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Providing the evidence 

‘National and local governments don’t take decisions about arts funding based on evidence, 
however convincing it is. Instead, they act in the context of the wider economic picture, and in the 
light of their own prejudices, world-views, ideology and instincts.'   

Three Johns and Shelagh, 2014.86 

Towards Plan A? A new Political Economy of arts and culture (ACE/RSA) underlines what it sees 
as the importance of ‘laying the foundations of a new political economy for the Arts in England, 
supported by hard-edged recommendations and deliverable interventions’.87  Experience, 
unfortunately, would generally indicate that providing ‘evidence’ of the value of the arts, or a 
particular arts practice or field, rarely has impact on public policy. As Bill Ivey noted in his article 
for Arts Journal our ‘case-making arguments are often delivered into an unreceptive void.’88  
National and local government, it would seem, seldom take decisions based on evidence but, as 
Three Johns and Shelagh (2014) suggest in Towards Plan B, a riposte to Arts Council’s Plan A, 
they ‘rather act in the context of the wider economic picture (recession, austerity, boom) and in 
the light of their own prejudices, world-views, ideology and instincts’89.   

Bunting, in her review of the debate on public value for the Arts Council itself, largely agrees. 
Noting that even under New Labour’s supposed emphasis on ‘instrumental outcomes...there is 
little evidence that any prioritisation of social or economic objectives has had any substantial 
impact on the decisions that have been made about mainstream arts funding, or indeed on 
how artists and arts organisations go about their work.’90  In fact, as Eleanor Belfiore91 and Arts 
Professional magazine have recently noted, ‘the recipients of the largest grants, which account for 
a very substantial portion of the available funding, have changed little since Keynes’.92 Meaning 
almost one third of funding is still going to major, London-based organisations; such as the 
National Theatre, Royal Opera House, Royal Shakespeare Company and Sadler’s Wells.  Recent 
data collected for the Department for Culture, Media and Sport93, confirms the evidence 
presented in IPPR’s 2006 survey, that participation in publicly subsidised art and heritage 
continues to be, ‘dominated by the better educated and more affluent.’94  

Age of Austerity 
In an ‘age of austerity’, with even greater demands on the public purse, the need to evidence the 
value of participation in arts and culture is seen to be even more pressing.  Three central pillars of 
the current debate are centred on how to evidence: 

• Wider social (and political) impact in terms of ‘public value’; 

• the contribution the arts make to health and wellbeing agendas; and 

                                                
 

86 86 http://www.john3shelagh.com/towards-plan-b.html 
87 http://www.artscouncil.org.uk/media/uploads/pdf/RSA-Arts-Towards-Plan-A.pdf Retrieved July 2014 
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92 http://wrap.warwick.ac.uk/51182/1/WRAP_Belfiore%20Final%20CT%20accepted%20-
%20Defensive%20instrumentalism.pdf 
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94 Keaney, E. (2006) From Access to Participation: Culture, Participation and Civil Renewal. IPPR North 
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• how to best capture ‘cultural value’  

Participatory art is inevitably entangled in this wider ‘value’ debate.  However, when the notion of 
‘participation’ covers any form of public engagement with arts and culture; it is also left seeking 
ways to identify its own set of values.  Speaking at  ‘Because We’re Worth It’95, the ICA 2012 
summit on participatory arts, Matthew Taylor, Chief Executive of the RSA, suggested there is a, 
‘need to disentangle these different rationales for the value of the arts more distinctively, and then 
seek to strengthen the whole spectrum of instrumental arguments.’  But even his choice of the 
word ‘instrumental’ is loaded.  While the debate between ‘intrinsic’ and ‘instrumental’ continues 
to play itself out in programmes such as AHRC Cultural Value Project96 and the Warwick 
Commission97 it seems important to search for language and processes that the participatory arts 
identify as meeting their own needs. 

We have looked at current approaches to doing this in the other evidence sections.  

  

                                                
 

95 http://www.theguardian.com/culture-professionals-network/culture-professionals-blog/2012/apr/05/participatory-arts-worth 
96 http://www.ahrc.ac.uk/Funded-Research/Funded-themes-and-programmes/Cultural-Value-Project/Pages/default.aspx 
97 http://www2.warwick.ac.uk/research/warwickcommission/futureculture/ 


