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and identifying opportunities for missionappropriate adaption.

IDEAS FOR
POLICY
If Creative Lenses has shown us that understanding their business models can serve
as an aid to arts and cultural organisations
negotiating various artistic, economic, cultural and social demands, then what have
we learnt during the project that is useful to
policymakers?74 We propose four key lessons for policymakers seeking to support
the activities of arts and cultural organisations.
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Lesson 1:
Shift from transformation to exploration
Previous thinking in European cultural policy
placed an emphasis on the need for arts
and cultural organisations to change their
business models. Discussion of business
models is often framed within a language
of transformation (think of the likes of Uber
and Airbnb), and this may have prompted
policymakers to push for the invention of
‘new’ models and the implementation of
pathbreaking or disruptive ones.
We found that focusing on what is wrong
with existing business models – and
implying a need for drastic change – may
be seductive but it is a mischaracterisation

of the type of change that many
organisations want or need to make.
This is an important finding as there is a
relationship, albeit a complex one, between
what policy implies or states about what
organisations ought to be doing and the
way people working in these organisations
prioritise their goals. There is a danger that
the emphasis given to transformation in
policy leads arts and cultural organisations
on a path towards reinvention when
most do not need to overhaul how they
work. This should be acknowledged.
Policymakers work hard to understand the
needs of practitioners and occasionally
this knowledge is missing from policy
documents and initiatives. What many
arts and cultural organisations are doing
is looking to adapt to changing external
circumstances, or indeed contribute to
shaping change, while preserving their
values, building capacities to achieve their
missions and sustaining their cultural
activity which co-creates different kinds
of value with actors in their ecosystem.
We have argued that analysing business
models can be a useful way of clarifying
missions and values within organisations

In answering this question, we have to take a leap of faith by assuming that part of the thinking behind the introduction of a language of
business models was that it would help arts and cultural organisations to navigate the challenges of operating in the current socio-economic and technological landscape.
74

This requires a shift in focus where
‘innovation in business models’ is not
framed as an end in itself, but where
business modelling is offered as a means
for arts and cultural organisations to
use for their own ends. In other words,
business modelling is a useful stimulus for
organisational development. Policy could
move away from a prescriptive approach
to change and focus on more open-ended,
exploratory forms of support that anticipate
new ways of organising, art forms, and
relationships between organisations, artists,
audiences, places and communities. By
offering less prescriptive forms of support
policy may actually effect practical changes
within arts and cultural organisations
that are aligned with the particular
circumstances faced by the organisation in
question and the values they wish to uphold.
Lesson 2:
Make space to reflect and think
Moving away from policy prescription of
solutions does not mean public policy no
longer has a role. Instead policymakers may
need to consider how policy can support
practitioners to ask themselves what their
role in a broader system of cultural activity
is, how it might best be sustained and what
a sustainable business model would look
like in their context. Given its supporting
remit, European cultural policy is particularly
well placed to concentrate on providing the

support necessary to cultivate and sustain
networks where arts practitioners can
develop a sense of agency.
We are not saying that arts and cultural
organisations need external support
because they are lacking in capacity. Rather,
the day-to-day pressure of managing
an organisation often takes priority over
self-examination and reflection about
the nature of the value co-creation in
which organisations are involved. The
compartmentalisation of their operations,
so that business model design can be kept
at a remove from the ‘real work’ of making
or showing art or engaging audiences, and
the associated stratification of staff into
‘managers’ and ‘artists’ in the organisations
– does not help with self-reflection. Not only
does this limit organisational development
but it occasionally means deeper issues
of inequality and exclusion that are
embedded within business models remain
unaddressed.
What form might this support take? In many
cases the organisations involved in Creative
Lenses already had the skills, knowledge
and ideas required at their disposal and
visions for how arts can shape society.
What they did not have was the time to
reflect on how existing resources and
knowledge might be configured differently
to allow them to continue to pursue artistic,
social or environmental objectives at a
time of change. The external perspectives
offered by mentors and researchers
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involved in the project and dialogues
with one another provided important
clarity and direction, as well as prompting
reflection on the implications of operating
in a changing organisational, financial and
technological landscape. The value of
‘buying time’ and an ability to respond to a
well-informed external perspective cannot
be overestimated. It seems important
that future initiatives continue to both
encourage arts and cultural professionals
to make time for self-reflection and support
them to access external perspectives.
Funders may think about how to improve
inclusivity and diversity among the external
perspectives arts and cultural organisations
tend to encounter as it may be valuable
to supplement the perspectives and
approaches of experienced consultants
with new voices. Policymakers might think
about how they can best enable this activity
as this may not require the larger amounts
of funding and time-commitment that tend
to be associated with European projects. By
creating spaces for practitioners to reflect
and engage with others, organisations
can further understand their priorities and
become better equipped to realise their
visions for the future.

