Abstract
Using the theory of stakeholder salience and stakeholder discourse, this article
leadership. It argues that in satisfying the demands of risk-averse public management,
arts policy bodies implicitly and explicitly impose the role of sectoral leader on the
heads of largest best-funded cultural organisations. As a result, opportunities for
alternate forms of leadership to emerge outside organisations are restricted. It renders
their organisations and their sector - and exposes implicit perceptions of value. Finally,
in reinforcing existing organisational structures, imposed leadership inhibits the risktaking and innovation these same arts policy bodies promote in their strategies. This
prevents the emergence of more transgressive forms of leadership and innovative

and inequality reinforced at a structural level. While focused on subsidised theatre in
on ethical leadership behaviours in the cultural sector.

Keywords

Public bodies, through a series of implicit and explicit relationships, impose sectoral leadership roles on the heads of the largest best funded
cultural sector organisations and in doing so inhibit risk and innovation.
This article is drawn from a wider study of the artist as stakeholder in
policymaking and leadership in the UK theatre sector. It brings together
two areas of discourse in arts management and cultural policy: cultural
leadership and cultural labour. Through this, it asks new questions about
structural inequalities informed by attitudes to risk, and the disparity
between arts policy rhetoric and enacted arts policy. This disparity is
examined here in relation to sustainability, risk and innovation.
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ings are presented in three parts concerned with the implicit and explicit
leaders as a nexus of all stakeholder relationships and the attitudes to
risk and innovation present. It will go on to discuss the implications of
for further research.

The dominance of policy over sectoral leadership behaviour emerged as
a focus of this study when the researcher set out to investigate how the

that political and public management interfere with the business models
2017; CAUST 2010a) and the power of individual charismatic cultural
leadership over policy directions has been examined (NISBETT;

the cultural sector, and how these processes reinforce hierarchies and
existing systems of cultural production.
The interplay between policy rhetoric and policy as it is enacted in

tween the arts sector and public bodies is similarly unclear. Gray (2015:
nition around what culture is and means. Arts policy, treated principally
as the decisions by which public arts funding is spent, is frequently a
dominant de facto cultural policy, “explicit arts agency strategies becoming confounded into implicit national cultural strategies” (DURRER;
MAGAN 2017: 190). This suggests that policy is implicitly delivered
through behaviours more than it is explicit via formal statements.
In contrast to this ambiguity, arts policy and public funding systems
generally and particularly in the UK (where the attention of this study is
focused) are driven by political interests in demonstrating economic and
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increased attention to risk management, sustainability and accountabil-

-

-

model by which the sector operates, altering how the sector measures its
own performance. This repeats at sector level the pattern of evaluation
NEWSINGER/GREEN 2016). While this accountability dominance suggests clear and transparent relationships between public bodies and the
theatre sector, this research suggests that it is far from clear.
and cultural leadership is principally discussed as organisational
(HEWISON 2006). Therefore, leadership can be viewed as a special
This gives privileged access to a small number of individuals at the head
of funded organisations in the shaping of policy and sector behaviour
NÉGRIER 2018), this study is concerned with the internal hierarchies at
play within subsidised theatre and how they shape its behaviour.
As public arts funding declines and alternate cultural forms evolve
and compete for attention, the promotion of cultural leadership through
both policy actions and the proliferation of leadership programmes is
intrinsically linked to the sustainability of the cultural sector (HEWISON

indeed artistic, leadership among other leadership forms (CAUST 2018;
2009). On the one hand, cultural leaders must achieve economic sustainability as part of the wider driver to transform cultural activity into
cultural industries and to develop new business models (BAKHSHI/
CUNNINGHAM 2016). On the other, they are charged with the protection
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of creative sustainability and must support artists/art-making and promote new, transgressive and alternate forms of cultural production and
driver connects cultural leadership to concerns of responsibility for di-

innovation. A number of scholars suggest contemporary cultural leadership is failing in its responsibilities for correcting inequality and failing
to evolve its production and decision-making structures (EIKHOF 2017;
KUNST 2015). Cultural leaders are increasingly charged with disrupting

Real cultural leadership involves creative transgression, and a long term perspec-

The capacity for more transgressive leadership and the ability to realise
innovation are both informed by attitudes to risk both within the practice
of arts organisations (in this study, theatre companies and venues)
(SGOUREV 2013) and in the prevailing context of national attitudes
towards risk-taking (STEPHAN/PATHAK 2016). By contrast, risk is
considered an intrinsic element in the lives of artists, both in their creation

creative sustainability, they are inadequately explored in cultural leadership discourse.

