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1. 	 Introduction

1.1.	 About Sustainable Cultural Futures: COVID-19 and Resetting  
			  Cultural Policy

Sustainable Cultural Futures: COVID-19 and Resetting Cultural Policy (SCF) is  
one of ten UK-Japan collaborative research projects aimed at tackling various 
challenges induced by the COVID-19 pandemic. The ten projects were jointly 
awarded by the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC), the Arts and 
Humanities Research Council (AHRC) and the Japan Society for the Promotion  
of Science (JSPS). The main objective of these projects is to generate new knowledge 
and understanding around a range of issues of major public and policy interest 
that, in turn, can be used for managing the effects of the global pandemic. Being 
part of such endeavours, the SCF project marks the first major UK-Japan scholarly 
collaboration in cultural policy research.

Led by King’s College London (UK) and Doshisha University (Japan), the project builds  
on previous research which suggests that the pandemic has opened up a moment  
of ‘critical juncture’ for cultural policy – a short period of significant change where 
new actors and policy ideas emerge, and important decisions are made, engendering 
consequential effects on the future development of cultural policy.1 Pre-pandemic 
cultural policies across many countries were based on assumptions that it is 
appropriate to express cultural policy goals in economic terms (i.e., contributions of 
culture to GDP), that the priority for state support should go to cultural organisations 
(as opposed to cultural workers), and that culture and the arts can thrive on in-
person interactions in physical venues. With venues being closed and projects 
postponed or cancelled – in turn, leaving many artists and creative workers without 
an income and forcing these workers, as well as organisations, to join the digital 
arena – the pandemic has brought about a moment where the existing assumptions 
are seriously challenged, and new approaches are sought.

1	 Lee, H.-K., Chau, K. and Terui, T (2022). The covid-19 crisis and ‘critical juncture’ in cultural policy, International Journal of Cultural Policy,  
	 22(2): 145-165.
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The SCF project takes a mid- to long-term perspective to reconsider the  
pre-pandemic assumptions, explore new frontiers for cultural policy studies  
and build a more sustainable future for the arts and culture. To achieve this,  
we focus on three themes:

Theme 1 

The values of culture and the purposes of cultural 
policy: How has COVID-19 changed our perceptions 
of culture, and what new social consensus is emerging 
regarding the values of culture and the purpose  
of cultural policy? 

Theme 2

Institutions of cultural work: 
How do existing ‘institutions of 
cultural work’ function? What are  
the potential ways for them to 
evolve to more effectively tackle 
the precarity in cultural work 
exacerbated by the pandemic? 

Theme 3

Digitalised cultural consumption:
How do cultural organisations 
reconcile their beliefs in materiality 
and ‘live’ with the new digital 
necessity? Whether and how can  
the online delivery of digitalised 
cultural content bring larger and 
broader audiences to culture?  
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Generating original findings on the shifting understandings, 
practices and purposes of cultural policy, the project’s 
comparative approach will offer unique opportunities  
for UK-Japan cross-national conversation and understanding 
around more sustainable cultural policy futures.

1.2. 	 About the survey

This survey report is the first deliverable of the SCF project by the UK research 
team  (King’s College London) on Theme 1. The core aim of Theme 1 is to examine 
the changing understanding of cultural values and the purposes of cultural policy 
in the context of COVID-19. To contribute to the Theme 1 discussion, a public 
opinion survey was carried out in each country. This report summarises the key 
findings from the UK survey (England). Here, we investigated the public’s perception 
of culture, their cultural life, and their understanding of cultural values and cultural 
policy. The summary of our objectives is as follows:  

•	 Identify what the English public sees as part of cultural life;  

•	 Identify and describe the new and emerging social consensus regarding 	  
	 1) the values of culture and the arts as well as 2) the purposes of cultural policy;

•	 Understand the public’s attitudes to culture and the arts in the context  
	 of the pandemic;

•	 Map the value and contributions of culture and the arts;    

•	 Identify key priorities for cultural policy and public arts funding. 

1.2.1. Methodology  
This report is based on the data collected by Savanta through a 20-minute online 
survey. In total, 2,123 English adults completed the survey across a demographically 
representative sample of age, gender, region, social grade, ethnicity and income. 
The data collection was conducted between the 18th and 30th of August 2022 (see 
Appendix 1 for the sample composition). The key sets of themes and questions 
explored in the survey are outlined in the next section.
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2. Key Questions

The findings are articulated under three headings. First, section 2.1 starts exploring 
the public’s understanding of the term ‘creativity’, exposing some gaps between 
policymakers’ and people’s everyday understanding of ‘creativity’ as well as 
‘culture’ and ‘arts’. It then moves on to examine the public’s interest in the arts. 
Here, we seek to understand who is interested in the arts and who is not. After 
discovering that interest in the arts is ‘sticky’ (see 2.1.2) and is likely to originate from 
childhood, the section moves on to explore the levels of interest and engagement in 
culture and the arts during survey participants’ childhoods (see 2.1.3).

Next, section 2.2 explores the public’s interest and engagement with culture and 
the arts as adults. This section seeks to understand how the public engages with 
culture and the arts – first overall, and then specifically in local contexts (see 2.2.8) 
– providing some answers to the following questions: What are the most important 
forms of cultural engagement for the public? What are the most (and least) attended 
cultural/artistic events? What are the most (and least) popular activities of cultural/
artistic participation? How does the public prefer to participate in culture and the 
arts? How has COVID-19 impacted the public’s engagement with culture and the 
arts? What can be done to alter the levels of engagement/participation? Findings 
covered within this section could be of particular interest to policymakers and 
cultural/artistic organisations in the UK who recently found themselves within 
the movement for cultural democracy and are committed to facilitating more 
proactive involvement of the public in the cultural life of the country. Unlike the 
democratisation of culture – a process that opens up (pre-defined) culture to many 
– cultural democracy is ‘a state in which everyone feels empowered to actively 
participate in the broadest range of cultural activity’.2

Finally, section 2.3 starts by unpacking the importance of culture and the arts 
and their role in the eyes of the adult population of England (2.3.1). Here, the key 
questions are: Why are culture and the arts important to the public? What perceived 
value(s) do they have? Are certain values more important than others? Then we 
move on to examine the public’s outlook on cultural policy and public arts funding, 
aiming to delimit the boundaries/scope of cultural policy, as perceived by the public, 
through the exploration of the public’s opinion on the importance of various goals 
and social values for government cultural policy and local cultural organisations.

2	 64 Million Artists. (2018). Cultural Democracy in Practice. https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/sites/default/files/download-file-CulturalDemocracyInPractice.pdf

https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/sites/default/files/download-file-CulturalDemocracyInPractice.pdf
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2.1. 	 On the meaning of creativity and interest in the arts and culture

2.1.1. Creativity is more associated with art than culture

“There is a huge disconnect between the public’s idea  
of culture and what it is for, and the way that politics 
and policy talks about it”.3 

English adults appear to ascribe a wide range of meanings to the word ‘creativity’. 
Interestingly, significantly more people associated creativity with ‘art’, than with 
‘culture’ (see Figure 1). This is noteworthy given that cultural policymakers often 
approach culture and creativity as closely related terms and phenomena, as seen 
from the Arts Council England’s most recent 10-year strategy, Let’s Create, which 
gives preference to the terms ‘culture’ and ‘creativity’ over ‘art’.4 In this 10-year 
strategy report, ‘culture’ is an umbrella term that incorporates a full breadth of 
creative activity that the Arts Council supports. In contrast, the terms ‘the arts’ 
and ‘artist’ are regarded as somewhat exclusive. Creativity, in turn, is seen as 
proliferating in ‘the process of making, producing or participating in culture’.5 This 
commitment to a more inclusive/broad term has been motivated by the belief that 
people who do not engage with the arts can have active cultural lives. Interestingly, 
our findings show that the public associate ‘creativity’ more with ‘art’ (including 
different art forms) and much less so with ‘culture’, spotlighting the gaps between 
policymakers’ and people’s everyday understanding of these terms. However,  
the bottom line is that ‘creativity’ has a wide range of meanings to the public.

3	 Holden, J. (2006). Cultural Value and the Crisis of Legitimacy: Why culture needs a democratic mandate. London: Demos.
4	 Arts Council England. (2020). Let’s Create: Strategy 2020-2030. https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/sites/default/files/download-file 
	 Strategy%202020_2030%20Arts%20Council%20England.pdf 
5	  Arts Council England. (2020). Let’s Create: Strategy 2020-2030. https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/sites/default/files/download-file 
	 Strategy%202020_2030%20Arts%20Council%20England.pdf (p.12)

https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/sites/default/files/download-file/Strategy%202020_2030%20Arts%20Council%20England.pdf
https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/sites/default/files/download-file/Strategy%202020_2030%20Arts%20Council%20England.pdf
https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/sites/default/files/download-file/Strategy%202020_2030%20Arts%20Council%20England.pdf
https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/sites/default/files/download-file/Strategy%202020_2030%20Arts%20Council%20England.pdf
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Figure 1. Meaning of creativity
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2.1.2. Who is interested in the arts? Who is not?

