ethnically diverse 
student body, and a university with mostly white students. Outcomes to be meas-
ured include self- efficacy, stress, “belongingness,” and attitudes about diversity. 
Researchers also will use social network analyses to track development of cross- 
race friendships arising from marching band participation.

 • The ability of school- based dance/ movement therapy to foster empathy and pre-
vent school violence and ethnic bullying is the focus of a study at Drexel University 
in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. Analyses will include measures of group synchrony, 
empathy, quality of peer relationships, and frequency of verbal and/ or physical ag-
gression from middle school students with diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds, 
tracked before, during, and after intervention.

 • Researchers at Governors State University in University Park, Illinois, are conducting 
a mixed- methods study of the importance of arts participation in cultivating a sense 
of belonging and positive academic outcomes among university students of color. 
Students will be recruited from two public universities, the first composed primarily 
of African American students and the second a Hispanic- serving institution.

 • In another mixed- methods study, Boston Chinatown Neighborhood Center will 
explore how collaborative art making by artists and local residents can improve 
community social cohesion. The study will investigate the Pao Arts Center’s 
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Residence Lab (in Boston, Massachusetts), a program uniting Asian and Pacific 
Islander artists with Boston Chinatown residents so they can use storytelling and 
the co- creation of artwork to shape the future of Chinatown and expand its cul-
tural footprint. Researchers will rely mainly on ethnographic and qualitative re-
search methods.

 • At the University of Texas at El Paso, a qualitative research study is examining how 
community arts programs align with the cultural learning practices of Latinx youth. 
The study will determine how the motivations, aspirations, and cultural backgrounds 
of children, family, and educators can interact to produce a responsive learning envi-
ronment for Latinx students in these community arts programs. Regarding the Latinx 
arts field in general, the National Association of Latino Arts and Culture (NALAC), 
with a research grant from the NEA, is analyzing the size and scope of charitable sup-
port for Latinx arts and culture in specific geographic regions.

 • Based on a series of experimental studies, researchers at Los Angeles, California– 
based Occidental College find that in a museum and lab setting, cultural biases 
about American Indians were “stubbornly resistant to change and, in some 
cases, appeared more frequently for participants encouraged to adopt others’ 
perspectives” (Sherman, Cupo, and Mithlo 2020). The studies, which analyzed 
perceptual, cognitive, emotional, and physiological responses to American Indian 
photographs from the 1860s to the 1930s, led the researchers to conclude in a 
working paper that “interventions in cultural intolerance— both standard educa-
tional approaches in the museum . . . as well as psychological approaches— cannot 
be uniformly applied, but must be unique to each cultural group impacted.” The 
researchers have since published their findings.

Within the US arts sector, the push to achieve equitable outcomes for different racial/ 
ethnic subgroups will require not exclusively academic research approaches but also 
community- based participatory research practices. The individual voices and the col-
lective agency of community members who participate in such studies must be honored 
and respected if these studies are to yield meaningful insights for arts practitioners and 
policymakers.

Shared definitions, goals, and outcome measures are fundamental to the process. 
At the same time, more research resources are necessary for a greater understanding 
of how effective interventions can be scaled and replicated in communities of different 
types. Again, the NEA’s Research Grants in the Arts and its Research Labs program will 
be the primary vehicles for supporting such studies. The agency’s 2022– 2026 research 
agenda includes the following topic area:

What is the state of diversity, equity, inclusion, and accessibility in the arts? What 
progress has been made in achieving these outcomes for arts administration, employ-
ment, learning, and participation? What are some promising practices and/ or repli-
cable strategies in these domains, and what are appropriate markers of success?

(NEA 2021b, 1)
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In describing the research topic, the agenda lists a series of sample questions for poten-
tial grant applicants. Those questions are:

 • How have arts organizations diagnosed and addressed inequities in their practices 
and policies, and how can progress toward becoming a fully equitable organization 
be measured?

 • How do decision- making processes change when an arts organization commits to 
an equity framework?

 • What is the relationship between commitment to an equity agenda and the finan-
cial stability of an arts organization?

 • What are the costs and opportunities associated with adopting, or failing to adopt, 
strategies in support of diversity, equity, inclusion, and accessibility in the arts?

 • How have artists and arts organizations created greater public awareness about 
inequities within the communities they serve?