Both public bodies and cultural leaders are charged with multiple redepartments and politicians, or funders and boards of directors is
emphasised through the dominance of accountability within policy discultural leaders also carry “downward accountability” to organisations,

obligation raised by this highly complex accountability system of
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relationships inform the choice of theoretical approach in this study.
Stakeholder theory, as Freeman (1984: 67) puts it, recognises business
as “a deeply human institution”; its strength lying in its articulation of
multi-objective, multi-stakeholder relationships and recognition of multiare made up of both “implicit and explicit contracts” (FRIEDMAN/
its ethical behaviours (HARRIS/FREEMAN 2008; WICKS 1996;
in the cultural sector beyond explicit contracts, whether between funders,
organisations or artists. This article draws on literature around two
salience (or value) and how; the second is an exploration of stakeholder
management as an implicitly managerial behaviour.
-

This very generalist description as the basis of the theory has been
how individual stakeholders or stakeholder groups are appraised
theory of stakeholder salience creates a typology of seven stakeholder
groups according to factors of power (the capacity to exert control over
the organisation), legitimacy (the degree of legitimate claim to the busi(or organisational heads in general) who assign salience to groups and
interests (BENSON/DAVIDSON 2010). Therefore, we can consider
stakeholder valuation as the subjective response of an individual holding
a role of authority and managing competing demands in which their own
Managers sit at the “nexus of contracts” as the only stakeholders in
an organisation who develop contracts with all other stakeholder groups

not only do they control relationships but have intermediary control
-
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managers must prioritise organisational survival over all else (BASINGER/
-

personal advancement is a factor in attributing salience to the most
dominant stakeholders, this self-interest is not always negative as all

leadership, is a management behaviour, requiring a balancing of com-

Studies of the arts and cultural sector using stakeholder theory concentrate predominantly on perceptions of stakeholder value and its
JOBST 2011; HSIEH 2009; RHINE 2015; VOSS/VOSS/MOORMAN
2005). Much of the focus is on marketing, fundraising and external
contractually connected to the organisation (funders/donors, paying audiences, suppliers and employees). With the exception of Basinger and
Peterson (2008), inadequate attention has been paid to how stakeholder
salience is attributed in cultural leadership and management with little
examination of artists as stakeholders in any artform.

Building theory inductively, this qualitative study draws on a relativist
interpretation of both reality and knowledge, constructing an understanding of the phenomenon from the perceptions of, and values
value and control does not imply a tacit acceptance of these hierarchies
but derives greater understanding from the interaction between re-

PIERRE 2008). The methodology of this inductive study was devised to
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2010) and a Constant Comparative Method (BOEIJE 2002) to analyse
and interpret data from multiple sources - key documents from the pubfocused on the perceptions each participant group carried of the other
groups and players in the theatre sector, drawing out understanding of
how perceived value/status of players in the sector is assigned and what
perceived obligations exist to other stakeholders. Documents and tranover the duration of the study, distilling emerging themes.
wider research project from which it is drawn. The ability to draw generalisable hypotheses from a focused study, enables deeper knowledge to
be extracted that has macro-implications (EISENHARDT/GRAEBNER/
Although the boundaries between commercial and subsidised theatre
greater understanding of the interplay between policy bodies, organisations and artists was derived by focusing on those within subsidised
THEATRE ASSOCIATION/AUDIENCES NI 2017). All interviews and
focus groups took place between May and September 2017, via Skype or
in the cities listed above.
Participant selection treated the sector and phenomenon under
1994: 86) and recognised that the public (or audiences) are not principal