As evident from Figure 2 below, over half (56%) of the public appears to be 
interested6 in the arts, and a similar proportion (57%) expressed hope that their 
children will enjoy the arts. Just under half (47%) indicated that they might be (more) 
interested in the arts in the future. If we include those who are neutral – neither 
interested nor uninterested – just over two-fifth (43%) of the English public can be 
categorised as not interested in the arts. About a third (31%) of participants agreed 
with the statement: ‘the arts are not for me’, with men slightly more likely to  
say so (38%).

Figure 2. Interest in the arts

6	  The term ‘interest’ was open to interpretation of the survey participants.
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Interest in the arts does not appear to vary significantly with gender but does vary 
with age; 65% of under-35-year-olds expressed interest in the arts, in comparison 
with 48% of those aged 55 or over (see Figure 3). In addition to age, interest in 
culture and the arts also varies across regions and with social grade. Those 
interested are more likely to be young (18-34), residing in London and belonging 
to higher social grades7 – ABC1 as opposed to C2DE.8 The data also suggests 
that ethnic minorities are more likely to be interested in the arts than their white 
counterparts. Interestingly, the former is also slightly more likely to say that  
the arts are not for them, with 37% saying so (see 3.2 for further reflections  
on ethnic minorities).

Figure 3. Demographic profile of those interested in the arts9

7	  National Readership Survey (NRS). Social Grade. https://www.nrs.co.uk/nrs-print/lifestyle-and-classification-data/social-grade/ 
8	  NRS social grade is a classification system based on occupation. ABC1 and C2DE equate to middle and working class, respectively.  
9	  Arrows in either direction in the chart indicate a significant difference, based on significance testing at a 95% confidence level. 
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The most significant regional variation in interest in the arts is between Yorkshire  
& Humberside (46%) and London (66%).

The data suggests that the lack of interest in culture and the arts is sticky (see Figure 
4). First, the lack of interest is unlikely to change – at least on its own – as only 25% 
of those not interested admit the possibility of becoming (more) interested in the 
future, compared to 47% on average. Second, for those not interested, the lack 
of interest (35%) is the second most significant barrier to engaging in local cultural 
activities, significantly overshadowing other obstacles such as lack of time (25%), 
lack of cultural facilities (17%), and lack of transportation (12%) (see 2.2.8 for a  
more detailed discussion on public’s engagement with culture and the arts locally).  
Finally, the lack of interest could stem from a lack of participation in the arts  
as a child growing into adulthood, as those who are not interested in the arts  
today were less likely to participate as children (see 2.1.3 for a discussion on 
childhood participation).

Figure 4. Continuity of the lack of interest in culture and the arts
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The stickiness or continuity of “uninterestedness” in the arts brings to the forefront 
an important conflict in England’s policy sphere. On the one hand, policymakers 
want to broadly increase public engagement with the arts and culture. On the 
other hand, impacted by the austerity policy and strong STEM agenda, they have 
marginalised the role of culture and the arts in the public education system as cuts 
per capita funding for education have disproportionately affected arts education.10 
The impacts are clearly evident from the decline in teaching hours for arts subjects 
and the number of arts teachers schools (can afford to) employ.11 

In light of the rising cost of living in the UK and the approaching wave of further 
budget cuts, the schools are under renewed pressure to cut costs further, which 
again will affect the provision of ‘extra’ services such as, for example, school trips, 
afterschool clubs and arts subjects the most.12,13 In turn, this inevitably will adversely 
impact on how much children participate in culture and the arts, especially among 
those from more vulnerable backgrounds.

10	 Ashton, H., & Ashton, D. (2022). Creativity and the curriculum: educational apartheid in 21st Century England, a European outlier? International Journal 
	 of Cultural Policy, https://doi.org/10.1080/10286632.2022.2058497 
11	 UK Parliament. (2021). Arts education in secondary schools. Retrieved November 16, 2022, from  
	 https://lordslibrary.parliament.uk/arts-education-in-secondary-schools/ 
12	  BBC. (2022). School trips could be axed in bid to keep staff. https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/education-62670576 
13	  BBC. (2022). Schools to cut staff in budget squeeze, union says. https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/education-63518326 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10286632.2022.2058497
https://lordslibrary.parliament.uk/arts-education-in-secondary-schools/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/education-62670576
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/education-63518326
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2.1.3. Engagement, interest and participation in culture and the arts  
during childhood

Watching a film is the most popular cultural event during childhood, with 80%  
of English adults saying that up to the age of 16, they had attended/visited a cinema 
or other venue at least once (see Figure 5). This is followed by museums (64%), 
theatres (54%) and heritage sites (52%), suggesting that traditional cultural venues 
play an important role in the cultural lives of young people, or at least they  
did in the past.

Figure 5. Attendance of cultural events and venues during childhood
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Q3. During your childhood and school years up to the age of 16, had you ever attended/visited the 
following event? Base: All respondents: (n=2123)
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Reading appears to be the most widespread in terms of personal cultural/artistic 
interests during childhood, with 61% of English adults saying they were interested 
in reading outside of schoolwork as children. With a wide margin, it is followed by 
interests in theatre performance (25%), musical (25%), singing/choir (25%), playing 
a musical instrument (25%), photography (24%) and being involved in a music band 
(23%). As for cultural/artistic participation14 during childhood, reading appears to  
be the most widespread activity as 58% of English adults said they read outside  
of schoolwork during their childhood (see Figure 6). For reading, participation levels 
are consistent with the interest levels, suggesting that there were few barriers  
to fulfilling one’s interest in reading. Again, with a wide margin, reading is followed  
by participation in activities such as playing an instrument (23%), singing/choir (24%), 
theatre performance (19%), craft making (19%), photography (18%) and creative 
writing (18%). 

Figure 6. Interest and participation in cultural/artistic activities

14	  Participation means that a person actively contributes to an artistic/cultural activity as opposed to being a passive consumer/spectator. 
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Interestingly, despite the high cost of musical instruments and private lessons, 
interest and participation in playing a musical instrument appears to be matched 
(25% and 24%, respectively). A further comparison of interest and participation 
trends during childhood spotlights some potential issues with access to musical 
theatre, music band, circus, and carnival.  

Finally, here we would like to highlight that those who did not participate in cultural/
artistic activities as children are more likely to grow up into adults that are not 
interested in the arts. For example, on average, 58% of the public read outside of 
schoolwork during childhood (as evident from Figure 6 above). This goes down to 
49% among those participants who are not interested in the arts. The same dynamic 
applies to almost all cultural/artistic activities tested in the survey, meaning that 
adults who are interested in the arts are more likely to have participated across all 
cultural/artistic activities tested in the survey, except for circus, where participation 
levels are the same for both interested and not interested in the arts (8%). 
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2.2. 	 Engagement in culture and the arts

2.2.1. Important forms of cultural/artistic engagement 

Watching TV is the most important form of personal cultural engagement (see Figure 
7). This is followed by cooking (49%) and gardening (39%) – the two activities that can 
be performed in the comfort of one’s home – and only then followed by activities 
that require attending/visiting a venue such as a heritage/historical site (39%),  
a cinema (37%), or a museum (36%). 

Figure 7. Important forms of cultural engagement
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These are then followed by activities that involve some aspect of active 
participation, including creating/posting content (18%) and comments online (14%); 
taking part in cultural activities in one’s local community (16%); dancing (14%); and 
playing a musical instrument (14%). 

Finally, the most niche forms of cultural engagement, reported by 10% of the public 
or less, include: taking part in educational/outreach activities at cultural venues 
(10%); clubbing (10%); volunteering at a cultural venue, festival, etc. (8%); taking 
part in an amateur club (7%); and crowdfunding related to culture and the arts (6%). 
Evidently, cultural/artistic activities, which require more active participation and, 
therefore, more time, are less important for the public’s cultural engagement except 
for cooking and gardening. Interestingly, an overwhelming majority (88%) of UK 
households have access to a private or shared garden,15  arguably making gardening 
fall within the set of creative – yet instrumental – activities of daily living along  
with cooking.