 • To what extent, and under what conditions, have technological innovations 
improved access to the arts across diverse communities? (NEA 2021b, 6)

Much of the foregoing section has emphasized racial and ethnic dimensions of DEIA. 
Nevertheless, as demonstrated by the agency’s research agenda questions, the pursuit 
of equity— through research and practice— extends to a range of demographic, geo-
graphic, and socioeconomic parameters. In April 2022, the NEA published an equity ac-
tion plan in response to the President’s executive order on addressing racial equity and 
supporting underserved communities (NEA 2022b). The plan describes the NEA’s own 
efforts to improve data collection and reporting that will advance these goals.

Reorienting the Arts as an 
Opportunity for Community Healing 

and Transformation

For several years, the NEA has encouraged and funded experimental and quasi- 
experimental studies that aim to establish causal relationships between the arts and 
positive outcomes in health and education. Arts interventions that seek to improve in-
dividual health and well- being may be considered as falling into two types: creative arts 
therapies (delivered by certified therapists in art, music, dance, or drama, for example) 
or arts- in- health programs, in which the arts consumption or art making is not guided 
by a certified therapist.

Through the Creative Forces: NEA Military Healing Arts Network, the agency 
works with the US Departments of Defense and Veterans Affairs to place creative arts 
therapists at the core of patient- centered care at clinical sites throughout the country, 
including telehealth services. The initiative also increases access to community 
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arts activities to promote health, well- being, and quality of life for military and vet-
eran populations exposed to trauma, as well as for their families and caregivers. The 
Creative Forces clinical research team published twenty- three studies in peer- reviewed 
journals between 2016 and October 2021. Other studies are in progress, including four 
feasibility studies that will lay the groundwork for randomized controlled trials on the 
efficacy of creative arts therapy interventions for military and/ or veteran populations 
(NEA n.d.).

In addition to clinical research associated with the Creative Forces initiative, the 
agency supports experimental and quasi- experimental studies about the arts and health 
through research grants and the NEA Research Labs program. Here the focus is not lim-
ited to creative arts therapies but includes the study of arts interventions or variables 
that contribute to social or emotional well- being or to physical health outcomes. Many 
NEA research- grant- funded projects have supported such studies over the last several 
years, as have NEA Research Labs around the country.

Beginning in 2019, moreover, the NEA has joined the National Institutes of Health 
(NIH) in supporting biomedical and behavioral research grants investigating the rela-
tionship of music to health and wellness (NIH 2019). This partnership stems from an 
initiative called Sound Health, a partnership between the John F. Kennedy Center for 
the Performing Arts and NIH, in association with the NEA. In early 2021, the NEA and 
the University of California, San Francisco, opened the Sound Health Network, an on-
line hub that includes a clearinghouse of research articles, a directory, a webinar series, 
and other resources to strengthen research and practice collaborations in music, health, 
and healing.

So far, all the research projects referenced in this section have focused on under-
standing the arts’ health benefits for individuals. Yet COVID- 19 exposed the importance 
of community- led strategies to improve public health conditions. Even before the pan-
demic, the organization Art Place America and the University of Florida’s Center for 
Arts in Medicine had produced a white paper, “Creating Healthy Communities: Arts +  
Public Health in America,” designed to help advance this cross- sectoral collaboration 
(Sonke et al. 2019).

Similarly, the NEA and the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, along with several 
other funders, supported the development of a research report to encourage place- 
based arts strategies that can foster social cohesion as a conduit to greater public health 
equity. The report, titled “WE- Making: How Arts and Culture Unite People to Work 
Toward Community Well- Being,” is accompanied by a conceptual framework, a theory 
of change, case studies, a literature review, and recommendations for future research 
and practice (PolicyLink, n.d.).

All of these projects began well before COVID- 19, and yet during the pandemic 
they yielded immediate tools for funders and policymakers seeking to embed the arts 
in public health interventions. In the wake of these activities, the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention (CDC) issued evidence- based guidelines to help professionals 
in public health and health communications partner successfully on vaccine campaigns 
with local artists, culture- bearers, and arts organizations.
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Then, in August 2021, NEA and CDC officials participated in a public webinar titled 
“Trusted Messengers and Trusted Spaces: Engaging Arts and Culture for COVID- 19 
Vaccine Confidence in Your Community” (Center for Arts in Medicine 2021). During 
this event, the CDC Foundation announced a funding opportunity to support commu-
nity efforts using the arts to build vaccine confidence. Then, in October 2021, the NEA 
signed a memorandum of understanding with the CDC and the CDC Foundation to de-
sign and implement a grant program, which resulted ultimately in awards to thirty arts 
and cultural organizations nationwide (CDC Foundation 2022).