artists as a distinct group. A total of 83 participants were recruited from
three groups detailed below.
1. Policymakers are the four arms-length public bodies operating in the
four devolved regions of the UK - Arts Council of Northern Ireland,
Arts Council Wales, Arts Council England, Creative Scotland. While
libraries and creative industries, these four bodies are the only dedifor the arts, including theatre. Treating their strategies as de facto
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policy, the study analysed the plans that span the life of the project
between 2015 and 2018. They are:
Great Art and Culture for Everyone – 10 year strategic framework 2010-2020 (2nd edition) (Arts Council England 2013)
Ambitions for the Arts: A Five Year Strategic Plan for the Arts in
Northern Ireland 2013 – 2018 (Arts Council of Northern Ireland
2013)
Unlocking Potential Embracing Ambition - A shared plan for the
arts, screen and creative industries 2014-2024 (Creative Scotland 2014)
Imagine Our Vision for Wales Corporate Plan 2013-2018 (Updated) (Arts Council of Wales 2015)
Inspire Our Strategy for Creativity and the Arts in Wales (Arts
Council of Wales 2013)
In addition, interviews (6 participants in total) were conducted with
2.
tary interviews. Of these 6 were Executive Director/Producers, 10
were Artistic Directors, 4 were Artistic Directors who principally
programmed and 1 was an Associate Director. All the Artistic Directors
had lead or joint executive responsibility. 11 of the 21 were building-based, the remaining were companies.
3. Artists are 44 freelance theatre artists with an additional 6 independent
producers working in the UK, recruited in open calls via social media,
ters. The complexity of how they expressed their work as artists
meant it was not possible to create subsets but they were drawn from
a range of disciplines (mainstage and musical theatre, physical and
experimental, Welsh and Gallic theatre, theatre for young audiences)
and in a mix of occupations (theatre makers, actors, directors, playwrights and multiple variations).
Interviews were also conducted with representative bodies in the theatre
sector, 2 of these also being interviewed as artists (counted above). These
participating organisations are:
UK Theatre
Federation of Scottish Theatres (its former head)
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Theatres Trust
Independent Theatre Council
Creu Cymru
TheatreNI
Stage Directors UK
Theatre Bristol

value measurement and accountability have altered the way arts policy is

2014: 5). The trajectory towards more instrumentalist and economically
driven priorities with reduced or restricted funding and higher levels of
bureaucracy is a consistent pattern across the four regions of the UK -

Data gathered from analysis of the strategies and interviews detailed
1992) between government and the sector, although the position of their
(both regionally and temporally as governments move between elections). These bodies are intermediaries between state and sector, however
the state dominates their decision-making and it is to the state they must
using evidence of value or by policy attachment to other government

picture of public bodies whose survival is dependent on two things:
How much the activities they support satisfy government priorities;

strike as servant, advisor and advocate:

24
[…] you need to be close enough to continue to be able to contribute into the budgdistance not to therefore be seen as, by either government or by the creative sector,
as simply an instrument of government.

While participants in other groups note this “Janus-faced” position
the advocacy role of these bodies. All the Policymakers see their agencies
as “making the case” for the arts (PM5). However, ultimately this is sac-

of their own evidence of their own value.
resulting pressure exerted over arts management and practice is already
in the skewing of funding towards increasingly proscriptive government
targets and non-arts policy attachments, and a perceived loss of attention to aesthetic outcomes. Other areas of policy interest are less clear
stated intentions and actual decisions and actions, as one Artistic Director

no real discussion.

throughout their relationships with the sector.
Theatre (and arts) sector leadership is both implicitly and explicitly
documents reviewed for this study state repeatedly that leadership and
development of the sector is the responsibility of the lead organisations;
i.e., those in receipt of the largest and most regular funding should carry
the “weight of responsibility” (Arts Council of Northern Ireland 2013: 5)
to address issues of inequality and development beyond their own organisations. This inevitably also means that leadership is vested in building-based companies who receive the largest grant aid and are often the
least adaptive organisations due to their size, capital asset and history.
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that the leading roles within these organisations carry leadership responsibility and this is an obligation to their lead funder and the sector
precisely because of their level of investment. Responsibilities are articulated variously as: supporting new and emerging artists; increasing
whole sector; succession planning for new sector leaders; supporting
other organisations; increasing commerciality; and widening access and
inclusion.
Public bodies in this way expect these largest organisations to behave
as a variant of their own public sector intermediary role. In other words,
bodies and both the public and the network of small independent organisations and artists that make up the sector. This devolution of obligation
means these largest organisations and their leaders/managers are im-