15	  Office for National Statistics (ONS). (2020). One in eight British households has no garden.  
	 https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/environmentalaccounts/articles/oneineightbritishhouseholdshasnogarden/2020-05-14

https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/environmentalaccounts/articles/oneineightbritishhouseholdshasnogarden/2020-05-14
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2.2.2. Attendance of culture and the arts

With 57% of people saying that they visited a cinema (or another venue) to watch  
a film at least once since 2019, cinema is the most popular cultural/artistic venue.  
This is followed by museums (40%), heritage sites (34%) and theatres (31%) and 
generally corresponds with the four most popular venues attended by the 
participants during childhood (see Figure 5). Meanwhile, ballet (8%), classical music 
concerts (8%), opera (6%), contemporary dance (5%) and culturally specific festivals 
(4%) represent the least attended cultural forms. 17% said they attended none of  
the tested venues/activities. These findings generally agree with those derived  
from the Taking Part Survey.16 

As evident from Figure 9, 37% of English adults are still hesitant to visit cultural 
venues due to the risk of contracting the COVID-19 virus. If COVID-19 was no longer 
an issue, a majority of the public (54%) would still favour attending the cinema 
over other venues/activities that we tested, but this is lower than the existing level 
of attendance (57%) (see Figure 8). Yet, attendance of live music events, outdoor 
festivals/carnival/street arts and musicals, heritage sites and museums, is likely  
to rise.

Figure 8. Attendance comparison

16	  See Brook, O., O’Brien, D., & Taylor, M. (2020). Culture is bad for you. Manchester University Press.  
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2.2.3. Online attendance and the impact of COVID-19

Since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, the public (in the UK and beyond) has 
consumed record amounts of mediated content such as TV, film and digital gaming, 
with video streaming and gaming platforms reporting sharp increases in user 
counts.17,18,19,20 Meanwhile, we found that less than half of the English population 
engaged with some other – more traditional – forms of culture and the arts via the 
digital medium. We tested five cultural/artistic forms/events (see Figure 9), which 
traditionally are consumed/attended in person and found that just 44% of English 
adults viewed at least one of these events online since 2020, with just 28% saying 
that they paid a fee to do so. 22% said that they had viewed a pop music concert 
since 2020, making it the most popular event to be attended online among those 
we surveyed. The online viewership drops for those concerts that charge a fee, with 
only 10% saying that since 2020 they viewed a classical music concert online that 
required buying a ticket. The figure below shows that the same dynamics stand for 
the rest of the tested events, meaning that free events generate larger viewership.

Figure 9. Events viewed and paid for online

17	  BBC. (2020). Netflix gets 16 million new sign-ups thanks to lockdown. https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-52376022
18	  BBC. (2020b). TV watching and online streaming surge during lockdown. https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/entertainment-arts-53637305 
19	 Sweney, M. (2020). Disney’s Netflix rival doubles subscriptions in Covid-19 lockdown.  
	 The Guardian. https://www.theguardian.com/media/2020/apr/09/disney-netflix-rival-doubles-subscriptions-in-virus-lockdown 
20	 Smith, N. (2020). Video game industry giants have thrived in the covid-19 pandemic. Will the surge continue?  
	 The Washington Post. https://www.washingtonpost.com/video-games/2020/05/12/video-game-industry-coronavirus/ 
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https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-52376022
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/entertainment-arts-53637305
https://www.theguardian.com/media/2020/apr/09/disney-netflix-rival-doubles-subscriptions-in-virus-lockdown
https://www.washingtonpost.com/video-games/2020/05/12/video-game-industry-coronavirus/
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While it is not particularly surprising that the public prefers to attend online  
events that are free of charge, this finding does foreground an important issue  
that artists and cultural organisations have been faced with since the beginning  
of the pandemic. Many cultural and arts organisations switched to the digital  
sphere, offering the public a wide range of virtual performances, including live  
and pre-recorded/archived concerts.21  Initially, much of this virtual content  
was offered for free, in turn, triggering concerns with regard to the (de)valuation 
of arts performances and artists’ labour, as well as activating discussions on  
how to integrate digital offers into sustainable business models of cultural and  
arts organisations.

Cross-variable analysis of our data (summarised in Figure 10) offers some insight that 
could potentially help develop such models. For instance, we found that viewership 
of both free and paid events is stronger among the younger population. Only 25% 
of those over 55 years old reported viewing at least one of the tested events online; 
this went down to 9% for events subject to a fee. Among those under 35, these 
figures rise to 62% and 46% respectively, signifying that the viewership of cultural/
artistic events online is likely to be a long-term upward trend. Viewership of free and 
paid events is also stronger among those with a higher social grade (ABC1) and those 
who reside in London. Less predictably, men – who attend cultural events/venues as 
much as women – are more predisposed to viewing (and paying for viewing) cultural 
events online. Finally, ethnic minorities are also significantly more predisposed to 
viewing (and paying for) cultural events online than the white population (see 3.2  
for the discussion on ethnicity).

21	 Royal Opera House. (2020). The Royal Opera House to broadcast series of ballet and opera live performances over November Lockdown.  
	 https://www.roh.org.uk/news/the-royal-opera-house-to-broadcast-series-of-ballet-and-opera-live-performances-over-november-lockdown 

https://www.roh.org.uk/news/the-royal-opera-house-to-broadcast-series-of-ballet-and-opera-live-performances-over-november-lockdown
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Figure 10. Events viewed and paid for online across different groups 
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The preference for in-person viewing is strong among the public (see Figure 11).  
41% said that if COVID-19 was no longer an issue, they would prefer in-person 
viewing of cultural events, and 36% said that they would prefer in-person viewing 
of cultural events that take place locally. Just 22% are neutral saying that they like 
both online and in-person viewing depending on the circumstances. Only a minority 
would be interested in viewing cultural events online because they think it is more 
accessible (18%), more affordable (17%) and/or can be easily enjoyed together with 
one’s family members (13%). Only 12% say they would be interested in participating 
in online cultural activities. 

Figure 11. Preference for viewership of and participation in cultural events
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The COVID-19 pandemic heightened  
the importance of in-person/live events

Half of the survey participants (50%) agreed that the COVID-19 pandemic made 
them realise the importance of online cultural experiences. Meanwhile, 61% realised 
the importance of in-person/live cultural experiences during the pandemic  
(see Figure 9). With 52% agreeing that cultural activities/experiences at home helped 
their well-being during the pandemic, there is little consensus on the matter among 
English adults. Over 55s were less likely to agree that cultural/artistic activities/
experiences helped their well-being (40%) compared to the average (52%) or under 
45s (62%). This is noteworthy, given that many initiatives to support the public’s 
health and well-being through creativity, culture and the arts during (but also  
before and after) the pandemic were (and are) designed specifically for older 
adults.22 Potentially the lower perception of culture’s contribution to well-being 
among older participants during the time of COVID-19 could be, at least partially, 
explained by the lower levels of digital engagement among this demographic group 
(discussed above).

22	 Culture, Health & Wellbeing Alliance. (2021). How culture and creativity have been supporting people in health, care and other institutions during the	
	 Covid-19 pandemic. https://www.culturehealthandwellbeing.org.uk/sites/default/files/Culture%2C%20Health%20%26%20Wellbeing%20Alliance%2 
	 Institutions%20report%20-%20FINAL.pdf 

https://www.culturehealthandwellbeing.org.uk/sites/default/files/Culture%2C%20Health%20%26%20Wellbeing%20Alliance%20Institutions%20report%20-%20FINAL.pdf
https://www.culturehealthandwellbeing.org.uk/sites/default/files/Culture%2C%20Health%20%26%20Wellbeing%20Alliance%20Institutions%20report%20-%20FINAL.pdf
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Figure 12. The impacts of COVID-19 on the public’s attitudes to culture and the arts

Reflecting on the last two years, about 29% of respondents felt that culture and the 
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23	 BBC. (2021). Covid: Newport and Merthyr Tydfil projects showcase lockdown arts and crafts. https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-wales-57212606 
24	 BBC. (2021). How pandemic burnout sparked a knitting revival. https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-59291962 
25	 Hill, A. (2020). “It’s reawakened something”: creative ambitions blossom for lockdown 2. The Guardian.  
	 https://www.theguardian.comworld/2020/nov/07/its-reawakened-something-creative-ambitions-blossom-for-lockdown-2 
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2.2.4. Participation in culture and the arts 

Reading, by far, is the most common activity for the public to participate in,  
with 60% saying that they have participated in reading since 2019 (see Figure 13). 
Participation in other types of cultural/artistic activities is significantly lower.  
For example, the second most common activity – craft making – is reported  
by only 15% of the public. 18% of the participants said they had not participated  
in any of the activities.