The University of Florida’s Center for Arts in Medicine had been involved in early 
efforts with the CDC and the CDC Foundation to promote public awareness of the 
arts’ potential in boosting vaccine confidence. The center also runs EpiArts Lab, a NEA 
Research Lab co- funded by Bloomberg Philanthropies to mine longitudinal datasets for 
a better understanding of the relationships between the arts and healthy outcomes in the 
general public. Another recent example of the NEA’s investment in research on the arts 
and public health is production of a report about arts strategies for addressing the opioid 
crisis (NEA 2020c).

By and large, however, the NEA’s portfolio of research awards and publications fo-
cused on health benefits from the arts has looked at individual- level rather than 
community- level outcomes. Regarding NEA research grant awards, this tendency may 
be partly a function of the program’s application guidelines, which over the years have 
prioritized experimental and quasi- experimental study designs; these are often more 
conducive to clinical, classroom, or psychology lab settings than population cohorts 
within a community.

Creative placemaking, as exemplified by the NEA’s Our Town initiative, offers another 
avenue for arts managers to take in engaging with public health practitioners. Our Town 
grant projects integrate arts, culture, and design activities into efforts that strengthen 
communities by advancing local, economic, physical, and/ or social outcomes. Through 
a program evaluation that led to the development of a theory of change and logic model 
for the initiative, the NEA identified sustainable “systems changes” as distal outcomes of 
the program.

Within this framework, longer- term public health goals certainly are viable for 
an Our Town grant applicant. (A 2019 article co- authored by CDC and NEA staff 
described the role of such projects in “creating healthy communities” [Cornett et al. 
2019].) But these outcomes may be coextensive with other physical, economic, or so-
cial changes at the community level. Indeed, as part of the NEA’s new strategic plan, 
the agency seeks not only to fuse the arts with public health practice but, more broadly, 
to “embed the arts in system- wide initiatives that strengthen or heal communities” 
(NEA 2022c, 2).

Accordingly, the NEA’s 2022– 2026 research agenda includes the following priority re-
search area:

In what ways do the arts contribute to the healing and revitalization of communities? 
What factors mediate these contributions, and for the benefit of which populations? 
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What are common elements of such programs or practices, and what are appropriate 
measures of success?

Again, the agency’s Research Grants in the Arts and NEA Research Labs programs will 
be used to incentivize studies in this topic area. Sample research questions in this area 
include:

 • How can the arts and artists help to heal social or ideological divides within a com-
munity, and to improve relations among different subgroups?

 • How can the arts and artists improve attachment to communities, social capital, 
civic engagement, and other drivers of social cohesion?

 • How do the arts and artists mobilize communities for collective action— e.g., to ad-
dress inequities or to support trauma recovery, emergency preparedness, or public 
health response efforts?

 • How can the arts and artists contribute to trust in public institutions or in the dem-
ocratic process?

 • How do the arts and artists contribute to the development of leadership skills in 
youth and the emergence of new community leaders?

 • How have artists contributed successfully to community healing and transfor-
mation, and what are common characteristics of those who have done so? (NEA 
2021b, 6)

Many of these questions, as with the ones listed under the DEIA research topic area, do 
not lend themselves neatly to experimental or quasi- experimental study designs. This is 
because the interrogative word is often, if not always, “how.” Rather than seek to measure 
the strength or direction of the relationship of the arts to positive individual or soci-
etal outcomes, the foregoing research questions are largely about mechanisms of action. 
Here is an elevated role for qualitative research in hypothesis building, for community 
engagement in the research process, and for the production of evidence- based guides 
that can help accomplish the outcomes of interest. These research investments should 
yield knowledge that arts practitioners can use in designing, refining, and evaluating 
their programs or activities.

Before leaving this section, it should be understood that all three central topics 
guiding the NEA’s research agenda are conducive not only to the formulation of novel 
questions and approaches but also to the production of insights that arts managers and 
cultural policymakers can bring to their future work.

In drafting this research agenda, the NEA deliberately heeded voices representing dif-
ferent sets of practices, theoretical perspectives, and lived experiences either within the 
arts sector or adjacent to it. Most of these inputs concerned the US arts and cultural 
ecosystem. Although academic literature was consulted on occasion, the agenda was 
created primarily by engaging with its prospective users and beneficiaries— a constit-
uency that transcends the individual disciplines or conceptual models that occupy arts 
and cultural research as a field.
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To foster this engagement, the NEA commissioned a planning study. This included 
a portfolio review of the NEA research awards programs, a scan of arts- related re-
search projects supported by other US federal agencies, and focus group meetings and 
interviews with experts nationwide.