This obligation to behave as leaders in sectoral development is not
communicated fully via formal agreements with these largest core funded
organisations, leaving this imposed leadership and its priorities as deliberately implicit and subject to a blend of formal requests and informal

to mentor new companies, new incoming entrants to the [portfolio of core funded
organisations]. They would need to support the [names public body] in public policy,

When interviewed, the heads of these large and better funded theatres
expectations. Their understanding is that they take on these roles as part
of their own personal and professional obligations to their community
and sector. As a result, they view these sectoral obligations as discretionary rather than mandated.
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Faced with ambiguity and presented with implicit responsibility beyond
their employment, the heads of theatre organisations must interpret for
themselves what their leadership role entails. Within a challenging
with the survival of their own organisation. Acting in managerial self-inests with the needs of their own organisation. This statement from an

director] had started it before I got there but we together have really expanded that.
Both, out of feeling a genuine need that no-one really was doing artist development
in the sector generally, the theatre sector in [country] and we really wanted to do
that. The other is knowing that, actually if we become really, within the theatre
sector as a whole, if [company] was a key part of the artist development network,
and therefore to a funder removing that would cause a whole lot of other things to

As part of participant recruitment and to gain insight into perceptions of
agers participant groups as well as the representative bodies is asked
who is leading the theatre sector. This opens up a discussion of what
leadership means to these players.
-

institutions such as the National Theatres of England, Scotland and
Wales are described by public bodies as leaders, however while organisations are named, participants often describe leadership behaviour
person Vicki Featherstone from National Theatre of Scotland (NTS) as
opposed to the NTS itself. A small number of participants mention par-
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-

ticipants as leaders.
Participant
Group

Policymakers

Leaders/
Managers

Representative Bodies

Total

Artistic Director

20

18

10

48

Artistic Director
(Programmer)

6

6

0

12

Company not
person

10

26

11

47

Exec Director/Producer

5

2

0

7

Independent Artist

3

5

0

8

Other

3

4

1

8

Total

47

61
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N/a

Table 1: Participant perceptions of the location of leadership.

When asked to describe why or how these people or organisations are

others and the advocacy they undertake on behalf of the sector. Individuals outside organisations and particularly artists are infrequently
However, participants recognise artists as having the capacity to lead
DAVIE 2009). A recurring comment from these powerful groups is that
the greatest barrier to artists being perceived as, or acting as, leaders is
-

And so, if part of the way that things are recognised is the time you give to be present.
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Echoing Caust (2010b), the evidence of this research suggests that only
when they become managerial and salaried can artists be leaders. This
exposes a system in which existing hierarchies of leadership and organisations are reinforced and the potential for new forms of leadership outside organisations is implicitly suppressed.
By imposition and by perception, leadership is then principally organisational but often described personally, as the work of individuals
heading up these organisations. Personal and organisational success are
to who is at the helm. And these organisational heads must work through

ence and power and often a shift into the precarity of the independent
freelance world. The theatre sector is thus highly interdependent but
also highly competitive, at both personal and organisational levels.
The articulation of self-interest in cultural leadership is not without
moral responsibility. A striking feature that emerged in the data is the
high level of personal motivation and feelings of responsibility these
audiences, and an often paternalistic concern to protect and support art-

This is a subjective morality, compounded by their belief that their leadership role is discretionary rather than imposed or mandated. Bolstered
by self-preservation and desire for advancement, these obligations are
independent artists and producers but this is coloured by a lens of attention to their own careers and organisations rather than by a consultative
process with those same players. As a consequence, it is their interpretaconcerns and interests they represent in arenas of policy, programming
or funding.
This study demonstrates that despite the collaborative nature of the
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2017). As one independent artist (A37) observes, their work is dependis perpetually compromised:

The Artists group of participants lack the protection of a company if they
wish to challenge behaviours or change systems. This leads to a suppression of opinion and self-censorship where they cannot be open about
their views without being labelled as “troublemakers” and losing support
and income. This freelance director (A5) describes the limitations:
I might speak to somebody in a room if they are doing a consultation or something.