”THIS REQUIRES A SHIF T IN
FOCUS WHE RE ‘INNOVATION
IN BUSINESS MODE LS’ IS
NOT FR AME D AS AN E ND IN
ITSE LF, BUT WHE RE BUSINESS
MODE LLING IS OFFE RE D AS
A ME ANS FOR ARTS AND
CULTUR AL ORGANISATIONS
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TO USE FOR THEIR OWN
E NDS. IN OTHE R WORDS,
BUSINESS MODE LLING
IS A USE FUL STIMULUS
FOR ORGANISATIONAL
DE VE LOPME NT. POLICY
COULD MOVE AWAY FROM A
PRESCRIPTIVE APPROACH TO
CHANGE AND FOCUS ON MORE
OPE N-E NDE D, E XPLOR ATORY
FORMS OF SUPPORT THAT
ANTICIPATE NE W WAYS OF
ORGANISING, ART FORMS, AND
RE L ATIONSHIPS BE T WE E N
ORGANISATIONS, ARTISTS,
AUDIE NCES, PL ACES AND
COMMUNITIES.”

Lesson 3:
See the system, not just the organisations
If we recall that ‘a business model describes
how an organisation’s assets and activities
are combined to co-create and capture
different types of value for individuals,
groups and society through a particular

value logic’ then we are confronted with
what has emerged as crucial throughout
this study - business models are not so
much chosen as cultivated and reproduced.
A combination of institutional norms, path
dependencies and contextual factors
mean organisations are not free to design
their business models as though they
operate in a vacuum. The success of an
organisation’s particular model depends on
the continual reconfiguration of resources
to adapt to changing circumstances and
to identify opportunities to undertake
activity where there is sufficient demand,
whether from public or private funders
and from individuals and communities.
Understanding why an organisation
succeeds over time is about tracing the
range of connections and relationships
it has with people and organisations
outside itself. It is misguided to assume
that an adequate understanding of an
organisation’s business model can be
gained by an individual organisation looking
inward.75
Central to this is the realisation that
each organisation depends on others
for its success or sustainability.
Independence may be an important part
of the lexicon used by practitioners to
describe themselves yet it is perhaps
interdependence on others that defines
their business models. This means that
the problems faced by arts and cultural
organisations cannot be solved by individual
organisations acting alone but may require

It is in this sense that – referring back to the previous paragraph - the endorsement we have given to supporting self-examination has a
particular type of examination in mind.
75
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systemic change. This means policy needs
to make a difference to systems not just
organisations. It needs to see the bigger
picture and look at the specific contexts
organisations operate within so there is a
focus on the way the particular systematic
conditions of a place or art form constrain
and enable cultural organisations to flourish.

”INDE PE NDE NCE MAY BE
AN IMPORTANT PART OF
THE LE XICON USE D BY
PR ACTITIONE RS TO DESCRIBE
THE MSE LVES YE T IT IS PE RHAPS
INTE RDE PE NDE NCE ON OTHE RS
THAT DE FINES THEIR BUSINESS
MODE LS. THIS ME ANS THAT
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This call to consider the socio-economic
conditions for cultural practice and
engagement and the role that values play in
shaping how arts and cultural organisations
function (for better and for worse) is an
important supplement to ongoing work
on value chains at EU level. This work has
been important in illustrating the multiple
actors involved in creating value, but does
not take into account the importance of
context in structuring the form a value
chain takes or the relationships between
the multiple activities that take place
within single organisations. What are
called ‘framework conditions’ do not exist
outside of organisations and are not the
same everywhere.76 Context shapes the
possibilities of organisational practice and
therefore needs to be placed at the centre
of analysis. We have demonstrated across
this report why business model analysis
provides rich insights into the relationship
between organisations and their particular
contexts.77

THE PROBLE MS FACE D BY ARTS
AND CULTUR AL ORGANISATIONS
CANNOT BE SOLVE D BY
INDIVIDUAL ORGANISATIONS
ACTING ALONE BUT MAY
REQUIRE SYSTE MIC CHANGE.”

