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Who takes part? Some Statistics 

‘Participation data … reveals a negative correlation between the art forms preferred by audiences 
and those on which public investment is concentrated’  

       The Warwick Commission Executive Summary, 2012.151 

The current data and statistics on cultural funding and attendance and participation are (as the 
recent report from the Warwick Commission152 on Cultural Value notes) highly fragmented.  For 
those working in participatory contexts the research that is available makes challenging reading.  
Evidence from the Arts Council of Wales153, Scotland154 and the DCMS155 all make clear access to, 
and participation in, publicly funded arts and culture persistently dependent on level of education, 
income, social class and disability. Cultural consumption largely remains the privilege of those 
from higher socio-economic and educational classes.   

We have included some of these statistics below to indicate the divide that still exists between 
those who access arts and culture regularly and those who are excluded.  And to note the even 
greater gaps between those who access or take part in what might still be termed as elite art forms 
of art (opera, ballet, classical music) and those who don’t.  As Bunting et al indicate in one of their 
on-going pieces of analysis of DCMS on-going Taking Part research, ‘There are still some 
activities – for instance contemporary dance, opera, ballet and jazz – that those in the lowest 
attendee groups are extremely unlikely to attend … We must therefore conclude that those who 
interact regularly with the outputs of public funding for the arts are a small minority.’156Or, as the 
Warwick Commission points out in its executive summary, ‘Participation data … reveals a negative 
correlation between the art forms preferred by audiences and those on which public investment is 
concentrated’.   

Attendance 

• 79.8% of the UK population engages with one arts and/or cultural event per annum 

• 60% attend 3 or more events 

• 27% attend a live piece of theatre (including musicals and pantomime) 

• 14% attend a dance event 

                                                
 

151 http://www2.warwick.ac.uk/research/warwickcommission/futureculture/ 
152 Belfiore E, Holdaway D, (2013) The Warwick Commission.  The Future of Cultural Value, University of Warwick  
153 The Arts Council of Wales. Arts and Public Engagement: Patterns, Processes and Levers for Change.   The Arts Council 
Wales 2009 
The Arts Council of Wales. Arts in Wales 2005. Attendance, Participation and Attitudes. Report of Survey of Findings. 
Arts Council Wales. 2005.  
154 The Scottish Government Healthy Attendance: The Impact of Cultural Engagement and Sports Participation on Health 
and Satisfaction with life in Scotland 2013, online: 
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2013/08/9956/downloads#res430649 
The Scottish Government Scottish Household Survey Culture and Sport 2011 online: 
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2012/08/5277 
155 Department of Culture, Media and Sport Taking-Part_2013-14_Quarter-3_Report.pdf DCMS online 
https://www.gov.uk/government/policies/supporting-vibrant-and-sustainable-arts-and-culture/activity 
Department of Culture, Media and Sport Taking-Part_2012-13_Quarter-1_Report.pdf DCMS online: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/77537/Taking-Part_2012-13_Quarter-
1_Report.pdf 
Department of Culture, Media and Sport, 2012, ‘Taking Part 2011/12 Adult and Child Report: Statistical  
Release’, online: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/77920/Taking_Part_2011_12_Annual_Repor
t.pdf 
156 Bunting, C. Chan, T.W.,Goldthorpe, J.,Keaney, E. &Oskala, A. (2008) From Indifference to Enthusiasm: patterns of 
arts attendance in England. London: Arts Council England.  
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• 7% attend a classical concert  

• Opera and ballet have the smallest reach at less than 4% 

• In terms of background social and economic background: 

• Those with a degree or equivalent professional qualification are twice as likely to attend opera, 
ballet, classical concerts, theatre and dance as those with few qualifications; 

• Those who are most deprived are over 25% less likely to attend opera, ballet, classical concerts, 
theatre and dance than the least deprived; and 

• Those with ill health or a limiting disability are over 25% less likely to attend opera, ballet, 
classical concerts, theatre and dance than those who don’t.  

Participation 
The figures for participation would seem even more damning: 

• Excluding reading for pleasure, 45% of the UK population participate actively in an arts or 
cultural event per annum. 

• 50% of those engaging more than 3 times a year with an art or cultural events also participate in 
at least one event.  

• 15% have participated in a musical activity – including belonging to a choir and playing an 
instrument for pleasure. 

• 4% participated in a live performance before an audience. 

• 2% participated in a non-professional theatre.  

• Less than 1% participated in an opera, ballet or piece of contemporary dance. 

Who participates? 
In research undertaken for the Arts Council of Wales157, but largely borne out by that carried out 
in Scotland and Wales: 

• 87% of those who have degrees or equivalent qualifications participate in arts and cultural 
activities (including reading for pleasure).   

• This falls to just over 50% of those with few qualifications (including reading for pleasure). 

• Those who participated in arts and cultural events as children are over 20% more likely to do 
so as adults.  

• Those who are the most deprived are over 20% less likely to participate than those who are 
least deprived. 

• Those with ill health or a limiting disability are over 20% less likely to attend than those who 
don’t. 

One of the most interesting responses being to the statement, ‘the art is not for people like me’: 

• 31% of those with a limiting disability or ill health agreed 

• 32% of those with the lowest household income agreed 
                                                
 

157 The Arts Council of Wales. Arts and Public Engagement: Patterns, Processes and Levers for Change.   The Arts Council 
Wales 2009 
The Arts Council of Wales. Arts in Wales 2005. Attendance, Participation and Attitudes. Report of Survey of Findings. 
Arts Council Wales. 2005.  
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• 40% of those with few or no educational qualifications agreed 

• 35% of those who didn’t engage as children agreed    

While the debate around cultural value continues to focus on economic indicators, audiences and 
cultural goods many arts organisations clearly remain separate and distanced from many of those 
who make up their communities.  A new model of participation and collaboration is needed. As 
Doug Borwick (2013) explains in his seminal book, Building Communities not Audiences, the 
economic, social and political environments out of which the infrastructure for Western ‘high arts’ 
grew have changed. Today’s major arts institutions, products of that legacy, no longer benefit from 
relatively inexpensive labour, a nominally homogeneous culture or a polity openly managed by an 
elite class.’ 158  

On the linked website, art engaged159, Borwick further proposes it is only through developing,  
‘close working relationships among artists, arts organisations, and the broader community enable 
better living conditions for all and create a healthier, more sustainable environment for the arts.’  
He suggests three actions that may help bring this about: 

• Advocate among artists and arts organisations – for the adoption of a community 
engagement agenda. 

• Train artists and arts organisations in the skills required for engagement; prepare 
communities for arts-based collaborations. 

• Support artists and arts organisations in transitioning to community-focused engagement. 

For arts organisations truly committed to shifting the agenda in terms of who takes part, these 
would seem to be excellent starting points. 

  

                                                
 

158  Borwick, D. (2012) Building Communities, Not Audiences: The Future of the Arts in the United States. Arts Engaged, 
Winston-Salem, NC 
159 http://artsengaged.com/ Borwick, D. (2012) Building Communities, Not Audiences: The Future of the Arts in the 
United States. ArtsEngaged, Winston-Salem, NC 