Artists group and some of the representative bodies point to ongoing
underlying behaviours within those other groups that perpetuate these
marginalised groups (women, people from minority ethnic backgrounds
and people with disabilities) who see their inclusion in programmes as a
form of box-ticking and chasing the zeitgeist rather than changing the
way the sector behaves. It is clear however, that these groups lack the
power or status to challenge these inequalities.
Artists and the independent producers also interviewed recognise
(albeit with cynicism) that the self-interested behaviour of organisations
and their leaders or management is driven by the complex stakeholder
management they are negotiating. Artists recognise the pressures of the
intermediary role of these organisations between artists, funders, audience
and community as well as the growth of administration, “best practice”
and mundane issues like running buildings. This freelance playwright
(A38) connects these multiple obligations to their lack of capacity to
innovate:
es, to Boards too, and it makes it harder for them to generate new ways of doing

-
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players in the sector which determines the attention each receives. As
they view their sectoral leadership as discretionary, it is easier to shape,
prioritise or abandon any obligations according to their own interests.

The imposition of leadership and the resulting reinforcement of existing
organisations and sectoral hierarchies leads to a suppression or removal
of risk from the systems of cultural production in UK theatre. This study
Examining the strategy documents (Arts Council England 2013; Arts
Council of Northern Ireland 2013; Arts Council of Wales 2013; Creative
Scotland
museums and libraries), these terms “risk” and “innovation” are used
descriptively to signal a number of desires:
adventurousness and innovation in artistic practice;
and new models or ways of working that improve sustainability or
create new approaches to the business of making art.
Public bodies (or the Policymakers group) argue that innovation is neces-

They argue that a “wholesale rethinking” is needed to how cultural activity
is made and sustained (Arts Council of Wales 2013: 23). This priority for
change contradicts their behaviour which is to reinforce and increase the
power of existing organisations and leaderships. Data from this study
be seen as having three forms.

essential part of creative or cultural production (BANKS et al. 2000). In
theatre works and practices and the emergence of new artists and
production models. Adaptive structures, a profusion of collaborative approaches and restructuring of public funding are markers of the business
or organisational aspect. Growth in diversity and representation, disrup-

31

All participants from all three groups identify the independent, fringe
artistic community as the source of the most vibrant or most innovative
new approaches, both in making work and experimenting with business
models. This is not to suggest that only artists can innovate (PRATT
2015) but it does suggest that large “vertically integrated” organisations
are less likely to be a source than “cultural entrepreneurs working in micro
(2013), many of the Artists group articulate a subjectivity in attitudes to
innovation among organisations and public bodies; that out-of-date
organisations with little capacity for adaptiveness, remain bound within
(predominantly white, able-bodied and male) and interpret what is
“ground-breaking” accordingly:
sort of legacy tradition and doing what they consider to be innovative. And surprise, surprise, what they consider to be innovative is often pushing their own work
or the work of their kind of male colleagues who experience the same amount of

production is understood as necessary due to multiple stakeholder
demands and self-preservation, However, it also emphasises that risk as
artistic and organisational experimentation, cannot be embraced without disrupting those structures. Additionally, the Artists group see the
lying cautiousness and cultural conservatism that limits reputational,
commercial and artistic risk in programming. An example is this discussion by artist participants in a focus group:
going to allow any striking imagery within a piece of writing or on the stage, but
theatre audience is going to be ostensibly, sort of...
A35: lefty, liberal.

The second form is risk as it relates to accountability and measures of
isations they fund are endowed with a custodianship of public interest in
which concepts of best practice emphasise risk-averse governance and
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administratively dominant processes (CAUST 2010a). The growth of
public management and accountability with reducing public funds
behaviours towards experimentation (SGOUREV 2013; STEPHAN/
PATHAK 2016). This is not only clearly understood by all the participants in this study but accepted as a normal part of how public funding
and the sector operates. As one Policymaker participant (PM4) says,
down, so local authorities are putting it on to buildings and buildings are putting it

In response to the demands of public management, public bodies
privilege organisational structures, administrative systems and business
models over looser forms of cultural production and impose ever tighter
controls on outputs, outcomes and targets. One participant (A10) describes
they who must change, suptheatres organisations. Despite the championing of experimentation in
their strategies, public bodies justify their own decision-making and
satisfy the bureaucratic systems that dominate their own survival by
reinforcing existing organisational hierarchies and practices through
funding and imposing sectoral leadership.
The third form of risk recognised is precarity. Although directly
connected to the risk-averse behaviours of funders and organisations
described above, and despite being raised by almost every one of the 84
participants in the study as a major issue in theatre in the UK, this form
of risk barely appears in the strategic documents reviewed. Within the
structures and hierarchies described by participants in the study, the
emotional risks associated with cultural production (BAKHSHI/WINDSOR

this system leaves little space to question these hierarchies or even consider whether they as individuals accept the dominant forms of success
and career progression:
[…] if you look at the people who are on the outside of the system, I think quite a lot
time being able to take risks because it takes a lot of their time and energy to make
theatre. And the riskier it is, the more likely they are to not be able to take that step
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towards, not necessarily the system, but towards the centre of the theatre world. I
make their way towards the centre of the theatre world.