Although the levels of reading are likely to drop slightly within the next 12 months, 
reading would remain the most common activity for the public to participate in.  
The levels of participation across other – less homebound – activities are likely  
to rise – albeit slightly. Participation could increase most for theatre performance, 
street arts, carnival and circus.  

Figure 13. Participation in cultural/artistic activities
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Participation is slightly stronger among women, with 85% of women and 80% of men 
reporting participating in at least one of the activities tested/suggested since 2019. 
The same dynamics stand for participation during childhood, with 92% of women 
and 85% of men reporting participating (in at least one of the tested activities) during 
their childhood and school years up to the age of 16. It is also interesting to note 
that while women, as of 2019, are more likely to participate in reading (69%) and 
craft-making (19%) than men (51% and 10%, respectively), men are more likely to  
play a musical instrument (16%) or participate in a musical (14%) than women (8% 
and 9% respectively). 

Participation seems to also vary with age, as younger members of the public are 
more likely to participate both since 2019 and during childhood. For example, as  
of 2019, 91% of those under 35 participated in at least one of the tested activities.  
This reduces to 76% among those over 55 years old. A similar trend applies to the 
levels of interest in the arts (as discussed in 2.1.2). It is noteworthy that younger 
members of the public are less likely to participate in reading when compared  
to their older counterparts. 68% of those over 55 years old reported reading 
(outside of schoolwork) since 2019; this drops to 51% for those under 35 years old. 

It is noteworthy that childhood interests (discussed in 2.1.3) do not always 
correspond with adulthood participation (Figure 13), with the widest gaps spotted 
for performing arts such as singing/choir, playing musical instruments, participating 
in a music band, theatre performance or a musical, meaning that more people were 
interested in these activities as children compared to how many participated  
as adults. 
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Furthermore, generally, people seem to participate in cultural/artistic activities  
more during childhood than adulthood (except for reading), with singing/choir, 
playing a musical instrument and participating in a theatre performance having  
the largest drop in participation into adulthood (see Figure 14). 

Figure 14. Participation comparison between childhood and today
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2.2.5. How does the public prefer to participate in/access culture and the arts?

One can participate in culture and the arts in different ways. Understanding the 
preferred ways is crucial for cultural managers to develop successful methods of 
engagement, depending on artform and audience profile.26 This is also important for 
policymakers who are concerned with the effective redistribution of public funding, 
to widen public cultural participation across different communities and groups.27,28,29

Homebound engagement is preferred across several art forms (see Figure 15). 
For instance, visual art, digital art, photography, film/video and animation making 
are typically practiced at home. However, posting content on social media is also 
a popular form of participation for these activities. While creative writing and 
writing/drawing are also typically practised at home (67% and 51% respectively), 
the preferred form of participation for singing is performance (46%), often as a club 
member (44%). A more detailed analysis of each form of participation is available  
in Appendix 2.

Figure 15. Most common participation method by activity

26	 McCarthy, K.F. & Jinnett, K.J. (2001). A New Framework for Building Participation in the Arts. RAND Corporation.  
	 https://www.rand.org/pubs/monograph_reports/MR1323.html 
27	 OMC. (2012). Policies and good practices in the public arts and in cultural institutions to promote better access to and wider participation 
	 in culture. Brussels: European Commission.
28	 Americans For the Arts. (2019). Participation in Arts and Culture: The Importance of Community Venues, Americans for the Arts.  
	 https://www.americansforthearts.org/by-program/reports-and-data/legislation-policy/naappd/participation-in-arts-and-culture-the- 
	 importance-of-community-venues-0 
29	 Bonet, L., & Négrier, E. (2018). The participative turn in cultural policy: Paradigms, models, contexts. Poetics, 66, 64–73.  
	 https://doi.org/10.1016/J.POETIC.2018.02.006
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As seen in Figure 16, even if Covid-19 were no longer present or caused no risk 
at all, the most common form of participation by a significant margin was doing/
practising at home, with almost half of the public choosing this form (49%). The next 
popular method is attending lessons, with 27% of people choosing this. This form  
is particularly popular for participating in digital art. 

Both being a club member and participating in a performance or exhibition are 
the forms of participation chosen by just under a quarter of people (24% and  
22% respectively), both having singing or choir as the most popular activity  
for these forms of participation. The least popular forms of engagement  
include posting content on social media, volunteering, and donating. 

Figure 16. Most common methods of participation and most common activity for each method

Most Common activity for each method
(% who participate in this activity through this method)

Most Common methods of participation 
(% who participate in this method)

Doing/practising at home49% Reading83%
Attending lessons27% Digital art45%
Being a club member24% Singing or choir44%
Participating in performance
(including rehearsal) or exhibition 22% Singing or choir46%
Participating in festivals 
and events21% Carnival43%
Posting content on social media20% Film or video making40%
Being a volunteer17% Carnival29%
Support through donations8% Writing/drawing comics 17%

Q11. If Covid-19 were no longer present or caused no risk at all, how would you like to participate  
in your chosen activities?
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2.2.6. Some ways to improve participation

Nearly half of the people surveyed believe that free entrance or free tickets for arts 
events would increase cultural participation (48%) (see Figure 17). The significance 
of children as a driver, however, cannot be ignored, with 37% of people stating that 
they think their children wanting to visit cultural and arts venues would increase 
their visitation. This highlights the role of children as gatekeepers for cultural 
participation in adults as well as suggests that getting children interested and 
engaged in culture and the arts will not only create more participation in the future 
(as children become adults) but also in the present, through the indirect engagement 
of their parents. Having activities in the local area, opportunities to experience 
culture and arts in their youth and increasing disposable income were all noted by 
1 in 3 people. Interestingly, only 21% agreed that decreasing working hours would 
increase cultural participation.  

Figure 17. How to increase cultural participation

48

37

33

33

32

27

27

27

23

21

Free entrance to or free tickets for arts events

Their children wanting to visit cultural
and arts venues

Appealing cultural activities available
in their local area

Being given opportunities to experience culture
and the arts when they are young

Increasing disposable income

More programmes on culture and the arts on TV

Belonging to local communities where they can 
share their cultural experience with others 

and visit events together

Their family members or friends asking the
to join cultural activities

Being given a culture voucher (allowance) by the
government when they turn 18

Decreasing working hours

 (%) Significance bands

Q35. In which of the following scenarios, do you think people would increase their cultural 
participation? Base: All respondents: (n=2123)
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2.2.7. Participation in social organisations/activities

It is also interesting to reflect on how much the English public is involved with 
various social organisations and activities. Currently, on average people are most 
involved with online communities (44%), sports organisations (35%), local community 
and health support organisations (35% and 34% respectively). But 28% of the 
surveyed people are not involved in any of the tested options. This goes up to 42% 
among those not interested in the arts, indicating that interest in the arts is not an 
isolated phenomenon and is closely correlated with one’s overall levels of social 
participation. The data summarised in figure 18 below spotlights this link very 
clearly. From this figure, we can see that those interested in the arts are significantly 
more likely to participate in social organisations and activities tested ranging from 
online communities to labour unions.

Figure 18. Involvement with social organisations/activities by interest in the arts

Interested in arts Not interested in arts

55
30

Online communities

45
22

Local community organisations and associations

42
26Sports and recreational organisations/clubs

41
24Health  support organisations and groups

40
22

Humanitarian or charitable organisations and associations

40
21

Residents' organisations and associations

38
21

Educational organisations

38
19

Environmental organisations and associations

37
18

Amateur arts and cultural organisations/clubs

37
18

Professional associations

35
22

Church and religious organisations

35
17

Women's organisations and associations

34
20

Self-help and mutual aid organisations and associations

33
16Political parties, support organisations and associations

33
20Consumer organisations

30
16Labour unions  (%)

Q36. How much involved are you in the following organisations and activities? Base: All respondents: 
(n=2123) Interested in arts (1211) Not interested in arts (869)
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2.2.8. Satisfaction, engagement and interest in culture and the arts locally 

With only 29% saying that there is a good range of cultural and arts events to attend 
locally, the English public does not appear particularly satisfied with the state of 
cultural provision in their local areas (See Figure 19). Furthermore, only a quarter 
says that they have good access to cultural facilities and buildings (26%) or that 
there is a good range of cultural and arts activities (25%) that one could participate 
in if desired. Similarly, only 21% of people feel that there are opportunities to 
explore their creativity and artistic talents locally. 