The title of the resulting report, “Yes, ‘Art Works’— Now What?,” signals a shift in 
emphasis that had been urged by many focus group participants. They had articulated 
the need for an agenda that, in the report’s words, would go “beyond supporting re-
search that is used primarily in ‘case- making’ about the arts’ value as a public good.” 
Rather, according to the report, the NEA should favor “more research that will help 
decision- makers and arts practitioners understand various dynamics at work within 
communities, arts organizations, artists’ careers, and specific arts disciplines and fields” 
(NEA 2022d, 12).

Addressing findings from the planning study, a draft research agenda was posted to 
the NEA website for public comment. It also was distributed widely to arts and cultural 
researchers and practitioners. The final agenda avoids prescriptive overtones. Instead, 
it allows multiple points of entry for prospective researchers, arts practitioners, and 
NEA partners seeking to respond to sector- wide challenges through knowledge 
production.

As a menu, the agenda offers just enough specificity (through sample research 
questions) to elicit concrete proposals from future applicants to the NEA’s research 
awards program, but it also provides a sufficiently flexible basis for welcoming the un-
expected. This approach contrasts to the one used by the NEA’s prior research agenda, 
which had itemized questions, study designs, and products and publications that the 
agency would pursue over a five- year period.

Ultimately, the new agenda serves multiple purposes. To NEA research grant 
applicants, it broadcasts priorities that may be used in designing studies and research 
programs around arts and cultural management and policy. But even for other entities— 
arts organizations, funders, and educators, in the United States or abroad— the agenda 
charts a path forward for shared discourse about evidentiary needs for today’s arts and 
cultural practitioners as a collective enterprise. The agenda makes explicit some of the 
most pressing societal issues facing the sector today, and converts them into research 
topics and questions of interest not just to the NEA but arguably to arts and cultural 
practitioners in the United States and abroad. Post- pandemic engagement with art-
ists, students, and art- goers through in- person or virtual opportunities; the arts’ inte-
gration with community healing and trauma recovery strategies; and the monitoring 
of DEIA concerns as they affect arts practice— all of these themes currently motivate 
policymakers and funders in contemplating or effecting programmatic reforms. At the 
same time, the community- based participatory approaches that are encouraged by the 
NEA’s research agenda are consonant with contemporary efforts among researchers— 
of all disciplinary backgrounds— to include more diverse voices and perspectives in 
policy- relevant studies.
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A Postscript: To Enhance and Not 
Abandon Studies of Value and Impact

Apart from incentivizing research in the three topic areas outlined above, the NEA 
will continue to support research about the value and impact of the arts, especially 
in relationship to three key domains: health and well- being, cognition and learning, 
and economic growth and innovation.

Among specific sample questions for each domain, however, the NEA’s research 
agenda encourages grant applicants to propose studies that ask “for whom” and 
“under which circumstances” any positive impacts are to be realized. By renewing 
support of experimental and quasi- experimental studies about the arts’ effects on 
individuals and society, the agency will extend the line of progress achieved by 
NEA grant- funded researchers who, over the last decade, have investigated causal 
claims about the arts. Yet those studies will be complemented by many more re-
search projects that seek to understand how optimal outcomes may be achieved,  
with the goal of replicating and expanding those benefits for more people and 
communities.

This realignment of the NEA research agenda is based on the realization that 
generalized statements about “value and impact”— even if supportable by causal 
inferences about the arts— will ring hollow unless clear conditions and pathways are 
adumbrated for arts practitioners pursuing those outcomes. Randomized, controlled 
studies still serve an indispensable function in the arts and cultural research arena. It 
is just that— in the United States and elsewhere— arts research administrators must 
balance these efforts with the recruitment of policymakers, practitioners, and pro-
spective beneficiaries who can take part in qualitative, collaborative research aiming 
to describe, in richly layered detail, the mechanisms of action governing effective 
program design and delivery. For its part, the NEA’s research grant program will 
encourage a blend of quantitative and qualitative methodologies while cultivating 
tool kits and evidence- based guides that can help arts managers and others in using 
data and metrics to improve services for artists, audiences, and learners, to heal 
communities through the arts, and to ensure equitable access to arts opportunities 
and their attendant benefits.
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