artists and their precarity, the Artists group do not feel this care, and
often emphasise the transactional nature of their relationships with theatre
organisations. Their exchanges are dominated by business dealings
ever-diminishing commissions, co-productions or access to resources.
Artists and independent producer participants describe their own precarity as in no small part due to their dependency for their status on the
chies within the theatre sector. If they are ambitious and wish to be seen
as leaders themselves, they must seek the endorsement of the existing
behaviours.

Public cultural bodies have a contradiction at the heart of their own
policies. Their stated desire for risk, innovation and change is informed
their actions which reinforce existing organisations, their leadership and
their models of cultural production. If arts and cultural policy is implicit
this study suggests either that the actual policy is to maintain and bolster
existing organisations and assign them greater power, or that written
strategies and thus explicit policies promoting innovation have failed
before they have begun.
Imposed sectoral leadership on large well-funded organisations can
be argued as a legitimate expectation of return on public investment

the principal public body and is dependent on that body for its own
survival, its ability to speak and act for the sector is fundamentally com-
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limits what change is possible.

salaried leadership positions and those outside organisations is evident.
The persistence of this inequality is inhibiting new forms of leadership
and new approaches to production. The duality and complexity of cultural leadership and particularly the performing arts has been examined

study suggests that inadequate attention is being paid to how public
policy and management (in itself a nexus of government and sector
interests) is disrupting the ethical behaviours of cultural leadership and
encouraging narrow vertical hierarchies of compromised leadership
rather than disruptive or transgressive forms. Cultural leadership is at
by its dominant stakeholders and compromised by self-interest on multiple
levels. The dependency of independent artists and cultural labour on the
discretionary benevolence and endorsement of these leaders renders the
system of cultural production in UK theatre unequal on an ongoing basis
rather than enabling change.
Analysis of the data in this study suggests that the three forms of risk
articulated previously - innovation, risk as part of accountability and risk
as precarity - are fundamentally entwined. A risk-averse system of policymaking reinforces its decision-making by elevating those it already
supports, devolving sector development to them, and increasing their
accountability. It pushes risk and experimentation out of the funding
system and funded organisations and onto independents and freelancers
within the sector. This risk-aversion inhibits any possibility for existing
structures to be disrupted and suppresses the very innovation it sets out
to achieve. The more risk is passed to individuals outside organisations
where they are unprotected by companies, salaries or boards, the more
the very inequality and precarity so often acknowledged but rarely tackled
at policy level. If the desired outcome to promoting leadership, risk and
innovation is to increase sustainability, the complicity of both public
bodies and cultural leadership in reinforcing precarity and inequality
renders it impossible.
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This research suggests that there is a contradiction between policy desires for innovation and risk-taking and the manner in which public
funding policies assign leadership to the largest and least adaptive
organisations. If sustainability is the intended outcome of the promotion
of leadership, risk and innovation, then this promotion must move away
from existing organisational models of leadership within funding systems.
In particular, more investigation is needed into how the dominant public
approaches to risk and experimentation.
Cultural leaders are compromised as they attempt to satisfy multiple
stakeholder commitments and thus complicit in reinforcing both precarity
and existing hierarchies. This study suggests greater attention is needed
the state as a stakeholder alters the ethical behaviours of cultural leadership and leads to a growth of inequality between those in organisations
and those outside them in the system of cultural production. While artists
are dependent on organisations and their leaders, the entire system of
cultural production is dependent on artistic labour. This interdependency
is under-recognised and a rebalancing of perceived dependencies and
corresponding value is needed.
Innovation is a process of improvisation, trying out hunches and

uncertainty and risk-taking (STEPHAN/PATHAK 2016). Unless the inrecognised, the desire for new and alternate innovative models of cultural
production will remain just that - a desire.
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