Furthermore, only a minority (34%) are proud of the place they live in. The levels of 
pride, however, should not be equated with the levels of satisfaction. It is because, 
according to the English Housing Survey in 2019-20, a majority (87%) of the English 
public feel satisfied with the areas where they live.30 With only 27% of people saying 
that having a nice cultural environment would make them prouder of the place 
where they live, our findings suggest that the state of the local cultural environment 
is not a major factor that impacts pride in one’s local area. This, however, seems 
to contradict some of the existing findings made by BOP Consulting31 for the Arts 
Council England only a year ago. Looking across the UK more widely, this study on 
the impact of culture on the high street found that ‘62% of UK adults agree that 
cultural experiences on the high street give them a sense of pride about their local 
area’. Meanwhile, our findings suggest that a vibrant cultural life locally does not 
seem to be a significant factor for the public when choosing a place to live, with only 
21% saying that having a nice cultural environment would be a part of the decision 
about where to live in the future.

30	 Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government. (2020). English Housing Survey: Headline Report, 2019-20. 
	 https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/945013/2019-20_EHS_HeadlineReport.pdf 
31	 BOP Consulting. (2021). A High Street Renaissance: How arts and culture bring people and pride back to our high streets. 
	 https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/high-street-renaissance 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/945013/2019-20_EHS_Headline_Report.pdf
https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/high-street-renaissance
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Figure 19. Attitudes towards local cultural environment

Londoners (with 37% saying so) are significantly more likely to believe that they 
have a good range of cultural/artistic events to attend, especially when compared 
to residents of the East Midlands (22%) as well as Yorkshire & Humberside (23%). 
Londoners (30%) are also more likely to admit they have opportunities to explore 
their creativity or artistic talent, again, especially when compared to Yorkshire & 
Humberside residents (14%). The same trend applies for cultural/artistic activities 
one could participate in: Londoners (30%) are more likely to have access to a good 
range of activities to participate in, while Yorkshire & Humberside residents (20%)  
are the least likely. Regarding access to cultural facilities and buildings, similar 
portions of Yorkshire & Humberside and London residents (28% and 29%) believe 
they have good access. Yorkshire & Humberside residents are likelier to say that 
having a nice cultural environment would make them prouder of where they live. 
These findings could be of interest to policymakers who are currently engaged  
in levelling up funding across the regions in the UK.32

32	 BBC. (2022). English National Opera to leave London as arts funding gets levelled up. https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/entertainment-arts-63512050 

Q28. About your local area, do you agree with the following statements? Base: All respondents: 
(n=2123)

27Having a nice cultural environment would 
make me prouder of the place where I live

29There is a good range of cultural and arts 
events that I could attend if I wish

9Don't know

34I am proud of the place in which I live

26I have good access to cultural facilities
and buildings

25There is a good range of cultural and arts
activities that I could participate in if I wish

21There are opportunities for me to explore
 my own creativity or artistic talents

21Having a nice cultural environment would be part
of the decision about where to live in the future

11None of these  (%)

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/entertainment-arts-63512050
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The English public displays relatively low levels of interest in getting involved  
with local cultural/artistic events. The appeal of the tested opportunities (7 in total) 
appears to be equally weak, with each option attracting only about 20% of the 
public. Almost half of the public (45%) are either not sure (15%) or unequivocally  
not interested (30%) in any of the options tested (see Figure 20). Notably,  
this 45% rises to 63% among those who are not interested in the arts.

The above findings have important implications for policymakers who are keen  
to develop strategies for cultural democracy that can encourage everyone to take 
an active role in the cultural life around them, and for local cultural organisations 
that try to involve members of local communities as co-creators. How can they 
engage those who express no interest? 

Our data, summarised in Figure 20 below, highlights that a significant proportion  
of the English population does not engage with cultural/artistic opportunities locally, 
not necessarily due to a lack of opportunities to do so but due to the lack of interest 
or motivation to do so. This adds to the issue of the sticky nature of cultural interest 
raised in the previous section (see 2.1.2). We would like to highlight the need for 
further research to generate a more nuanced understanding of people’s individual 
and collective motivations to participate in local cultural opportunities. 

Figure 20. Interest in getting involved with local cultural/artistic opportunities

30

15

22 21 20 19 18

None of these Don't know

30% Interested in arts

63% Not interested in arts
Would take part in at least 
one of the opportunities56%

Working with 
other local 
residents to 
organise a 

cultural event

Working with a 
local museum
 to co-curate 
an exhibition

Joining a local 
group that will 

commission artists 
an artwork based 
on local stories

Taking part in
programming in 
the local theatre, 
arts centre or

 gallery

Working 
with artists to 
co-produce an 
artwork, play,
 dance or music

 concert

 (%)

Q33. Would you be interested in the following opportunities?  Base: All respondents: (n=2123)
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However, when we directly asked the participants to reflect on what prevents  
them from engaging more with cultural activities locally, we found that money  
is the biggest perceived barrier to becoming a more active player within the local 
cultural life, with 40% saying so (see Figure 21). This is followed by the lack of time 
(29%), information (25%) and interest (24%). As reported by members of the public 
themselves, lack of interest acts as a more significant barrier for those who do not 
attend cultural events, with 37% saying so. In short, the lack of interest and lack  
of engagement in culture and the arts is correlated with the lack of motivation  
to become a more proactive player within cultural life that unfolds locally. 

Figure 21. Barriers to cultural engagement in one's local area: the lack of...

40

Money

29

Time

25

Information

24

Interest

21

Cultural 
facilities

21

Interesting
cultural events

21

Someone to 
enjoy cultural 
activities with

Significance bands  (%)

Q29. Which of the following prevent you from engaging more in cultural activities in your local area? 
Base: All respondents: (n=2123) Those who don’t attend cultural activities (n=252)
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In terms of improving local cultural environments, the English public does not 
have one clearly preferred idea. Some of the most popular options are: outdoor 
events (35%); cultural activities engaging with children (35%); opportunities where 
young people learn about creative and artistic careers (34%); cultural facilities and 
buildings (33%); and cultural activities engaging with local residents (24%)  
(see Figure 22). 

Figure 22. Ways to improve local cultural environments

35Outdoor cultural events

35Cultural activities engaging with children

34Opportunities where young people learn about
creative and artistic careers

33Cultural facilities and buildings

33Cultural activities engaging with local residents

30Opportunities where local residents can explore
their own creativity or artistic talents

28A lively scene of local amateur arts

26Locally/regionally specific cultural festivals

22Cultural and creative lifelong education

24Cultural activities engaging with
disadvantaged communities

 (%) Significance bands

Q30. In your view, which among the following are important for improving the cultural environment of 
your local community? Base: All respondents: (n=2123)
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Opportunities which involve children are of more interest to women than men,  
with 39% of women saying that this is important for improving local cultural 
environments compared to 30% of men. Similarly, 37% of women said opportunities 
for young people to learn about creative and artistic careers are important 
compared to 30% of men. 

We also sought to understand the public preference for venues for participating 
in local cultural/artistic activities and found that the public is most interested in 
activities held in local parks and museums (43% and 40%, respectively) (see Figure 
23). 31% would be interested in a cultural activity that takes place in a shopping 
centre or the high street. The existing research done by BOP Consulting for the Arts 
Council England found that: ‘many people want the high streets’ presence of culture 
to expand. Half of the adults (50%) would like to see more cultural experiences on 
their high streets’.33 Our findings, however, suggest that this does not mean it will 
necessarily improve levels of active engagement, as only 3 in 10 English adults  
would be interested in getting involved. 

Figure 23. Interest in local cultural activities by local venues

33	 BOP Consulting. (2021). A High Street Renaissance: How arts and culture bring people and pride back to our high streets.  
	 https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/high-street-renaissance

43

40

37

36

35

31

Park

Museum

Library

Village/community hall

Theatre, concert hall or arts centre

Shopping centre / high street 

All options significantly higher among those interested in arts, 
and younger age groups

 (%) Significance bands

Q31. If cultural activities are held in the following local venues, would you be interested in taking 
part? Base: All respondents: (n=2123)

https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/high-street-renaissance
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Finally, we wanted to check whether activities organised by certain types of local 
organisations would generate more interest among the public. We found that  
the public would be most interested in getting involved with cultural activities 
organised by either a charity or community organisation, with nearly 3 in 10  
saying so (see Figure 24).