Projects often encourage collaboration
across borders and between different
types of cultural organisations and there

is no doubt value in this cross-sector
transnational approach. However, if we
recognise that the basis for organisational
success is the harnessing of value from
relationships then a complementary
partner to the wealth of international
projects would be a strand of initiatives
centred on enhancing collaboration and
dialogue between actors and organisations
that constitute a particular ecosystem
(e.g. funding bodies, government
departments, local government, arts and
cultural organisations, audiences). This
may mean more projects centred on
strengthening local cultural ecosystems
through supporting interaction and ongoing
collaboration between players with diverse
roles in the system. These collaborations
cannot be expected to evolve by themselves
and often a coordinating organisation is
needed to establish new relationships and
keep momentum. By shifting towards this
collaborative, localised, systemic approach
to identifying paths to sustainability across
the arts and cultural ecology, policymakers
can start to design projects that enable
organisations to build or consolidate
sustainable systems that, in turn, result in
sustainable organisations.
Lesson 4:
Acknowledge cultural policy matters
Cultural policy matters – both on the EU
and national level – but it matters in ways
that are not immediately apparent. This
is because, as we saw during the course
of this collaborative project and have

European Commission, ‘Mapping the Creative Value Chains’ (2017) < http://www.keanet.eu/wp-content/uploads/Final-report-Creative-Value-Chains.pdf [Accessed 4 April 2019].
77
See, Kimbell, Lucy, ‘Insights from Management Literature to Understand Business Models in Arts and Cultural Organisations’, Creative
Lenses Working Paper No. 2 (2018) URL TO ADD THE
76
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”WHAT E ME RGES FROM THIS IS
THAT THE PROCESS OF POLICY
MAKING, PARTICUL ARLY IN
TE RMS OF THE L ANGUAGES IT
CONTAINS AND THE DIFFE RE NT
E MPHASES IT ADOPTS OVE R
TIME, IS NOT A NEUTR AL ONE.”
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gone on to theorise in this report, cultural
policy prompts a struggle for meaning,
a complex process of translation where
the initial ‘signals’ from policymakers
are re-interpreted and re-configured by
practitioners. This translation is not enacted
equally as context and, indeed, power, mean
that practitioners have different levels of
agency to exercise their reflexive capabilities
enabling them to adapt policy signals for
their own purposes. What one group may
experience as a productive prompt for
open-ended change may be experienced
as a restrictive limitation on possibility by
others.
Notwithstanding this important
acknowledgement of difference and
contingency, our experience of working
with a group of practitioners to observe
and scrutinise how and why they react to
policy in the way that they do has led us
to the view that there is more going on in
the ‘gap’ between policy and practice that
we might first anticipate. This is a space
for negotiating difference, professional
identity and organisational values and
it may be that occupying this gap has
productive emboldening effects. While it is
difficult to deny the connection between the
appearance of a terminology of business
models and the current preoccupation in
cultural policy with innovation and creative
industries, and indeed the way current
economic conditions limit the kinds of
business model an organisation might
design or the space and time they have to
engage, these potential antagonisms were

immediately recognised by practitioners.
For some, the ideological debate that
ensued from being confronted with both
vague and antagonistic policy signals
enabled practitioners to articulate more
clearly their position with regard to what,
for example, a sustainable business model
would look like for them.
What emerges from this is that the
process of policy making, particularly in
terms of the languages it contains and
the different emphases it adopts over
time, is not a neutral one. Problematising
policy is a scholarly and, as we have
observed, practitioner reflex. Yet this does
not mean that the content and ambitions
of policy, whether stated clearly or more
implicitly, do not matter. However open
to reinterpretation, policy terminologies
provide a starting point for discussion
and policy trends – however short-lived –
influence which projects receive funding
through programmes such as Creative
Europe. Thus, even though practitioners
act consciously in their engagements
with policy, policymakers provide the
‘mood music’ for this engagement. For the
reasons outlined above, a shift in the mood
matters. By recognising their own agency
in the political and normative project of
cultural policy, policymakers might give
themselves more credit – and acknowledge
their responsibility – as designers of
programmes and policies which influence
practice, identity, organisational values and
ultimately, the very nature of cultural activity
itself.
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