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What are we evidencing? Context  

‘Should community arts projects with a social aim be evaluated on the grounds of the same 
criteria of excellence and quality that inform Arts Council's relationship with its traditional client 
organisations or should they rather be assessed merely on the grounds of their positive effect on 
the participants, with little concern for their artistic merit?’ 

Eleanor Belfiore, (2004).98 

The debate around measuring the value of the arts, has always largely taken place at a policy level.  
While individual artists, arts organisations and project managers have sought to find ways to best 
evaluate their programmes in order to maximize their own learning, the agenda around what they 
should be evaluating has usually been set elsewhere.   As recipients of public funding, the arts have 
over the last thirty years, been increasingly expected to deliver on particular government objectives 
in the same way other public services are required to do.  

Apples and oranges? 
The original impetus to do so might be seen in a desire to demonstrate arts and culture’s major 
contribution to wider economic development. The Policy Studies Institute’s (1983) Facts about 
the Arts99 mapped out the territory,  (summarising statistics on everything from finance and 
employment to VAT and bestselling books) while John Myerscough’s (1988) research into the 
‘Economic Importance of the Arts in Britain’100 furthered the argument.  Here was a way, it 
seemed, for the arts to finally demonstrate they had real ‘public value’ in terms of their 
contribution to the economy, or GDP (Gross Domestic Product).  An argument Madden, in his 
(1998) Discussion Paper: the ‘economic’ benefits of art101, sadly suggests is economically weak 
and largely flawed.  ‘If a government is interested solely in wealth and jobs’ he notes, ‘then the arts 
are a bad investment.’  Even in relative terms, he suggests, ‘the financial arguments are weak: the 
popular practice of comparing the financial size of the arts with other industries (such as fishing, 
forestry or communications) is essentially comparing apples with oranges.’ What this kind of 
measurement does not even start to capture, he remarks, is the relationship to people and 
communities and the ‘personal well-being’ generated by the sector.  

Cultural Industries 
The concept of the ‘Cultural Industries’ (with none of the benefits belonging to industries such as 
contracts, agreed working conditions and unionisation) did, however, become the byword for 
value throughout the ‘90s.  The arts advocated for the legitimacy of their funding through 
evidencing evidenced the contribution they were making to employment, GDP and export 
agendas, as well as innovation and creativity: £60 billion in revenue, exports of £7.5 billion every 
year as well as creating over 1.4 million jobs according to 1998 DCMS figures.   Although the 
terminology has largely shifted to speaking about the ‘Creative Industries’ and the ‘Creative 
Economy’, the Department of Media, Culture and Sport (DCMS) and others such as NESTA are 
still employing a similar economic argument,102 even if the definition has now expanded to 
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include digital media, computer programming and advertising agencies.  However, a means of 
measuring for the performing arts through Gross Added Value is not applicable. Although they 
do figure better in terms of employment (including people who are on zero hour contracts or used 
as cheap or volunteer labour): which could be a useful indicator of why the economic argument 
might be a misplaced one. 

Access, Inclusion and Participation 
As the ‘90s went on, however, even the newly created Department of National Heritage (DNH) 
began to recognise that actual engagement with the arts remained the prerogative of a small elite103 
and made a policy shift towards asking arts and cultural institutions to evidence how they were 
‘widening access’.  ‘The investment of taxpayers’ money,’ DNH suggested, bringing with it ‘a 
responsibility to ensure that those who pay have the opportunity to benefit’.  In 1997, with the 
election of a New Labour government, this focus expanded to embrace the contribution the arts 
could make to wider social agendas, particularly in terms of tackling social exclusion.   

For those working in participatory and community arts there was a short lived delight that policy 
makers had finally recognised what we felt the work was about: making a difference to the lives of 
people and communities.  Although there was a certain amount of unease around finding 
ourselves seemingly ‘delivering government policy’, the publication of Comedia’s (1993) The 
Social Impact of the Arts104, followed by Matarasso’s (1997) Use or Ornament? The Social Impact 
of Participation in the Arts105 seemed to place participatory work and its concerns at the centre of 
the agenda.  Arts Council language echoed government rhetoric: the move from ‘access to 
participation’ becoming not only central to ‘cultural policy’ but the cornerstone of ‘civic renewal’.106  

Thomas Putnam’s seminal piece on social capital, Bowling Alone107 highlighted the link between 
participation in cultural activity and civic engagement, especially for those groups who were more 
disadvantaged or marginalised.   Keaney’s IPPR research demonstrated this was borne out across 
Europe; countries where there was greater participation in arts and culture, such as Denmark and 
Norway, also showing greater trust in society and its institutions.   What Putnam and colleagues 
went on to critique in the later, ‘Better Together’ was the difference between creating social capital 
through ‘bonding’ (bringing people of the same social class, ethnicity, and gender together) and 
through ‘bridging’ (bringing people from different backgrounds together).  Most major arts 
institutions, they suggested, continued to do ‘far more bonding than bridging’, reinforcing rather 
than combatting ‘entrenched patterns of exclusion’.   

Intrinsic Value 
A perceived lack of ‘robust evidence’ (Selwood108), academic criticism of Matarasso’s 
methodologies, (Merli, Belfiore109) on one side and interventions at a political level by such as 
John Tusa110, and Tessa Jowell in favour of ‘art for arts sake’111, set the pendulum swinging in the 
other direction. The value of the arts, it was suggested lay not in its capacity to bring about 
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‘instrumental’ outcomes (which it was claimed had only provided qualitative, anecdotal evidence 
of their worth) but in its ‘ intrinsic’ value. Or what Holden112 later identifies as, ‘the capacity of 
culture to affect us’.   

Unfortunately, this ‘intrinsic’ value was largely seen as something irreducible and immeasurable 
although somehow connected with highly subjective views of ‘quality’ and ‘excellence’113.  A 
situation Brown and Novak114 suggest allowed for a separation between ‘art’ (of value in itself) and 
the need to measure impact:  Artistic decisions being left in, ‘the provenance of highly skilled 
curators and artistic directors who prize their artistic autonomy’, and who see little reason for 
concerning themselves with something as compromised as impact assessment.  In other words, it 
was usually left to the education or learning departments of major institutions to justify their 
spending in terms of instrumental outcomes.   

In the US context, the Rand Corporation's 2004 study Gifts of the Muse,115 attempted to draw a 
line in the sand by suggesting one is inevitably part of the other. And, more importantly perhaps, 
that most participants are rarely concerned with societal impact. ‘What draws people ... is not the 
hope that the experience will make them smarter or more self-disciplined. Instead it is the 
expectation that encountering a work of art can be a rewarding experience, one that offers them 
pleasure and emotional stimulation and meaning’.  It was a proposition most artists and arts 
organisations, feeling constantly compromised by attempting to justify their activities solely in 
terms of government policy, welcomed.  Bunting, in the recent Arts Council review, Public Value 
and the Arts, bears out this lack of division in the minds of the public: ‘It may have been expected 
that a debate about the value of the arts would be dominated by arguments for and against funding 
the arts ‘for art’s sake’ and funding the arts in order to deliver some tangible social and economic 
outcomes. … in reality these simplistic divides are not recognised by, or relevant to, the majority of 
people.’116  

John Holden’s (2004) paper for Demos, Capturing Cultural Value: How Culture has become a 
tool of government policy, however, introduced the notion of ‘cultural value’ as a means of 
evidencing intrinsic value to the debate.  We have engaged with the on-going discussion around 
‘cultural value’ in a separate section.  
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