Figure 24. Interest in local cultural activities by local organisations

Options significantly 
higher among those 
interested in arts, and 
younger age groups

28Charity

28Community organisation

25Health support group

22Environmental organisation

21Resident association

21Amateur cultural/art group

20Youth group

16Don't know

17None of these
 (%)

Q32. If any of the following local organisations hold cultural activities, in collaboration with artists, 
would you be interested in taking part?  Base: All respondents: (n=2123)
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2.3.	 Outlook on cultural policy 

2.3.1. Culture and the arts have multiple values for the public

Across individual, social and community lives, the English public believes that culture 
and the arts make a wide range of contributions. For individual lives, the most 
reported role/contribution of culture and the arts is entertainment (78%) (see Figure 
25). Other important roles/contributions with regard to individual lives included: 
offering a source of new experiences (68%); opportunities to develop new skills 
(68%); as well as opportunities to socialise with family and friends (68%). Notably,  
the majority of the public clearly agrees with most of the roles/contributions tested 
by the survey (9 out of 11). Over half (54%) agreed with the statement that culture 
and the arts are ‘Helping me express and maintain my identity’. Fewer agreed with 
the remaining two roles/contributions of culture and the arts: ‘Helping me to be 
more involved in online communities’ (46%) and ‘Improving my performance  
at work’ (38%). 
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Figure 25. Roles and contributions of culture and the arts within individual lives

As the scale of the perceived beneficiary expands to the level of the entire society, 
almost four in five English adults believe that culture and the arts help children and 
young people’s personal development (78%) (see Figure 26). Other popular roles/
contributions included: enriching people’s lives (77%), developing creativity in people 
(73%) and helping attract tourists (73%). In fact, the public generally agree on all the 
roles/contributions proposed by the survey. The weakest levels of agreement are  
on culture and the arts’ ability to help people change their behaviour (55%) help  
to increase Britain’s industrial competitiveness (51%), and make children well-
mannered (51%). 
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Q17. Thinking about your own life, how much do you agree with the following roles and contributions 
of culture and the arts?  Base: All respondents: (n=2123)



47

Figure 26. Roles and contributions of culture and the arts within society
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Concerning their local life, people reported ‘bringing local people together’ as 
one of the most important roles/contributions culture and the arts can make (72%) 
(see Figure 27). Again, people agreed on most roles/contributions proposed by the 
survey (5 out of 7) with 50% of the public agreeing that culture and the arts make 
them more likely to volunteer for local activities/charities and only 42% agreeing 
that culture and the arts make them more engaged with local politics.

Figure 27. Roles and contributions of culture and the arts for local life

NET: Agree
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following roles and contributions? Base: All respondents: (n=2123)
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If considered in conjunction with one another, the three figures above clearly 
indicate that the English public values culture and the arts for their different roles/
contributions. This is a noteworthy finding, especially when considered against 
the backdrop of the heated and lingering debates over the past 20 years around 
intrinsic versus the instrumental value of culture. Our findings show that the  
public does not seem to prioritise intrinsic (personal) values over instrumental ones. 
Indeed, it is found that those people who agree on the personal values of culture 
and the arts tend to agree on economic and social values, too. This resonates 
with more recent studies, which increasingly started to notice that ‘audiences 
tend to discuss their arts experiences in holistic terms, transcending the reductive 
dichotomy between intrinsic and instrumental value that has long characterised 
debates into cultural value’.34 

34	 Walmsley, B. (2019). Audience engagement in the performing arts: A critical analysis. Springer Nature.  
	 https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1007/978-3-030-26653-0.pdf  

https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1007/978-3-030-26653-0.pdf
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So, is there a consensus on cultural value? It is difficult to proclaim an unequivocal 
consensus. Although most people agree that culture and the arts are valuable 
to individuals, local areas and society more broadly, there are some differences 
between different genders, different social grades, and those with different attitudes 
to the arts, as shown in figure 28 below. Clearly, those not interested in the arts 
tend to attribute significantly less value to culture and the arts than those who are 
interested. For example, 88% of English adults who are interested in the arts value 
culture and the arts as a source of entertainment, whereas this figure is 65% among 
those who are not interested. Equally, the latter attribute less value to culture and 
the arts as a medium that helps understand other people’s experiences and values 
or as a source of new experiences or opportunities to learn new skills (see Figure 28 
for percentages). 

Figure 28. Recognition of the value in culture and the arts across different groups

SEG

Those within a higher social grade feel 
that culture and the arts has a stronger 
role in both their life and within society 

Largest differences  
in values ABC1 C2DE

Enrich people's lives 81% 73%

Young people’s 
personal  
development

81% 74%

Provide  
Entertainment 81% 74%

Help Create
Jobs

74% 69%

Gender

Women also feel that culture and the  
arts has a stronger role and have  
different priorities

Largest differences  
in values Male Female

Young people’s 
personal  
development

73% 82%

People's health  
and wellbeing

65% 76%

Revitalising local 
community 59% 71%

Involved with  
online communities 50% 41%

Interest in arts

Personal, local and societal values 
resonate stronger among those interested  
in arts

Largest differences  
in values

Interested
N/

Interested

Providing  
entertainment 88% 65%

Helps me experience 
things which I cannot 
normally experience

81% 51%

Offering opportunities 
for learning new things 
and new skills

80% 53%

Helps me understand 
other people's 
experiences and values

80% 50%

Q17. Thinking about your own life, how much do you agree with the following roles and contributions 
of culture and the arts? Q18. Thinking about society broadly, how much do you agree with the 
following roles and contributions of culture and the arts? Base: All Respondents (n=2123) ABC1 
(n=1210) C2DE (n=913) Male (n=1014) Female (n=1098) Interested (n=1211) Not interested (151)
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Considering the wealth of research, which aims to empirically demonstrate 
themultiple benefits of culture and the arts for the health and well-being of 
individuals,35,36,37,38 it is interesting to note that those who are not interested in 
the arts are significantly less likely to agree on such benefits than those who are 
interested (45% and 80% respectively). While this finding is not particularly surprising, 
it does raise some further questions:  is there a correlation between the levels  
of interest in the arts and the levels of awareness regarding certain (instrumental) 
benefits of culture and the arts? Or perhaps, the benefits of culture and the arts 
towards personal well-being/health are more subjective than the extant research 
suggests. The latter question adds to a wider concern surrounding the robustness 
of current research on the social and health impacts of culture.39 Finally, considering 
that the public with the higher social grade is more interested in the arts (as 
discussed in 2.1.2.) as well as sees (and ultimately derives) more value in culture 
and the arts, what measures are needed in order to ensure that the publicly funded 
culture and the arts generate value for all, as opposed to primarily for the more 
privileged groups?

2.3.2. Awareness of and attitude on public subsidies for culture and the arts 

Our finding that just 27% of survey respondents know that ‘there has been public 
subsidy for arts and culture in England since the 1940s’ suggests that level of 
awareness of public cultural subsidy among the population is low (see Figure 29). 
This finding could be compared with the finding in the Arts Council England’s survey 
that 58% of the public support public cultural subsidy.40 This mismatch seems 
to suggest that the public does not need to be consciously aware or particularly 
knowledgeable about certain policy issues/matters to be supportive of them.  
The low levels of awareness captured by our survey, however, could be down  
to the wording used in the survey. People who are aware of the existence of arts 
funding today may still have answered ‘no’ if they did not know that arts subsidy 
dates to the 1940s.

35	  Bradbury, A., Warran, K., Mak, H. W., & Fancourt, D. (2021). The Role of the Arts during the COVID-19 Pandemic.  
	 https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/sites/default/files/download-file/UCL_Role_of_the_Arts_during_COVID_13012022_0.pdf
36	 Fancourt, D., Warran, K., & Aughterson, H. (2020). The role of arts in improving health and wellbeing. https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk 
	 government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/929773/DCMS_report_April_2020_finalx__1_.pdf 
37	 The Heritage Alliance. (2020). Heritage, Health and Wellbeing: A Heritage Alliance Report.  
	 https://www.theheritagealliance.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/Heritage-Alliance-AnnualReport_2020_Online.pdf 
38	 Arts Council England. (2018). Arts and culture in health and wellbeing and in the criminal justice system: a summary of evidence.  
	 https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/arts-and-culture-health-and-wellbeing-and-criminal-justice-system-summary-evidence 
39	 Clift, S., Phillips, K., & Pritchard, S. (2021). The need for robust critique of research on social and health impacts of the arts. Cultural Trends, 30(5).  
	 https://doi.org/10.1080/09548963.2021.1910492 
40	  Arts Council England. (2018). Public Tracking.  
	 https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/sites/default/files/download-file/Stakeholder_Research_Public_Surveys_2018_0.pdf 

https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/sites/default/files/download-file/UCL_Role_of_the_Arts_during_COVID_13012022_0.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/929773/DCMS_report_April_2020_finalx__1_.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/929773/DCMS_report_April_2020_finalx__1_.pdf
https://www.theheritagealliance.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/Heritage-Alliance-AnnualReport_2020_Online.pdf
https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/arts-and-culture-health-and-wellbeing-and-criminal-justice-system-summary-evidence
https://doi.org/10.1080/09548963.2021.1910492
https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/sites/default/files/download-file/Stakeholder_Research_Public_Surveys_2018_0.pdf
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Similarly, our survey found that only a minority (24%) of English adults oppose  
the idea of public subsidy supporting artists directly – as opposed to distributing 
grants to organisations, venues or projects. Yet, a larger proportion of the public 
(37%) is unsure whether providing support directly to artists is a good idea. 

With regards to who makes decisions about public spending on culture and the 
arts, the public seems to prefer an independent public body such as Arts Council 
England, with 41% saying so. According to about a quarter, local councils (26%), 
national government (24%), networks of locally/regionally elected representatives 
(23%) should be in charge of making decision about public spending on culture  
and the arts. 

Figure 29. Awareness of and attitudes to public subsidy for culture and the arts

41Independent public body such 
as Arts Council England

26Local councils

24National Government

23A network of locally/regionally 
elected representatives

18Representatives of the
cultural sector

12Don't know

Not SureNoYes

Awareness of public arts 
subsidy since the 1940s

Should individual artists
benefit from public

art subsidy

Preferred decision maker of public spend

58

27

15

24

39

37

Q22. Do you know that there has been public subsidy for arts and culture in England since the 1940s? 
Q24. So far, public arts subsidy has taken place mainly in the form of grants for organisations, venues 
and projects. Do you think that individual artists should be directly supported via public arts subsidy? 
Base: All respondents: (n=2123) Q26. Who do you think should make decisions about public spending 
on the arts? Base: All respondents: (n=2123)
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Younger members of the public are significantly more susceptible to supporting 
artists directly, with 57% of those under 35 supporting the idea compared to just 
19% of those over 55. Those who are interested in the arts are also more likely 
to support the idea of artists benefiting directly from public subsidy compared to 
those who are not interested (48% and 27% respectively). Similarly, Londoners and 
representatives of ethnic minority groups are also significantly more supportive of 
the idea (49% and 55% respectively).

Those who think that artists should be direct beneficiaries of public cultural 
subsidies do not seem to agree on a single measure to support artists. Instead,  
a relatively wide range of measures are seen as suitable: basic income guarantee41 
(41%), providing venues and rehearsal/studio space (42%), bursaries (41%) and 
support for freelance artists (40%). A third of the public thinks that support for 
showcasing/presentation (35%), supporting business or social organisations in 
bringing artists for creative solutions (35%), subsidy towards production, technical 
and administrative costs (35%) would be suitable to this end.  

Figure 30. Suitable measures to support artists directly

41	 The following definition was given to the respondents alongside this measure: ‘artists being guaranteed to have enough income to meet their basic 
	 needs without a work requirement’. 

42Basic income guarantee

42Providing venues and rehearsal/studio space

41Bursaries

40Support for freelance artists

35Support for showcasing/presentation

35
Supporting business or social organisations in hiring

artists for creative solutions

35Subsidy towards production, technical,
and administrative costs

31Providing training in business and management skills

30Tax incentives

28Loans

26Public purchase or commission

22Support for overseas training

 (%) Significance bands

Q25. What kind of measure would be suitable to support artists? Base: All respondents: (n=2123)
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Half of the public agree that museums (53%) and libraries (51%) should be financially 
supported via public subsidy (see Figure 31). These are followed by theatre (46%) 
and with a wider margin by film (34%), art festivals (33%), musicals (32%) and fine  
art (32%). According to the public, digital arts and photography are the two artforms 
least deserving of public subsides with only a minority – 18% and 21% respectively 
– selecting these options. It seems noteworthy that opera and ballet – the so-called 
highbrow genres within the performing arts – are among the least popular options 
selected by 24% and 26% respectively, which resonates with the low levels of 
attendance reported for these art forms (see Figure 8). Finally, only a small  
minority of 6% said ‘none of these’ while 11% was not sure and opted for the  
‘I don’t know’ option. 

Figure 31. Preferred beneficiaries of public subsidy for culture and the arts

 Significance bands  (%)

53
51

46

34 33 32 32 31
29 28

Museum Libraries Theatre Film Art 
festivals

Musical Fine art Literature Classical
music

Dance

Q23. In your view, which, if any, of the following forms of arts and culture should be supported 
financially via public arts subsidy? Base: All respondents: (n=2123)
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2.3.3. Goals and values for cultural policy and local cultural organisations 

Our survey sought to understand people’s outlook on cultural policy. First, we tried 
to delimit the perceived boundaries/scope of cultural policy by asking the public 
to establish the importance of a range of (11) goals for government cultural policy. 
A clear majority view each of the goals as important, suggesting that most adults 
see government cultural policy as having a range of – equally important – goals (see 
Figure 32). 38% of the public say that government should have no role in culture 
and the arts. This can be compared with Arts Council England42 survey finding that 
only 11% say so, hinting that we need further research on public’s attitude to state 
cultural subsidy. 

Figure 32. Important goals for government cultural policy

42	  Arts Council England. (2018). Public Tracking.  
	 https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/sites/default/files/download-file/Stakeholder_Research_Public_Surveys_2018_0.pdf
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Q21. For government cultural policy, how important do you think the following goals are?  
Base: All respondents: (n=2123)

https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/sites/default/files/download-file/Stakeholder_Research_Public_Surveys_2018_0.pdf


56

Interestingly, those who are interested in the arts are more likely (42%) to say that 
government should have no role in culture and the arts compared to those who  
are not (32%). Finally, a majority of those not interested in the arts still agree with  
all tested goals, with at least half (52%) agreeing with each of the 11 goals. 

We also asked the public to evaluate the importance of various social values for 
government cultural policy. The public did not prioritise a single or only a few values 
(see Figure 33). Instead, the majority (at least 62%) of English adults judged all (15) 
options tested as important.

Figure 33. Important social values for government cultural policy
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Q20. For government cultural policy, how important do you think the following values are? 
Base: All respondents: (n=2123)
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Finally, we asked the survey participants to evaluate the importance of 16 different 
social values for local arts and cultural organisations/venues. The results show 
similar dynamics to those just discussed above. With a clear majority perceiving 
each of the values tested as important, the public believes that local arts and 
cultural organisations/venues should operate based on a range of – somewhat 
equally important – values, ranging from ‘creativity and innovation’ to ‘social 
cohesion’ (see Figure 34). Notably, women are more likely to judge all the tested 
values as important compared to men (at least by 5%) while ethnic minority 
representatives are more likely to say that the value of social justice is important  
for local arts and cultural organisations than the white population (76% and  
64% respectively).

Figure 34. Important values for local cultural organisations
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Looking at the above two figures in conjunction, we can see that instead of assigning 
different values for government cultural policy and for local arts and cultural 
organisations/venues, the public displays agreement in assigning most values.  
For example, with slight difference in order, the top four most important social 
values for government cultural policy and local cultural organisations are creativity 
and innovation, well-being, public interest, and equality. There are, however, some 
differences. For example, the value of artistic and cultural excellence seems  
to be esteemed as more important for local cultural organisation (71%) than  
for government cultural policy (66%). Likewise, artistic freedom and participation  
values are less important for government cultural policy. 
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3. 	Conclusion

	3.1.	 Summary of key findings 

•	 The survey findings point towards a mismatch between the public’s and  
	 policymakers’ everyday understanding of terms such as culture and art.  
	 While cultural policymakers in the UK have shifted away from the terms art,  
	 arts and artist in their articulation of cultural policy, the public continues  
	 to associate ‘creativity’ with ‘art’ much stronger than with culture.

•	 The survey found some evidence suggesting that the lack of interest in the arts 
	 is sticky, as those who are not interested in the arts are more likely to have lacked  
	 opportunities to participate in the arts as children, and are significantly less likely  
	 to admit a possibility of becoming (more) interested in the future. 

•	 In terms of important forms of cultural engagement, we found that watching  
	 TV is the most important activity. The public perceives cultural/artistic activities 
	 which require more active participation (e.g., creating social media content or 
	 playing a musical instrument) as less important for their cultural engagement 
	 when compared to activities that are subject to more passive engagement 
	 (watching TV or going to the cinema), with the exception of cooking and gardening. 

•	 Cinema is the most popular cultural/artistic venue to attend by the  
	 English public.

• 	Nearly 40% of English adults are still hesitant to visit cultural venues due to the  
	 risk of contracting the COVID-19 virus. In the coming year, while the cinema 
	 would still remain the most attended venue, the attendance of live music events, 
	 outdoor festivals/carnival/street arts, musicals as well as heritage sites and 
	 museums is likely to rise.

• 	The online viewership levels of certain cultural/artistic forms/events are  
	 somewhat higher for events that are free of charge as well as among younger 
	 population, the latter signifying that the viewership of cultural/artistic events 
	 online is likely to be in a long-term upward trend. 

• 	Over the course of the COVID-19 pandemic, a bigger proportion of the public  
	 (61%) realised the importance of in-person/live cultural experiences compared  
	 to those members of the public (half) who realised the importance of online 
	 events, suggesting that in-person engagement with culture and the arts is still 
	 preferred over online engagement for many cultural/art forms.  
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• 	Although the levels of reading are likely to drop slightly within the next 12 months, 
	 reading would remain the most common activity for the public to participate in.  
	 In the coming year, the levels of participation across other – less homebound –  
	 activities are likely to slightly rise.

• 	Different and multiple forms of participation are preferred for different forms 
	 of cultural/artistic activities, with doing/practicing at home being the most 
	 popular form of participating in cultural/artistic activities. 

• 	People believe that free admission would increase the public’s participation  
	 in cultural/artistic activities the most. Yet, the significance of children as a driver 
	 should not be ignored. 

•	 The lack of interest in the arts is not an isolated phenomenon but is correlated 
	 with one’s levels of social participation overall, as those interested in the arts 
	 are significantly more likely to participate in all kinds of social organisations 
	 and activities. 

• 	The public is not particularly satisfied with the state of cultural and arts  
	 provision in their local areas, with only about 1 in 3 saying that there is a good 
	 range of cultural and arts events to attend locally. Yorkshire & Humberside 
	 residents are among the least satisfied. 

• 	The English public displays relatively low levels of interest when it comes to 
	 getting involved with local cultural/artistic events. Here, money is the top barrier. 

• 	Outdoor cultural events as well as having a focus on child engagement  
	 and education on creative careers for the young could improve local  
	 cultural environment.

• 	The public recognises a wide range of cultural value. Instead of prioritising  
	 a single (or a set of few) value(s), people showed appreciation for a wide range  
	 of values and benefits that culture and the arts have for them as individuals,  
	 as well as for their local area and society more broadly. This finding offers  
	 a refreshing antithesis to the existing dichotomy and debate on this matter.  

• 	Only 1 in 5 would object to individual artists benefiting directly. The public 
	 feels that an independent public body is best suited to be the decision maker  
	 in charge of public spending on the arts. 
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•	 While a significant portion of the population is unsure, only a minority is against  
	 the idea of artists benefiting directly from public arts subsidies with young  
	 members of the public being more susceptible to the idea.

• 	The public ascribes a wide range of ‘social values’ for both government cultural  
	 policy and for local arts and cultural organisations/venues. Similarly, the public  
	 does not single out a single important goal for government cultural policy  
	 by judging each goal (tested within the survey) as important.
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3.2. 	 Avenues for future research

From the survey results, the ethnic minorities stood out as a category that deserves 
further and more targeted investigation. All respondents from the BAME population, 
when clustered together, appear to be more interested in the arts compared to their 
white counterparts, with 64% of ethnic minority respondents and 55% of the white 
population expressing interest in the arts. The former are also more predisposed  
to viewing cultural events online, both free and paid for (as summarised in Figure 10), 
as well as more supportive of the idea that individual artists should directly benefit 
from public art subsidy with 55% of ethnic minority representatives saying  
so compared to 39% on average.   

Furthermore, with 73% of black participants being interested in the arts, there is 
some evidence to speculate that black population is significantly more interested  
in the arts compared to white and Asian (56%) public. As the same time, nearly half 
of black participants (47%) felt that the arts are not for them, while only about 1 in 3 
of white and Asian participants felt this. 

However, the small sample size did not allow for a conclusive reflection on the 
disparities between different ethnic groups. 

Given some of the interesting trends that have emerged from the survey data  
on ethnic minorities as a cluster, and on ethnic minority groups individually, we  
call for more quantitative research and surveys that have a bigger sample and  
look specifically across various ethnic minority groups to establish, with more 
certainty, their outlook on cultural values, their preferences with regards  
to cultural engagement, their outlook on cultural policy and more. 

Finally, we also would like to highlight the need for further research to generate  
 more nuanced understanding of people’s individual and collective motivations  
to engage with and/or participate in 1) local cultural opportunities and 2) in culture 
and the arts more broadly. Where do such interests and motivations originate from? 
What reinforces such interests/motivations or the lack of them? What is the role  
of compulsory education and education policy here? Answers to these questions will 
be helpful for rethinking and further development of policy strategies to increase 
local cultural engagement and create opportunities for ordinary people to explore 
their own creativity as well as enjoy offers from cultural and arts organisations.  
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4. 	 Appendices 

4.1. Appendix 1. Sample composition

Demographic summary
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Age

5248

FemaleMale 47yrs 48yrsAverage age

(%)

Q.Gender / Q.Age. Base: All respondents (n=2123) Male respondents (n=1014)  
Female respondents (n=1098)
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Region 
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5
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Difference in age profile by region
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SEG and income

47
SEG 53

ABC1C2DE

24

18

13

10

7

6

4

11

Less than £20,000

£20,000 - £29,999

£30,000 - £39,999

£40,000 - £49,999

£50,000 - £59,999

£60,000  - £69,999

£70,000 - £79,999

£80,000 or more

Household Income

(%)

Q. Occupation/Occupation Retired. Q. Income. Base: All respondents (n=2123)

Ethnicity
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4Mixed

5Asian

2Black

2Other

(%)

Q. Ethnicity. Base: All respondents (n=2123)
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Education Level

8Master's or Doctorate

21Undergraduate degree &…

6Other Higher Education below degree level

20A level, vocational level 3 & equivalents

4Trade Apprenticeships

1Prefer not to say

20GCSE/O Level grade A*-C (5 or more),…

11GCSE/O Level grade (less than 5 A*-C), other…

2Other qualifications: level unknown

6No qualifications

1Don't know

(%)

Q. Education. What is the highest educational level that you have achieved to date?  
Base: All respondents (n=2123)



68

4.2. Appendix 2. Preference on how to participate in different art forms

Dancing
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27

21
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Doing/practising at home

Attending lessons

Being a club member

Participating in performance or exhibition

Participating in festivals and events

Posting content on social media

Being a volunteer

Support through donations

Dancing (break, hip hop, etc.) Dancing (ballet or contemporary) (%)

Q11. If Covid-19 were no longer present or caused no risk at all, how would you like to participate  
in your chosen activities?  Base: Activities want to participate in: Dancing (break, hip hop, etc.) (n=251), 
Dancing (ballet or contemporary) (n=207)
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Theatre and musicals
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Support through donations

Theatre performance Musical (%)

Q11. If Covid-19 were no longer present or caused no risk at all, how would you like to participate  
in your chosen activities?  Base: Activities want to participate in: Theatre performance (n=349), 
Musical (n=350)
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 Opera and singing/choir

Opera Singing or choir (%)
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Support through donations

Q11. If Covid-19 were no longer present or caused no risk at all, how would you like to participate in 
your chosen activities?  Base: Activities want to participate in: Opera (n=165), Singing or Choir (n=235)
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Music band, playing musical instrument, orchestra, and music composition 

32
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5
12
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Music band Playing musical instrument Orchestra Music composition (%)

Q11. If Covid-19 were no longer present or caused no risk at all, how would you like to participate  
in your chosen activities? Base: Activities want to participate in: music bands (n=248), playing musical 
instrument (n=263) orchestra (n=86) music composition (n=91)
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Carnival, circus, street art

Carnival Circus Street arts (%)
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Q11. If Covid-19 were no longer present or caused no risk at all, how would you like to participate  
in your chosen activities?  Base: Activities want to participate in: carnival (n=238), circus (n=191)  
street arts (n=230)



73

Film/videomaking and animation making 

(%)Film or video making Animation making
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Q11. If Covid-19 were no longer present or caused no risk at all, how would you like to participate in 
your chosen activities?  Base: Activities want to participate in: film making (n=170), animation making 
(n=104)
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Visual art, digital art, and photography
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Q11. If Covid-19 were no longer present or caused no risk at all, how would you like to participate 
in your chosen activities?  Base: Activities want to participate in: visual art (n=212), digital art (n=111) 
photography (n=351)
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Creative writing and writing/drawing comics and webcomics 

Creative writing Writing/drawing comics and web comics
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Q11. If Covid-19 were no longer present or caused no risk at all, how would you like to participate 
in your chosen activities?  Base: Activities want to participate in: creative writing (n=133), Writing/
drawing comics and web comics (n=248)
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Reading and craft making 
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